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Introduction

Starting from the seventeenth century, European Catholic orders like Jesuits, Franciscans, and Dominicans, introduced Christianity to China. The imperial rulers became fearful of Catholic influence, however, and banned Christianity from 1724 to 1860. No longer allowed to travel and preach in China, Catholic and, later, Protestant missionaries concentrated their efforts on Southeast Asia while waiting for China to reopen to foreigners. They proselytized among Chinese migrants, including many from Chaozhou (潮州), and recruited them as evangelists to reintroduce Christianity to China proper. These returning Christians succeeded in recruiting converts, building churches at home and abroad, and integrating Christianity with traditional customs and social structures. This pattern of Chinese church growth not only marks the beginning of the Christian missionary expansion into the South China coast but also represents a large-scale religious movement comparable in importance to the growth of Christianity in continental Europe, the rise of Islam, and the Buddhist transformation of East Asia.


Drawing on a vast array of archival materials and published sources, this chapter discusses the emergence of Chinese Christian communities in the Chaozhou-speaking region of Guangdong province along the South China coast. The period under discussion begins from the Protestant missionary expansion into Chaozhou in the mid-nineteenth century, to the end of state-initiated religious persecution in the Maoist era (1949-1976). This Christian century of Chaozhou (1860s-1990s) was characterized by a complex reciprocal movement involving Chinese Christians and Western missionaries. This study highlights the role of Chinese converts in the evangelistic process and demonstrates the extent to which they were responsible for spreading Christianity through transnational migration routes, native place networks, and kinship and village ties. The integration of transnational, regional, and local church networks in Chaozhou was significant because these various links were outside the state control and created a religious sphere that facilitated the spread of Christianity along Chinese kinship, native place, and migration routes across the South China Sea. They also provided additional resources and empowered the churches in times of crisis. 


In addition, the Christian century reveals the complexity of church and state interactions in South China. Theologically, the Christians in Chaozhou regarded themselves as part of a global religious movement and adhered to the principle of the locality of the church, proclaiming that each church should be an autonomous spiritual body to govern its affairs and to remain independent from state control. They believed that they were called out to follow Jesus Christ and at the same time, they could coexist with any political authorities. However, the fear of their ideological autonomy by state officials put the church unwillingly in opposition to the state. As China entered the modern era, the rise of an absolute, territorially bound Chinese state, and the spread of revolutionary nationalism, drove the Republican and Communist regimes to tighten control over the Christian population. 


Beginning with an overview of Christianity in Chaozhou, this chapter discusses how the Christians regarded themselves as part of a transnational religious movement, and how they established themselves as effective stewards of local community interests. This is followed by a critique of the expansion of state power in the Anti-Christian Movement in the mid-1920s, and the Three-Self Patriotic Movement in the 1950s. In particular, this chapter examines a wide range of religious resources and survival strategies that the Christians employed to deal with tensions with the state. 

1. The Nineteenth-Century Christian Expansion into Chaozhou

The South China mission, widely known as “Swatow (Shantou) mission” or “Tie-chiu (Chaozhou) mission” in Western literature, was one of the rapidly growing Protestant mission fields in late nineteenth-century China. Geographically, this mission field refers to the Chaozhou prefecture of Guangdong province on the South China coast, an area far away from the central, and provincial governments and notorious for its long history of rural violence. The Chaozhou dialect was the dominant language in the coastal areas, and the Hakka dialect was widely spoken in the poorer interior. 


Since the eighteenth century, large numbers of people from Chaozhou left their families to find work in Siam (now Thailand), planning to return to China upon retirement. While living abroad, they maintained close contacts with their home villages through strong kinship and native place ties, which provided an effective network of support. These networks included a large number of merchant guilds, temple organizations, and philanthropic associations that provided social services, notably funeral services for those who died abroad. Beginning in the 1830s, American Baptist missionaries who preached among Chaozhou migrants in Siam found in the process a way to reintroduce Christianity to the Chinese mainland (Christianity was banned as a heterodox religion since 1724). They encouraged Chaozhou converts to spread the Christian faith through native place networks abroad in Siam and, later, through kinship networks after they returned home. Because these networks were outside Chinese official control, they provided an effective channel for Christian expansion from Siam to China. This pattern of development highlights the importance of transnational Chinese maritime routes from Siam to Chaozhou in missionary efforts to bring Christianity to South China before the creation of the unequal treaty system in the 1860s.
 


When the American Baptist and English Presbyterian missionaries arrived and established headquarters at the treaty port of Shantou in the early 1860s, they relied on Chinese kinship, village, and market networks to spread the Christian message and build churches. These native networks transformed the Protestant congregations into what Daniel H. Bays calls the ‘integral parts of the local society.’
 At that time, popular feelings toward the Christian missions were mixed. Rural areas witnessed a tendency to affiliate with the church and seek the protection offered by Western missionaries, whereas provincial, prefectural, and district cities experienced the rise of anti-Christian sentiment among some Confucian scholar-officials, lineage, and temple leaders. Overall, Protestantism grew as a grassroots movement in rural communities where proselytizing met with success. It was the countryside that became the center of the South China Mission. A typical Christian in late nineteenth-century Chaozhou could be visualized as a man or woman living in a densely-populated village. Most Christians identified themselves with particular denominations, as well as their lineages and villages. The overlap of religious, kinship, and territorial identities characterized most Baptist and Presbyterian congregations in Chaozhou.
 This pattern of church growth fit well with the missionary expectation of self-propagation through native agency; it also marked the beginning of group conversions in rural society.


Yet political issues involving Western missionaries and Chinese converts were complex. Initially, cases of anti-foreign disputes broke out in the treaty port of Shantou (汕頭), Chaozhou prefectural city (潮州府), and various district cities where missionaries were concentrated. The disputes spread into rural areas and were woven into existing kinship, lineage, and village conflicts. Missionaries were often at a loss because local conflicts over resources and anti-Christian violence frequently overlapped. Missionaries’ ability to intervene successfully in local conflicts depended on powerful backing from Western powers in treaty ports and beyond. When they did intervene effectively, it transformed the church into an alternative source of authority, thereby empowering Christians, and undermining traditional power holders, such as lineage leaders, temple managers, local constables, and yamen runners.
 The church became what English Presbyterian missionary John Campbell Gibson called, ‘a protective society,’ whose members and leaders would help each other in all matters of disputes and litigations.
 This political feature of Christianity is similar to the growth of popular religions in North China.
 As Christianity became a new potent element in local politics, it influenced the church-state interactions in the twentieth century. 

2. The Church as a Safe Haven

The turn of the twentieth century was marked by the outbreak of the Boxer Uprising (1899-1901), a movement directed against all forms of foreign presence, especially the missionaries and their converts. The failure of the Boxers, however, increased the prestige of Western missionaries, and the church was now looked upon as a powerful institution. Meanwhile, the Chinese identified modernization as a critical component of national salvation, and this realization resulted in a nationwide conversion to science and technology. The central government introduced the New Policies to restructure the educational system in order to nurture good citizens, train competent officials, and enrich the nation.
 The foreign missionaries and Chinese Christians took advantage of this move themselves, by creating an extensive network of private educational facilities in parallel with the government-run school system.
 A good example is the Anglo-Chinese College (華英中學), founded by the English Presbyterian mission in May 1905 and financed by Chen Yuting (陳雨亭), a wealthy merchant in Shantou, to provide a Western-style education for young people.
 

The success of Christianity as an agent of change opened the door to secular ideas that attracted young people in search of China’s salvation. Religious conversion, however,
 proceeded slowly. In reality, it was the Western technical advance that impressed the Chinese most.
 In the name of science and technology, many modern intellectuals rejected the civilizing mission of Christianity, and saw the Christian faith as redundant in the modern world. John Fitzgerald correctly points out that the Chinese awakening was a secular phenomenon.
 Nationalism and modernization became the dominant discourse in politics, and this rising tide of nationalism, exemplified by the May 4th and May 30th movements, brought new challenges to the church.
 

Twentieth-century nationalism differed from late-nineteenth-century anti-Christian violence in that many intellectuals were involved. They also accused the missionaries of using conversion and education to advance Western imperialists’ agenda of political, economic, military, and cultural dominance over China. Faced with the charge of ‘cultural imperialism,’ more educated Chinese Christians and enlightened foreign church leaders called for a Three-Self movement to create self-governing, self-supporting, and self-propagating churches. They advocated that foreign missionaries learn to be advisors rather than commanders, and that Chinese Christians work independently, without missionary protection and support. The actual practices of implementing the Three-Self movement varied from place to place and from denomination to denomination. Debate about the structure of a Three-Self church became an important topic throughout the early twentieth century.

When the Qing dynasty collapsed in 1911, and before the new Republican state was established, there was a breakdown of law and order. Warlord conflict and intra-/inter-village violence frequently broke out in Chaozhou during the 1910s and 1920s. Strategically located at the border of Fujian and Guangdong provinces, Chaozhou was in the warpath of rival militarists. In the winter of 1917, Cantonese warlord Chen Jiongming (陳烱明) ordered his soldiers to attack the Fuzhouese troops stationed at Chaozhou prefectural city. As one Chinese writer observed, “Outside the city wall there was severe conflict. The sound of cannon thundered in the sky. Bullets fell like raindrops. Residents of both city and villages were fearful of death.”
 The local chief of police and the president of the Chaozhou Chamber of Commerce asked Douglas James and Malcolm Ross of the English Presbyterian Mission, Ellison Hildreth of the American Baptist Mission, and Fr. Roudière of the Missions Étrangères de Paris (MEP), to act as negotiators between the opposing armies. Trapped in a warlord conflict, the only option for the missionaries was to exercise their treaty rights by appealing to foreign consuls in Shantou for help. The missionaries set up a joint committee with the local chief of police and merchant leaders to draft an armistice. With the intervention of the American and British consuls in Shantou, the missionaries brought Chen Jiongming’s troops to the negotiation table. An armistice was arranged and the Fuzhou troops withdrew from the area.
 In this incident, the missionaries’ intervention saved the city from attack. The missionaries and Christians were seen as guardians of law and order, and gained prestige and recognition in the circle of local elites. 

While the fighting and troop movements severely affected people’s livelihoods in Chaozhou, natural disasters, such as earthquakes, droughts, and typhoons, created tremendous pressure on local resources. The most devastating disaster was the typhoon of August 2, 1922. The strong wind and tidal wave swept Shantou and its surroundings. It destroyed 75% of the city buildings in Shantou. Hundreds of corpses and carcasses of animals were mingled with the debris. A Catholic nun, Sister Marie du Rosaire who was in charge of the Ursuline convent at Shantou, was caught in the tidal wave. She describes the magnitude of the disaster in one of her letters:

Swatow [Shantou] alone has 50,000 dead – either lost or drowned. At every moment of the day or night, the stretcher-bearers pass in front of the [Catholic] bishopric with their dead. At first they had coffins; but now the bodies are simply put in matting. They have been picking them up now for five days. The Chinese are very respectful of their dead and will not let anyone go without burial. The way the Chinese have taken this disaster is truly remarkable. They don’t seem to be crushed. They collect the debris from their houses and their little bamboo huts as though it were something quite ordinary.
 

This graphic account showed that Shantou was like a war-torn city. The material damage was enormous and the number of casualties was uncountable. Shantou and nearby cities suffered badly, but the plight of the coastal villages was the worst. For example, the Presbyterian congregation in Yanzao village (鹽灶鄉), Chenghai district (澄海縣), lost 119 of its members—50 baptized adult church members, 35 children, and 34 religious inquirers. The death toll made up 25% of the village population, of which three deacons and one elder were killed, and one Christian family lost 18 of its members.
 

Although the Baptists and Presbyterians were little prepared for it, the churches found themselves as the only viable institutions after the disaster, and as such, bore the burden of relief work.
 The Shantou municipal government and the Chinese Chamber of Commerce worked with the church to raise money for food, clothing, medicine, building of an embankment, repairing of dykes and houses, etc. In times of unprecedented crisis, the church became the crossing point for humanitarian relief, and Chinese preachers, Biblewomen, medical staff, and mission school students became ‘on the spot’ relief workers. The municipal officials had to rely on the urban, market, and rural churches to reach out to the devastated villages. Historian Chen Chunsheng (陳春聲) points out that, after the typhoon, many emigrant villages in Chenghai district turned to their relatives in Southeast Asia for help.
 What distinguished the Yanzao congregation from these emigrant villages was its strong tie to the regional and transnational Presbyterian networks. The Yanzao congregation called for financial assistance not only from their missionary patrons in Shantou and other Christian communities in unaffected areas, but also from Overseas Chinese Christians in Hong Kong, British Malaya, and Singapore and from the headquarters of the English Presbyterian mission in London. Most of the international donations were administrated through the English Presbyterian mission in Shantou, and in 1923, the majority of the missionaries were involved in relief and charitable work. They addressed the immediate concerns of the refugees and rebuilt the badly hit communities through provision of livestock, farm implements, and loans to farmers.
 

These examples of Christian disaster management were driven by a genuine concern for the pain and suffering of fellow Chinese and a determination to promote the people’s welfare. It was the combined transnational, regional, and local church networks that further sustained these Christian relief efforts in times of disasters. The Christians did not just share the same beliefs with overseas Chinese and Western churches. They also participated in the same religious and social activities across national boundaries. As time passed, there emerged a sense of trust and belonging between the Christians in Chaozhou and those abroad. Horizontally, they developed an extensive network of support among fellow believers, and vertically, they cultivated a patron-client relationship with overseas Chinese and Western churches. Therefore, the more transnational the church was, the greater its access to international resources in times of crisis. 


In addition, the Christian disaster management took place within the traditional pattern of state-society interactions. Their ability to transform the longstanding church organizations into relief agencies stabilized the local society and prevented the disaster-affected areas from falling into anarchy. This mobilization element was essential for the Christians’ empowerment and survival. As R. G. Tiedemann points out, in urban and rural areas affected by natural and man-made disasters, the Christian communities played a vital role in providing food relief and medical assistance throughout the late Qing and early Republican eras.
 A few years later, however, in the mid-1920s, the rising tide of revolutionary nationalism made it impossible to continue such relief work. The radical revolutionaries, both the Nationalists and Communists, bitterly opposed any Christian charity because they were determined to undermine the popular support of the church and to gain legitimacy through a series of anti-Christian movements. 
3. The Church as a Target of Attack

The most severe challenge to the Baptist and Presbyterian missions was the May 30th incident in Shanghai in 1925. In areas controlled by the Nationalists, the May 30th incident added fuel to the explosive anti-imperialist and anti-Christian agitation. Popular reaction to the May 30th incident in Chaozhou had its immediate effect on the churches. Ten days after the Incident, on June 10, 1925, the students in the Baptist Academy (礐石中學) expressed strong anti-foreign sentiments and planned to join other anti-British protests in Shantou. The protests coincided with the Baptist Convention, in which several Chinese church leaders “would like to see the foreigners ousted right off.”
 They subscribed to the rhetoric of anti-imperialism in order to challenge the leadership of their American missionary patrons. Abbie G. Sanderson graphically described the confrontation between the educational missionaries and students at the Baptist Academy: 

Yesterday morning [June 9, 1925] at the boys’ Academy, as he was getting up to take his regular turn at leading the chapel exercises, Mr. G. H. Waters was hissed and clapped at and shuffled at in a most insolent manner. When he found that he could not make himself heard, he sat down and the Chinese principal, Mr. Fu (i.e., Fu Shangrong傅尚榮) got up and rebuked them, told them to come to order and listen to the doctrine (tingdao 聽道). Whereupon some of them declared they didn’t want to hear the doctrine and they wouldn’t and they wouldn’t even hear him. Mr. Fu tried to reason with them, but they kept getting worse and worse and turned into a regular mob. They had various meetings among themselves and finally
 called a meeting of all the schools here on the compound to call a cessation of classes (they didn’t call it a strike this time!)

As the American missionaries and Chinese principal lost control of the students, both sides had irreconcilable differences, and neither side initiated a dialogue to resolve the crisis. Sanderson and the teachers of the Baptist Girls’ School (正光女學) on the compound did not want to see their students join the strike with the boys, so they closed the Girls’ School, and on June 10th, sent the girls home.
 Though some girls might have been pleased to have an early summer break, the other half of the girls stayed on campus and joined the boys in parading and getting funds for the strikers in Shantou and Shanghai. Sanderson knew that “some of the girls were bound to be influenced by the boys (some of them relatives) and wanted to imitate their example by going out to get money for the strikers, going out on the streets for parades and preaching parties, and getting very much excited about it all in the bargain.”
 The Baptist middle school students decided to take their cause outside the school compound as they recognized the power of strikes, petitions, and demonstrations. Even though they were in Shantou, they completely identified with the labor strikers in Shanghai, Canton, and other parts of China, and felt that they were capable of ridding China of the yoke of imperialism. This was indeed a time of chaos, instability and confusion. The May 30th incident not just popularized the anti-foreign sentiment among the Christian and non-Christian students. It completely changed people’s perceptions of foreigners and foreign missionaries in Shantou, and redefined the mission-church relations over matters of church governance, church property, and Christian education. 

The Presbyterian educational missionaries faced the same problem. They withdrew from the Anglo-Chinese College and put it in the hands of the Chinese staff. The most hostile reaction towards the English mission was expressed by a group of Chinese Christians in the Shantou Church, the largest Presbyterian congregation in the city. On their initiative, a Patriotic Society was formed with members of the Qilu Church (崎碌教會), another Presbyterian congregation in Shantou. Dispute was caused by their attempt to change the name of their church by adding “Chinese Christian” to the existing “Presbyterian Church.” The change appeared to be reasonable, but the missionaries saw it as a plot to gain control of the mission and church properties. The dispute reached a climax when a circular was passed in the name of the two congregations, declaring that as the missionaries had not condemned the Shanghai shootings, the Shantou and Qilu congregations decided to break away from the English Presbyterian Mission, and that as the time for a Presbyterian system of church governance had passed, the two congregations were now members of the Chinese Church. Clearly, some radical church leaders were determined to separate themselves from the Synod, and they called upon other Presbyterian churches to do the same. Underlying this intra-church dispute was serious friction between the missionary patrons and some well-established Chinese Presbyterian leaders.
 When some native church leaders internalized the Nationalist discourse of revolutionary nationalism, they challenged the subservient role assigned to them by the missionaries and were determined to break away from the missionary control. 

In August 1925, the pro-Nationalist Anti-foreign Committee in Shantou issued a resolution that prohibited teachers and students from attending any school under British control. Hur F. Wallace, the most senior Presbyterian educational missionary realized that he could not open the Anglo-Chinese College for the fall semester. The missionaries were convinced that the Anti-foreign Committee had its contacts with the Shantou Church, because Wallace announced on August 22nd, that the Anglo-Chinese College would be suspended for a term. Within a few days, Wallace received a request on behalf of the Student Association that the Mission Council should hand over the temporary management of the College to a Chinese Committee. The Presbyterian mission saw it as a way to circumvent the resolution. As the missionaries refused to back down, some students were reported to have organized a new school in order to cut themselves off from the British missionaries. With the support of two sons of the original founder, Chen Yuting, the Anglo-Chinese students wanted to re-register the school property as “common property” (gongchan 公產) rather than “British mission property.” This confrontation between the Presbyterian missionaries and local students remained unsolved. In November 1925, Jiang Jieshi (蔣介石) launched the Second Eastern Expedition and took over Shantou. The Nationalist army brought in Zhou Enlai (周恩來) as Chief Director of the Civil Administration Department of the Eastern Expedition Headquarters. During the next few months, Zhou Enlai took over several mission schools, including the Anglo-Chinese College (Presbyterian) in Shantou and the Kwong Yit Academy (Baptist; 廣益学院) in the Hakka-speaking Jiaying city (嘉應市).

The new political climate of revolutionary nationalism affected many young mission school students. On November 16, 1925, Cai Haizhen (蔡愷真), a teenager, who later became an ordained Presbyterian minister, attended an anti-imperialist parade in Shantou. He recalled waving small Nationalist flags, shouting slogans like “Down with imperialism,” “Defeat the warlords,” “Long live the Revolution,” and singing the revolutionary song: 


Down with the imperialists, down with the imperialists;


Defeat the warlords, defeat the warlords;


Success to the National Revolution; success to the National Revolution


Let’s rejoice! Let’s rejoice! 


打倒列强，打倒列强；

除軍閥，除軍閥；


國民革命成功，國民革命成功。

齊歡唱！齊歡唱！

These modern rituals of statehood created a new political culture among local people. Together with adults and students, Cai Haizhen learned a new political vocabulary and participated in rituals that defined the meaning of ‘Chineseness’ and promoted a territorially-bound statehood. They became a new-born Republican citizenship as they internalized the discourses of anti-imperialism and revolutionary nationalism. A devout Presbyterian, Cai Haizhen never perceived these political rituals as incompatible with his religious faith. He strongly believed that as a Christian, he ought to participate in these political rituals and to contribute to the nation-building process.
 As Henrietta Harrison argues, this form of politicization projected an image of modern Chinese revolutionary citizens: they sanctified the revolutionary martyrs, they pledged to defend the ideology of Sun Yat-Sen (孫中山), they completely identified with the flags, songs, and slogans of the Nationalist Party, and they denounced any foreign imperialistic threats. Such a process was designed to eliminate the people’s local sentiments and mould them into obedient Republican citizens.

At that time, the mission school students in Shantou knew nothing about the important role that Soviet military advisors had played in the intensive Nationalist and Communist propaganda campaigns to denounce the church. As Jiang Jieshi tightened his control over the Nationalist regime, he targeted the Communists, and ended Zhou Enlai’s administration in Shantou. The Anti-Christian Movement officially ended in the winter of 1926, and things returned to normal in early 1927. This change of revolutionary policy had to do with political and social instability in the countryside. Throughout the Hakka region, stretching from Haifeng district to the borders of Jiangxi province, cases of inter-/intra-village violence merged with continuous fighting between Communist and anti-Communist forces. There was an extensive attrition of missionary activity over this vast mission field than there was in Shantou, with fewer staff, Chinese, and foreign missionaries to serve it. The most serious problem had to do with the indiscriminate killing of local Catholics and Protestants in Haifeng and Lufeng districts under the control of Peng Pai’s Soviet government. In October 1928, six churches were burnt and another eighteen churches were partly demolished, with three preachers, one elder, six deacons, and thirty Christians killed and many becoming homeless and fleeing elsewhere. Ironically, during the Northern Expedition, the anti-Christian movement increased popular support for the Nationalist leaders, but the escalation of violence against Christians undermined the government’s ability to establish effective control over the newly conquered areas. The Nationalists decided to end the anti-Christian movement in order to maintain stability and prevent foreign intervention. Michael G. Murdock correctly points out that the Nationalist leaders succeeded in manipulating anti-Christian sentiment in order to rally support, and to maintain ties, and continue talks with foreign powers. This tactic extended far beyond Jiang Jieshi’s power base in Guangdong province, and allowed the party to expand its influence through local anti-Christian organizations.
 Therefore, the themes of xenophobia and Western imperialism were the main reasons for local antagonism towards foreign missions and Chinese churches.

4. Conversion as a Critique of the Maoist State
After 1949, the Communist state sought to control the religious sphere. With the outbreak of the Korean War (1950–1953), the state ended the missionary era by expelling all foreign missionaries from China. This policy led to the state’s takeover of church properties in Chaozhou. In early 1950, the local government required all foreign missions and Chinese churches to register their properties with the authorities. This policy identified the locations and values of both foreign mission and Chinese church properties, and to create tensions between missionaries and local church leaders. In the Korean War, the government confiscated all the American Baptist and English Presbyterian mission properties. These properties were registered by the foreign missions in Shantou during the 1930s. The government claimed to transfer the foreign missions’ properties to the Chinese churches in order to gather support among local Christians against their missionary patrons. This tactic of divide and rule was aimed at creating internal conflict within the churches. It weakened the Christians by cutting the economic and cultural ties with the West. This would eventually allow the government to put all denominational churches into the state-controlled Three-Self Patriotic Movement (sanzi aiguo yundong 三自愛國運動): self-rule autonomous from foreign missionary and imperialist control, financial self-support without any foreign donations, and self-preaching independent of any missionary influences.
 


In the Korean War, the Shantou Municipal Bureau of Religious Affairs mobilized the Christians to support the nationwide Three-Self Patriotic Movement. Ironically, the Local Committee of the Movement revealed the strong Baptist and Presbyterian presence. Of all the 37 Three-Self committee members, there were 8 Baptists and 16 Presbyterians. The Presbyterian leader, Zheng Shaohuai (鄭少懷) became the first chairman of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement in Shantou in July 1957. Cai Haizheng, a Presbyterian minister, and Hong Xirong (洪錫榮), a Baptist minister, became the vice-chairmen. The Three-Self Patriotic Movement claimed to indigenize the leadership structure of Chinese churches by involving native church leaders, but this was only a tactic to gather support for the socialist state.
 These local church leaders collaborated with the state provided there was still a limited degree of freedom of worship among the urban congregations. Keeping a low profile and avoiding direct confrontation with the state, hoping for the best and preparing for the worst, appeared to be the most common strategy for survival. They also believed that the Three-Self Patriotic Movement was more about expressing their support of the newly established Communist state rather than building a church run by, and for, the local Chinese Christians. In fact, the denominational churches and their village congregations in Chaozhou, had long before become truly Three-Self Churches, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Almost all the rural congregations were founded, managed, and supported by the local worshippers since the time of their founding. The local Christians only relied on the missionaries for running the extensive networks of educational and medical institutions. 

These Three-Self Patriotic church leaders played a dual role in the church and state interactions: as implementer of the Communist Party’s designs as well as moderator against some anti-religious policies. Politically, they acted as a mediator between the Christian communities and Communist officials. They constantly appealed to the Shantou municipal government for the return of former mission properties to the local congregations. They subscribed to the Communist rhetoric of anti-imperialism and stressed that the Chinese Christians in Chaozhou were patriotic and in favor of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement; therefore, they should be given financial assistance by the state in times of difficulty. During the land reform, they complained about the harsh anti-Christian policies in the interior, and urged the municipal, district, and village authorities to re-open the market and village churches for worship. They had effectively used the Three-Self Patriotic Movement Committee in Shantou as an institutional umbrella to support evangelistic activities throughout the 1950s.

Furthermore, the state forced all church leaders to accuse and demonize the foreign missionaries whom they had known and worked with for many decades. This was a regular procedure throughout China. Those church leaders who refused to do so had to attend many political study sessions. While the state appeared to have co-opted the urban church leaders in the Three-Self Patriotic Movement, the socialist policies in rural China threatened the Christian village congregations. The land reform and agricultural collectivization provoked anger and indignation in the Christian circle. The central government in Beijing had introduced in June 1950 the Agrarian Reform Law, which abolished the landownership system of ‘feudal exploitation,’ and confiscated landowners’ holdings for redistribution to landless peasants in order to destroy the gentry.
 Almost all of the Christian villages in China were unable to protect their landed properties during the great land reform. In Chaozhou, all the rural congregations ceased to function after the land reform. By the mid-1950s, 120 of the 123 Baptist rural congregations no longer existed institutionally. The church buildings were converted into local schools, warehouses, village factories, and government offices. The Hanshan congregation (峽山堂) in Chaoyang district (潮陽縣), and the Shen’ao congregation (深澳堂) on Nan’an Island (南澳島), were the only functioning churches outside Shantou and the district cities.
 The land reform designed to break landlords’ dominance had the added impact of undermining the social and economic basis of Christian villages.
Despite the state’s attempt to subdue the Christian communities, there were many factors affecting the power relations between the Christian villagers and Communist officials. One major factor had to do with the personality and administrative style of the officials. If the outside officials adopted a confrontational approach towards the Christians, there would be strong resistance from the latter. Instead, many officials tended to avoid any conflict with the Christians. Moreover, the responses of Christians often changed the attitudes of the officials towards Christianity. In rural areas characterized by complex webs of social relationships, the Christians often used the practice of gift exchange to win the officials to their side. As a result, the officials turned a blind eye to any religious activities as long as the Christians supplied the state an agreed quota of grain or industrial crops. On some occasions, the officials even allowed the Catholics and Protestants to take Sunday off. There were many reports of large-scale Christmas celebrations in Catholic and Protestant villages across Guangdong in 1958 and 1959. Clearly, both the Christians and Communist officials were very pragmatic in dealing with each other. There seemed to be much room for church-state mediation at the grassroots level. 

The most serious challenge facing the Christians was the continuous organization of mass campaigns by the government. The campaigns against ‘reactionaries’ and ‘class enemies’ purged church leaders with foreign connections, and the church leaders were sent to detention centers and labor camps for reform. This persecution affected how the church leaders’ family members were treated by the local work units, resulting in an uncertain future for their children. This explains why many young Christians escaped to Hong Kong during the 1950s and 1960s.

Throughout the Maoist era, Protestants employed a wide range of survival tactics to respond to the politicization of Chinese society. One strategy was to create a diffused network of support. Because Christianity was an integral part of the kinship and lineage structures, many Christians relied on longstanding social networks to support each other and to pursue religious activities. Another strategy was to shift the center of religious operation from urban to rural areas in order to avoid direct confrontation with the state. The success story of rural church implantation inspired some Christians to return to their roots in the 1950s. What concerned the state most were the acts of resistance undertaken by Christians against the officials. Huang Zhongren (黃仲仁), a Baptist minister, pretended to uphold the thought of Chairman Mao in the political study sessions, but he often presented himself as the spokesperson of the local Protestants when dealing with the officials. In addition, a large number of doctors and nurses in Mianhu (棉湖) market town were Baptists and Presbyterians. They formed a united front to challenge the party secretaries in the district hospitals and clinics. The Christians never acted as passive victims when they encountered the Maoist state. Whenever possible, they would take advantage of the political climate for empowerment. 
The most unique strategy, however, was to rely on the overseas Chinese Christian networks for support. Remittances sent by churches in Hong Kong and Southeast Asia proved beneficial to Christians in Chaozhou throughout the Maoist era. For example, the Baptists received support from Lu Mingcai (呂明才), known as Lui Ming Choi in Cantonese, a very successful Chaozhou merchant who had founded many Baptist elementary and secondary schools in Hong Kong. This South China Sea maritime network was a key to understanding the social and religious dynamics of the Christian movements in the post-1949 era, because it created an invisible maritime highway that channeled resources from overseas Chinese Christians into their Chaozhou homeland. 

5. The Christian Revival in the Reform Era

As the political campaigns of the Maoist era faded, most church leaders tried to articulate the experience of religious persecution. Many elderly church leaders used the word chiku (吃苦), literally, to experience bitterness, to refer to persecution. Remembering persecution is the most important means by which Chinese Christians commemorate those martyrs and events that inspired them. As Edward Shils notes, “Memory is the vessel which retains in the present the record of the experiences undergone in the past and of knowledge gained through the recorded and remembered experience of others, living or dead.”
 When the Communist state forced the Christians into a suffering mode, it transformed religious persecution into a unique opportunity to gain heavenly rewards. This narrative of suffering brings all Christians together as a community of believers and enables them to easily identify with other victims of the socialist transformation during the Maoist era.
 They drew on the memory of suffering to create a common bond among themselves and fight against the state’s antireligious propaganda. They refrained from attacking the Three-Self Patriotic Movement, but they opposed state intervention into the spiritual affairs of the church. In the early 1980s, Deng Xiaoping’s economic-reform and open-door policies departed from the antireligious ideology of Mao’s rule. At that time, several respectable Chaozhou Baptist and Presbyterian ministers were invited to join the Three-Self Patriotic Movement after their release from the labor camps. Since then these church leaders have used the Three-Self Patriotic Movement to support the autonomous Christian groups known as ‘house churches’ (jiating jiaohui 家庭教會), and to revive the longstanding transnational links with churches in Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, Europe, and the United States.
 

As China’s economy progressed, people sought prosperity and security in a fast-changing world. A group of ‘boss Christians’ (laoban jidutu 老板基督徒) emerged in the cities. Boss Christians attribute business success to their faith in Jesus Christ and proclaim to work for God in the commercial sector. Because of their economic status and professional accomplishments, they can withstand pressures from the local government over the Christian communities. They often mediate between the church, the local authorities, and the non-Christian communities in cases of church property disputes.
 In addition, large numbers of well-educated Christians in Shantou and its nearby cities used modern technology to publicize their faith. They created Chinese websites and discussion forums on the internet to share news about local church activities. This electronic form of religious activism not only breaks through the geographical barriers and the state’s surveillance, but also creates an invisible highway on the internet that enables Christians inside and outside China to form an informal alliance for support. There are other examples of the effective use of the modern communication technology. I once walked into a Christian bookstore adjacent to the largest Three-Self Patriotic church in the city centre of Shantou where one could buy many religious sermons and documentaries on cassette tape, CD and DVD, some of which were highly critical of the Communist religious policy and the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. The bookstore owner told me that his business catered to the spiritual needs of the Three-Self Patriotic and unregistered church members. Ryan Dunch best summarizes the religiosities of contemporary Chinese Protestantism as “a warm, experiential piety, centered on a concern for salvation and for tangible blessings in this life; literal faith in the Bible.” The rapid growth of Christianity is “accompanied by institutional diversity and fragmentation, expanding with China’s market economy.”
 These examples suggest that many Christians have employed the modern communication technology to bypass the state’s surveillance and to create an electronic frontier for evangelization and mutual support. They have also begun to explore the public role of the church as a mediator between state and society. Today, the Three-Self Patriotic churches in Shantou and nearby cities, have organized many social welfare programs to serve the elderly Christian and non-Christian population, and to support the development of village education in the countryside. In so doing, they hope to make the church beneficial to China’s market economic reform, to moderate any potential tensions with the state, and to consolidate the transnational, regional, and local Christian networks for mutual support. 

Conclusion

By the early twenty-first century, Christianity has become a well-established and fast-growing religious movement in Chaozhou and other parts of China. Instead of asking how the church managed to survive in Maoist China, it is important to look at the ways in which Christianity became deeply integrated into local society, and in which Chinese believers relied on their spiritual insights to create a new set of religious, social, and political values in the process of nation-building and modernization. The Christian century of South China reveals several interesting features about this religious phenomenon. First, the nineteenth-century Baptist and Presbyterian missionaries relied on native evangelists and local networks to create a self-sustaining Christian movement. The missionaries initially proselytized among Chinese migrants in Southeast Asia and encouraged these converts to spread the faith through native place networks abroad and, later, through kinship, village, and lineage networks after they returned home. This pattern of development helped to integrate the church into the fabric of the local society. Furthermore, the Chaozhou Christians were deeply integrated into the larger, transnational Western missionary networks in Britain and the United States. These institutional links were outside the state control and provided an effective channel of religious transmission and resource allocation.

Second, the growth of Christianity in the last few decades points to the failure of the early Republican and Communist regimes to exercise absolute control in the religious sphere. The failure of the state’s control and the diffusion of church authority into the hands of lay leaders, have given rise to a truly self-supporting, self-governing, self-propagating, and self-theologizing church on Chinese soil. This development has made the Christian communities less vulnerable to state persecution, allowing them to respond quickly and flexibly to changes in China today.

Third, in an authoritarian society where the authorities equated religious identification with political and ideological loyalty, the act of conversion was a resistance against the state. The Republican and Communist regimes were hostile towards any ideology and effective organization outside the control of the government. Given the impetus to place religious communities under state control in the past, tension and conflict always remains an integral part of church-state relations in China. The only feasible option for the Christians is to skillfully appropriate their religious resources against the state, and rely on longstanding transnational, regional, and local church networks for support and protection. 
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