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At the Christmas day, 1979, dinner held in Chengdu; 
the capital of Sichuan province, to honor visiting dele- 
gates of the Italian-Chinese Institute for Economic and 
Cultural Relations there were two Chinese Catholic 
bishops present. One was Li Hsi-ting, whose name does 
not appear in the official Annuario Pontificio: !Bishop 
Li was.elected to the Chengdu post in 1958 by the 
Catholic Patriotic Association without approval of the 
Holy Sec. The other bishop was Mathew Tuan In-min 
of Wanxian, a city along the Yangtze River some three 
hundred miles from Chengdu. Tuan, appointed by 
Pius XII, has been a bishop for thirty years now. At 
seventy-two he is the only surviving 1egitimate.bishop 
in Sichuan province. 

The two men had their differences during the late 
1 9 5 0 ~ ~  when the Chinese Government, in the context 
of its United Front policies, pushed for establishment of 
the Catholic Patriotic Association, which was finally 
formed in 1957. Then came the Cultural Revolution, 
and every public trace of religion was wiped iway in 
the rage of the radicals fighting against the "old four." 
Both bishops were then brutally treated. Bishop Tuan 
spent five years at hard labor in a coal mine before 
being moved to a small factory with other priests and 
monks. 

Both men reappeared not many months ago. Bishop 
Li is now working hard at repairing the Chengdu cathe- 
dral, one of the few Chinese churches selected to be 
given over to public worship, and he hopcs to be able to 
reopen it soon. Bishop Tuan finds the going more diffi- 
cult in his area, for Wanxian is a minor city and there 
appears no provision yet for the reopening of any 
church. Rut on Christmas day Bishop Tuan was also 
present in Chengdu because he is now a 'provincial 
deputy to the People's Political Consultative Confer- 
ence. 

At the dinner Bishop Tuan addressed the group in 
good Italian, though excusing himself because he'd had 
no opportunity to use that language since the timc of 
his studies in Rome, over forty years before. "Our coun- 
try," he said, "is bent in a great effort to build itsclf into 
a modern, strong, and socialist country. If we can make 
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a success of the current modernization drive, this will 
surely contribute to the equilibrium and peace of the 
whole world." Then, referring to the Christian concern 
openly expressed by the group, he added: "This is truly 
a joyous and memorable day for our Church: when wc 
see so many faithful ready to go with generous zeal to 
the furthest places to visit, to study, and, within the 
limits of the concrete possibilities, even propagate the 
Catholic faith. Let us hope that the whole world may 
one day find the way of permanent peace ....I' 

That very morning the "democratic" bishop of 
Chengdu had celebrated the Christmas Mass for the 
first timc in fourteen years in a hall of what had once 
been the bishop's residence. Recently returned to its 
owners, the building still shows the scars of the devas- 
tating damages it suffered at the hands of the Red 
Guards. 

The solemn celebration had a touch of sadness, 
though. The faithful in attendance were few and 
restrained. As in the few other cities in which a church 
has recently reopened, the majority of the Catholic 
community still keeps away. They seem to prefer to 
pray privately in their homes, still afraid of bcing har- 
rassed in their practice of religious freedom. Besides, 
they know that thc Catholic Patriotic Association is 
still advocating a complete brcak from Rome, while 
they treasure as a matter of principle the right to main- 
tain their spiritual ties with the pope. 

These mixed feelings appear to bc widespread among 
the Catholics in China. Two years ago new regulations 
concerning overseas Chinese visitors made it possible 
for a numlxr of Christians living abroad to go home, 
often for the first time in thirty years. The most com- 
mon impression one gains is of a great sense of relief 
that the radical ban on all religious expression has been 
lifted. All seem to agree that this is a definite improve- 
ment over the recent past. But there are misgivings 
about official statements referring to the prc-Cultural 
Revolution situation, for the regulations imposed on 
the faitiiful of all religions were in fact very tight even 
in those years. 

While praising the present leadership for the relative 
liberty granted, the Chinese Christians cannot look 
without anxiety to the future. Their concern is shared 
by foreign fellow Christians, espccially the faithful in 
the overseas Chinese communities. The questions are, 
then, how this concern can bc expressed in practical 



terms and whether there is any way to help Christians 
in China solve the contradictions that burden their 
lives and to overcome their difficulties. 

DELICACY AND RESPECT 
My own effort to answer such questions comes from a 
specifically Roman Catholic point of view. 

1. We know very little about the situation of individ- 
ual dioceses in China. All contacts with the Church in 
China were bluntly interrupted in 1966. Only now are 
we slowly coming to realize how disastrous and terrible 
was the experience of the Cultural Revolution for most 
believers, as it was too for many intellectuals and even 
cadres. After the disruption of that period i t  is not an 
easy task to reestablish contact with the various dio- 
ceses of the country. Working to reconstruct the map, 
so to speak, of the Church in China is like putting 
togcthcr a destroyed mosaic. It takes patience and lov- 
ing attention. 

Rut only by reaching out in a friendly way to the 
bishops, priests, religious and lay Christians, men and 
women, who have survived the trials of these long 
years in isolation can we come to know thcir real needs 
and the possibility of k i n g  of some help. Chinese Cath- 
olic communities in Southeast Asia and elsewhere 
would be of the greatest importance. 

2. We should not judge superficially the conditions of 
the Church in China. From the scattered bits of infor- 
mation so far available, one can see great differences in 
the concrete situations, but with soinc common pattern. 
It is, however, still too early to try and makc any sort of 
assessment of the overall condition of Christian com- 
muni ties. 

Some people, particularly in the West, have ex- 
pressed certain misgivings almut the quality of Catholi- 
cism that is slowly surfacing in China today. Cut off for 
such a long time from the rest of the world, these 
Chinese brethren have hardly heard of the many 
changes that havc occurred in thc Church during the 
past thirty years and particularly since Vatican 11. It 
would therefore be ungenerous to look down on them 
kcausc of thc Old-fashioned dcvotional lifc most of 
them display today. It should be remembered that this 
very ”traditional” devotion has kept most of them gen- 
erous and faithful under the hardest circumstances. 
Our contacts with Chinese Catholics should, there- 

fore, bc most delicate and respectful. Whilc helping 
them to grow in greatcr understanding of the csscntial 
aspects of the Christian lifc, we should certainly 
cncournge them to appreciate the new theological 
insights that resulted from the Council. 

3. We should not forget the past trials and sufferings 
undergone by many Christians in China. During the 
past number of years many Christians were condemned 
for alleged political or common ”crimes,” but the local 
communities knew very well they were actually wit- 
nessing, under the most trying circumstahccs, faith in 
Cod and love for the Church. It may be our moral duty 
to collect the available documentation, preserving it for 
future memory. As in past centuries, the trials and 
courageous stand of so many lay Christians, religious, 
and priests of our generation have great significance for 
the whole Church. 

Today, when so much has changed in regard to dia- 
logue and cooperation with Marxist forces, many peo- 
ple would not hesitate to dismiss with a smile of com- 
passion those old-fashioned believers who earned thcir 
fate by an unperceptive and intransigent stand. Howev- 
er, no satisfactory solution has so far been found to the 
theoretical question of Marxism and Christianity’s 
common ground and,’on practical matters, the terms of 
viable cooperation. During the Cultural Revolution 
even many Christians who had previously accepted the 
Party leadership and the so-called “Patriotic Associa- 
tion” stood up to be counted and suffered because of 
their Christian faith. Most believers today are showing 
their solidarity with these dignified Christians. And 
this is often coupled with the unconcealed admiration 
of common people and even cadres and intellectuals. 
The persistent voices reporting conversions to Chris- 
tianity in several parts of China seem to confirm the 
power of attraction this witnessing commands, even 
where no organized evangelization is possible. 

4. W e  should get ready to respond to the needs 
expressed by the Chinese Christians. Things have, in 
fact, been much improved in the past couple of years 
with regard to religious literature. Previously; such lit- 
erature would have been rejected outright as ”poison- 
ous weed.” In theory, there is today no law in China 
forbidding Christians to have a Bible or a prayer book or 
catechism. But the fact is that they have none; these 
were systematically destroyed during the Cultural Rev- 
olution. 

It would seem legitimate for Christians abroad to 
answer specific requests for Christian literature. 1 have 
no knowledge of regulations forbidding the import of 
religious books and articles into China today. But the 
concrete problems of introducing them should not be 
underestimated. 

5. We need to study seriously the evolution of the 
PRC’s “religious policy.” During the dark period of the 
“Gang of Four,” and particularly from 1967 to 1974, 
there was practically no mention of religion in the offi- 
cial press. Things began to change with the death of 
Chairman Mao. Rut how far have they gone? 

While the present policy of the central authorities 
allows more religious freedom, one should not conclude 
that the fundamental attitude of the Chinese Commu- 
nist party toward religion has changed altogether. The 
Chinese Constitution approved in March, 1978, has 
reconfirmed the right of the citizen “to believe in a 
religion or not to believe” (Article 46). But anything 
that amounts to evangelization or to ”religious propa- 
ganda” is still likely to be considered breaking the law, 
since the same article consecrates only the “right to 
propagate atheism.” 

It is important to undertake serious research on the 
development of the official policy, as well as on the way 
it is actually applied. In fact, the directives laid down 
by the high authorities are not always interpreted and 
enforced in the same way at lower levels. The decision 
of the hierarchy to establish in 1978 a Research Insti- 
tute on the Great World Religions within the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences was a bold one, reversing 
the previous radical stand. This presents a challenge to 
us to make a serious effort to grasp some important 
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aspects of the reality in present-day China. 
6. It i9 necmary to understand and ~QPRPS the impact 

of social change on the citizens of China. At the begin- 
ning of the forth decade since “liberation” we may 
have to study the effect of an all-pervasive social struc- 
ture on the attitude of believers, with reference to some 
very fundamental issues. For example: 

b What is the understanding of a Chinese believer 
today as to his duties to his country and community? 

b In a society based on the “dictatorship of the pro  
letariat,” how far b n  a believer go in accepting the 
“revolutionary“ stand that has been guiding China for 
these many years? 

b Conversely, how far can a believer go in his or her 
dissent to the theoretical foundations on which the 
country is being built-specifically, the materialistic 
official philosophy- without becoming a disloyal citi- 
zen? 

b How much independence can a local church pos- 
tulate while claiming to be part of the one Catholic 
community? This should be studied concretely in the 
contcxt of a tolalitarian society that seems unable to 
tolerate any social reality linked structurally with what 
may appear as an exterior power center. One may ask 
how far the present regime in Peking would be pre- 
pared to let the Chincse Catholic Church go in its shar- 
ing with the universal Church. 

b How long can a declericalized and nonstructured 
church continue to exist as a community without los- 
ing its identity? The Chinese Catholics, for so many 
years deprived of bishops’ guidance and priests’ service, 
had to stand on their own fect, learning to make deci- 
sions by themselves and to pray only in thc sccrccy of 
their hearts or homes. Today, a few churches are being 
reopened in major cities; these are likely to be the only 
church structures available for worship for the forcsec- 
able future-and these seem to be assigned only to cler- 
gy considered “patriotic” enough by the authorities. 
Most faithful seem determined to keep away from 
them, refusing to deal with the priests in attendance, to 
the point of abstaining from the sacraments. How long 
can such a situation last? How will the Chinese Catho- 
lic communities bear up? 

These and other problems require thorough and 
interdisciplinary study. I believe this most important. 
A scientific and open approach might in fact also p ro  
vide thc opportunity for some sort of serious dialogue 
with Peking’s academic circles. 

7. How ~(111 we help reestablish .unity and confidence 
within the Catholic Church? This is surely a most 
urgent and delicate task. Most overseas Catholic visitors 
to China come away with a strong impression that the 
great majority of Catholics in China, though loyal to 
their country, do not accept the heavyhanded political 
interference in Church life that they have experienced 
for the past thirty years. 

The authorities, in their effort to ensure greater uni- 
ty around the modernization program, are attempting 
to return some measure of religious freedom. To this 
cnd thcy are also trying to reorganize the Catholic Patri- 
otic Association, the group which, established with 
much difficulty in 1957, was practically disbanded dur- 
ing the Cultural Revolution. 
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A national confcrcnce of Church leaders and repre- 
sentatives has been in preparation for,some time. But 
the deep split that has plagued the Church for many 
years now seems hard to bridge. Some think it is almost 
impossible to reconcile the thin, officially backed, visi- 
ble structure of the Church with the rest, which keeps 
silently apart. Still, we should extend our charity to 
everybody, including those in the official structure 
who show signs of understanding the demands of Cath- 
olic unity and the need for a gesture of rcconciliation. 

SUITABLE STEPS 
8. Christians in China lack the basic i n s m e n t s  of 

their own renewal and for the development of their 
mrnmwu’ties. As long as Christians in China are not in 
a position to provide for their own needs, it appears to 
be a clear duty of their brothers and sisters abroad to 
help them by putting at their disposal the pastoral 
instrumcnts they may require. Among the practical 
steps the easiest to start with would be to compile a list 
of Chinese books particularly suitable for the older gen- 
cration of Catholics in China from among thc publica- 
tions already available to overseas Chinese communi- 
ties. A younger generation of Catholics, who have gen- 
erally grown up in great ignorance of doctrine and 
undcr assiduous antireligious propaganda, would need 
special editions in simplificd characters. 

Religious radio programs from abroad can provide 
badly needed help both for confirming the belief of the 
faithful and for presenting the “good ncws” of the Gos- 

9. An effort should be made to help our Catholic 
communities abroad realize their responsBility. This 
refers first of all to the overseas Chinese commuiiitics 
but also touchcs the rcst of the Catholic family in thc 
“free world.” 

Christians should be aware of the danger of giving 
the impression that our opulent society holds the secret 
of happiness and life’s meaning. This consideration is 
particularly important with regard LO Chinese youth, 
many of whom are disillusioned with shallow ideals 
offcrcd to them in thc past. Thcy are easily tcmpted to 
dream of a paradise outside their country.. 

There is no doubt that cvangelization attempts by 
forcign missionarics arc ruled out in thc prcscnt situa- 
tion. Still, the Chinese members of religious congrega- 
tions can render a precious service to the local Christian 
communities simply by spcnding somc timc in thcir 
nativc villages when visiting relatives. 

A program aimed at the needs of the small Catholic 
community in China- or at single Catholics who can 
be rcachcd in some way- is certainly not a simple and 
easy one, not to mention one that attempts to reach the 
millions of Chinese who have never heard of the Cos- 
pel. But there is no doubt that it would be futile to 
approach such a task except in a coordinated and truly 
ecumenical effort. l.%Tl 

pel. 


