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※ Conference Guides ※ 

 

There are 4 keynote speeches in total.  Each keynote session will last for 

an hour, there will be 45 minutes for presentation and 15 minutes for Q&A 

discussion. 

 

There are 21 paper presentations in total.  Each presentation session will 

last for 1.5 hours, there will be 20 minutes for each presentation, and 30 

minutes for overall Q&A discussion. 
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  Conference Schedule   

 

Day 1：23 October 2020（Friday） 

Time 
Opening Ceremony 

Chairperson: Dr. Andrew LOKE 

 

New York  

06:00-06:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

11:00-11:30 

 

Cairo 

12:00-12:30 

 

New Delhi 

15:30-16:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

18:00-18:30 

 

 

Welcoming Speeches 

 

 Prof. Ricky N.S. WONG, Associate Vice-President (Teaching and Learning) 

cum Academic Registrar, HKBU 

 Prof. Mette HJORT, Dean of Arts & Chair Professor of Humanities, 

Department of Humanities and Creative Writing and Office of the Dean of Arts, 

HKBU 

 Dr. Ellen Y. ZHANG, Head and Associate Professor, Department of Religion 

and Philosophy, HKBU 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time 
Keynote Speech 1 

Chairperson: Dr. Andrew LOKE 

 

New York  

06:30-07:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

11:30-12:30 

 

Cairo 

12:30-13:30 

 

New Delhi 

16:00-17:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

18:30-19:30 

 

 

Prof. Shun-hing CHAN (Professor, Department of Religion and Philosophy, Hong 

Kong Baptist University) 

“The Church and Christian Activism in Hong Kong’s Occupy Movement.” -------- p. 27 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion [15 minutes] 
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Day 1：23 October 2020（Friday）, continued 

Time 
Session 1: Religion and Social Movements in Hong Kong 

Chairperson: Mr. Edward W.L. LAW 

 

New York  

07:30-09:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

12:30-14:00 

 

Cairo 

13:30-15:00 

 

New Delhi 

17:00-18:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

19:30-21:00 

 

1. Mr. Yan-ho LAI (PhD Candidate, School of Oriental and Studies, University of 

London) 
“Understanding the Movement Culture and Legal Culture in Christian Activism: The 

Case of Anti-Extradition Protest in Hong Kong.”  

2. Rev. Kam-cheong PO (Associate General Secretary, The Hong Kong Council of 

the Church of Christ in China) 

“Resistance and Peace: The Involvement of Hong Kong Christian Churches and 

Christians in the Anti-extradition Bill Movement.” ----------------------------------- p. 55 

3. Rev. Dr. Kinyip LOUIE (Professor of Theological Studies, China Graduate 

School of Theology, Hong Kong) 

“Separation or Engagement? Changing Perceptions of the Role of the Church in 

Society in the Evangelical Churches in Hong Kong.” ------------------------------ p. 66 

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 

 

Time 
Session 2: Christianity in the Asian and African Context 

Chairperson: Dr. Mark J. BOONE 

 

New York  

09:00-10:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

14:00-15:30 

 

Cairo 

15:00-16:30 

 

New Delhi 

18:30-20:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

21:00-22:30 

 

1. Dr. Justin K. TSE (Assistant Professor, School of Social Sciences, Singapore 

Management University) 
“Build an Ark: Media Evangelism’s Controversy as Theological Precursor to the Hong 

Kong Protests.”  

2. Dr. Emilie TRAN (Assistant Professor, Department of Government and 

International Studies, Hong Kong Baptist University) and Mr. Éric SAUTEDÉ 

(Educator, Editor, Columnist) 

“The Role of Catholic Organizations and Catholic Figures in the Rise of Civil Society 

in Macau.”  

3. Dr. Arua Oko OMAKA (Senior Lecturer, Department of History and Strategic 

Studies, Alex Ekwueme Federal University, Nigeria) 
“Beyond Christian Faith: The Dynamics of Pentecostalism and the Ubiquity of 

Churches in Nigeria.”  

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 2：24 October 2020（Saturday） 

Time 
Keynote Speech 2 

Chairperson: Dr. Ellen Y. ZHANG 

 

New York  

06:00-07:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

11:00-12:00 

 

Cairo 

12:00-13:00 

 

New Delhi 

15:30-16:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

18:00-19:00 

 

 

Prof. Michael PUETT (Professor of Chinese History and Anthropology, Harvard 

University) 

“TBC.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion [15 minutes] 

 

Time 
Session 3: Religion, Space and Secularism in China and Hong Kong  

Chairperson: Dr. Wai-luen KWOK 

 

New York  

07:00-08:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

12:00-13:30 

 

Cairo 

13:00-14:30 

 

New Delhi 

16:30-18:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

19:00-20:30 

 

1. Prof. WONG Wai Ching Angela (Vice President, United Board for Christian 

Higher Education in Asia) 
“Beyond the Boundary of Home: Religion, Space and Women in Hong Kong.” -- p. 78 

2. Dr. Ruslan YUSUPOV (Assistant lecturer, Department of Cultural and 

Religious Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong) 

“Enduring State Secularism: Contingencies of Securing Islamic Futures in the Wake of 

Political Upheaval in Contemporary China.” ------------------------------------------ p. 101 

3. Dr. Anthony LAM (Assistant Professor, Department of Journalism and 

Communication, Hong Kong Shue Yan University) 

“The Dialogue between Catholicism and Communist Atheism in the Context of the 

Contemporary Greater China.” --------------------------------------------------------- p. 106 

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 2：24 October 2020（Saturday）, continued 

Time 
Session 4: Religion, Culture, and Social Change in Contemporary China  

Chairperson: Prof. Shun-hing CHAN 

 

New York  

08:30-10:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

13:30-15:00 

 

Cairo 

14:30-16:00 

 

New Delhi 

18:00-19:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

20:30-22:00 

 

1. Prof. Tik-sang LIU (Associate Professor, Division of Humanities, The Hong 

Kong University of Science and Technology) 
“Minority Image Making: A Case Study of the Youhuachuan Festival in Dali, Yunnan.” 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- p. 124  

2. Dr. Catherine HARDIE (Research Assistant Professor, Department of 

Translation, Interpreting and Intercultural Studies, Hong Kong Baptist 

University) 

“‘My Phone is my Temple’: Digital-based Missionary Outreach and the ‘Sinicisation’ of 

Tibetan Buddhism in Mainland China.”  

3. Mr. Edward W.L. LAW (Lecturer, Department of Religion and Philosophy, 

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

“Diversifying Organizational Structures and Church-State Relations: A Case Study 

of the Catholic Church in Wenzhou, Zhejiang (1980 – 2010).”  

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 3：30 October 2020（Friday） 

Time 
Keynote Speech 3 

Chairperson: Prof. Stephen R. PALMQUIST 

 

New York  

06:00-07:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

11:00-12:00 

 

Cairo 

12:00-13:00 

 

New Delhi 

15:30-16:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

18:00-19:00 

 

 

Prof. Gavin FLOOD (Professor, Faculty of Theology and Religion, University of 

Oxford)

“Tantric Religion and Social Change.” -------------------------------------------------- p. 143

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion [15 minutes] 

 

Time 
Session 5: Religion, Identity, and Nationalism  

Chairperson: Dr. Benedict CHAN 

 

New York  

07:00-08:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

12:00-13:30 

 

Cairo 

13:00-14:30 

 

New Delhi 

16:30-18:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

19:00-20:30 

 

1. Dr. George Kam Wah MAK (Assistant Professor, Department of Religion and 

Philosophy, Hong Kong Baptist University)

“The Mandarin Union Version’s Role in Promoting Mandarin’s Identity Function as 

the National Language of Republican China.” ---------------------------------------- p. 154

2. Dr. Domenic MARBANIANG (Lecturer, Department of Religion and 

Philosophy, Hong Kong Baptist University)

“Rebel, Revive, or Reform: The Emergence and Transformation of Hindu Identity in 

the Indian Subcontinent.” ---------------------------------------------------------------- p. 177

3. Ms. Ankita SINGH (Graduate Student, Jamia Millia Islamia University, New 

Delhi, India) 

“From Hinduism to Hindutva: A Reflection on Changing Religious Current in 

India.”  

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 3：30 October 2020（Friday）, continued 

Time 
Session 6: Women, Gender and Religion  

Chairperson: Dr. George Kam Wah MAK 

 

New York  

08:30-10:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

13:30-15:00 

 

Cairo 

14:30-16:00 

 

New Delhi 

18:00-19:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

20:30-22:00 

 

1. Ms. Mary VANLALTHANPUII (Research fellow, Asiatic Society, Kolkata, India) 
“Women and Church Politics in the Mizoram Presbyterian Church.” -------------- p. 197 

2. Dr. Christina Wai-Yin WONG (Assistant Professor, Chung Chi Divinity School, 

The Chinese University of Hong Kong) and Dr. Charis W.S. CHEUNG (Lecturer 

and postdoctoral fellow, Faculty of Education, The Chinese University of Hong 

Kong) 

“Situated Women’s Leadership: A Historical Revisit of the Hong Kong Young Women’s 

Christian Association (1920-2020).”  

3. Ms. Joyce L.H. FUNG (Graduate student, The University of Hong Kong) 

“Empowered, Independent and Spiritual: An Investigation into Female-only/-

oriented Body-Mind-Spirit Activities in Hong Kong.”  

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 4：31 October 2020（Saturday） 

Time 
Keynote Speech 4 

Chairperson: Dr. Jonathan W. JOHNSON 

 

New York  

06:00-07:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

11:00-12:00 

 

Cairo 

12:00-13:00 

 

New Delhi 

15:30-16:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

18:00-19:00 

 

 

Prof. J. Derrick LEMONS (Associate Professor, Department of Religion, 

University of Georgia) 

“Rapid Religious Change in the Midst of Changing Times.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion [15 minutes] 

 

Time 
Session 7: Religion, Music, and Art 

Chairperson: Dr. Domenic MARBANIANG   

 

New York  

07:00-08:30 

 

Lagos/ London 

12:00-13:30 

 

Cairo 

13:00-14:30 

 

New Delhi 

16:30-18:00 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

19:00-20:30 

 

1. Prof. Wai-Chung HO (Professor, Department of Music, Hong Kong Baptist 

University) 
“Buddhism in the Changing Society of Thailand: From Buddhist Chant to Hip-hop.” --

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ p. 211 

2. Dr. Elaine M. ROBSON (Retired scholar; UK) 

“The Significance of Sinicized (indigenized) Biblical Art in a Time of Rapid Religious 

Cultural Change.” -------------------------------------------------------------------------- p. 227 

3. Dr. Jonathan W. JOHNSON (Lecturer, Department of Religion and Philosophy, 

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

“From Modernity to Memes: Reexamining Visual Culture as a Christian Vehicle.” -

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ p. 237 

Overall Discussion [30 minutes] 
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Day 4：31 October 2020（Saturday）, continued 

Time Session 8: Concluding Session  

 

New York  

08:30-10:00 

 

Lagos/ London 

13:30-15:00 

 

Cairo 

14:30-16:00 

 

New Delhi 

18:00-19:30 

 

China/ HK/ 

Singapore 

20:30-22:00 

 

 

 Prof. J. Derrick LEMONS (Associate Professor, Department of Religion, 

University of Georgia) 

 Prof. Shun-hing CHAN (Professor, Department of Religion and Philosophy, 

Hong Kong Baptist University) 
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 Abstracts  

 

Keynote Speech 1 

The Church and Christian Activism in Hong Kong’s Occupy Movement 

Prof. Shun-hing CHAN (Professor, Department of Religion and Philosophy,  

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

This paper examines religious change of Christian churches and groups in Hong Kong’s Occupy 

Movement from the perspective of eventful sociology. Following William Sewell, Jr.’s concept of 

eventful temporality, this paper argues that the impacts that followed four significant events in the 

history of Hong Kong, namely, the riots in 1967, the June Fourth Incident in 1989, the July 1 march in 

2003, and the Occupy Movement in 2014, can be identified in the structure of church-state relations. 

On the one hand, the sequence of the four events represents a path of dependence, from one event to 

the next. On the other hand, the events produced changes in the structure of church-state relations, 

including Christians’ understanding of political participation and their dual identity of a Christian and 

a citizen in Hong Kong, which can be interpreted as a result of temporally heterogeneous causalities. 

In Conclusion, the author discussed to what extent the Occupy Movement as a temporally 

transformative event changed Christian activism in Hong Kong. 

 

Session 1: Religion and Social Movements in Hong Kong 

Understanding the Movement Culture and Legal Culture in Christian Activism:  

The Case of Anti-Extradition Protest in Hong Kong 

Mr. Yan-ho LAI (PhD Candidate, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London) 

 

What is the significance of religion in social movement under a secularised society today? Against the 

background of increasing intervention and encroachment of religion in Chinese societies this paper 

studies the roles and impacts of Christianity in mobilising the Hong Kong’s anti-extradition movement 

in summer 2019.  

 

This paper answers two research questions. First, why Christians in Hong Kong, who are seen as 

conservative and apolitical in political issues, highly engaged in the anti-extradition movement this 

summer? Second, how does the Christian identity contribute to this movement, and how does it affect 

their understanding and commitment to faith and activism, which are translated as their “movement 

culture” and “legal culture”? 
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By using data from an on-site and online survey among Christians participated in the protests, 

alongside semi-structured interviews with protestant pastors as well as lay Catholic activists, this paper 

finds that, Christian activism emerged in the anti-extradition movement because of the commitment to 

their faith and social awareness of both lay Christians and ministers. In terms of movement culture, 

they saw their motivations and participation in the protest are as expression and practice of faith; and 

their expectations towards the role of the Church authority reflected a changing attitude towards 

Church-state relations in Hong Kong. In respect of legal culture, their understanding of and attitudes 

towards the rule of law and social movement strategies reflected a progressive Christian identity in 

social and political affairs. It is foreseeable that their movement experiences will cultivate the 

progressive development of Christianity and activism in Hong Kong. 

 

Resistance and Peace: The Involvement of Hong Kong Christian Churches and  

Christians in the Anti-extradition Bill Movement 

Rev. Kam-cheong PO (Associate General Secretary,  

The Hong Kong Council of the Church of Christ in China) 

 

The Anti-Extradition Bill Movement in Hong Kong that began from early 2019 has not come to an end 

but until now it significantly changes Hong Kong society, the relationship between the civil society 

and the HKSAR government, the relationship between Hong Kong and the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC). In the eyes of the world, Hong Kong changes from a safe, modernized and commercialized 

city to a battlefield of freedom fighters against the brutality of the government. Christian churches and 

Christians in Hong Kong represent only 10% of the population, but they have a strong presence and 

influence in the whole society. This article will explain the way Christian churches and Christians are 

involved in the Anti-extradition Bill Movement through public statements, prayer meetings in churches 

and public spaces, hymns singing and presence in the demonstration front line to express their faith in 

a concrete social context. 

 

Separation or Engagement? Changing Perceptions of the Role of the Church in Society in the 

Evangelical Churches in Hong Kong 

Rev. Dr. Kinyip LOUIE (Professor of Theological Studies, China Graduate School of Theology) 

 

While the evangelical churches in Hong Kong have always believed in the separation of church and 

state, they also believe in active social engagement as a form of witness to the gospel. Since the 

government is of paramount importance in the civil society, there is an inherent tension between the 

desire to separate from the state and the desire to be active in social engagement. Depending on the 

social background the church members, the church has an evolving, and sometimes conflicting, 

understanding, of the separation of church and state. As the social situation changes over time, the 

church also has changing (and not well-articulated) understanding of its role in the political life of the 
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society. This paper will survey these changes in the last fifty years, leading to the recent controversies 

about how the evangelical church should respond to the anti-extradition movement. 

 

Session 2: Christianity in the Asian and African Context 

Build an Ark: Media Evangelism’s Controversy as Theological Precursor to the  

Hong Kong Protests 

Dr. Justin K. TSE (Assistant Professor, School of Social Sciences,  

Singapore Management University) 

 

Among the more bizarre series of events in Hong Kong’s post-handover history concerned the 

campaign of an evangelical celebrity collective Media Evangelism Association to find the historic 

Noah’s Ark on Mount Ararat in Turkey with the collaboration of creationist ‘scientists’ in the United 

States and then build a life-size replica of the Ark on Ma Wan Island in Hong Kong. In the early 2010s, 

these projects came under scrutiny by a number of theologians in Hong Kong who pointed out that 

international fundraising to determine whether the Ark’s historicity could be proven by the presence 

of ‘gopher wood’ was fraud because this term was untranslatable from the Hebrew. As the dispute 

expanded, the debate evolved into contention over whether Christian churches should be allied with 

contemporary political economies to spread the Gospel or if they, in the spirit of Stanley Hauerwas, 

should keep ‘the church the “church” and the world “the world”.’ In this paper, I explore how this 

controversy showcased a theological dispute between at least two strands of Christianities in Hong 

Kong in the early 2010s – one focusing on celebrity evangelism via mega-projects, the other engaging 

in critical theological study – but also led to ideological divisions among Christians that became 

manifested in the Hong Kong protests beginning in the 2014 Umbrella Movement and continuing to 

the present day. This paper contributes to a consideration of theologically-engaged anthropology in 

Asia by taking seriously how theological and ecclesiological disputes play out in political engagements 

and implications outside of Christian communities. 

 

The Role of Catholic Organizations and Catholic Figures in the Rise of Civil Society in Macau 

Dr. Emilie TRAN (Assistant Professor, Department of Government and International Studies, Hong 

Kong Baptist University) and Mr. Éric SAUTEDÉ (Educator, Editor, Columnist) 

 

The role of the Catholic Church vis-à-vis the society in Macao stretches back to the very beginning of 

the Portuguese presence in this southern China enclave under Portuguese administration. The Holy 

House of Mercy of Macao, arguably the first charitable organization of the territory was established as 

a branch of its Lisbon parent institution in 1569, and the first ever Western university in East Asia, St. 

Paul's University College of Macao, was funded by a Jesuit father in 1594. 
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Today, charities and education are still the two realms in which the Catholic Church exercise a 

significant influence on society in Macao SAR, that used to be characterized as “the City of the Holy 

Name of God”. It is Catholic schools under the patronage of the diocese of Macao that provide the 

majority of schooling in the territory, amid greater challenges though, as the gap between rhetoric and 

reality in the application of Catholic principles has become blatant. Yet, this paper argues that it is 

Catholics, old and young, who are the forefront of the empowerment of the civil society in Macao, 

whether this concerns social justice or political modernization. Emphasizing the role played by some 

Catholic associations and figures in the rising empowerment of civil society in Macao in recent years, 

this study focuses on three organizations and their respective leadership: the New Macau Association, 

created in 1991 by legislators Ng Kuok Cheong and Au Kam Sa, arguably the most important 

democratic association in Macao; Caritas Macau, that dates back to the 1950s, and redeveloped by 

Paul Pun Chi Meng in the 1990s; and the Sisters of the Good Shepherd Centre in Macao established 

in 1990, whose action, through the devotion of Sr Juliana Devoy, was instrumental in pushing for the  

legislation on domestic violence in Macao. 

 

Beyond Christian Faith: The Dynamics of Pentecostalism and the Ubiquity of  

Churches in Nigeria 

Dr. Arua Oko OMAKA (Senior Lecturer, Department of History and Strategic Studies,  

Alex Ekwueme Federal University, Nigeria) 

 

Nigeria and many other African countries have witnessed a phenomenal growth of Pentecostalism in 

the last two decades. Unlike the orthodox churches, the new Pentecostal churches thrive largely as 

miracle centres, prophesying and preaching healing and prosperity messages that appeal to their 

believers. The Pentecostal proselytisers do not only promise about heaven and its rewards, they also 

assure their followers of material comfort here on earth. Interestingly, the orthodox churches that were 

established by European and American missionaries in the 19th and early 20th centuries are 

undergoing serious reformations in an attempt to fit into the “popular” Pentecostal mould and remain 

socially relevant. Scholars and social commentators have wondered why the Pentecostal churches are 

rapidly expanding with pervasive influence in Nigeria whereas the traditional churches are on a relative 

decline. This paper interrogates the motivations behind the rapid emergence and expansion of the 

Pentecostal churches by analysing the dynamics and implications of the interactions between the 

Pentecostals and the economic challenges facing the country. Based on data collected from five Eastern 

states of Nigeria, the paper argues that the ubiquity of Pentecostal churches in Nigeria is largely 

induced by economic hardship occasioned by poor national leadership. Thus, the Pentecostals emerged 

to fill the gap created by the failure of Nigeria’s political class. Beyond providing a window to 

understanding political and economic aspects of Pentecostal Christianity, the paper also shows how 

the Nigerian Pentecostals have succeeded in exporting the “new spirit” of Pentecostalism to other parts 

of the world. 
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Keynote Speech 2 

 

Prof. Michael PUETT (Professor of Chinese History and Anthropology, Harvard University) 

 

 

Session 3: Religion, Space and Secularism in China and Hong Kong 

Beyond the Boundary of Home: Religion, Space and Women in Hong Kong 

Prof. WONG Wai Ching Angela (Vice President,  

United Board for Christian Higher Education in Asia) 

 

Fudao (婦道), the woman’s path, is a clear designation of the place of women in the Chinese tradition. 

What has been a woman’s place? The two most referred social institutions of concern are family and 

religion, both of which deny women’s official leadership roles primarily. The focus to look into the 

place and space of women in Hong Kong, therefore, entails two primary tasks: first, deliberate attention 

to women’s absence/presence in history; and second, an aspiration to reinstall women’s contribution in 

the place they deserved. To borrow Jacque Derrida’s frame of discussion, I aim to trace the dialectic 

between women’s presence and absence in history and society through the study of women in religion 

in Hong Kong. I shall highlight in this paper the dialectic between women’s presence and absence. For 

interestingly, women’s presence could be a disguise for women’s “performing” men. Reversely, 

women’s absence could be traces for women’s deeds and voices from “behind” and “underneath,” only 

that they have been erased too fast too easily. I shall also build on Victor Turner’s concept of liminality 

to chart the seemingly contradictory experience of women in religion. It is this notion of religion as a 

liminal space “in-between” that allows us to stretch women’s spatial map beyond the boundary of 

“home” and to trace the “absences” for the woman subject always in transit between religion and family. 

Rather than merely following the fudao (the path of a woman) and securing themselves successfully in 

the established order of things, women often travel unmarked territories to exit “home” and traverse 

via the liminality of religion to crossing the spatial designation of the domestic and the social and 

private and the public. I shall draw on women of four different religions in Hong Kong—Christianity, 

Buddhism, Daoism, and Islam—to illustrate the various forms of negotiation they processed through 

their everyday living in and out of their domestic sphere to found a subject in multiplicity. 
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Enduring State Secularism: Contingencies of Securing Islamic Futures in the Wake of  

Political Upheaval in Contemporary China 

Dr. Ruslan YUSUPOV (Assistant lecturer, Department of Cultural and Religious Studies,  

The Chinese University of Hong Kong) 

 

The Kunming Railway Station knife attack that happened on March 1st, 2014 marked a radical change 

in the government’s narrative about Shadian, a small Chinese Hui Muslim minority hamlet located in 

Yunnan Province, China. If the spectacular Islamic revival in this hamlet was before viewed as a 

successful outcome of Communist Party’s rigorous effort to rehabilitate residents after they suffered 

devastating ethnoreligious violence incident of the Cultural Revolution, it was now officially labeled 

as a seat of ethnoreligious radicalism and extremism. An avalanche of controversial measures was 

introduced to subject local madrasas - institutions of Islamic learning on which the ages-old continuity 

of Islam in China is dependent – to the state’s management and control. This paper tracks how local 

Hui Muslims arrived at the tradition-guided reasoning where cultivated engagement with these policies 

in the mode of explicit acquiescing to them was understood to be the right way of enduring through 

this political adversity. Far removed from the image of resistance with which practitioners of Islam are 

commonly associated today, their endurance thus links what at first looks like an impediment to Islamic 

forms of living with the very exercise of them, thereby making repressive policies of the state the very 

site of ethical action and viable change. In attending, then, to the ways by which pious Hui Muslims 

endure politics of the Chinese state, this paper seeks to shed light on the unprecedented transformations 

occurring in the wake of growing political Islamophobia as well as to the sustained continuities in 

Islamic practice across those transformations. 

 

The Dialogue between Catholicism and Atheism in the Context of the  

Contemporary Greater China 

Dr. Anthony LAM (Assistant Professor, Department of Journalism and Communication,  

Hong Kong Shue Yan University) 

 

While Asia is the cradle of the many world religions including Judeo-Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Daoism and many other religious philosophies, the greater China happened to be composed 

of the most significant proportion of a non-believers population. 

 

According to different worldwide statistics, atheists compose 40 percent of the world population. But 

in China, the greatest atheist and communist country in the world, alone claimed about 90 percent of 

their population were non-believers. 

 

For the Catholic Church, communication and atheism are more than a political reality but is a choice 

of religious approach (though it is negative one).  In the 21th Century while communication becomes 
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the main way of solving problems between conflicting ideologies and social communities, it is 

unavoidable to process a workable dialogue between atheism and religious philosophies.  As I am a 

convert to Catholicism, I would like to enhance a dialogue between the Catholic Social Teaching and 

atheism and communism in Asia, especially in the greater China. 

 

Atheism has been one active anti-Christian social movement as early as in the 1920s.  And the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China which was headed by an atheist Communist Party in 

1949 had once pushed the conflicts to the extreme.  But after 1978 when China promoted her Open 

Policy, the interaction between believers and non-believers had become an interesting social 

phenomenon.   

 

In this paper I would like to elaborate on the changing attitudes of both sides and try to point out a 

possible way for further interaction in the future. 

 

Session 4: Religion, Culture, and Social Change in Contemporary China 

Minority Image Making: A Case Study of the Youhuachuan Festival in Dali, Yunnan 

Prof. Tik-sang LIU (Associate Professor, Division of Humanities,  

The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology) 

 

In Mainland China, there are 55 official national minorities that are regarded as having special social 

and cultural characteristics.  However, within these 55 minorities, people of the same minority group 

often reside in a wide area and maintain diverse cultural practices.  Therefore, in order to maintain 

their collective image, special local traditions have become targets for conservation and promotion.  

The fishing community of the Bai minority group in Dali, Yunnan holds a triennial Youhuachuan 

(flower boat race) to commemorate Madam Baijie, the wife of a chiefdom who committed suicide in 

the seventh century to save the dignity of her tribe.  This paper studies the Youhuachuan, exploring 

how this local religious festival has been revived and promoted in the last two decades. 

 

‘My Phone is my Temple’: Digital-based Missionary Outreach and the ‘Sinicisation’ of  

Tibetan Buddhism in Mainland China 

Dr. Catherine HARDIE (Research Assistant Professor, Department of Translation, Interpreting and 

Intercultural Studies, Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

Since the turn of the new millennium, Tibetan Buddhism has established a more popular presence 

among the urban Han Chinese middle class in mainland China than ever before. In the short space of 

two decades, Tibetan Buddhism’s PRC-based Han Chinese following has increased from several tens 

of thousands of people to many hundreds of thousands, with the online followings of several prominent 
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Tibetan lamas extending into the millions. This rapid increase in Han Chinese convert followers and 

fans has worked to draw Tibetan Buddhism from the periphery of Han Chinese cultural and religious 

life in the early years of the Reform Era into a more mainline position today – at least for a definite 

strata of urbane and cosmopolitan city dwellers.  

 

This paper highlights the role of missionary innovation on the part of grassroots Tibetan Buddhist 

networks in the spread of Tibetan Buddhism in China, and particularly their successful leveraging of 

continually-evolving virtual media technologies throughout China’s ‘internet age’ to push back against 

Tibetan Buddhism’s marginalisation in Han China’s official religious landscape. Not only has the 

proactive utilisation of these technologies enabled Tibetan Buddhist networks to reach Chinese-

speaking audiences of unprecedented size and scope, but it has also accelerated the ‘domestication’ or 

‘sinicisation’ of Tibetan Buddhism in the Han Chinese world by behooving the creators of digital 

content to present Tibetan Buddhism in a way that resonates with the contemporary Chinese socio-

cultural and political matrix. Drawing on ethnographic research undertaken since 2012, this paper 

focuses on the proliferation of WeChat microblogs dedicated to Tibetan Buddhism in the smartphone 

era and offers an analysis of different manifestations of ‘sinicisation’ that can be observed in this 

domain. 

 

Diversifying Organizational Structures and Church-State Relations: A Case Study of the 

Catholic Church in Wenzhou, Zhejiang (1980 – 2010) 

Mr. Edward W.L. LAW (Lecturer, Department of Religion and Philosophy,  

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

China’s reform and opening-up, together with its profound but arbitrary economic and institutional 

restructuring for more than forty years, had provided relatively favorable ideological and material 

conditions for religious revival. Owing to the rapid transition and geographical advantage, a kind of 

Catholic church model, which was distinctive from the traditional dualistic structure of open and 

underground church, had emerged as a significant social force and impacted on the church-state 

relations in Wenzhou, where is well-known as “China’s Jerusalem”, despite of continuous repressions 

and implementation of an extensive web of regulations and laws. Based on fieldwork, this article 

documents how different kinds of Catholic churches and the authorities interacted in shaping diverse, 

dynamic and complicated church-state relations in a specific historical context in Wenzhou, in 

particular revealing that a type of embedded but autonomous church organization had manifested the 

norms of civil society in terms of independence, self-organizing structures, influencing power of 

church elites and laity, and rational-critical discourse. 
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Keynote Speech 3 

Tantric Religion and Social Change 

Prof. Gavin FLOOD (Professor, Faculty of Theology and Religion, University of Oxford) 

 

 

Session 5: Religion, Identity, and Nationalism 

The Mandarin Union Version’s Role in Promoting Mandarin’s Identity Function as the 

National Language of Republican China 

Dr. George Kam Wah MAK (Assistant Professor, Department of Religion and Philosophy,  

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

This paper examines how the Mandarin Union Version, which became de facto the Chinese Protestant 

Bible shortly after its publication in 1919, played a role in promoting the idea that knowledge of 

Mandarin is part of the definition of belonging to the Chinese nation during the Republican era in 

China (1912-1949). It first explains that after Mandarin gained the status of the national language and 

the language of school education in early Republican era, literacy in Mandarin was gradually seen as 

a truly empowering literacy by the Chinese. Within such a context, the Mandarin Bible had a greater 

power to motivate Chinese Protestants to learn Mandarin than before, because ‘learning Mandarin to 

read the Mandarin Bible’ could now result in both religious and secular empowerment. This paper then 

highlights that the Protestant church in Republican China encouraged the use of the Mandarin Union 

Version at the expense of dialect Bible versions, as Chinese Protestant leaders believed that when using 

it as the Bible in China, Chinese Protestants could conceive themselves as part of the national 

Protestant community bound by shared language and beliefs. This would foster their communal sense 

and add a linguistic dimension to the Church’s national character. The Church thus naturally preferred 

to empower its illiterate members to read the Mandarin Union Version rather than Bible versions in 

their dialects. The third part of this paper argues that under the concept of Christian citizenship 

promoted by the Church, the knowledge of the Mandarin Bible (i.e. the knowledge of the Mandarin 

Union Version), which implied literacy in Mandarin and biblical literacy, was a Chinese Protestant’s 

means to fulfil his dual role as a citizen and a religious subject. The ability to write and read Mandarin, 

now the national language of China, would enable Chinese Protestants not only to understand the Bible 

for religious purposes but also to deliver to their compatriots the biblical messages perceived to contain 

ways to save the nation. The stress on selfless service in Christian citizenship drove Chinese Protestants 

to be engaged in literacy education as teachers. Using literacy primers, including those adapted from 

the Mandarin Union Version, Chinese Protestants helped their illiterate compatriots to gain literacy in 

Mandarin, which would empower the latter to enjoy the rights and perform the duties of Chinese 

citizenship. 
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Rebel, Revive, or Reform: The Emergence and Transformation of Hindu Identity in the  

Indian Subcontinent 

Dr. Domenic MARBANIANG (Lecturer, Department of Religion and Philosophy,  

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

This paper investigates the theoretical bases of resistance, revivalist, and reform movements within 

modern Hinduism. It mainly examines current research related to the invasion and the indigenous 

models that have traditionally inspired resistance and revivalist movements, respectively. It suggests 

that research in this area can be highly influenced by the researcher’s ideological commitment, 

historical pre-understanding, and socio-cultural experience. It also observes that while the reforms era 

did have a tremendous impact on the transformation of Hindu identity, a strong current of revivalism 

in both politics and academics is being shaped by a cultural nationalistic fervour. 

 

From Hinduism to Hindutva: A Reflection on Changing Religious Current in India 

Ms. Ankita SINGH (Graduate Student, Jamia Millia Islamia University, New Delhi, India) 

 

In tandem with the theme, “Rapid Religious Cultural Change” this paper looks into the radical change 

in the attitude of one of the pacified community, Hindus in the contemporary context of India 

pertaining to engulf its secular societal setting with the breeding of the seeds of Hindutva. India with 

its composite religio-cultural framework has been entitled as a land of diversity. With Hinduism as the 

major religion, it is also a place for diverse communities like Buddhists, Jainism, Christianity, Islam, 

Sikhs and others. However, as a religion, Hinduism has been an exemplary of tolerance and provided 

space for the multi-cultural and pluralistic fabric of India. Historically, Hinduism being one of the 

oldest religion in the world comprises of an amalgamation of philosophies, beliefs and rituals as a way 

of life. Its religious colour provides open thought and space for other communities to exist in coherence 

since times immemorial. Hereby, its lasting presence in South-Asia and many other parts of the world 

has sown a ground for cosmologically multi-faith society. However, in recent times, some of the radical 

elements, politically active started fostering a new trend of religious consciousness in the form of 

Hindutva in certain pockets of the country and its proliferation traced as time unfolds. As the Right-

wing political ecology hovers around the globe, it tends to map the issue of security as pivotal to 

nations and its correlational, in the socio-cultural sphere as if even a pacific religion, Hinduism pertains 

to take a radical turn towards “Hindutva”. This paper looks into the factors inflicting this 

transformation and traces the breeding ground that has led to radicalism. In contextualization of India, 

the proposed paper brings into insight if the ongoing Hindutva phenomena is in line to the trend as a 

global temperament or a religious consciousness to protect one’s identity from dilution or just a sort 

of conflict to get access to resources. 
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Session 6: Women, Gender and Religion 

Women and Church Politics in the Mizoram Presbyterian Church 

Ms. Mary VANLALTHANPUII (Research fellow, Asiatic Society, Kolkata, India) 

 

This paper focuses on women in the church, specifically investigating the role of Mizo women in the 

Presbyterian Church of Mizoram. The British philanthropist Robert Arthington’s (1823-64) bequest 

led to missionary work among the Mizo people beginning in 1901. Under British colonial rule, which 

ended in 1947, Welsh Christian and Baptist missionaries evangelized among the Mizo people. Today 

almost 90 percent of Mizos belong to the Presbyterian Church, the Baptist church, or to one of the 

many indigenous Christian churches. Church history focuses primarily on the missionaries and says 

very little about the important role played by the Mizo people in their own conversion. Church history 

includes the European women who helped their husbands convert the Mizos, but largely omits the 

history of Mizo women in facilitating conversion. Women, we learn when we examine this history 

closely, were ‘Bible Women’ and financial supporters of the church. Women’s ‘Handful of Rice’ 

project became one of the most important sources of income for the churches.  In the contemporary 

church, women are barred from becoming Pastors or Elders even though they contribute significant 

funds, become theologians, missionaries, and enforce the church’s notions of proper roles for women 

and men. It is through informal politics that women gain and exercise power. It will be the task of this 

paper to document how Mizo women were brought into church activities, the roles they played, their 

activities in support of the church, and their contemporary aspirations for leadership and a greater say 

in the affairs of the church.  

 

Situated Women’s Leadership: A Historical Revisit of the  

Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Association (1920-2020) 

Dr. Christina Wai-Yin WONG (Assistant Professor, Chung Chi Divinity School, The Chinese 

University of Hong Kong) and Dr. Charis W.S. CHEUNG (Lecturer and postdoctoral fellow, Faculty 

of Education, The Chinese University of Hong Kong) 

 

Abstract Established in 1920, the Hong Kong Young Women’s Christian Association (HKYWCA) is 

one of the largest and oldest women’s organizations in Hong Kong. Following the aim of the World 

YWCA’s movement, the HKYWCA has aspired to promote women’s leadership since its inception.  

In this paper, we focus on the HKYWCA’s achievement in promoting women’s leadership in Hong 

Kong; and elaborate how her various ministries have offered: (1) to broaden leaders’ vision through 

the international YWCA’s network, (2) to open up a platform to serve others in need, (3) to sustain the 

HKYWCA’s development through democratic participation internally, and (4) to become a cradle of 

nurturing women leaders in Hong Kong society. Changes and struggles would be highlighted in her 

unique path over her centurial history (1920–2020). For examples, her women’s leadership has shifted 
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from the educated Christian women elite to professional women according to the current trend of 

NGO’s governance. Besides, leadership development was practiced in self-governance groups in the 

past, but now is programmed by social workers. We would discuss how these changes are related to 

the development of Hong Kong society over the century. 

 

Empowered, Independent and Spiritual: An Investigation into Female-only/-oriented  

Body-Mind-Spirit Activities in Hong Kong 

Ms. Joyce L.H. FUNG (Graduate student, The University of Hong Kong) 

 

Unlike congregational religions that are hugely patriarchal, New Age spirituality demonstrates a 

“deliberate rejection of patriarchy”. In Hong Kong, where New Age spirituality is widely known as 

Body-Mind-Spirit (身心靈), female-only/-oriented Body-Mind-Spirit activities have recently entered 

the scene. Marketed to be safe, sacred spaces for women to celebrate their “divine femininity” and 

independence, do these activities provide a way out for modern women in Hong Kong – or are they 

merely reflecting masculine hegemony under an overarching patriarchal system? This paper examines 

the nature of the change Body-Mind-Spirit promises to bring with ethnographic evidence collected at 

female-only/-oriented Body-Mind-Spirit activities in Hong Kong, as well as interviews with 

facilitators and participants of such activities. It argues that female-only/-oriented Body-Mind-Spirit 

activities reinforce the masculine-feminine dichotomy and at times bundle women’s individualistic 

spiritual growth with the ability to better fulfil stereotypical gender roles, in particular wives, in a 

patriarchal order. 

 

Keynote Speech 4 

Rapid Religious Change in the Midst of Changing Times 

Prof. J. Derrick LEMONS (Associate Professor, Department of Religion, University of Georgia) 

 

 

Session 7: Religion, Music, and Art 

Buddhism in the Changing Society of Thailand: From Buddhist Chant to Hip-hop 

Prof. Wai-Chung HO (Professor, Department of Music, Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

Though Pierre Bourdieu himself devoted little attention to the study of religion, this paper examines 

key features of his sociology of culture in light of their potential contribution to the sociology of 

religion and music. In places such as Burma, China, Japan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and North 

America, Buddhist music comprises a variety of monastic and non-monastic music genres, including 
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those performed by professional musicians and Buddhist groups. With particular reference to 

Buddhism, this paper intends to explore how Buddhism and diverse musical practices, ranging from 

chant to hip-hop, were introduced in the changing society of Thailand. It is now common to find some 

young Thai monks combine traditional Buddhist chants with hip-hop, rap, and rock beats that captivate 

young listeners who listen online, often through mobile phones and other online media. Finally, this 

paper discusses the wider implications of the power relationships of Buddhism in modern music in the 

changing cultural and social spheres in Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries. 

 

The Significance of Sinicized (indigenized) Biblical Art in a Time of  

Rapid Religious Cultural Change 

Dr. Elaine M. ROBSON (Retired scholar; UK) 

 

Recent changes [1] in the Peoples’ Republic of China are being acted upon by churches [2] as they 

look for more indigenous ways in which to express their faith in Christ. The Protestant five year plan 

for the sinicization of Christianity is underway.[3] Plans to publish annotated (biblically based) 

commentaries that are contextualized and relevant for the reader are mentioned in their document. The 

stated aim is to “… deepen the establishment of theological thought in the new era.” My paper proposes 

to engage with this topic in an introductory way but to view it within the context of Christian art that 

is painted in the style typical of South West China.         

 

One fourth of the landmass of the PRC consists of the mountain ranges and high plateaus of South 

West China.  The people of Xizang mainly live in river valleys that cross the plateaus. There are three 

main spoken languages [4], in addition to a variety of dialects. The written form of language is not 

spoken. 

 

The world view of the high plateau people is generally a kind of folk Buddhism which arises from the 

Vajrayana form of Mahayana Buddhism. However the majority of the people do not understand its 

main philosophical premise which relates to the doctrine of emptiness. Practitioners who do engage 

with this tend to live in monastic institutions.[5]   

 

As I present my paper I will show three Biblical paintings and will discuss these in detail. In Xizang 

the thangka (thanka) form of painting is widespread. The style originated in Nepal and is frequently 

used as a Buddhist teaching tool. One example is the Buddhist Wheel of Life. Early Buddhist paintings 

in this style have been found in caves in the Gansu Province. [6]  From the 14th century onwards many 

elements from Chinese paintings were incorporated into the paintings. The paintings that I will show 

are modern in style but clearly relevant to the culture that has produced them.  

 

The first painting is based on a thangka form which was frequently used to convey medicinal 
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information.  It is sequential in style, beginning with Creation (Genesis chapter 1), and ending with 

Noah giving thanks to God. A rainbow closes the sequence (Genesis chapter 9). 

 

The second painting is not sequential in style but depicts the Garden of Eden before the entrance of 

sin.  

 

The third painting depicts the Life of Jesus in a modern art form based on the thangka style. 

 

[1] The contemporary changes are arising as a consequence of Xi Jinping’s new era of socialism with Chinese 
characteristics. Recently, Bishop Joseph Ma Yinglin of Kunming, called on the CCPA and BCCCC to "maintain a high 
sense of responsibility and mission and lead the mass believers of the Catholic Church to continue to study through Xi 
Jinping's new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics.  (ucanews.com reporter, Hong Kong China.  January 22, 
2019). 

 
[2] My observations relate to government registered churches. 
 

[3] The Protestant five-year plan for Chinese Christianity: 
The original Chinese document was compiled by the national committees of the government-sanctioned China 
Christian Council and the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. April 20th 2018). (An English translation of this document is 
posted on the following website: ucanews.com) 

 

[4] Amdo; Kham; and U-tsang :( U-tsang is spoken in the Tibet Autonomous Region of China. TAR). 
 

[5] When I refer to Buddhism in this paper it should be understood within the context of the Vajrayana form of Mahayana 
Buddhism, and in particular the Ge-luk-pa (dGe lugs pa) school of thought. My PhD explored issues that related to the 
Ge-luk-pa (dGe lugs pa) school of Tibetan Buddhism and Christianity. It centres on a five year encounter that an Italian 
Jesuit, Ippolito Desideri, had in Central Tibet from 1716 - 1721. During this time he wrote extensively, in Tibetan, about 
the similarities and differences between the two religions. It seems he was the first European Tibetologist to engage 
deeply with the Buddhist doctrine of emptiness.  

 

[6] The thangkas discovered in Dunhuang on the Silk Road and are dated from 781-848 AD. 

 

From Modernity to Memes: Reexamining Visual Culture as a Christian Vehicle 

Dr. Jonathan W. JOHNSON (Lecturer, Department of Religion and Philosophy,  

Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

The relationship between religion and material culture is complex and reciprocal, and history 

demonstrates how culture impacts religions as readily as religion transforms culture. Because of this 

interrelation, the rate or tempo of change in religions is also wedded to that of the cultures it engages. 

In the eras of modernity and postmodernity the dissemination of material culture has reached a rate of 

change and spread unlike any period before it. Religion – whether adaptive, adversarial, or ambivalent 

– is thus called on to a new rapidity in its dance with material culture.  

  

This paper explores the reality of this relationship by focusing on how the Christian faith has made use 

of visual material culture in the past as compared to its use (or misuse) of internet visual culture. I 

begin the exploration with reference to an innovative period of Chinese Christian artwork, before 
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considering the current universal use of memes, and raising the possibility of improved engagement. I 

briefly raise the critical insights of Walter Benjamin (from the perspective of cultural aesthetics) and 

Reinhold Niebuhr (from the perspective of historical theology) and argue for a reinvigoration of 

research through purely aesthetic inquiries. My resulting analysis of the Christian use of artworks for 

the expression of theology in China and beyond brings to light not only past methodologies, but also 

illuminates future possibilities (or pathologies) of Christian propaganda in a rapidly changing 

postmodernity.  

 

New developments in access to historical artworks (Boston University’s Center for Global Christianity 

and Mission database of nearly 500 digitized, high resolution Christian propaganda posters from the 

early 20th century), and a new wave in artistic propaganda (the prevalence of internet culture as artwork, 

curated by the Internet Archive) make such a survey possible. These historical bookends not only 

provide the background for analyzing the complex relation of religion and material culture, but they 

also provide features which inspire present and future study. Questions raised are: How to reverse the 

shift from a knowing use of visual media to a misuse of media, including a potential reappraisal of 

visual means; the question as to whether the speed and spread of visual culture today calls for a possible 

revision of enduring modern analyses both of cultural impacts (Benjamin) and religious cultural 

stances (Niebuhr); the question of whether the novel works produced by social activists might inform 

Christian propagandists. The theological interaction with this new media is sure to be a growing field 

of importance in religious cultural studies. 
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The Church and Christian Activism in Hong Kong’s Occupy Movement 

Shun-hing Chan 

Hong Kong Baptist University 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The Occupy Movement in 2013–2014 was the first social movement imbued with 

Christian elements in the history of Hong Kong. This is demonstrated by what Benny 

Tai (戴耀廷), one of the founders of the Occupy Central with Love and Peace 

(OCLP) Movement, explained fully in his book Occupy Central: The Psychological 

Warfare Room for Peaceful Protest, that the model of civil disobedience he adopted 

in the movement was taken from Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. (Tai 2013: 110–

118). As a devout Protestant, Tai was deeply influenced by King’s Letter from 

Birmingham Jail.1 Another founder of the OCLP Movement was Reverend Yiu-ming 

Chu (朱耀明) from the Baptist Church in Chai Wan, Hong Kong Island. The last 

social movement led by clergy was the movement for the Shelving of the Daya Bay 

Nuclear Power Plant in 1986, of which the spokesperson was the Anglican Reverend 

Chi-wood Fung (馮志活). In the movement opposing the implementation of the 

National Security Law in 2002–2003, the Catholic Church was one of the important 

civil society organizations that took part, and Cardinal Joseph Zen (陳日君) played an 

active role in the movement, although it was neither led by the Catholic Church nor 

Cardinal Zen. The OCLP Movement was launched at Kowloon Union Church and its 

Manifesto was presented during a press conference on March 27, 2013. The two 

keywords “love” and “peace” used in the movement’s title are core values in the 

Christian faith. In many photos released by the media, a huge brown cross behind the 

OCLP founders was a prominent symbol.2 

 

This article examines religious change of Christian churches and groups in the 

Occupy Movement from the perspective of eventful sociology. Following William 

Sewell, Jr.’s concept of eventful temporality, this article argues that the impacts that 

                                                      
1 Interviewee 5, Hong Kong, October 26, 2016, and interviewee 6, Hong Kong, October 26, 2016. 
2 Interviewee 1, Hong Kong, April 9, 2015. 
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followed four significant events in the history of Hong Kong, namely, the riots in 

1967, the June Fourth Incident in 1989, the July 1 march in 2003, and the Occupy 

Movement in 2014, can be identified in the structure of church-state relations. On the 

one hand, the sequence of the four events represents a path of dependence, from one 

event to the next. On the other hand, the events produced changes in the structure of 

church-state relations, including Christians’ understanding of political participation 

and their dual identity of being a Christian and a citizen in Hong Kong, which can be 

interpreted as a result of temporally heterogeneous causalities. The impact of the 

event can also be discerned by the wide variety of newly emerging Christian groups 

after the Occupy Movement, which greatly strengthened Christian activism in Hong 

Kong’s political development. 

 

2. Explaining Religious Change from the Lens of Event 

 

In his book Logics of History: Social Theory and Social Transformation (2005), 

Sewell examined thoroughly the idea of temporality, which is fundamental to his 

formulation of eventful sociology. He discussed three kinds of temporalities, namely, 

teleological temporality, experimental temporality, and eventful temporality. Among 

these three temporalities, Sewell suggested that eventful temporality provided an 

excellent theory of social change by events in history. Most importantly, contingent, 

unexpected, and inherently unpredictable events can undo or alter the most apparently 

durable trends of history. 

 

As explained by Sewell, teleological temporality refers to the explanation that 

history as the temporal working out of an inherent logic of social development, such 

as the logic from metaphysical to scientific eras, from feudalism to capitalism to 

socialism, or from mechanical to organic solidarity. This logic is fallacious because 

events in some historical present are actually explained by events in the future. 

Experimental temporality refers to the explanation that history can be studied by 

setting up comparative “natural experiments” capable of sorting out the causal factors 

that explain the occurrence of social development. Sewell pointed out that those 

studies of social development is inseparable from conventional comparative method, 

and it will need to cut up the congealed block of historical time into artificially 

interchangeable units. Such assumptions about temporality that strictly adherence to 

experimental logic requires are unhistorical (Sewell 2005: 83–100).  

 

Eventful temporality, according to Sewell, recognizes the power of events in 

history. Social life may be conceptualized as being composed of countless happenings 
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or encounters in which persons and groups of persons engage in social action. Sewell 

characterized events in the following way: “Events may be defined as that relatively 

rare subclass of happenings that significantly transforms structures. An eventful 

conception of temporality is one that takes into account the transformation of 

structures by events” (Sewell 2005: 100). There are several assumptions in his 

conception of eventful temporality. First, events are “path dependent”; that is, what 

has happened at an earlier point in time will affect the possible outcomes of a 

sequence of events occurring at a later point in time. Second, events are capable of 

changing not only the balance of causal forces operating but the very logic by which 

consequences follow from occurrences or circumstances. Events bring about historical 

changes in part by transforming the very cultural categories that shape and constrain 

human action. Because the causalities that operate in social relations depend in part on 

the contents and relations of cultural categories, events have the power to transform 

social causality. An eventful conception of temporality assumes a causal dependence 

of later occurrences on prior occurrences and assumes that social causality is 

temporally heterogeneous, not temporally uniform. Third, an eventful conception of 

temporality assumes that contingency is global, that it characterizes not only the 

surface but the core or the depths of social relations (Sewell 2005: 100–103). 

 

In sum, the explanatory model of eventful sociology assumes that social relations 

are characterized by path dependency, temporally heterogeneous causalities, and 

global contingency. Thus, the reconfiguration of structures by social action through 

events is possible, which researchers should take as the focal point of social analysis. 

 

3. Data and Research Methods 

 

The data for this article were collected from field research, newspapers, articles on 

the Internet, and in-depth interviews. The author conducted field research in the 

occupied zones in Admiralty and Mong Kok during the period of the Occupy 

Movement. He went there one to two times a week on a regular basis from September 

to December 2014. Newspaper reports, particularly articles published by the Union of 

Catholic Asian News, Kung Kao Po, the Sunday Examiner, and Christian Times 

Weekly in both print and online versions, were important sources of reference. In-

depth interviews were conducted with 10 informants, including four members of the 

Organizing Committee of the OCLP Movement, a clergyman from a mainline 

Protestant church, a member of the Justice and Peace Commission of the Hong Kong 

Catholic Diocese (HKJP), a member of the Hong Kong Christian Institute (HKCI), a 

member of Confession of Christians Watching over Hong Kong, a member of Clergy 
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Station for Spiritual Support in Admiralty, and a member of St. Francis Chapel on the 

Street in Mong Kok. 

 

4. Events Prior to the Occupy Movement 

 

The critical events prior to the Occupy Movement were the riots in 1967, the June 

Fourth Incident in 1989, and the July 1 march in 2003. These events changed the 

structure of church-state relations in Hong Kong. The structure of church-state 

relations refers to the power relations between the Hong Kong Government and the 

churches, including the political culture within the church, and Christians’ identities 

in terms of their religious faith and citizenship.  

 

From 1967 to 2003, these three events have continuously affected church-state 

interactions, which subsequently changed the power relations of church-state 

structure. First, through different events, the church-state pattern changed from 

separate entities to a form of partnership, and then to churches’ multiple political 

orientations, including dependence and resistance. Second, the political culture of the 

church was a controlling mechanism that facilitated or hindered Christians’ political 

participation. The political culture within the church has changed from a form of 

spirituality emphasizing individual morality to a spirituality of social engagement 

upholding social justice. Third, different events urged Christians to examine their dual 

identities, through which their sense of citizenship has been highly strengthened. 

Many Christians embraced their religious identity and neglected citizenship in the 

past are now negotiating their dual identities. 

 

4.1 Effects of the riots in 1967 on church-state relations 

 

The cause of the riots in Hong Kong in 1967 was due to the influence of the 

Cultural Revolution in Mainland China. Following the class struggle of the Cultural 

Revolution in China, and making use of accelerating social discontent in Hong Kong 

society, the leftists in Hong Kong launched an anti-colonial campaign in May 1967. 

They tried to replicate the 12-3 incident in Macau in 1966 by attempting to take over 

the power of the colonial government in Hong Kong. In other words, the riots in 1967 

were produced by external factors outside Hong Kong. However, the riots drew the 

colonial government and the church closer to each other. 

 

In the 1950s and 1960s, most Christian churches in Hong Kong focused on their 

mission or evangelism. The Catholic Church provided social services side by side 
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with their mission, but the scale of these services was limited due to the lack of 

resources (Luk 2005). On the part of Protestant churches, only a handful of church 

leaders advocated social services or social reform. Although the Catholic and 

Anglican bishops were listed fifth on the table of colonial protocol, and Catholic and 

Anglican priests were unofficial members of the Legislative Council, neither the 

Catholic nor Protestant churches possessed real power in the government bodies. 

Generally, church leaders nurtured in their believers a kind of individual spirituality 

and morality, and they were less concerned with social justice. The majority of 

churches kept their distance from social and political issues in an effort to avoid 

“politicizing” the church with political issues. Simply put, the church and the colonial 

government were two separate entities, although they had a kind of symbolic 

relationship according to colonial protocol.  

 

The government launched an ambitious plan of social reform in 1973 after an 

investigation of the riots, including providing education and social services to young 

people and those in need. To prevent communist infiltration in schools, the colonial 

government outsourced the provision of education and social services to Catholic and 

Protestant churches (Leung and Chan 2003: 23–46). In providing education and social 

services, the churches received a large amount of funding from the government, 

which was important for churches to strengthen their work in their mission or 

evangelism. General clergy and laity might not have been aware of the political 

implications of becoming a contractor of the government in providing education and 

social services. As such, the model of partnership emerged as a new form of church-

state relationship after the riots. The church became a faithful partner of the colonial 

government, and the expansion of churches was concomitant with the marginalization 

of pro-China schools and organizations, indirectly weakening communist influence in 

society. 

 

4.2 Effects of the June Fourth Incident on the church’s political participation 

 

The cause of the June Fourth Incident was due to the Tiananmen Democratic 

Movement in Beijing in 1989, which was also an external factor that affected Hong 

Kong society. The Chinese Government’s suppression of the movement in Beijing 

greatly aroused the emotions and fears of Hong Kong people, who were facing the 

return of sovereignty of Hong Kong from the United Kingdom to Beijing in 1997. 

According to unofficial reports, approximately 1.5 million people took to the streets in 

protest. For Christians, they looked at the incident from the perspective of church 

history in China and as citizens. Many churches in Hong Kong had a connection with 
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certain churches in Mainland China spawned by the same denominations, and they 

were familiar with the history of communist suppression of churches after 1949.  

 

Before the June Fourth Incident, only a few clergy and laity were concerned 

about the issue of constitutional reform. The incident of Xin Weisi (辛維思) is an 

illustrative example. In 1986, the democrats organized the Ko Shan Assembly of 

Democratic Institution, advocating the direct election of the Executive Council in 

1988. Two religious leaders, Reverend John Baptist Tsang (曾慶文), the Vicar 

General of the Hong Kong Catholic Diocese, and Reverend Nai-wang Kwok (郭乃

弘), the General Secretary of the Hong Kong Christian Council (HKCC), openly 

expressed their support for direct elections in the assembly. In December 1986, the 

leftist Lik Ma (馬力) warned the two religious leaders in articles published in Ming 

Bao under the pseudonym of “Xin Weisi” that the church should strictly adhere to the 

“principle of church-state separation.” The articles by “Xin Weisi” were widely 

considered to be messages expressed by the Xinhua News Agency, which represented 

the views of the Chinese Government. The conservative forces within the Catholic 

and Protestant churches immediately restricted the work of the two religious leaders 

in their respective bodies. In the HKCC, Reverend Kwok resigned and went on to 

establish the HKCI in June 1988 and continued his work there until 2000 (Kwok 

2004: 109–112). 

 

The June Fourth Incident shocked the Christian community. Many 

denominations, churches, and para-church organizations published public statements 

condemning the Chinese government for suppressing the Tiananmen Democratic 

Movement in Beijing. One Christian publication collected a total of 81 such 

statements (Wong 1990: 106–149), although the number should have been more. 

Meanwhile, the Catholic Church formed The Union of Hong Kong Catholic 

Organizations in Support of the Patriotic Democratic Movement in China (香港天主

教團體支援中國愛國民主運動聯合會) and Protestant churches formed The Union 

of Hong Kong Protestants in Support of the Patriotic Democratic Movement in China 

(香港基督徒聲援中國愛國民主運動聯合會), respectively. The Union of the Hong 

Kong Catholics Organizations organized a special Mass for the June Fourth Incident 

in Hong Kong Stadium on June 9, 1989, with an estimated 28,000 Catholics attending 

the Mass. The Union of Hong Kong Protestants organized two separate assemblies 

titled “Patriotism, Democracy, and Action” at the Hong Kong Coliseum on June 24, 

1989, with an estimated 17,000 Protestants attending the activities. 

 

After all these activities, church leaders needed to face the reality of the 
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handover of Hong Kong to the Chinese Government in 1997. The June Fourth 

Incident put church leaders under enormous pressure. They had to think about how to 

interact with the authoritarian regime after 1997 and what political risks they had to 

take if they insisted on political participation. The Catholic and Protestant churches 

had their own deployment strategies. The Catholic Church had been preparing for the 

handover, and the June Fourth Incident made the preparation an urgent task. Cardinal 

John Wu issued the Pastoral Exhortation “March into the Bright Decade” in 1989, in 

which he proposed to develop small faith communities in the church, which were 

considered a more flexible form of Catholic organizations that were intended to 

endure communist suppression after 1997. Many Protestant churches returned to the 

work of evangelism and avoided political issues. A number of church leaders and laity 

chose to immigrate to North America and the United Kingdom. Only a few 

denominations, such as the Methodist Church and the Church of Christ in China, 

consistently urged the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) 

Government to implement constitutional reform. The June Fourth Incident also 

aroused the awareness of social justice among young Christians in the church. These 

young Christians advocated social engagement by organizing talks, seminars, 

assemblies, and social protests, which were instrumental in building a culture of 

political participation in the Christian community. 

 

4.3 Effects of the July 1 march in 2003 on church-state relations 

 

The cause of the July 1 march in 2003 was the Chinese Government’s attempt to 

implement the National Security Law according to Article 23 of the Basic Law; thus, 

this event was also triggered by an external factor. Civil society acted in defense of 

human rights in Hong Kong. According to unofficial reports, approximately 500,000 

people joined the march in 2003. 

 

One effect of the July 1 march on church-state relations was that the Catholic 

Church put aside its partnership with the government and became a powerful civil 

society organization in the opposition movement. Cardinal Joseph Zen assumed the 

role of opinion leader during that time, granting moral legitimacy to the opposition 

movement. The Catholic Church joined the battle on the frontline, working with 

social activists striving for human rights and democracy. This was a significant turn of 

political participation for the Catholic Church. Initially, there were guidelines in the 

Catholic diocese instructing parishes to avoid collaborating too closely with political 

parties. Because of these guidelines, parishes generally took a self-restrained stance, 

reacted slowly to social issues, and kept a distance from political parties (Li, Cheung, 
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and Chan 1998: 527). In the July 1 march in 2003, the Catholic Church seemed to 

have relinquished these guidelines. After the march, the Catholic Church became a 

key player in the social movements in Hong Kong, including the Occupy Movement 

in 2013-2014.  

 

The Protestants generally expressed concern over the legislation of National 

Security, but the majority of churches were not as involved in the opposition 

movement as the Catholic Church was. Only individual Protestants, action groups, 

para-church organizations, and a few independent churches expressed their concerns 

over the legislation. The most important activity in which Protestants expressed their 

views was a seminar titled “National Security and Human Rights: Protestants 

Respond to the Legislation According to Article 23 of the Basic Law” held at the Sum 

Oi Church of the Church of Christ in China on November 14, 2002. Approximately 

300 Protestants joined the activity. The Secretary for Security, Regina Ip (葉劉淑儀), 

attended the seminar and replied to queries.   

 

Young Christians played an important role in the July 1 march in 2003, the first 

march, which was organized by the Civil Human Rights Front (CHRF). That year, the 

general convener was Rose Wu (胡露茜), the General Secretary of the HKCI, and the 

deputy convener of the group for Article 23 was Jackie Hung (孔令瑜), the Executive 

Secretary of the HKJP (Wu 2017: 179-185). Hung was named one of Asia’s heroes by 

the Asian edition of Time magazine in 2004. Before the march, progressive Christian 

groups organized the “July First Prayer Meeting,” which became a regular activity 

that is still practiced today. During the prayer meeting, progressive clergy addressed 

the social and political issues of that particular year, and after the prayer meeting, all 

participants joined the July 1 march in the name of Christian groups. In 2003, 

approximately 8,000 Christians attended the prayer meeting. Although the prayer 

meeting was not organized by the church, it has become a symbol of Christian 

activism every year, representing the progressive force of the church. 

 

5. The Occupy Movement in 2013–2014 

 

The idea of Occupy Central was raised by Benny Tai in an article in the Hong 

Kong Economic Journal on January 16, 2013. Later, he collaborated with Kin-man 

Chan (陳健民) and Reverend Yiu-ming Chu to launch the OCLP Movement on 

March 27, 2013.  

 

At the time, Tai was an associate professor of law at the University of Hong Kong 
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and a devout evangelical Protestant. Kin-man Chan was an associate professor of 

sociology at the Chinese University of Hong Kong and a non-institutional Christian. 

He asked reporters to take photos of the huge brown cross behind the OCLP founders 

at the press conference announcing the launch of the OCLP Movement held at 

Kowloon Union Church, which he learned from the trade union Solidarity in Poland.3 

Reverend Yiu-ming Chu led the Baptist Church in Chai Wan, but his political 

involvement did not represent the Baptist Convention of Hong Kong. He was a 

veteran in social movements and had built his own social networks with democrats, 

which was instrumental in drawing support for the OCLP Movement from social 

activists and political parties. In the June Fourth Incident, he was one of the 

coordinators of Operation Yellowbird, rescuing activists who had fled from Mainland 

China to Hong Kong.  

 

On April 28, 2013, the OCLP secretariat was formed and ten staunch supporters 

of the OCLP Movement were introduced to the press, among which five were 

Protestants, including Reverend Nai-wang Kwok. There were two organizing 

committees for the OCLP Movement, one for Deliberation Days and the other for 

planning the Occupy Central actions; in the latter committee, more than 50% of its 

members were Christians who shared similar political ideologies.4 These members 

had their own networks with other churches and para-church organizations, which 

was crucial for social mobilization in the Christian community. 

 

5.1 Public statements issued by churches, para-church organizations, and action 

groups 

 

In the initial stage of the movement, a number of churches and Christian groups 

provided religious justification for constitutional reform and civil disobedience 

advocated by the OCLP Movement, which was significant in sowing seeds of eventful 

protests in the Christian community. Early on July 24, 2013, the Catholic Church 

issued a public statement titled “An Urgent Call for Earnest Dialogue and Responsible 

Action: Regarding the Universal Suffrage and Civil Disobedience Statement from the 

Catholic Diocese in Hong Kong,” explaining to Hong Kong people and Catholics that 

the Church urged the HKSAR Government to implement universal suffrage and 

support the act of civil disobedience if certain conditions set by the OCLP Movement 

were satisfied.5 Those conditions included the mandate that an act of civil 

                                                      
3 Interviewee 9, Hong Kong, January 18, 2017. 
4 Interviewee 5, Hong Kong, October 26, 2016, and interviewee 7, Hong Kong, October 25, 2016.  
5 Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong, “An Urgent Call for Earnest Dialogue and Responsible Action: 

Regarding the Universal Suffrage and Civil Disobedience Statement from the Catholic Diocese in 
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disobedience had to be carried out in a peaceful and non-violent manner, which was 

an act of conscience directed at preventing or removing grave injustice and/or 

violation of fundamental rights. The state-owned local newspaper Wenweipo 

immediately attacked the Catholic Church for instigating illegal behavior.6 The 

public statement to a large extent canceled out the negative effect produced by pro-

establishment organizations and individuals who attacked the OCLP Movement, 

which was instrumental for the movement to develop further in the later stage.  

 

Protestant churches and para-church organizations also issued public statements in 

response to the constitutional reform and civil disobedience proposed by the OCLP 

Movement. However, although the churches’ position on the former was rather clear, 

it was ambiguous on the latter. For universal suffrage, both the HKCC and the 

Methodist Church urged the HKSAR Government to implement universal suffrage as 

soon as possible in their response to the government’s consultation in April 2013.7 

The Christian and Missionary Alliance Church Union in Hong Kong represented the 

more conservative position. The church union sent a letter to its member churches 

suggesting that the form of election was not an absolute demand for justice, but 

instead the judgement and choice of individual citizens made according to their 

understanding.8 The letter showed that the Christian and Missionary Alliance did not 

consider universal suffrage a goal that the church should strive for. 

 

As for participation in civil disobedience, the Methodist Church,9 the Lutheran 

Church,10 and the Christian and Missionary Alliance issued their own letters to 

church members. The main tone of these letters was that whether church members 

should occupy Central depended on their individual analysis of the political situation 

in Hong Kong and how they decided to respond to the situation, and the church would 

neither encourage nor oppose their decision. The Lutheran Church stated that church 

members who intended to join the Occupy Central actions should not carry with them 

                                                      
Hong Kong,” Sunday Examiner, July 24, 2013, accessed April 11, 2016. 

http://sundayex.catholic.org.hk/node/1458. 
6 “It Is a Violation of Law to Instigate Church Members to Participate in Occupy Central: The Political 

Sector Criticizes Yeung Ming-cheung for Talking Nonsense,” Wenweipo, July 26, 2013. 
7 Hong Kong Christian Council, “Our Response to the Consultation Document on the Methods for 

Selecting the Chief Executive in 2017 and for Forming the Legislative Council in 2016.” April 17, 

2014. The Hong Kong Methodist Church, “Our Opinions on the Consultation Document on the 

Methods for Selecting the Chief Executive in 2017 and for Forming the Legislative Council in 2016.” 

April 2014. 
8 Gordon Siu and Tim-sau Yiu, “A Reminder of ‘Occupy Central’ and ‘Oppose Occupy Central’ by the 

Christian and Missionary Alliance.” July 25, 2015. 
9 The Hong Kong Methodist Church, “Pastoral Letter to the Congregation on Constitutional Reform.” 

August 15, 2014. 
10 Reverend Chun-wah Cheung, “Pastoral Letter from the Lutheran Church: Guidelines for Occupy 

Central.” July 29, 2014. 
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the names, emblems, or any identifying objects of the church, including marks, 

clothes, words, photos, and symbols. Simply put, the churches refrained from 

expressing their position regarding civil disobedience, but they did not forbid their 

members in participating the collective action. Contrary to churches, a number of 

Protestant para-church organizations and action groups boldly expressed their 

supportive position regarding the OCLP Movement. Examples of these organizations 

and groups included the HKCI, Protestants in Support of Constitutional Reform, and 

Confession of Christians Watching over Hong Kong.11 

 

5.2 Involvement of churches, para-church organizations, and action groups in the 

Occupy Movement 

 

A series of protests shaped and reshaped Christians’ political participation at the 

time of the Occupy Movement, which contributed to produce new cultural categories 

of Christian activism.  

 

July First Prayer Meeting. According to unofficial reports, approximately 510,000 

people joined the July 1 march in the year of 2014. Before the march, five progressive 

Christian groups continued to organize the “July First Prayer Meeting,” which 

included the HKJP, the Hong Kong Federation of Catholic Students (HKFCS), Hong 

Kong Catholic Commission for Labor Affairs, the HKCI, and Christians for Hong 

Kong Society. The theme of the prayer meeting was “Practice Justice without Fearing 

the Darkness, and Build a New Hong Kong with Universal Suffrage,” which was 

attended by approximately 1,000 Christians, including Cardinal Joseph Zen and 

Martin Lee, the founding leaders of the Democratic Party. In 2013, only 300 

Christians attended the activity. Bishop Joseph Ha (夏志誠), Auxiliary Bishop of the 

Catholic Church, and Reverend Ralph Lee, former honorary General Secretary of the 

HKCC, spoke at the prayer meeting, representing the voices of the Catholic Church 

and Protestant churches, respectively. Bishop Ha asked the participants to witness 

their faith by learning about the disciples in history and to act according to their 

conscience. Reverend Lee made an analogy between the relationship of David and 

Goliath in the Bible and the relationship of Hong Kong people and the Chinese 

Government, encouraging Hong Kong people to resist the oppression of the Chinese 

Government. After the prayer meeting, members of the HKFCS held a huge banner, 

leading all participants in the July 1 march.12 These narratives, particularly the 

                                                      
11 Interviewee 3, Hong Kong, April 17, 2015; interviewee 8, Hong Kong, November 8, 2016. 
12 “510,000 People Participated in the July 1 March: Christians Voiced Their Demand for Democracy 

and Justice,” Union of Catholic Asian News, July 2, 2014, accessed June 18, 2017. 

http://china.ucanews.com/2014/07/02/%E4%BA%94%E5%8D%81%E4%B8%80%E8%90%AC%E4 
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analogy of David and Goliath, was repeated again in other protest events organized by 

Christian groups later (Chan 2015: 386, 388).  

 

The action group Protestants in Support of Constitutional Reform, representing 

mainly evangelical Protestants, organized another protest through their own networks, 

which was attended by approximately 300 clergy and laity. They gathered at a place 

near the Hong Kong Central Library, where they read biblical passages, prayed, and 

sang hymns together, and then all of them joined the July 1 march.13 They organized 

their own protest because many evangelical Protestants disagreed with the doctrines 

of the Catholic Church; however, the situation had been changing since the OCLP 

Movement began its work of mobilization to occupy the Central in 2013. Their 

participation in the protest demonstrated the rise of progressive force of evangelical 

Protestants in the Christian community.  

 

The Catholic Church. The Catholic Church and its related organizations provided 

strong support for the Occupy Movement, showing the spirit of social and political 

participation in the July 1 march in 2003. In the initial period, the Catholic Church 

lent church premises to the OCLP Movement as venues for its Deliberation Days; 

Cardinal Joseph Zen and 12 Catholic bodies participated in the Walk for Universal 

Suffrage, and the Catholic parishes located along the route were opened for the team 

to take a rest; Cardinal John Tong (湯漢) and Cardinal Joseph Zen called on Catholics 

to take part in the Civil Referendum; and Catholic premises were used as polling and 

service stations. The support of the Catholic Church, particularly the endorsement of 

Church leaders, granted moral legitimacy to the Occupy Movement, which was 

instrumental for the movement in gaining momentum for its development at a later 

stage (Chan 2021). 

 

During the period of the Umbrella Movement, the Catholic diocese and different 

Catholic bodies organized a variety of activities to support the occupied action. On 

September 28, 2014, riot police fired 87 canisters of tear gas at the crowds in 

Admiralty. A special Mass was held in the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. 

Bishop Joseph Ha delivered a sermon criticizing the police use of excessive force on 

the crowds. He stated that the government should provide a direction toward freedom 

                                                      
%BA%BA%E5%8F%83%E8%88%87%E4%B8%83%E4%B8%80%E9%81%8A%E8%A1%8C%EF 

%BC%8C%E5%9F%BA%E7%9D%A3%E4%BF%A1%E5%BE%92%E7%82%BA%E6%B0%91%E 

4%B8%BB%E5%85%AC%E7%BE%A9%E7%99%BC/. 
13 “Protestants in Support of Constitutional Reform, and Three Hundred People Participated in the July 

First March,” Christian Times July 2, 2014, accessed April 11, 2016. 

http://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=84099&Pid=12&Version=0&

Cid=220&Charset=big5_hkscs. 
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and democracy and a blueprint for constitutional reform.14 On October 4, 2014, a 

rumor spreading around Hong Kong stated that the riot police would take severe 

action in suppressing the protesters in Admiralty. The Catholic Diocese of Hong 

Kong issued the public statement “An Urgent Appeal to All Students and Citizens in 

the Occupy Central Protests,” calling on protesters to leave the occupied zones of 

Admiralty.15 In late October, the Occupy Movement was locked in a stalemate. 

Support Groups for Social Concern in Parishes in the Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong 

organized a prayer meeting titled “Waiting for God in the Ravine: To Pray for 

Democracy in Hong Kong” in the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception on 

November 1, 2014, employing a soft tone to express the Church’s support for 

universal suffrage.16 Cardinal John Tong officiated the Mass and Bishop Joseph Ha 

delivered a sermon during the meeting.17 

 

The acts of church leaders in the Catholic diocese is worth noting. Cardinal John 

Tong attended the special Mass and the prayer meeting stated above, but he was silent 

during the two activities. For the controversy of constitutional reform, he always took 

a neutral position, asking the government and the protesters to engage in earnest 

dialogue to reach a consensus.18 Cardinal Joseph Zen intervened in the Occupy 

Movement as a participant and made an effort to coordinate movement leadership in 

Admiralty.19 The work of Bishop Joseph Ha was most prominent in the Occupy 

Movement. He used a variety of religious resources to boost the spirit of Catholics in 

all activities related to the movement. In so doing, he provided solidarity incentive for 

Catholics who participated in the movement. 

The activities of Catholic bodies in three occupied zones are delineated as follows: 

                                                      
14 “The Church Prayed for the Situation in Hong Kong with Different Forms of Prayers,” Union of 

Catholic Asian News, September 30, 2014, accessed April 11, 2016. 

http://china.ucanews.com/2014/09/30/%E6%95%99%E6%9C%83%E9%80%A3%E6%97%A5%E4% 

BE%86%E7%82%BA%E9%A6%99%E6%B8%AF%E5%B1%80%E5%8B%A2%E4%BD%9C%E4 

%B8%8D%E5%90%8C%E5%BD%A2%E5%BC%8F%E7%9A%84%E5%AE%88%E6%9C%9B%E 

7%A5%88%E7%A6%8F/. 
15 “An Urgent Appeal to All Students and Citizens in the Occupy Central Protests.” Catholic Diocese 

of Hong Kong, October 4, 2014. Accessed April 11, 2016. 

http://www.catholic.org.hk/v2/b5/pressrelease/urgentappeal04102014.pdf. 
16 Interviewee 10, Hong Kong, August 3, 2015. 
17 “Dominic Chan: It Is Not the Prayer That Is Ineffective, but the People Who Are Hardhearted,” 

Catholic Post-Secondary, November 2014, accessed April 11, 2016. 

https://postsec.hkfcs.org/%E9%99%B3%E5%BF%97%E6%98%8E%EF%BC%9A%E4%B8%8D%E6 

%98%AF%E7%A5%88%E7%A6%B1%E7%84%A1%E6%95%88%EF%BC%8C%E5%9B%A0%E7 

%82%BA%E6%9C%89%E4%BA%BA%E5%BF%83%E7%A1%AC/. 
18 “The Bishop of Hong Kong Asked the Government and the Students to Engage in Earnest Dialogue, 

and to Create a Harmonious Ambience for Society,” Union of Catholic Asian News, October 3, 2014, 

accessed April 11, 2016. 
19 Joseph Zen, “Going to ‘Visit’ Pope Blessed Paul VI in Rome.” October 19, 2014. The Blog of 

Cardinal Joseph Zen, Pingan dian quankao ta (Arriving Safely on the Shore by Trusting Him 平安抵

岸全靠祂), accessed April 11, 2016. http://oldyosef.hkdavc.com/?p=313. 
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in Admiralty, a member of the HKJP was deputy coordinator of pickets for the OCLP 

Movement, taking responsibility for maintaining order in the occupied zone; the 

HKFCS placed religious icons and candles at a corner near the protest zone in front of 

the Legislative Council and organized a series of Masses, attempting to introduce 

spirituality into the movement and to support the movement’s participants20; the 

Diocesan Youth Commission (DYC) of Hong Kong organized a prayer meeting titled 

“Christ Is with Us” at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church on September 30, 2014, 

and a five-day stations of the cross in Admiralty from September 30 to October 4, 

2014. During the journey, young Catholics were required to reflect on how to witness 

their faith when peaceful protesters were seen as mobs, to understand the worries of 

parents, and to take responsibility for building a loving and just society. 

Approximately 200 young Catholics participated in the ritual on October 1, 2014. 

 

In Mong Kok, a group of young Catholics, together with Anglicans and 

evangelical Protestants, erected the St. Francis Chapel on the Street. They celebrated 

Masses and expressed their faith in sermons to the public. In Causeway Bay, the 

HKJP and the Land Justice League worked together to organize different activities in 

the initial period. 

 

Although the Church provided strong support for the Occupy Movement, the 

Catholic community was highly divided due to diverse views on the movement.21 To 

solve the problem of tension among Catholics, the HKJP and six parishes organized a 

prayer movement named “Reconciliation,” which took place in six parishes in the 

afternoon every Friday and Saturday, November 14–29, 2015, seeking reconciliation 

in the Catholic community. 

 

Protestant churches, para-church organizations, and action groups. Protestants 

participated in the Occupy Movement as individuals, action groups, and para-church 

organizations, rather than as churches. However, some churches provided more 

support to the movement than others. For example, the Methodist Church, the Church 

of Christ in China, and the Lutheran Church opened their churches near the occupied 

zones for protesters where they could find food and resting places, while the Kong 

                                                      
20 “Christian Bodies Organized a Prayer Meeting to Bring Spiritual Power to Students Who 

Participated in the Class Boycott,” Union of Catholic Asian News, September 25, 2014, accessed April 

11, 2016. 

http://china.ucanews.com/2014/09/25/%E5%9F%BA%E7%9D%A3%E5%BE%92%E5%9C%98%E9 
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%82%BA%E7%BD%B7%E8%AA%B2%E5%AD%B8%E7%94%9F%E5%B8%B6%E4%BE%86% 

E5%B1%AC%E9%9D%88%E5%8A%9B%E9%87%8F/. 
21 Mary Yuen, “The Occupy Movement and the Church.” Newsletter of the Hong Kong Christian 

Institute, 273 (October, 2015): 1–4. 
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Fong Church of the Evangelical Free Church of China in Admiralty posted a notice 

during the Occupy Movement stating that their toilet was for church members only.  

 

One of the reasons Protestants responded strongly to the Occupy Movement was 

that they believed that the OCLP founders shared a common faith. Benny Tai and 

Reverend Yiu-ming Chu were familiar speakers in a variety of church activities. In 

the initial period of the Occupy Movement, Tai was invited by hundreds of churches 

to explain the idea of civil disobedience and Occupy Central to their church members, 

and some of these churches were attended by 1,800 to 2,000 people. The support of 

Protestants for the OCLP Movement included the following resources: some churches 

lent their premises for Deliberation Days; Reverend Yiu-ming Chu and two Protestant 

bodies participated in the Walk for Universal Suffrage22; churches, para-church 

organizations, and action groups called on Protestants to take part in the Civil 

Referendum; and some churches and the HKCC building were used as polling and 

service stations for Civil Referendum (Chan 2021). 

 

One source of significant support came from the Divinity School of Chung Chi 

College at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. A theological seminar called 

“Occupy Central with Peace” was held at the Ward Memorial Methodist Church on 

November 4–5, 2013. In the two-day seminar, professors from the divinity school 

addressed issues concerning civil disobedience, and proponents and opponents of the 

OCLP Movement debated with each other. The activity was attended by 

approximately 200 people. Two messages were outstanding in the seminar: 

“Christians should obey God” and “Christians should protest against unjust rulers.” 

The Protestant newspaper Christian Times Weekly reported the activity in detail, 

conveying its messages to the Protestant community.23 

 

Two events brought the church closer to the Occupy Movement. The first event 

was the Methodist Church at Wan Chai, which opened its church for protesters 

immediately after the police fired tear-gas canisters at the crowds in Admiralty on 

September 28, 2014. The Methodist Church became a shelter for the victims who 

suffered from tear-gas inhalation. The opening of the church conveyed a strong 

message to society: the church sided with the Occupy Movement. A pro-

establishment Legislative Council member, Kwok-him Ip, called for an investigation 

of the churches, referring to “sources” claiming that the churches had received 

materials from its sister congregations in the United States. The accusation of Ip 

                                                      
22 The two Protestant bodies were the HKCI and Protestants in Support of Constitutional Reform. 
23 “The Distance of a Table Holding Holy Communion: A Report of the ‘Occupy Central’ Theological 

Seminar,” Christian Times Weekly, November 10, 2013. 
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strengthened the relationship of the Methodist Church and the Occupy Movement. 

 

The second event was the celebration of World Communion Sunday at the 

occupied zone in Admiralty on October 5, 2014. More than 30 clergies from different 

denominations and churches assisted in Holy Communion, and approximately 500 

Protestants joined the service.24 This activity showed that a large number of clergies 

and laity expressed their support for the Occupy Movement by the symbolic action of 

ritual, though they were prohibited from displaying the names of their denominations 

and churches. 

 

Although Protestant churches refrained from becoming involved in the Occupy 

Movement, many para-church organizations and action groups unequivocally 

expressed their position supporting the movement. Examples were the HKCI, the 

action group Confession of Christians Watching over Hong Kong, Protestants in 

Support of Constitutional Reform, St. Francis Chapel on the Street, and the Umbrella 

City Cyberchurch. 

 

The action group Confession of Christians Watching over Hong Kong issued a 

public statement in the form of a confession on August 29, 2014, just a few days 

before the National People’s Congress announced the restrictions on selecting the 

Chief Executive by universal suffrage in 2017. The spokesperson of the group was 

Reverend Ray Wong of the Church of Christ in China. Initiated by 206 Protestants 

and Catholics, the confession collected 4,600 signatures in 10 days. The confession 

criticized pro-establishment individuals and groups that distorted the facts of civil 

disobedience, used threats and bait to suppress dissenting voices, and blocked Hong 

Kong people from exercising their civil rights.25 On August 31, 2014, Reverend Chi-

wood Fung represented the group in expressing solidarity with the OCLP Movement 

at Tamar Park in an assembly opposing the restrictions on universal suffrage imposed 

by the National People’s Congress. This group also organized a prayer meeting at the 

Methodist Church in Wan Chai on September 12, 2014. Three speakers representing 

the Catholic Church and mainline and evangelical Protestant churches delivered 

messages during the prayer meeting, and more than 300 people attended the activity.  

 

Following the events of the June Fourth Incident in 1989 and the July 1 march in 

2003, the works of this action group reflected the tradition of mainline Protestants 

who embraced social justice and ecumenism. It is worth noting that out of concern for 
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the Occupy Movement, many evangelical Protestants began to take part in activities 

reflecting the ecumenical spirit. This also shows the change of understanding of 

political participation and Christian identity among evangelical Protestants. 

 

In Admiralty, an action group named Clergy Station for Spiritual Support 

provided spiritual care for movement participants in the occupied zone. Initially, 

approximately 50 clergies and seminarians formed an ad hoc group named Clergy 

Care on September 22, 2014, which aimed at following the plan of the OCLP 

Movement to occupy Central. They came from evangelical and mainline churches, 

but the majority of members were evangelical Protestants, including Reverend Chi-

wai Wu (胡志偉), Reverend Chi-hung Lau (劉志雄), and Reverend Yeung-mee Choi 

(蔡揚眉). Some members were prepared to join the occupation and be arrested by 

police, and others provided support to them. However, the political situation changed 

unexpectedly and the protesters occupied three other areas, so they changed their plan 

to form Clergy Station for Spiritual Support. 

 

Their station was a big blue tent decorated with religious symbols. A big white 

cross stood next to the tent and many slogans hung on the fence nearby, displaying 

phrases such as “Strive for genuine election, walk with the people (爭真普選，與民

同行)” and “Take up the cross, defend our city (背起十㚙，守護我城).” There was a 

duty list, and approximately 30 to 40 members took turns providing their services. 

Their duties were to listen to movement participants in the occupied zone and 

encourage and pray for them. There were times for holding services and celebrating 

Holy Communion. However, unlike Cardinal Joseph Zen, they did not intervene in 

the movement’s leadership in Admiralty and propose a direction for the movement. 

 

The station contributed to the Occupy Movement in two aspects. It expressed the 

presence of Christianity in the occupied zone, which conveyed a message that 

Protestants sided with the protesters in striving for universal suffrage. This was 

clearly expressed by the slogan “Strive for genuine election, walk with the people.” 

Second, many movement participants were Protestants who came from churches 

disputing the Occupy Movement. The station provided moral support to them and 

affirmed their acts of protest and occupying the Admiralty.26 

 

A huge number of Protestants took part in the Occupy Movement, ignoring the 

opposition of their churches, which revealed that many Protestants developed their 

own views on political participation. They no longer followed the politically 
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conservative clergies who had the aureole of church authority. In addition, many 

members of the station were clergies of evangelical churches, particularly a number of 

young people who came from evangelical seminaries and were freshmen in social 

movements. The experience of the Occupy Movement changed their understanding of 

faith and political participation.  

 

In Mong Kok, some Christians used makeshift tent to establish a mini church 

named “St. Francis Chapel on the Street.” This humble chapel was meticulously 

decorated with religious artifacts, such as crosses, icons and candles. It was jointly 

managed by Christians who came from Catholic, Anglican, and evangelical traditions. 

Three groups of Christians took turns using the chapel for their Masses and services, 

through which they expressed their social and political ideals in sermons. The 

following paragraphs describe the actions of a member of the Slow Church in the 

evangelical tradition.  

 

Interviewee 2 was an evangelical Protestant and a member of Civic Passion, a 

radical political group in Hong Kong. In the interview, he deemed it was necessary to 

distinguish the two groups of Protestants in the Occupy Movement, the mild group in 

Admiralty and the progressive group in Mong Kok. The evangelical Protestants in St. 

Francis Chapel on the Street belonged to the progressive group. They were frustrated 

about the political situation in Hong Kong and were disappointed at those churches 

leaning toward the pro-establishment camp. In response, they made an effort to 

integrate their identities of a Hongkonger and a Protestant.27  

 

They proclaimed that Jesus was a protester, and the motto of their faith was 

“Spirit of sacrifice; God with his people; and God is the judge of the world.” One of 

the themes in their services was “moral judgement”: Jesus condemned unjust deeds in 

society and he exercised judgement. They therefore chose to fight on the streets, and 

they stationed themselves in Mong Kok to practice their faith in action. The case of 

the interviewee 2 reveals that many young evangelical Protestants had developed their 

own understanding of the Christian faith. They found that the churches leaning toward 

the Chinese Government was unacceptable, but they were unwilling to join the mild 

Christian groups in the occupied zone of Admiralty. The confrontation and tension in 

the occupied zone in Mong Kok was a venue for them to realize their faith. 

 

5.3 Countermobilizations in Protestant churches 

In the initial period of the OCLP Movement, the Chinese Government launched a 
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variety of countermobilizations to block the movement from emerging. One example 

was “The Silent Majority for Hong Kong (幫港出聲)” campaign led by Robert Chow 

(周融). Generally, one of the tactics used by the Chinese Government was to find 

renowned people in different social sectors and ask them to work with the 

government’s deployment of words and deeds, which they hoped would influence 

public opinion. Some church leaders seemed to be working in the direction of 

countermobilizations. The following are some examples. 

 

Reverend Daniel Ng (吳宗文) of the Kong Fok Church, the Evangelical Free 

Church in China, was a controversial figure who openly disputed the idea of the 

Occupy Movement. On April 6, 2013, he published the article “How Should 

Christians Understand Civil Disobedience?” in the program notes distributed in the 

Sunday service, in which he criticized the act of civil disobedience as anti-social 

behavior. He proposed his own principles for civil disobedience according to biblical 

passages. The article concluded that Christians should pray for authority, respect the 

governor, and assist the government or the ruling party in achieving the goal of good 

governance.28 To put Ng’s proposal in the context of constitutional reform, he was 

suggesting that Protestants comply with the government’s idea of limited 

constitutional reform, including the restrictions on universal suffrage imposed by the 

government. 

 

Another church leader, Philemon Choi (蔡元雲) from the evangelical circle, 

mobilized a group of 395 people to publish the open letter “Concern over the Chief 

Executive Election in 2017” in Ming Bao on April 10, 2014. This letter spoke to Hong 

Kong people with the undersigned “A group of Hong Kong citizens from different 

social sectors.” The opinions on the election of the Chief Executive put forth in the 

letter were rather ambiguous. The most puzzling part of the letter was the last 

sentence: “We sincerely call for the silent majority to use their voice and action to 

facilitate the election of Chief Executive in 2017.” In the political context of 

constitutional reform, the term “the silent majority” was political language used by 

leftists in the pro-establishment camp. The leftists described the democrats as a 

radical minority who did not represent “the silent majority” in society. The pro-

establishment columnist Chi-kong Cheung (張志剛) repeatedly used “the silent 

majority” in a series of articles in different newspapers during that time, supporting 

the anti-OCLP campaign led by “The Silent Majority for Hong Kong.”29 It is likely 
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that the open letter published by Choi was part of a countermobilization effort 

deployed by the Chinese Government. 

 

The Archbishop of the Anglican Church in Hong Kong, Bishop Paul Kwong (鄺

保羅), and the Provincial Secretary-General of the church, Reverend Peter Douglas 

Koon (管浩明), were two opponents disputing the OCLP Movement. Kwong was 

also a member of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference. In September 2013, Kwong expressed his opposition to civil 

disobedience in an interview issued by the official Anglican publication The 

Provincial Echo. He held that universal suffrage was not a panacea that could solve 

many political and economic problems and help people to secure a livelihood, and 

that people should not advocate civil disobedience because the year 2014 was not the 

last chance to strive for universal suffrage.30 On July 6, 2014, Kwong criticized social 

activists for protesting and speaking out too much in his sermon delivered at St. 

Paul’s Church. He asked his congregants to learn “silence is better than saying 

anything” from Jesus, who remained silent in the face of Pilate, like a lamb awaiting 

slaughter.31  

 

Koon’s comments on the OCLP Movement repeatedly drew criticisms from the 

Protestant community. On April 1, 2014, the newspaper Wenweipo reported Koon’s 

remarks on civil disobedience in an interview, in which he stated that people from the 

religious sector should not encourage illegal behavior because it amounted to telling 

people that “it was alright to run a red light.”32 He added that this was a consensus 

reached in the religious sector in Hong Kong. On April 2, 2014, Koon continued to 

comment on the OCLP Movement in Wenweipo, stating that religious leaders in Hong 

Kong would not encourage people to break the law, except those people from evil 

cults.33 He took back his words after receiving strong criticism from the Protestant 

community. As Wenweipo is a state-owned newspaper, Koon’s remarks on the OCLP 

Movement should not have been taken as his personal view. It is likely that Koon had 

a working relationship with the counter-movement maneuvered by the Chinese 

Government. The analogy between the Occupy Movement and evil cults appeared one 

year later in Global Times when supporters held the first anniversary of the Occupy 

                                                      
Economic Times, July 31, 2014; “What Does It Mean for the 62% Who Gave 50 Marks or Above to the 

Chief Executive?” Ming Bao, March 18, 2014; and “The Hidden Message Behind the 66,000 Votes,” 

Ming Bao, March 2, 2016. 
30 Paul Kwong, “Universal Suffrage Is Not a Panacea.” The Provincial Echo, September 2, 2013. 
31 South China Morning Post, July 8, 2014. 
32 “The Anglican Church: A Consensus from the Religious Sector to Oppose the Occupy Central 

Movement,” Wenweipo, April 1, 2014. 
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Movement in Hong Kong. Global Times is a daily newspaper under the auspices of 

the People’s Daily. On September 28, 2015, an article in Global Times described 

supporters of the Occupy Movement as “extreme oppositionists” because their words 

and deeds were similar to those of members from evil cults.34 

 

In addition to churches, a para-church organization named Jireh Fund also took 

part in the work of countermobilizations against the Occupy Movement. On October 

1–4, 2014, the Jireh Fund organized a four-day prayer meeting of “All Churches 

Come and Pray for Peace in Hong Kong.” The first meeting was held at the Yuen 

Long Kam Kwong Church of the Assemblies of God, which was attended by 

approximately 650 people. The second meeting was held at the Hong Kong Baptist 

Church, attended by 350 people. The third meeting was held at Yan Fook Church of 

the Evangelical Free Church in China, attended by 2,500 people, and the last day they 

returned to the Kam Kwong Church, attended by 950 people.35 

 

The speakers at the first prayer meeting included Philemon Choi, honorary 

General Secretary of Breakthrough Limited, Fan Chan (陳歐陽桂芬), General 

Secretary of the Jireh Fund, and Ricky Szeto (司徒永富), Executive Director of the 

Hung Fook Tong Company Limited. According to a reporter from Christian Times 

Weekly, Fan Chan guided four students from high school and tertiary education to act 

as a “sanctified group” as described in the Bible, and they had to remind themselves 

that “I will pray when other people occupy Central.” Understanding such expression 

of religious language in Christian context, Chan was actually discredited the act of 

occupying Central as “profane” or “unclean,” whereas the act of praying was 

“sacred.”36 Reverend Kam-sing Lau (劉金勝) of the Yuen Long Kam Kwong Church 

proclaimed in the concluding session that “God still holds the power over the flood of 

waters.” “Flood” is biblical language referring to the destruction of life. Lau implicitly 

used the metaphor to describe an association of flooding with the Occupy Movement. 

The metaphor conveyed a message to the attendees at the prayer meeting that 

although Hong Kong society was in danger of destruction brought about by the 

Occupy Movement, God still held power over the movement, which they should stay 

away from such danger.37 To conclude, the Jireh Fund employed religious rituals, 

biblical language, and Christian imagery to discourage Protestants from participating 

                                                      
34 Chan Renping, “Boosting the Anniversary of ‘Occupy Central’ Has No Shame,” Global Times, 

September 28, 2015, accessed October 14, 2016. http://opinion.huanqiu.com/shanrenping/2015-
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35 “Jireh Fund Prayer Meeting: God Still Holds the Power,” Christian Times Weekly, October 15, 2014. 
36 See Mary Douglas. Purity and Danger: Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978. 
37 Ibid. 
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in the Occupy Movement. 

 

6. The Rise of New Christian Groups After the Occupy Movement 

 

The Catholic Church and Protestant groups continued to organize activities after 

the Occupy Movement, and the protests and street politics spawned a number of new 

Catholic and Protestant groups along the path of the Occupy Movement.  

 

On March 28, 2015, approximately 30 Catholics gathered together to 

commemorate the Occupy Movement in front of the Central Government Complex 

six months after the event. Led by Father Franco Mella, they held twigs of olives as 

they marched near the Government Complex, and then they celebrated Palm Sunday 

Mass outside the building.38 On the same day, the HKJP, the DYC, and the HKFCS 

jointly organized a seminar titled “Why Did I Sleep on the Road? A Dialogue of 

Young Catholics in Social Participation,” encouraging young Catholics who 

participated in the Occupy Movement to share their experiences with the Catholic 

community.39  

 

On September 28, 2015, the HKJP organized a prayer meeting on the first 

anniversary of the Occupy Movement outside the Legislative Council Complex. 

Cardinal Joseph Zen delivered a sermon and hundreds of Catholics attended the 

activity. In the evening, the HKJP showed a documentary of the Occupy Movement 

produced by the Catholic diocese, and some Catholics shared their thoughts on their 

involvement in the movement with their fellow congregants during the activity.40 

 

Following Father Franco Mella, some Catholic laity formed the group Yellow 

Umbrella Christian Base Community after the Occupy Movement. They have since 

organized the celebration of Mass on the streets and have expressed solidarity with 

movement participants who were arrested by the police. They also organized a Mass 

                                                      
38 “Christians Held Twigs of Olives and Marched Outside the Government Complex Half a Year after 
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after the first anniversary of the Occupy Movement outside the Central Government 

Complex on September 28, 2015. More than 150 Catholics attended the activity.41 In 

addition, Father Franco Mella and Father Gianni Criveller have celebrated Mass with 

Catholics near the “Lennon Wall” outside the Central Government Complex every 

Sunday since the Occupy Movement. They use Facebook to connect with those who 

are interested in joining the Mass. 

 

On August 15, 2016, three student leaders, Alex Chow, Nathan Law, and Joshua 

Wong, were found guilty of unlawful assembly in 2014 and were sentenced to 

community service. The Department of Justice filed an application for a review of the 

sentences with the Court of Appeal of the High Court in October 2016, seeking prison 

terms for the students. Finally, the three student leaders were jailed on August 17, 

2017, with prison terms of six to eight months. Approximately 50,000 people joined a 

march the following Sunday, expressing their disagreement with the review of the 

sentences and the imprisonment of 16 young people, including the three student 

leaders and 13 protesters who stormed the Legislative Council to oppose development 

in the Northeast New Territories in 2014. The HKJP issued a public statement 

criticizing the ruling as unfair because it did not take into consideration the context of 

the situation: “The ruling of the court neglected the violence of the institution, which 

disregarded the political and economic context behind the acts of occupying 

Admiralty, and refused to look into protesters’ ideal and their predicament. We cannot 

accept this. We pay tribute to those friends who courageously confronted the wicked 

powers.”42 

 

A number of old and new Protestant groups continued to work following the path 

of the Occupy Movement. These groups included the Hong Kong Christian 

Fellowship for Social Concern (香港基督徒社關團契), the Umbrella City 

Cyberchurch (傘城網上教會), the prayer meeting held at Kowloon Union Church, 

Citizens in Mission (使命公民), Theonous (神學路思), and the Post-Umbrella 

Christian Action of Hope (傘後基督徒盼望行動). 

 

Citizens in Mission was formed on August 31, 2015 by 11 clergies, scholars, and 

laity from Protestant mainline and evangelical church traditions. This group 
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emphasized the idea of civil society, and made an effort to integrate the identities of a 

Christian and a citizen. This was explained fully in one article of the mission 

statement:  

 

We believe that members of a mature civil society are at the same time 

empowered and humble individuals. Following the teaching of the Bible and the 

spirit of Christ, the faithful should learn to be dynamic and humble servants to all 

and be ready to suffer for all.43  

 

This proposal intended to help correct the identity imbalance among many Protestants 

who overwhelmingly embraced their religious identity and neglected citizenship.  

 

On September 28, 2015, Citizens in Mission organized a spiritual revival 

conference titled “A Call to This City: From Being Lost to Hope” at the Methodist 

Church in Wan Chai on the first anniversary of the Occupy Movement. Reverend 

Young-man Chan (陳恩明) delivered a sermon during the activity, which was 

attended by more than 1,000 people. In his sermon “Speak Out! The People of the 

Kingdom of God with Hope,” Reverend Chan asked the audience to act faithfully to 

God and speak out for society and the faith community. He encouraged them not to be 

afraid of those in power because they were the people of the Kingdom of God. He 

added that the churches in Hong Kong had been deeply influenced by pietism, the 

consequence of which made everything “spiritualized.” He urged Protestants to repent 

and courageously face up to politics.
44
  

 

Two points are worth mentioning in relation to this spiritual revival conference. 

First, Reverend Chan was a renowned preacher in evangelical churches, but he 

seldom talked about political issues in the past. During the Occupy Movement, he 

openly participated a number of Christian activities in support of civil disobedience. 

In the spiritual revival conference, he was vocal in criticizing his own tradition of 

evangelical churches for evading politics. Second, a spiritual revival conference 

should have been focused on the kind of religious spirituality that emphasized 

individual morality. Contrary to expectations, Reverend Chan used new narratives in 

his sermon to address political issues and Christian responsibility. This showed that 

Citizens in Mission was strategically using a name of traditional religious activity to 
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package new narrative of political participation. It could also be interpreted as the 

organizer had a new understanding of the term “spirituality,” which referred not only 

to individual morality, but also to social justice and political participation. 

 

The Umbrella City Cyberchurch was formed on October 28, 2014 by Common 

Chan (陳龍斌), a former assistant professor of the Chung Chi Divinity School at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong. Following the thoughts of the German New 

Testament scholar Gerd Theissen, he attempted to launch a value revolution in Hong 

Kong by building an “umbrella theology” via a cyberchurch on the Internet.45 This 

group has its own webpage and Facebook page, through which it organizes talks and 

activities to achieve their goals.46 The idea of “umbrella theology” is notably a new 

cultural category of political theology developed after the Occupy Movement. 

 

The Hong Kong Christian Fellowship for Social Concern was formed by some 

clergies and laity, including Reverend Chi-hung Lau. Initially, this group was named 

City Concern of Christians in Hong Kong (香港基督徒社關聯盟), and it called for 

its first meeting on December 19, 2014. They organized talks regarding controversial 

issues such as “How Is Reconciliation Possible in the Occupy Movement?” and 

“Should Hong Kong People Take the Government’s Restricted Proposal of 

Constitutional Reform?” The group also organized the first anniversary of the Occupy 

Movement at the protest zone in front of the Legislative Council Complex on 

September 28, 2015. In the District Council Election on November 22, 2015, they 

nominated five members to compete for five constituencies in different districts and 

won one constituency located at Fairview Park in Yuen Long.47 

 

Reverend Phyllis Wong (王美鳳) led the prayer meeting “Prayer for Peace of 

This City, Seek Life of People in Hong Kong” at Kowloon Union Church every 

Monday evening since the Occupy Movement. The aim of the prayer meeting was to 

continue the spirit of the Occupy Movement and to call on Christians to change Hong 

Kong society. This prayer meeting gathered Christian activists to reflect on faith and 

political participation and the last meeting was held on November 18, 2019.  

Theonous was formed by a group of Protestant professors from different 
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seminaries on September 12, 2015. They have organized talks and seminars regularly 

to discuss social and political issues from the perspective of the catholic tradition.48 

This shows that a number of intellectuals in both mainline and evangelical churches 

were willing to work together after the Occupy Movement, which could be seen as a 

reconfiguration of groups among Protestant elites in divergent church traditions. 

 

Finally, the Post-Umbrella Christian Action of Hope was formed by a group of 

students from the Divinity School of Chung Chi College at the Chinese University of 

Hong Kong in December 2015, including those who participated in and were arrested 

at the Occupy Movement. The aim of this group is to continue to strive for universal 

suffrage in Hong Kong. One of their actions was to demand that the HKCC relinquish 

its role commissioned by the HKSAR Government in seeking 10 Protestant 

representatives for the Election Committee. The spokesperson of this group, Howard 

Lam (林子健), explained at a press conference held on December 15, 2015, that the 

HKCC should stop serving the government because the Election Committee violated 

the spirit of equality and love in the Christian faith, and the nonconformist act was a 

continuation of the spirit of the Occupy Movement.49 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

This article has examined the impact of eventful protests on the structure of 

church-state relations. The China factor was the cause behind four recent events, of 

the riots in 1967, the June Fourth Incident in 1989, the July 1 march in 2003, and the 

Occupy Movement in 2014. These events changed the logic and balance of causal 

forces, particularly the understanding of political participation in the churches and in 

the Christian community. The heterogeneous causalities of these events changed the 

structure of church-state relations, notably the building of the partnership between 

churches and the British Colonial Government after the riots in 1967. In the event of 

the July 1 march in 2003, the Catholic Church dropped its partnership with the 

government and sided with civil society, criticizing the government’s policies and 

their implementation. The Catholic Church continued to play a critical role in the 
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Occupy Movement in 2014. 

 

The idea of civil disobedience in the Occupy Movement also changed the 

understanding of political participation among Protestants in their churches, 

particularly the clergies and laity in the evangelical tradition. The binding force of the 

conservative churches has become less effective on their church members. Such 

change is vividly demonstrated by evangelical Protestants in the Clergy Station for 

Spiritual Support in Admiralty and in the St. Francis Chapel on the Street in Mong 

Kok. This also explains why newly emerging Christian groups have been making an 

effort to produce new narratives of political participation and to integrate their dual 

identities as a Christian and a citizen after the Occupy Movement.  

 

The Occupy Movement as a temporally transformative event changed many in the 

Catholic and Protestant churches, as their clergies and lay Christians joined the 

protests and strived for constitutional reform. Those Christians who had experienced 

the Occupy Movement, particularly the awakened evangelical Protestants, are now a 

newly emerging force in Hong Kong’s social movements and constitutional reform. 

Following the path of the Occupy Movement, a vast number of clergies and lay 

Christians from churches of different traditions have continued participating the Anti-

Extradition Bill Protests broke out in June 2019, which is another exciting event that 

needs to be studied. 
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1.  Introduction  

 

     During and after the Umbrella Movement in 2014, people from western countries and 

mainland China often asked whether the movement was a “Christian” one. The reason they 

asked was because it was initiated by three persons with Christian ties – (1) Benny Tai 

Yiu-ting (戴耀庭), a devoted Christian, (2) Chu Yiu-ming (朱耀明), a Protestant clergyman, 

and (3)Chan Kin-man (陳健民) , an intellectual who had been a Christian before and still has 

faith but not formal religious practice. Also, the statement they made before the press at the 

outset was under the cross in a local church. The slogan “Occupy Central with love and peace” 

conveys a Christian message as well. In addition, Benny Tai often quoted the writings of Rev. 

Martin Luther King Jr. for the idea and rationale of the non-violent civil movement. A few 

years later, the Anti-extradition Bill Movement in 2019 also represented Christian 

involvement through prayer meetings and the chanting of the hymn “Sing Hallelujah to the 

Lord”, especially from midnight till the afternoon of June 12, 2019. What degree of 

participation was from the Christian churches and Christians as individuals? Moreover, did 

the message of the Christian faith accept or even promote resistance and violence or was it 

against it? Did the involvements of the Christians at the end bring peace to the society? 

Those are questions that one will raise. 

 

2.  Christian Churches in Hong Kong  

 

     Before going into the topic, one should have a basic understanding of the Christian 

churches in Hong Kong. From the early days of Hong Kong under the British rule, missionaries, 

mission agencies and Christian churches played a role in the formation of the fabrics of the 

society, starting up churches, providing education, social and medical services to the public. 

The number of Christians today only amounts to 16% of the total population (around 1.2 

million, with around 400,000 Catholics and 800,000 Protestants). However, they run around 

half of the schools and social services in Hong Kong.1 Christian churches also voice out the 

concerns of common people and have the support from the society as a whole. Before the 

1997 return of Hong Kong to the rule of Mainland government, Christian churches enjoyed 

special status and partnered with the government to provide services. Although Buddhism 

and Taoism both claim that each of them have a million members, but only Christians gather 

                                                      
1 Lai-fong Poon and Bob Howlett, eds., “Religion and Custom.” Hong Kong Yearbook 2019 (Hong Kong: 

Information Service Department, The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2020) p. 329, 

accessed October 13, 2020, https://www.yearbook.gov.hk/2019/en/. 
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weekly to worship and to be educated through Sunday services and other religious activities. 

The Christian churches also update her faith to relate to different aspects of modern life. In 

comparison, Buddhism and Taoism are often seen as “traditional” or “outdated”, while the 

Chinese followers of Islamic faith contribute only a small number of the whole population. 

 

     Besides, Christian churches are divided into two main blocks, one is Roman Catholic 

and another is Protestant. People often view that they are two different “religions” as they 

have individual identity. While the Catholic Church is one under the leadership of the 

Catholic bishop, Protestants in reality are loosely divided into three groups, namely Mainline, 

Evangelical and Pentecostal, which are further sub-divided into more than 70 

denominations.2 So, when ordinary people think that the Protestant church was involved in 

a certain movement, in reality it only reflects the participation of some denominations or 

individuals but not as a whole. 

 

3.  The Anti-Extradition Bill Movement  

 

     The Fugitive Offenders and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Legislation 

(Amendment) Bill 2019 (Extradition Bill in short) was a proposed bill regarding extradition to 

amend the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance (Cap. 503) in relation to special surrender 

arrangements and the Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Ordinance (Cap. 525). 

This would provide arrangements so that mutual legal assistance can be made between Hong 

Kong and any place outside Hong Kong. The bill was proposed by the Hong Kong government 

in February 2019 to establish a mechanism for transfers of fugitives not only for Taiwan, but 

also for Mainland China and Macau, which are currently excluded in the existing laws.3  

 

     The introduction of the bill caused widespread criticism from the civil society, fearing 

the erosion of Hong Kong's legal system. Largely, this fear is attributed to China's ability 

through this bill to arrest political dissenters in Hong Kong. There have been multiple 

protests against the bill in Hong Kong. On June 9, protesters estimated to number from 

hundreds of thousands to more than a million, marched in the streets and called for Chief 

Executive Carrie Lam to step down. Then, a general strike had been called for on June 12, the 

day of the second reading of the Extradition Bill. Afterwards, the police dispersed the crowd 

of demonstrators by force. On June 15, Carrie Lam announced she would 'suspend' the 

proposed bill. Ongoing protests called for a complete withdrawal of the bill and subsequently 

the implementation of universal suffrage, which is promised in the Basic Law. However, no 

apology nor resignation was forthcoming at this point. On June 16, another demonstration 

was called for with “almost 2 million plus 1” citizens joining. On Sept 4, after 13 weeks of 

protests, Carrie Lam officially promised to withdraw the bill upon the resumption of the 

                                                      
2  Ibid. 
3 “2019 Hong Kong extradition bill.” Wikipedia, accessed October 13, 2020, 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/2019_Hong_Kong_extradition_bill. 
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legislative session from its summer recess. On Oct 23, Secretary for Security John Lee 

announced the government's formal withdrawal of the bill but protests went on with the 

slogan “Five demands, not one less.”4 

 

4.  The Involvement of Christian Churches and Christians in the Anti-extradition Bill 

Movement 

 

     In the following part of the article, I shall try to analyze the involvement of different 

churches and denominations during the Anti-extradition Bill Movement. 

 

(1) The Catholic Church 

 

     The Catholic Church has a long tradition of social involvement. As in many parts of the 

world, the Hong Kong Catholic Church also formed the Justice and Peace Commission of the 

Hong Kong Catholic Diocese (HKJP) that takes up the role of social concerns. HKJP is very 

active in social movements.  

 

     During the amendment of the Extradition Bill in the Legislative Council, HKJP initiated 

an online co-signed petition on May 24, asking the government to withdraw the bill.5 

Afterwards, on June 11, the Hong Kong Catholic Diocese (HKCD) urged the government to 

abstain from a rush of the amendment work, and both the government and the public 

should stay calm and resolve the problem in a peaceful way.6 After the violent conflict 

between the police and the demonstrators on June 12, HKCD again urged the government 

and the public for self-restraint.7 The public statement by Cardinal John Tong Hon (湯漢), 

the Apostolic Administrator of Hong Kong , the stand of Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun (陳日君), 

the former bishop of the HKCD and a definite supporter of the Umbrella Movement, the 

sermon in the Mass by Bishop Joseph Ha Chi-shing (夏志誠), the Auxiliary Bishop of the 

HKCD and his visits to the demonstrators8 all expressed the concern of the Church and her 

participation. 

 

     Before the start of the Anti-extradition Bill demonstration on June 9, 2019, the HKJP 

joined with many Christian organizations to hold a prayer meeting in front of the Central 

                                                      
4 Ibid. See also Tam Wai-wan Vivian, Voices Out of the Darkness-Stories from the 2019 Hong Kong Protests (in 

Chinese) (Hong Kong: Breakthrough Ltd., 2020), pp. 24-27, 52-55, 122-126, 193-198, 275-279, 343-348, 
430-434. 

5 “The Justice and Peace Commission Initiated an Online Co-signed Petition to Ask for Withdrawal of the 
Amendment of the Extradition Bill.” Kung Kao Po, June 2, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://kkp.org.hk/node/18844 (in Chinese) 

6 “The Catholic Diocese Appeal on the Issue of Amendment of the Extradition Bill” (in Chinese). Kung Kao Po, June 16, 
2019, accessed October 13, 2020, http://kkp.org.hk/node/18914. 

7 “The Catholic Diocese Appeal Again on the Issue of Amendment of the Extradition Bill” (in Chinese). Kung Kao 
Po, June 16, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, http://kkp.org.hk/node/19355. 

8 “Over One Million People Joined the Anti-extradition Bill Demonstration, Many Parishes Organized Prayer 
Meetings for Hong Kong” (in Chinese). Kung Kao Po, June 23, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://kkp.org.hk/node/18947. 
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Public Library in Causeway Bay with the title “Walk in the Light , Refuse Darkness: Defend my 

City Prayer Meeting.” Cardinal Zen also joined the prayer meeting and delivered the 

commission and benediction.9  

 

     On June 19, 2019, Cardinal Tong and Rev. Eric So Shing-yit, Chairperson of the Hong 

Kong Christian Council (HKCC) jointly urged the government to set up an independent 

commission of inquiry (ICI) to thoroughly investigate the truth of the violent conflict between 

the police and the demonstrators, also to clearly withdraw the Extradition Bill.10  

Cooperation between churches had a history of decades and the aim of the formation of 

HKCC is to promote Christian unity and common witness.11  

 

     During the Anti-extradition Bill Movement, some local churches of the Catholic Church 

also opened up their space on days of demonstration for people to rest, providing a kind of 

protection from the police.12  

 

（2）Mainline Churches 

 

     During the process of amendment of the Extradition Bill, the officers of the Theology 

and Ministry Department of the Hong Kong Council of the Church of Christ in China (HKCCCC) 

urged all church members to pray and“ask the Lord to make the government officials to 

care for the will of the people and withdraw the bill, to abstain from aggravating the 

resistance and bring injuries or deaths.”13 On June 9, 2019, the Social Concern Committee 

of the Theology and Ministry Department borrowed the China Congregational Church (CCC) 

which is a member of the HKCCCC situated in Causeway Bay, to hold a prayer meeting with 

the title “Protect the truth, refuse falsehood” and prayed for the social unrest caused by the 

amendment of the Extradition Bill.14 On the same afternoon, the Anti-extradition Bill 

demonstration began at Victoria Park in Causeway Bay. Also, in the afternoon of June 16, the 

officers of the Theology and Ministry Department borrowed the CCC again to have a 

                                                      
9 “Christian Prayer Meeting Before the Demonstration, Ask the Government to Withdraw the Amendment of 

the Extradition Bill” (in Chinese). Kung Kao Po, June 16, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://kkp.org.hk/node/18916. 

10 “Cardinal Tong Hon and Rev. So Shing-yit Responded to the Chief Executive Carrie Lam on the Issue of the 
Amendment of the Extradition Bill” (in Chinese). Kung Kao Po, June 23, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://kkp.org.hk/node/19358. 

11 Annual Report 2019/2020 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Christian Council), p. 2, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://www.hkcc.org.hk/acms/content.asp?site=hkccnew&op=showbyid&id=84095. 

12 “The Diocese Denounced the Yuen Long Violence Incident, Parishes Opened Overnight and Organized Prayer 
Meetings” (in Chinese). Kung Kao Po, July 28, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://kkp.org.hk/node/19170. 

13 “The Officers of the Theology and Ministry Department Appeals to Church Members to Pray and Keep 
Vigilant for Hong Kong in the Time of Hong Kong Social Instability Because of the Amendment of the 
Extradition Bill” (in Chinese), Voices, No. 743-744, July and August, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://www.hkcccc.org/Article/PDF/743_744wusinglowers.pdf. 

14 “Many Prayer Meetings for the Anti-extradition Bill” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1659, June 16, 
2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158355&Pid=2&Version=1659&Ci
d=1139&Charset=big5_hkscs. 
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“Response to Hong Kong Present Situation Prayer Meeting.”15 On the same afternoon, there 

would be the Anti-extradition Bill demonstration going on. 

 

     Besides, the Hong Kong Methodist Church (HKMC) , another denomination that 

belongs to the Mainline tradition, issued a statement as early as May 16 in the names of the 

Pastors Department and Social Affairs Concern Committee of the Social Service Department. 

It openly asked the government to suspend the amendment work of the Extradition Bill for a 

while.16 The HKMC organized prayer meetings on June 9 and 16 in the Chinese Methodist 

Church Wan Chai, Hong Kong which was not far from the Victoria Park, inviting everyone to 

pray for the crisis that Hong Kong was facing. Also, anyone could stay in the church for rest.17 

The HKMC also issued an open statement and explained to the public that they had not 

joined the demonstration directly or supported the use of violence during the resistance.18 

 

     Another denomination of the Mainline tradition, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

Hong Kong (HKELC), also responded to the crisis by calling on a special meeting of pastors. 

After gaining the support of 70 to 80 pastors, HKELC uploaded a “Pastoral Letter by the 

Bishop” on their website, urging the Government of Hong Kong Special Administrative 

Region (HKSAR Government) to follow the principle of protecting human rights during the 

amendment of the Extradition Bill. They also asked the government to withdraw the Bill.19 

 

     Besides the concern of individual denomination from Mainline churches, they also 

used the HKCC as a platform to express their concern about the Extradition Bill. On May 14, 

2019, in the name of the Justice and Social Concern Committee of the HKCC, a statement was 

issued to request the HKSAR government to suspend the process of Bill amendment until 

thorough discussion and consensus is reached.20 On June 12, 2019, the HKCC called for an 

urgent meeting, inviting member churches and non-member churches to join. Afterwards, 

HKCC issued an urgent appeal and again request the HKSAR Government to suspend the 

                                                      
15 “New Height of Number of People Joined the Anti-extradition Bill Demonstration: Many Open Prayer 

Meetings to Pray for Hong Kong” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1660, June 23, 2019, accessed 
October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158465&Pid=2&Version=1660&Ci
d=1139&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

16 “The Statement on the Extradition Bill of the Hong Kong Government from the Pastors’ Department and 
Social Affaires Concern Committee of the Social Service Department, the Methodist Church of Hong Kong” (in 
Chinese), accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://www.methodist.org.hk/media/filehotlink/2019/05/16/sspc20190516.pdf. 

17 “Pastoring and Message for the Sea of Black Shirts” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1660, June 23, 
2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158462&Pid=2&Version=1660&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

18 “Clarification and Solemn Statement of the Hong Kong Methodist Church on False Reports of Several 
Newspapers” (in Chinese), June 14, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://www.methodist.org.hk/media/filehotlink/2019/06/14/mchk-stat20190614.pdf. 

19 “The Church View on the Involvement in Public Space After the 2019 Hong Kong Social Movement” (in 
Chinese), Evangelical Lutheran Church of Hong Kong, accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://www.elchk.org.hk/images/Resources/%202019%202019-09-03.pdf. 

20 Annual Report, 2018-2019 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Christian Council, 2019), p. 23. 
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process of Bill amendment for a while, so to ease the tense situation of the society.21 

 

(3) Changes among Evangelical Churches 

 

     There are three main denominations in Evangelical Churches, including the Christian 

and Missionary Alliance (CMA) Baptist Convention of Hong Kong (HKBC) and the Evangelical 

Free Church of China (EFCC). 

 

     During the amendment of the Extradition Bill , HKBC passed a resolution on June 4 in 

their board meeting and expressed their view on political issue rarely with the “Statement on 

the amendment of the Extradition Bill by Baptist Convention of Hong Kong.”22 The preface of 

the statement clearly said, “as one of the main religious organizations the Convention could 

not keep silent.” And the statement used the prophet Ezekiel as their example, urging the 

government to withdraw the Bill and follow with a thorough consultation of the public.23  

 

     Since there were different views even between members of the HKBC, she explained 

to her members with an article with the following title: “Why the Baptist Convention of Hong 

Kong should issue this statement?” The organizational and theological reasons given by the 

article reflect that the HKBC involvement on social and public affairs has changed.24 They are 

going to take an active role on social and political issues in the future. 

 

     Besides the HKBC of the Evangelical tradition, the CMA likewise sent out an appeal to 

their member churches with the title “The appeal of the CMA to church members on the 

issue of amendment of the Extradition Bill by the HKSAR government” with the following 

sentence: “Hope that the government will give ample time for public consultation. Before 

consensus is reached in the society, Bill amendment should be suspended for a while.”25 The 

                                                      
21 “Urgent Appeal of Hong Kong Christian Council; Hope to See Carrie Lam and Andrew Leung Kwan-yuen to 

Reflect her Concerns” (in Chinese), Christian Times Weekly, June 12, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://www.christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158309&Pid=102&Version=0
&Cid=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

22 “Statement Appealed for Withdrawal of the Amendment of the Extradition Bill, Baptist Convention: Couldn’t   
Keep Silent” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, June 7, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158233&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

23 “Explaining the Statement Appealing to Withdrawal of the Extradition Bill, Baptist Convention of Hong Kong: 
The Amendment is Evil” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, June 7, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158236&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

24 Ibid. See also Hing-choi Lo, “Why the Baptist Convention of Hong Kong Should Issue this Statement” (in 
Chinese), accessed October 13, 2020, 
http://www.hkbaptist.org.hk/acms/content.asp?site=bchk&op=showbyid&id=75452&fbclid=IwAR2lSRWFq7o
b-RYQdiihaYztTwZ9yhSXhg1uJCgvP381JKKwPYMcgEOzHTI#.XPouexWUMb0.facebook; “Anti-extradition Bill 
Movement Anniversary Series: Not to Submit, Not to be Quiet, the Soft Revolution of Low Hing-choi” (in 
Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, June 19, 2020, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=162461&Pid=2&Version=1712&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

25 Wai-luen Kwok, “Church and State Relationship Under the Political Storm: Speak from the Spiritual Tradition 
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action taken by the CMA reflected that the headquarter sent a green light to the local 

churches to allow them to participate in the Anti-extradition Bill movement which has rarely 

happened in CMA history. 

 

     Moreover, on June 18 , Rev. Dr. Kiven Choy Siu-ki, the dean of Alliance Bible Seminary 

and former pastor-in-charge of the Kowloon City Baptist Church, wrote an article with the 

title “Should pastors be concerned about the present social situation and speak on those 

issues?”26 In the article, he separated politics into two kinds: “Politics that seeks for interests 

and power” and “big issues that are concerned by the public and affects the public” and 

agreed that pastors should involve in the latter. Rev. Choy clearly said at the end that he was 

not arguing for himself and the article was written for other pastors. He is changing the 

involvement of pastors on social issues through theological reflections, discussions and 

education.27  

 

     During the Anti-extradition Bill Movement, local churches from different protestant 

denominations also opened up their space on days of demonstration for people to rest, 

providing a kind of protection from the police.28  

 

     Besides, pastor Chan Hoi-hing (陳凱興) in name of the Good Neighbor Northern 

District Church started a Protect the Children Action project, organizing Christians and 

non-Christians to protect young people in the demonstration scenes.29 His church might be 

the only one church that got involved with the name of the church. 

 

     Although most of the church leaders sympathized with the demonstrators, still there 

were pastors who supported the government. For example, the Rev. Canon Peter Douglas 

Koon Ho-ming (管浩鳴) from the Anglican Church of Hong Kong (HKAC) supported the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
of Christian and Missionary Alliance” (in Chinese), Christian Times Weekly, June 24, 2020, accessed October 
13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=162477&Pid=104&Version=0&Cid
=2053&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

26 “Should Pastors Be Concerned About the Present Social Situation and Speak on Those Issues?” (in Chinese) 
Christian Times Weekly, June 18, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158424&Pid=104&Version=0&Cid
=2053&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

27 Ibid. 
28 “Look Back on the Church Pastoral Work After Half a Year of the Anti-extradition Bill Movement, Yuen 

Tin-yau Urges the Church to Go Deep to the Soil and Reflect on Church and State Relationship” (in Chinese). 
Christian Times Weekly, December 17, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=160612&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

29 Chan Hoi-hing, “People On the Street, Old People and Middle Classes: Great Power from Outside” (in 
Chinese), Hongkonger 2.0 (Taipei: Pure Nard Press, 2019), pp. 60-66. See also “Good Neighbor Northern 
District Church Opposed Anti-extradition Bill by Way of Hunger Strike; Chan Hoi-hing: Neighbor Should Walk 
Side by Side with the Suffering” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1663, July 14, 2019, accessed 
October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158663&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 
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amendment of the Extradition Bill openly and even tried to persuade others to take the same 

stand.30 Besides, the Rev. Daniel Ng Chung-man (吳宗文) a senior pastor from the Baptist 

tradition, was against the idea of Christian resistance to the government except on religious 

freedom grounds like the suppression of worship rights of Christians by the government.31  

 

     We also noticed that some major Protestant denominations were silent on the issue, 

including the HKAC which belongs to the Mainline tradition,32 the EFCC from the evangelical 

tradition and the whole group of Pentecostal churches. They are more pro-establishment in 

comparison to other churches and denominations. 

 

5.  The Involvement of Christians and Pastors as Individuals in the Anti-extradition Bill 

Movement  

 

     In the age of the internet, there are new ways of relationship and organizing. Some of 

them can gather and disperse easily, not like the form or organizational structures of 

churches that existed for decades. 

 

     During the Anti-extradition Bill Movement, not a few non-traditional church 

organizations emerged. They might be initiated by individual pastor, intellectual or Christian, 

supported by others with the same viewpoint on a certain social issue, like co-signed petition 

or statement in the internet. For example, there were co-signed statements with the 

following names that were against the amendment of the Extradition Bill：Pentecostal 

Holiness Church members, Evangelical Free Church of China members, Pentecostal Church 

members, Rhenish Church members, Anglicans, Remembrance of Grace Church members, 

pastors and members of HKELC, Tsung Tsin Mission members, pastors and members of the 

Swatow Christian Church, Kowloon City Baptist Church members, Evangelize China 

Fellowship members, Ling Liang Church members, pastors and members of the Peace 

Evangelical Centre etc.33 They did not need to go through the formal procedures of the 

                                                      
30 “Koon Ho-ming Supports the Extradition Bill and He Believes That Christians Will not be Extradited for 

Religious Reasons.” Singtao Daily, May 20, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://m.sina.com.hk/news/article/20190520/0/1/4/管浩鳴撐修-逃犯例-相信教友不因宗教被引渡

-10174484.html. 
31 “Alliance Bible Seminary Academic Conference: Koon Ho-ming, Ng Chung-man and Ying Fuk-tsang Debated 

Passionately on Church and State” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1652, April 28, 2019, accessed 
October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=157774&Pid=2&Version=1652&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

32 Although the House of Bishops of the Anglican Church of Hong Kong issued a pastoral letter on June 18, 
2019 to the members of the church addressing the Extradition Bill issue, but she did not show a clear stand 
on the issue. See “Pastoral Letter by the House of Bishops of the Anglican Church of Hong Kong” (in Chinese). 
Echo, No. 2259, June 23, 2019, accessed on October 13, 2020, 
http://echo.hkskh.org/issue.aspx?lang=2&id=9418. 

33 “Express your View, Change is Possible: The Wave of Co-signed Statements and the Cry for Freedom” (in 
Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1658, June 9, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158213&Pid=2&Version=1658&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 
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church structure to form their groups but expressed a kind of identity of their own, breaking 

the tradition of some churches that never comment on social issues. 

 

     Besides, there were pastors who went into the demonstration areas, listened to the 

voices of the demonstrators, cared for their emotional and spiritual needs, stood between 

the police and the demonstrators to try to stop violent conflict happening.34 From June 10 to 

12, some pastors organized morning prayers and vigils in front of the Legislative Council 

Complex with the demonstrators to express Christian witness through with-ness. Starting 

from the night of June 11 till the afternoon of June 12 , the never ending singing of Sing 

Hallelujah to the Lord became the song of the Anti-extradition Bill Movement, symbolizing 

the non-violent nature of the movement.35 On June 13, around 15 pastors called a press 

conference and spoke to the public what they had seen on June 12 during the conflict 

between the police and the demonstrators. They became the first hand witness of the 

event.36  

 

     Pastors for Spiritual Support (教牧關懷團) and Hong Kong Protestant Pastors 

Co-signed organizing Committee (基督教教牧聯署籌委會) which were led by Rev. Wong 

Siu-yung (王少勇), William Yeung Kin-keung (楊建強) and others were the most active 

network during the Anti-extradition Bill Movement.37 These kind of organizations transcend 

the denominational barriers, giving a chance to pastors from different churches with 

different theological and denominational background who have the same view to join 

together. Their organization is more fluid and flexible. They come together when there’s a 

need or disperse when the need disappears or was taken care of by someone. In the 21st 

century, the influence of this kind of voluntary organizations is growing. Those organizations 

are flat in structure, leadership is often performed by members who would take initiative. So, 

members of these organizations are more active between members and ready for 

cooperation with others, forming some kind of alliance. 

 

6.  Concluding remarks 

 

     During the process of the amendment of the Extradition Bill, in a sense, the Christian 

                                                      
34 “2019 Movement Against the Establishment (Part One): Participation of Churches in the Midst of the People” 

(in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1686, December 22, 2019, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=160655&Pid=2&Version=1686&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

35 Ibid. 
36 “Pastors Strongly Denounced the Police for Violently Suppressing the Peaceful Demonstrators; Pastors 

Witnessed on the Scene: Not Riot” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1660, June 23, 2019, accessed 
October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158362&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

37 Danny Mok, “Hong Kong Churches and the National Security Law: Pastors Censor Sermons, Online Posts as 
Anxiety Settles Over Congregations.” South China Morning Post, October 9, 2020, accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3104752/hong-kong-churches-and-national-securit
y-law-pastors-censor. 
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Churches as a whole and individual pastors and Christians were involved in the 

Anti-extradition Bill Movement. By in depth study, we can still find different responses from 

different churches or denominations. 

 

     Another interesting feature is that no denomination directly joined the demonstration 

in the name of the church. Good Neighbor Northern District Church is an independent 

church with not more than 20 members and should not be counted as a denomination. 

Pastors and Christians only join the Anti-extradition Bill Movement individually. Since many 

churches have to cooperate with the government to run schools and social services with 

government subsidies, churches are careful not to rock the boat. Some churches are also 

afraid that the involvement in the Anti-extradition Bill Movement will affect their evangelistic 

work in Mainland China and their relationship with the Church in Mainland China. 

 

     Even with these understanding, the involvement of the Christian churches and 

individual pastors and Christians in the Anti-extradition Bill Movement still had the following 

impacts: 

 

     First of all, because the movement was supported by a lot of churches and Christians, 

it can claim a certain degree of moral legitimacy. Christian churches run a lot of schools, 

social and medical services, serving the society as a whole. In the eyes of the ordinary people, 

pastors have credibility and moral authority. When pastors with collars joined those 

demonstrations in front of the central government offices, leading others in prayers and 

hymn singing, demonstrators would think that the churches are on their side. Those 

churches and pastors supported the Anti-extradition Bill Movement. In other words, the 

presence of pastors gave the movement moral legitimacy and strengthened the movement. 

Under the Hong Kong law system, the right of demonstration is legally protected by the Basic 

Law. Since the government of Hong Kong is not elected by direct election, more and more 

people will accept the idea of civil disobedience as a way to express the will of the people. As 

far as these movements remain peaceful and non-violent, they will be accepted by Hong 

Kong people. 

 

     Secondly, those statements by Christian churches and co-signed statements by 

Christian individuals also affected the involvement of Christians in the Anti- extradition Bill 

Movement. A lot of Christians joined those prayer meetings and formed a basic group of 

supporters to the movement. These Christians stood in front of other demonstrators, 

became a part of the demonstrators intentionally or unintentionally and drove the 

movement forward.38  

 

                                                      
38 “Pastoring and Message for the Sea of Black Shirts” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1660, June 23, 

2019. accessed October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158462&Pid=2&Version=1660&Ci
d=589&Charset=big5_hkscs. 
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     Moreover, prayer meetings organized by pastors and Christians on the site of the 

demonstration and the hymns sung by them throughout the night had a strong flavor of 

peace and non-violence. This non-violent feeling created space for dialogue with the police, 

calmed down the emotions of the demonstrators who were ready to fight and led the 

demonstration to a more peaceful direction. On the whole, the involvement of pastors and 

Christians contributed to the non-violent character of the movement and more people are 

ready to support the movement. 

 

     Fourthly, the press conference called by a group of pastors on June 13 to tell the truth 

of the June 12 conflict between the police and the demonstrators showed that the police 

were using excessive force to disperse the crowd and those pastors were standing in 

solidarity with the demonstrators.39 They were witnesses of the demonstration and the 

violence of the police. 

 

On the whole, even though Christians and churches were criticized as pro-government 

in the past by some social activists, now they begin to honor Christians as catalysts for 

change and champions of social justice.40 

                                                      
39 “Pastors Strongly Denounced the Police for Violently Suppressed the Peaceful Demonstrators; Pastors 

Witnessed on the Scene: Not Riot” (in Chinese). Christian Times Weekly, No. 1660, June 23, 2019, accessed 
October 13, 2020, 
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=158362&Pid=102&Version=0&Cid
=2141&Charset=big5_hkscs. 

40 Yeung Tze-ki, “Fireman Pastors: They Sang Hallelujah Against the Police” (in Chinese). In Storm in Hong Kong 
2019: Selected Reports of Anti-extradition Bill Movement by Initium (Taipei: Spring Mountain Press, 2020), pp. 
85-93. 
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There was a time, in the second half of the 20th century, when western intellectuals 

advocated the secularization hypothesis. They believed that the world is inevitably moving 

towards a separation between religion and the public square. Religion will become more and 

more a private affair, a place where individuals seek personal consolations and aspirations. 

The public life of the society, on the other hand, will be guided by a religiously neutral 

rational discourse. Religious organizations will become merely personal liaison 

organizations, and the relation between church (or mosque) and state will become more and 

more independent of one another.  

 

The experience of the past 30 years has more or less overthrown the secularization 

hypothesis, at least for the foreseeable future. The state finds that it is difficult for reason 

alone (however one defines reason) to generate enough social coherence. Religion turns out 

to be a natural alliance to patriotism, and the rise of international antagonism makes the states 

more eager to promote some kind of majority religion. On the other hand, religious teachers 

continue to be credible authorities in public life, and they often utilize their authorities to 

push for certain public policies. Thus we are ready today to appreciate the complicated 

relationship between religion and state in the modern world. In some ways, the state and the 

church (as public institutions) compete with one another for influence and loyalty among the 

people. In other ways, they can cooperate with one another to create and maintain a stable 

society. Usually speaking, both the state and the church benefits from a stable and prosperous 

society.  

 

This paper tries to trace this complicated relationship between church and state in the 

context of Hong Kong. Hong Kong is an interesting example in several ways. First, Chinese 

has always been its majority population, and a combination of folk Buddhism and Taoism (as 

the two religions are not well differentiated in the popular level) is the most popular religion 

among the people. Christianity has been, and still is, a minority religion in Hong Kong. Yet 

the church has been disproportionately influential in the society. The church has been active 

in its engagement with the state, both positively and negatively. We would like to explore 

why the church can have such influence. Second, Hong Kong used to be a British colony, and 

Christianity is the dominant religion of the United Kingdom. The British state usually has a 

congenial attitude towards the church. On the other hand, Hong Kong is now part of the 

People’s Republic of China, where the state is officially atheistic. How does the change of 

political regime affect the relationship between church and state? Thirdly, Hong Kong has a 

high degree of religious freedom, and different denominations (or even different 

congregations within the same denomination) is free to compete in offering their visions of 

the role of the church in the society. We shall see that pragmatic and theological concerns are 

both important in how the churches define their relationship with the state. In a way, the 

different visions on the relationship between church and state can be regarded as social 
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experiments on how a religious organization can respond to rapidly changing social 

situations. 

 

Who are the evangelical churches that this paper will mainly address? Bebbington 

lists1 4 characteristics of the evangelical tradition: the Bible, the cross, conversion, and 

activism. We consider this popular way of characterization as adequate. The major 

denominations in the evangelical tradition in Hong Kong are the Baptists, the Christian and 

Missionary Alliance, the Evangelical Free Church, and a large group of independent 

churches. Thus, we will not discuss the Catholic Church, though it is an important institution 

in Hong Kong. The Anglican Church, due to its history as the de facto national church of 

England, is the denomination with the most intimate connection with the government of 

Hong Kong. However, the Anglican Church is not usually included in the evangelical 

tradition, with good reasons. We shall say little about the Anglican Church, even though it is 

one of the most important denominations in Hong Kong. Also, we shall lay out the self-

understandings of the evangelical Christians. In other words, we shall try to give an insider 

look at how evangelical Christians interpret their faith under various social situations, and 

how these social conditions are interpreted from their viewpoint. 

  

Our story will begin with the beginning, when Hong Kong became a British colony, 

but we shall move very quickly to the 21st century.2 When the British took possession of 

Hong Kong in 1842, the Anglican Church also came along with the colonial government. The 

Hong Kong government appointed its first Colonial Chaplain Revd. Vincent Stanton in 1843. 

The Colonial Chaplain, similar to other chaplains in the military, is a civil servant supported 

by the government. And the bishop of the Anglican Church in those early years was installed 

by Royal Letters Patent. In 1951, the Anglican Church founded its first school in Hong Kong 

- St. Paul’s College. Stanton was active in raising funds for the school.3 Before that, Robert 

Morrison had already moved Ying Wa College (or the Anglo-Chinese College, as it was 

called then) from Malacca to Hong Kong in 1843. Though the post of Colonial Chaplain was 

soon eliminated, and the Anglican Church became institutionally independent of the Anglican 

Church, these early actions set up a pattern and foundation for future generations. 

 

The colonial government viewed Hong Kong mainly as an entrance point to mainland 

China. Hong Kong was a base for western merchants as well as the British navy. The 

government was not eager to delve into the civil affairs of local Chinese. Yet, to function as a 

doorway to China, one important role of Hong Kong was to nurture a group of Chinese 

                                                
1 David Bebbington, The Dominance of Evangelicalism: The Age of Spurgeon and Moody (Downers Grove, IL: 

Inter-Varsity Pr., 1988), 21-36. 
2 The standard history on the relationship between church and state is Beatrice Leung and Shun-hing Chan, 

Changing Church and State Relations in Hong Kong, 1950-2000 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Univ. Pr., 2003). 

Leung and Chan pay substantial attention to the Catholics Church and the Anglican Church, issues that we 

ignore in this paper. On the other hand, Leung and Chan do not specifically address the shifting evangelical 

perspectives on church and state, which is our concern here. See also Siu Lun Lau, The Interaction of the 

Church and Society in Hong Kong (in Chinese) (Hong Kong: Chinese Christian Literature Council, 2018). 
3 From the official website of the Diocese of Hong Kong: http://www.hkskh.org/content.aspx?id=12&lang=1, 

accessed 21/9/2020. 
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educated in both English and Chinese that can serve as a bridge between the London and the 

Beijing governments. From the perspective of the church, educating young people was a 

good way to evangelize and to train up local leadership for the church. By delegating the 

(elitist) educational project to the church, both the government and the church benefited from 

the relationship.4  

 

This congenial relationship between the government and the church mostly continued 

throughout the whole British rule of Hong Kong. Unlike western countries such as the United 

States, there was little debate about church-state in the public square of Hong Kong. Since the 

church is a minority institution in the society, it is not regarded as a threat to the state. Non-

Christians have few reasons to believe that the church can dominate the civil society. And the 

church does not have good reason to reject opportunities to educate the young. Thus, being 

culturally related to the colonial government, but politically not a rivalry to the state, the 

church has enjoyed a privileged position among the religions in Hong Kong society. 

 

Since our focus is the evangelical church, we shall now move the story to the 1950s. 

During the nineteenth century, many missionaries passed through Hong Kong or stayed here 

temporarily during convalescence. Hong Kong was mainly regarded as a basis for western 

missionaries rather than the primary mission field. Moreover, the high mobility of the 

Chinese population made it difficult to build up a local Chinese congregation. All these 

changed in the 1950s, when the CCP government expelled all western missionaries, and the 

movement of population became mostly in one direction - from the mainland to Hong Kong. 

 

When the western missionaries left China, some chose to stay in Hong Kong. In the 

beginning, some hoped to return to the mainland when opportunities arose. But gradually the 

missionaries recognized that Hong Kong is the mission field. Some missionaries founded 

small independent churches, others built up their denomination. For example, the Alliance 

Bible School was founded in Wuzhou, Guangxi, to train leaders for the C & MA churches in 

the mainland. When the school was forced out of China, it was relocated to Hong Kong in 

1950. At first, it was hoped that the students could become evangelists in the mainland. They 

could not, so the students became evangelists and pastors in Hong Kong. They grew the C & 

MA denomination into one of the biggest denominations in Hong Kong. 

 

Besides the missionaries, there were revival preachers who came to Hong Kong from 

the mainland. One famous example is Timothy Chao (Zhao Shiguang). He was a famous 

evangelist in Shanghai and among Chinese in Southeast Asia. After the war, he came to Hong 

Kong and conducted an evangelical crusade before moving on to southeast Asia and later 

Taiwan. Ling Liang Church in Hong Kong was born as a result of his crusade, and Ling 

Liang Church is one of the most influential local denominations (not connected with any 

western denomination). 

                                                
4 In Leung and Chan’s terminology, the educational project is a typical example of channelling mechanism of 

the government, where the government directs the energy of the church into a government-approved channel. 

This perspective is helpful, but can also lead to an overemphasis on the passivity of the church when it chooses 

to cooperate with the government. In this paper, we shall emphasize the self-understanding of the church. 
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As for the people who form the congregation, most of them are refugees from China. 

With the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution making life in the mainland very 

difficult, refugees poured into Hong Kong. The local population roughly doubled from 1950 

to 1970. The growth in the number Christian is even more impressive, growing about 

sevenfold during the same period. Both the Catholic Church and the Protestant churches 

experience significant growth.5 

 

How did the evangelical churches regard their relationship with the state? They 

believe in separation of church and state, but with different connotations from the western 

tradition. In the western world, the discourse of separation is motivated by a fear of the 

church interfering in the public sphere. Some minority denominations (such as the Baptists) 

did play a role in advocating the separation, but the discourse is mostly constructed by 

intellectuals suspicious of the power of the church. In the Hong Kong context, the evangelical 

churches by and large do not want to get into politics. In other words, the church willingly 

chose to stand apart from the state. 

 

There are several cultural, social and theological reasons for choosing separation. In 

Chinese culture, there is a proverb that says, ‘Don’t go to the court while living, don’t go to 

hell when dead.’ Chinese people traditionally do not regard an ordinary citizen having the 

duty to monitor or even supervise the government. Of course, they want a just and kind 

government. If the government is unjust, they pray that heaven will intervene and punish the 

bad rulers. For the refugees coming to Hong Kong, this feeling is probably very strong. They 

have passed through two brutal wars (Japanese invasion of China, and the civil war between 

the CCP and the Nationalist Party). Some have experienced the horror of the Cultural 

Revolution. For them, politics is ugly affairs. Now that they have come to a British colony, 

they would not expect that they could engage in political competition with the colonial 

government. It is much better for them if they would concentrate on staying alive, earning a 

living for the family and enjoying life without war and revolution. 

 

Theologically, the pneumatology and eschatology of the evangelical churches 

reinforce the cultural pessimism regarding the political realm. The evangelical church, unlike 

the liberal church, emphasizes the sinfulness of all human beings. In terms of pneumatology, 

many evangelical churches follow the tradition of the Holiness Movement in emphasizing the 

importance of personal holiness rather than the social sins. Watchman Nee, founder of one of 

the most important Chinese Christian denominations, wrote an influential spiritual treatise 

called Normal Christian Life. Expounding on chapter six of the Epistles to the Romans, Nee 

asserts that Christians are no longer under the bondage of sin. Therefore Christians can live 

joyfully without lying, anger and a bunch of personal sins. The treatise does not address 

issues about social justice or political responsibilities. According to this tradition, the Holy 

Spirit works in the heart of individual Christians to make them good persons. However, the 

world and its political and cultural realms are too corrupted and destined for destruction at the 

                                                
5 Statistics from Leung and Chan, p.7. 
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endtime. God has handed over the world to the devil, and Christ redeemed individuals only to 

eternal life. 

 

This kind of dichotomous view of the world against individuals fosters a pessimistic 

eschatology. All evangelical churches confess to the literal destruction of the existing world 

and eternal judgment. There is no consensus on the trajectory of the world leading up to the 

endtime, or the relationship between the existing world and the new heaven and earth. 

Premillennialism is popular, when one believes the golden age of peace will come only after 

Christ has come supernaturally to judge the world. Before that, we can expect the world to 

get more and more degraded. Starting in the 1960s, dispensationalism became popular among 

the evangelical churches. As one particular form of premillennialism, dispensationalism 

expects seven calamitous years (when evil reigned supreme) before the coming of Christ. 

True Christians would be taken to heaven before the calamitous years, so as to spare them 

from tremendous sufferings. While there is no complete agreement, the general tendency is to 

assign the world to the judgment of God without trying to reform it. 

 

Now that we have given some cultural and theological reasons why the post-war 

evangelical churches willingly refrain from any political debates, we can say briefly that the 

government at that time had little motivation to interfere with religious affairs either. For the 

colonial government, the main threat of power is the Communist government in the 

mainland, not the civil society of Hong Kong. The churches were mainly concerned with 

evangelism and building up their institutions, which were not threats to the government. 

Moreover, the government regarded religious education as a good defense against the lure of 

Communists.6 

 

Continuing the early tradition of cooperation, the post-war colonial government 

encouraged the church to cooperate to meet the educational needs of the city. The 

government would grant land to NGO and provide annual funding for the school. The NGO 

sometimes would raise the fund for the building and operate the school. The Catholic church 

today has more schools under its umbrella than any other NGO. Though NGO other than also 

bid for establishing schools, the Catholic and Anglican churches were better organized and 

had more resources than other NGO in that period. Even today, the Catholic Church and its 

various organizations ran more schools in Hong Kong than any NGO.7 

 

The school founding movement peaked in the 1960s and early 1970s. After that, the 

population of Hong Kong grew at a slower pace. During that period, none of the evangelical 

churches had the same financial and human resources as the Catholic or the Anglican 

churches. They did try to set up school under their denomination. For example, C & MA 

Church Union today in Hong Kong has one secondary school and three primary schools, 

while the Baptist Convention has four secondary schools and six primary schools. In contrast, 

the Catholic Church has 55 secondary schools and 26 primary schools.  

                                                
6 For evidence of this claim, see Leung and Chan, p. 24-27. 
7 Lau, 149-156. 
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The difference between the Catholic Church and the evangelical denominations 

reflects the limit in resources, and a lack of will among evangelicals to engage in the 

educational enterprise. Even though evangelical Christians at that time prefered to stay aloof 

from the government, they did not consider participation in the educational scheme of the 

government as mixing up the church with the government. To them, education is not a 

political activity; rather, it is an excellent way to evangelize to young people. Since the 

schools receive funding from the government, the schools must follow the government 

educational curriculum. However, since the government allowed schools to implement their 

religious education, the churches readily accepted the government curriculum in the other 

subjects. Moreover, the school buildings frequently become the site for Sunday worship, 

providing a big gathering room (the school hall) where land is a very precious commodity. 

For the evangelical churches, evangelism and building up the churches are their primary 

goals. Establishing school is just one good way to take advantage of government policy to 

advance the churches’ own goals. 

 

Besides schools, evangelical churches also participated in social services. In the 1950s 

and 1960s, many churches gave out enormous amounts of food and other necessities to the 

refugees.  At that time, denominations with international connections had more resources to 

help the refugees. Later in the 1960s, some evangelical churches began to participate in 

government schemes to establish social service centers, particularly in government housing 

estates. These social service centers in general require less human and financial resources 

than opening a new school. The government will provide annual funding for these social 

services, and while the churches (or a separate department under the denomination) employ 

professional social workers to run the center. 

 

From the perspective of the evangelical churches, these social services do not mean 

that the church is actively engaged in politics. The church is merely playing its part of being a 

good citizen, by taking advantage of the opportunities provided by the government to help the 

needy people. Moreover, these social service centers often provide a place for worship with 

minimal rent. Even though the social services provided have to meet various government 

guidelines and avoid explicit evangelism, churches still hope that somehow they can 

evangelize to the neighbors through the services.  

 

We may summarize by saying that evangelical churches in the 50s to the 70s wanted 

to avoid involvement in politics. Both culturally and theologically, they did not believe that 

the church should try to change or criticize the state. They did participate in the education and 

social services projects funded by the government. However, the churches did not regard 

these activities as political involvement. These services are useful to the society, and they 

provide the churches with people to evangelize and facilities for worship and other 

gatherings. The government regarded the churches as dependable allies in providing services 

to address grievances and to nurture human capital in the society. We may call the church and 

state relationship in this period as limited and mutually beneficent. 
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Things began to change in the 1970s. There are social and theological factors for such 

changes. The 1970s is the period when the baby boomer generation in Hong Kong began to 

enter universities. These young people were not refugees like their parents, but they were 

born and raised in Hong Kong. Through evangelism in Christian schools, the percentage of 

university students who were Christians was higher than the percentage among the general 

population. Many of these educated Christians felt that they should be actively involved in 

the transformation of Hong Kong society. They felt ownership of the fate of Hong Kong, and 

shed the refugee mentality of their parents. Educated in western education system, this new 

generation was not afraid to confront the government. They believed that the government has 

the duty to improve the welfare of the general public. A popular slogan among college 

students in those days is “Care for the society, know the fatherland.”  

 

Theologically, this new generation began to read contemporary evangelical writings 

of the English-speaking world. John Stott, Francis Schaeffer, and the Lausanne Covenant 

were popular readings in those days. As the American and British evangelicals at that time 

started to incorporate social justice into the message of the church, so the young Christians in 

Hong Kong began to venture into forms of social actions. Within the evangelical churches, 

opinion leaders debated about the priority of evangelism and social concerns. The more 

conservative leaders (usually the older generation born before the war) advocated the 

traditional view of separation between church and state, while the more progressive leaders 

emphasized the prophetic role of the church.  

 

While there were debates within the churches, the evangelical churches were hesitant 

to engage explicitly in social actions. Some Christian leaders did engage in social action 

through parachurch organizations. One of the most famous examples is Raymond Fung, who 

began serving in the Christian Industrial Committee under the Hong Kong Christian Council 

in 1968. Under his leadership, the CIC lobbied the government to introduce legislation to 

improve the welfare of workers. His idea of the workers “being sinned against” (as contrast 

with being a sinner) proves to be enduring and influential.  

 

More well known among evangelical Christians is the organization Breakthrough. 

Unlike the CIC, Breakthrough did not (and does not) engage in direct policy advocacy. Its 

focus can be called cultural transformation. At the beginning, it tried to bring the social 

problems of the society to public awareness through publication. These problems can be both 

structural (such as income inequality) and spiritual (such as loneliness). Later on, 

Breakthrough began various forms of youth ministry. The government granted land to 

Breakthrough to build a youth camp. Breakthrough is now one of the most important NGO 

serving young people in Hong Kong. Philemon Choi, the head of Breakthrough for many 

years, became an official advisor to the government on youth issues in Hong Kong. 

 

While the younger generation of evangelical Christians became more concerned about 

social issues, they usually did not take a confrontational attitude towards the government. 

Liberation theology was known then, but it did not have a big influence among evangelicals. 

Neither their culture nor their theology suggested to them that a confrontational approach 
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would be helpful. The more confrontational approach of CIC is a small minority among 

Christians. In summary, while the evangelical churches from the 70s onwards went beyond 

the focus on evangelism, they still preferred a limited engagement with the state. 

 

As mentioned above, the popular slogan of college graduates in the seventies is “Care 

for the society, know the fatherland.” The other important issue at that time is the relationship 

between faith and patriotism. This became a very contentious issue in the 1980s, as Beijing 

and London negotiated for the future of Hong Kong. On this topic, evangelical Christians 

were as deeply divided as the society at large.  

 

For some of the baby boomer Christians, mainland China in those years has the 

appeal of a tragic protagonist. After the fall of the Gang of Four in 1976, the brutal realities of 

the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution became better known. Various authors 

published fictions or memoirs about those years. As some Christians got to know that history, 

their empathy drew them to identify themselves with the fatherland. They recognized that the 

CCP had inflicted a lot of damage on the Chinese society. They were aware when Hong 

Kong returned to the sovereignty of Beijing, the CCP might bring various restrictions to 

freedom in Hong Kong. However, they were eager to engage with mainland China in order to 

bring God’s love to a deeply scathed society. For these evangelical Christians, the potential 

reward of transforming China is worth the risk of suffering with Chinese in the mainland. 

 

The “Proposed Statements of Faith for Hong Kong Christians in the Face of Social 

and Political Change,” published in 1983 represents this kind of perspective. This is written 

by a group of evangelical opinion. Though it did not represent the position of any 

denominations, it was quite influential at that time. It began the precedent of evangelical 

churches issuing theological statements on their attitude towards 1997. Theologically, it 

continued the trend of evangelical theology to broaden its concerns. The first item affirms 

that “God, the Lord of creation, redemption and judgment, is the master of history, therefore 

any future change in Hong Kong shall take place under His Countenance.”8 This reflects a 

more Barthian theme on the universal sovereignty and judgement of history of humankind. 

Christians, according to the statement, should care about God’s work in history, and not 

merely evangelism. 

 

The statement continues with theses about the absolute loyalty to Christ in all 

circumstances, and importance of preaching the gospel and fostering spirituality. These are 

common themes among evangelicals. The fourth section asserts that “Christians have a role, 

together with the wider community, to play in shaping the future of Hong Kong so that it will 

become a democratic society underpinned by the rule of law, where human rights are 

respected, freedom and equality are protected and stability and prosperity are maintained.” 

This is not a concrete proposal for a certain model of church-state relationship, but an 

exhortation for Christians to be involved in social affairs. This thesis reflects the same spirit 

                                                
8 Leung and Chan, 162. 
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as that of the Lausanne Covenant or Breakthrough, and is not particularly controversial 

among younger evangelicals in Hong Kong. The most interesting thesis is in section V: 

   

As Chinese, our historic identity is inextricably related to that of the Chinese people 

as a whole. Therefore we should not be concerned only with the interests of Hong 

Kong but should also care for and participate in the development of mainland China. 

We look forward to the Chinese people at large being able to share the human rights 

and freedoms bestowed by God, to the extent that China will become a nation where 

people live in prosperity and where justice is upheld. We hope that more Chinese will 

come to know God the Creator and claim the benefits of His redeeming grace. We are 

prepared to do our utmost to achieve this goal.9 

 

The thesis reflects the generally grim view of China among evangelicals at that time, as it 

yearns for the day when Beijing will respect human rights and justice. The most controversial 

claim is that Hong Kong people’s identity is “inextricably related to that of the Chinese 

people as a whole.” Therefore Hong Kong Christians should “do our utmost” to work for a 

more free and just Chinese society. 

 

Are Hong Kong Christians obliged by their faith to identify with the fatherland? The 

evangelical church in Hong Kong has not given much thought to this question before. 

Probably it is a wise but unreflected decision, as Hong Kong was a colony. As 1997 

approached, how should Christian regard this change of sovereignty? The drafters of the 

“Statements of Faith” believed that, by faith, Christians should take this as a positive event. 

As the Lord of history brought Hong Kong back to the fold of mainland China, Hong Kong 

Christians could better fulfil their God-ordained duties towards the fatherland. 

 

While the “Statements” generated quite a bit of discussion at that time, its influence 

among ordinary evangelical churches can be debated. For example, the drafters organized the 

National Day Celebration Service in 1996 to indicate their affirmation of Hong Kong’s 

returning to China. This generated a lot of controversy before the gathering, and only about 

120 people attended. More significant is the emigration of Christians. Though there is no 

official statistics, the percentage of evangelicals emigrating in the 1990s is comparable to the 

society at large. For most Christians, the security of the family is much more than important 

patriotism. Theologically, most churches did not teach that Christians have an obligation to 

love fatherland. The evangelical churches were steeped in the Holiness tradition of the early 

twentieth century, which emphasizes only personal holiness. Culturally, many Hong Kong 

people were too scared of CCP (particularly after the 1989 Tiananmen Incident) to love 

China. Both theologically and culturally, most evangelical Christians still have the “minority 

mentality.”  They believed that Christians are a small minority in society. It is better for them 

to concentrate on what they can actually achieve, which include evangelism and providing 

social services to help the needy. 

 

                                                
9 Leung and Chan, 164. 
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In summary, while the issue of patriotism and faith was debated in the 1980s and 

1970s, the tradition of separation of church and state remains the majority view of the 

evangelical Christians. Here, the separation is not so much about specific institutions,10 but it 

is about the separation of concerns. The majority view among evangelicals is that Christians 

are not obliged to seek political betterment of their society. The main concern of the church is 

to lead people to Christ, and then to train them into good people (being a good employer, a 

good spouse etc.) It is not the function of the church to engage in political advocacy, or to 

teach patriotism. The church is apolitical, in the sense that it does not owe a special loyalty to 

its national government. 

 

Things started to change as the evangelical church entered into the 21st century. 

Again there are social and theological issues for the shift in perspective. People born in the 

1990s or later were born into a prosperous Hong Kong, but also a society with severe income 

equality. In school, they are educated in liberal values of the West, such as human rights and 

democratic principles. Unlike their grandparents, they are not refugees from the mainland. 

They believe that they are the true owners of Hong Kong. Unlike their parents, they do not 

accept the mentality of being second class citizens under colonial rule. They feel that it is 

their right to determine the fate of Hong Kong.  

 

Their image of China in their mind is also different from their parents’ image of 

China. They have not witnessed the poverty of China personally. They witness the 

phenomenal economic growth of China, and the increasingly hawkish attitude of the Beijing 

government after 2008. For them, the strength of the Chinese economy means that Beijing 

can use its power to bully other nations. They have only fragmentary images of Hong Kong 

under colonial rule, but they all remember the promise of the democratic process in Sino-

British Joint Declaration. They may have an overly romantic image of old Hong Kong. In 

summary, while their parents (the baby boomer Christians) feel sympathetic towards the poor 

and suffering China, the millennial Christians feel indifferent or guarded towards the rich and 

powerful China.  

 

Theologically, many educated Christians become acquainted with European theology. 

For many young Christians today, their heroes are no longer Watchman Nee or John Sung 

(revival preachers of the grandparents’ generation). Their heroes are Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

Karl Barth or Desmond Tutu. These theologians or church leaders emphasize the 

responsibilities of the church towards the society or people outside the church. Partly, this is a 

result of more evangelical opinion leaders having doctorate degrees in major western 

universities and seminaries. They introduce a wider scope of theological perspectives into the 

evangelical church in Hong Kong. Partly, these theologies can better meet the expectations of 

the millennial Christians. Theologians such as Bonhoeffer demonstrate a sincere respect of 

the Bible (a fundamental value of the evangelical tradition), and simultaneously a yearning to 

                                                
10 This is also an institutional issue, as church leaders in that period debated about whether the church should 

send representation to the Election Committee for the new Chief Executive after 1997. See Leung and Chan, 

131-16. However, many evangelical Christians were not concerned as this issue was perceived as a power-play 

issue among the leaders of the big denominations. 
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demonstrate God’s love towards society. It re-imagines the church more as a network of 

activities (witnessing to the gospel and serving the society) rather than as an institution. 

 

Anabaptist tradition, as reinterpreted by theologians such as Yoder and Hauerwas, has 

also become popular among millennial Christians. This tradition perceives the state mainly as 

embodiment of power, and it regards with suspicion with attempts to grab power in the name 

of doing good. Combined with various strands of liberation of theologies, the theologies of 

millennial Christians teach them the importance to stand with the powerless and the 

vulnerable. For them, Jesus is the one who is politically powerless and stands with the 

powerless in the society. The older generation tends to perceive the world as chaotic, and 

they are more concerned about law and order. This perspective is sometimes combined with 

the theological theme of a creation order that Christians should follow. With their different 

theologies, the younger generation is sensitive to the temptation of abusing power in the 

name of order.  

 

On the relationship between church and state, the millennial Christians focus on the 

issue of power: does the church identify with the power of the state, or with the humble and 

the meek in the society? For the older generation, cooperating with the government in 

opening schools is not mixing politics and faith, as the church is not trying to influence the 

government. For the millennial Christians, political advocacy is not mixing state and church, 

as long as the church is advocating for the powerless. However, when the church receives 

land or money from the state to run schools and social service, it becomes a temptation for 

the church to speak for the state. They do not reject outright such partnerships between 

church and state, but they want to guard against the church depending too much on 

government’s support. 

 

Thus, in the Anti-extradition Movement in Hong Kong in 2020, older Christians and 

millennial Christians tend to stand on the opposite side of the Movement. Older Christians 

tend to prefer law and order, younger Christians are eager to protect the freedom and human 

rights from political oppression. Of course, there are lots of exceptions. The interesting (or 

frustrating) part is that both sides believe in separation of church and state, yet they are 

talking past one another. For the older generation, the separation means primarily separation 

in intention and in discourse. So the church should not speak on political issues, and the 

government should give the church freedom to speak on religious issues. The church intends 

to build up the body of Christians, the state intends to build up law and order in the society. 

For the younger Christians, the separation means separation in power relationship. The 

church has the freedom, indeed the obligation, to speak out against unfair or oppressive 

government policies. But the church should not have too much financial and personal 

entanglement with the state, so that the church (as an institution) has as much freedom as 

possible from the state. 

 

In this brief survey of the evangelical tradition of Hong Kong, we see that the 

separation of church and state has always been part of its central value. However, the 

motivations for such separation vary over time. Therefore, the meaning of separation changes 
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over time. Moreover, the church is never completely separated from the state. As a major 

NGO (in terms of influence if not in terms of membership) in society, the church in Hong 

Kong just cannot stand completely aloof from political life. As society changes, people will 

have evolving images about the state and political life in general. As those images change, so 

the engagement of the church with the state changes. In the immediate postwar period, the 

colonial government is perceived as a shield against the instability of the mainland society. 

Thus the church cooperated with the state to promote stability and prosperity of the society in 

providing education and social service. As the baby boomers grew up, they began to draw a 

sharper contrast between the interest of the colonial government and the interest of ordinary 

citizens. Voices emerged from the evangelical church that called for a more active political 

advocacy among Christians. As 1997 approached, the evangelical church debated about, but 

could not settle, the connection between Christian faith and patriotism. As Hong Kong enters 

into the 21st century, the state is increasingly perceived as a threatening coercive power. Thus 

some evangelical Christians call for the churches to play a prophetic role in denouncing the 

abuses of the government. 

 

Christianity is not a monolithic religion. It has various theological traditions that focus 

on different aspects of the nature of state. Thus, for example, the book of Romans emphasize 

the state as a source of stability, while the book of Revelations portrays the state as an 

oppressive and brutal beast. We see that the evangelical church draws on different theological 

traditions to re-shape its self-image as it confronts a rapidly changing society. In the post-war 

era, the evangelical church regarded itself as a haven of peace in a chaotic world. As Hong 

Kong people shedded its refugee mentality, the evangelical church gradually shifted to the 

image of being the conscience of the society. The Extra-extradition Movement of 2020 leads 

to deep fissure in the society, so there are competing theological images in the evangelical 

church. Some (usually the older generation) want to retreat to the image of a haven of peace, 

while others favor the Anabaptist image of a political outsider. We do not have time to 

evaluate these various images. We end by noting that such evolving self-imageries among 

rapid social change is indeed inevitable and healthy. The self-image of the church and its 

relationship to the state should indeed adapt to the needs of the time. However, are those 

adaptations faithful to the message of the gospel? This is a topic for another paper.  
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Beyond the Boundary of Home: Religion, Space and Women in Hong 

Kong 
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An abstract: Fudao (婦道), the woman’s path, is a clear designation of the place of 

women in the Chinese tradition. What has been a woman’s place? The two most 

referred social institutions of concern are family and religion, both of which deny 

women’s official leadership roles primarily. The focus to look into the place and space 

of women in Hong Kong, therefore, entails two primary tasks: first, deliberate 

attention to women’s absence/presence in history; and second, an aspiration to reinstall 

women’s contribution in the place they deserved. To borrow Jacque Derrida’s frame of 

discussion, I aim to trace the dialectic between women’s presence and absence in 

history and society through the study of women in religion in Hong Kong. I shall 

highlight in this paper the dialectic between women’s presence and absence. For 

interestingly, women’s presence could be a disguise for women’s “performing” men. 

Reversely, women’s absence could be traces for women’s deeds and voices from 

“behind” and “underneath,” only that they have been erased too fast too easily. I shall 

also build on Victor Turner’s concept of liminality to chart the seemingly contradictory 

experience of women in religion. It is this notion of religion as a liminal space “in-

between” that allows us to stretch women’s spatial map beyond the boundary of 

“home” and to trace the “absences” for the woman subject always in transit between 

religion and family. Rather than merely following the fudao (the path of a woman) and 

securing themselves successfully in the established order of things, women often travel 

unmarked territories to exit “home” and traverse via the liminality of religion to 

crossing the spatial designation of the domestic and the social and private and the 

public. I shall draw on women of four different religions in Hong Kong—Christianity, 

Buddhism, Daoism, and Islam—to illustrate the various forms of negotiation they 

processed through their everyday living in and out of their domestic sphere to found a 

subject in multiplicity. 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Fudao (婦道), the woman’s path, is a clear designation of the place of women in the 

Chinese tradition. Feminism starts with the question of the women’s place and asks 

where women have been in history and society despite their vast contribution. Simone 
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de Beauvoir addresses the question upfront by her critique of women being placed in a 

secondary position in family and society, as objects of history subsidiary to men. The 

focus to look into the place and space of women in Hong Kong, therefore, entails two 

primary tasks: first, deliberate attention to women’s absence/presence in history; and 

second, an aspiration to reinstall women’s contribution in the place they deserved. To 

borrow Jacque Derrida’s frame of discussion, I aim to trace the dialectic between 

women’s presence and absence in history and society through the study of women in 

religion in Hong Kong. I shall highlight in this paper the dialectic between women’s 

presence and absence. For interestingly, women’s presence could be a disguise for 

women’s “performing” men. This is why de Beauvoir’s question of “is there a woman 

really?” Reversely, women’s absence could be traces for women’s deeds and voices 

from “behind” and “underneath,” only that they have been erased too fast too easily. In 

Derrida’s conception: “This trace relates no less to what is called the future than what 

is called the past, and it constitutes what is called the present by the very relation to 

what it is not.”1 In a subtle and almost unnoticeable way, women traverse across time 

and space in history—in the past, the present, and the future, relentlessly resolving 

matters, implanting change, and exercising leadership in its most subtle and implicit 

forms. 

 

What has been a woman’s place? The two most referred social institutions of 

concern are family and religion, both of which deny women’s official leadership roles 

primarily. In China’s modern reform project, the two were pulled together as one 

target. The famous short fiction of Lu Xun’s The Blessings2 depicts at the center of 

the story a figure by the name of Xianglinsao (祥林嫂 the wife of Xianglin) who was 

sold and widowed twice and lost her only son to an accident. Before her fallen 

insanity, she sought redemption from her ill fate by paying sacrifice to God by 

installing the temple’s doorstep, symbolizing her being trampled over by daily temple 

visitors and thereby be cleansed of her sins. Unfortunately, in Lu’s narration, a religion 

of this sort inevitably failed because of the implicit oxymoron of becoming nobody—

the doorstep to be trampled over—to be somebody—a woman in her place (family). 

Indeed, despite Xianglinso’s wish to be just a wife and a mother, her very name 

betrays the woman’s place as an empty signifier. Xianglin, from whom the woman got 

her name, was a short-lived husband who died before the story began and had 

                                                 
1 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1978), 394. 
2 Cf. Lu Hsun (魯迅，also Lu Xun), “The New Year’s Sacrifice” (《祝福》，also The Blessing), in 

Selected Stories of Lu Hsun, trans. Yang Hsien-yi and Gladys Yang (Beijing: Foreign Languages, 

1960). Available online at http://www.coldbacon.com/writing/luxun-calltoarms.html#Newyear  
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remained a “presence-in-absence.” The identity of “Xianglin’s wife” is therefore fixed 

to an illusory patrilineal origin, which problematizes her very existence. It exposes 

how the supposedly rightful place of a woman in the domestic and to be respectful of 

her wifely and motherly roles is only a presence-in-absence. She is present as a body 

bought for the reproductive needs of the poor peasants’ families and then as an able 

maidservant; she is absent because of her eventual fate to be discarded to the street and 

has never had a name or a voice of her own. Neither the family nor religion, which is 

supposed to secure her a place in the proper order of things, helps to insert her 

ontological presence. Beauvoir’s fundamental question of “Is there a woman really?” 

rings again. 

 

In terms of the family space to which women have been traditionally assigned, 

Doreen Massey argues, restriction on women’s mobility, in both terms of identity and 

space, has been an essential tool for the exercise of subordination.3 There are, for 

example, the seclusion of women to the inner quarters, the imposition of the 

distinction between private and public, the designation of specific roles for men to act 

in the public and women the domestic, and men the heads of institutions and women 

caretakers of personal matters. All of these serve as important markers of control over 

spatiality and on which basis, identity.4 Not only that, family and marriage have been 

the primary sites where such restrictions on women’s movement take place, but also 

the roles of daughter, wife, and mother, defined primarily in relation to the private, 

domestic space, have significantly undermined the scope of women’s aspiration. 

Fatema Mernissi, an Islamic feminist, argues for a different understanding of gender 

inequality. It does not rest on an ideological or biological theorization of women’s 

inferiority but spatial restrictions. An outstanding example is the “segregation and the 

legal subordination of the woman to the man in the family structure.”5 

 

In terms of religion, there are many different forms of secluded space drawn 

against women employing institutional rules. In the Catholic and Buddhist traditions, 

for example, there are explicit boundaries drawn to contain religious sisters and nuns 

in the forms of cloisters, convents, and nunneries, and specific rules against women’s 

ordination to the priesthood. In Daoism and Islam, on the other hand, there are the 

explicit and implicit regulations of excluding menstruating women from the 

                                                 
3 Doreen B. Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 

179. 
4 Massey, Space, Place, and Gender, 180. 
5 Fatema Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Muslim Society (London: Saqi 

Books, 1975), 16. 
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worshipping halls and ritual grounds, and for Muslim women, sex segregation in the 

mosques and the demand of veiling in the presence of even one non-familial man. The 

theological legitimation of women’s subordinate positions in the different religions 

reflects not only the cultures of traditional societies from which religions emerged but 

also men’s acquisition of sacred status in the preservation of institutional authority. 

The designation of space to the gendered bodies in religion signifies where the 

supreme power rests. 

 

Nevertheless, precisely in the institutions where women are “marked” for 

exclusion could also be turned into grounds of access to “redemption.” In Christianity, 

for instance, the cloisters and convents where women were supposed to be “marked 

out” have been fertile grounds for the emergence of powerful abbesses and female 

mystics.6 In a society primarily run by men, the space of the Church, both physical 

and spiritual, has provided women with an alternative route to public roles. In 

Mahayana Buddhism, the nuns’ decision to seek ordination and “depart home” (qujia 

出家) to reside in monasteries breaks the norm of women’s domesticity. It defines the 

place of women away from family and marriage. In Daoism, the altar of the pantheons 

and the heavenly palace’s inclusion of female deities serve as exemplary models for 

women’s partaking of divinity and immortality. Not the least in Islam, because of its 

great tradition of social and contextual adaptability, Muslim women journey on 

between their national/ethnic and religious identities, with or without the veil, to 

relocate their “home” beyond their dual identities in the contemporary world. In so 

doing, not only the secluded institutional spaces of sacredness have been 

accommodated and negotiated by women in the profane everyday life, but also their 

transcendence of every day into sacred space by the acts of visionaries, prayers, 

planchette writing, and spiritual exercises in meditation or the practice of sexual 

abstinence. In the experience of women interviewed in my project, religion, and family 

maybe two institutions characterized by historical gender hierarchy, but with women’s 

navigation and steering, the hierarchical boundaries of the two were inevitably 

crisscrossed and transgressed to allow for the exercise of women’s agency. 

 

This seemingly contradictory experience of women in religion is best captured by 

the concept of liminality, the transient space introduced by Victor Turner. Developed 

from the conception of the French folklorist Arnold van Gennep, “limen” is presented 

as a threshold, almost a corridor or a tunnel in the case of an initiation rite or a 

                                                 
6 Cf. Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 170-262. 
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pilgrim’s road. In Turner’s conception, those undergoing it were “luminaries…betwixt 

and between established states of politico-jural structure,” who “evade ordinary 

cognitive classification” not belonging to “this or that, here or there, one thing or the 

other.”7 Because they transgress classificatory boundaries, they are also “polluting,” 

as Mary Douglas would say.8 Nevertheless, liminality is most characterized by a 

paradox—one of being “both this and that.” A classic example of it is the portrayal of 

a religious novice as “both living and dead.”9 It is this notion of religion as a liminal 

space “in-between” that allows us to stretch women’s spatial map beyond the 

boundary of “home” and to trace the “absences” for the woman subject always in 

transit between religion and family. Rather than merely following the fudao (the path 

of a woman) and securing themselves successfully in the established order of things, 

women often travel unmarked territories to exit “home” and traverse via the liminality 

of religion to crossing the spatial designation of the domestic and the social and 

private and the public. 

 

In the postmodern critique of the universal, we shall neither take the subject in 

the liminality as a fixed entity. Nor shall we take the religious space as an unmediated, 

homogeneous container where the patriarchal power would impose on women. 

Instead, space/place, as the product of relations, as Jane Wills argues, does not only 

“provide a forum for [women’s] encounters with—and negotiations across—

differences, but also form the role that place plays in allowing collective mobilization 

around common interests.”10 In other words, the subject that passes through conflicts 

and is constructed by the connections in the different layers and dimensions of space is 

also able to regenerate itself in the process. In the same manner, the subject “woman,” 

in terms of Rosi Braidotti’s views, is never a monolithic essence defined once and for 

all; it is “rather the site of multiple, complex, and potentially contradictory sets of 

experience.”11 The capacity for women to “transgress” different boundaries and 

cultural spaces and their ability to create relations and identities in the changing 

environments must, therefore, not be underestimated. 

 

                                                 
7 Victor Turner and Edith Turner, Blazing the Trail: Way Marks in the Exploration of Symbols (Tucson: 

University of Arizona Press, 1992), 49. 
8 Quoted in Turner and Turner, Blazing the Trail, 49. 
9 Turner and Turner, Blazing the Trail, 49. 
10 Jane Wills, “Place and Politics”, in Spatial Politics: Essays for Doreen Massey, ed. David 

Featherstone and Joe Painter (Chichester, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 145. 
11 Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist 

Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 4. 
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In the following, I shall analyze four different forms of women’s negotiation with 

the space of home via religion. “Home” (Jia 家), which is almost synonymous with 

family in Chinese, is an ideologically loaded term, especially for women. In short, it is 

both the primary location and the center stage on which women play out their 

subjectivities. I shall draw on women of four different religions in Hong Kong to 

illustrate the various forms of negotiation they processed through their everyday living 

in and out of their domestic sphere. Whether they choose to stay, depart, ascend above 

or return home, they have demonstrated how religion may serve as space for women’s 

accommodation, rejection, transformation, and alternation to the “homes” in which 

they were born or landed. Concerning the unique social and historical setting, I 

identify a woman from each of the traditions of Christianity, Buddhism, Daoism, and 

Islam for illustration of the complex interaction between religion, family, and the 

woman agency. Their stories also allow me to theorize further the multiplicity of a 

woman subject who is not only regulated and disciplined but also mobile and nomadic, 

retreating, desiring, and advancing at the same time. 

 

II. Negotiating Inside/Out: From Domesticity to the Public 

 

Gender is spatial as much as space is gendered. Sex as a category almost immediately 

gives rise to boundaries drawn around bodies and especially around women’s bodies. 

Shirley Ardener argues that both family and religion have generated their own rules 

culturally and historically, “making boundaries that have divided social into spheres, 

levels, and territories with invisible fences and platforms.”12 Women are assigned to a 

specific use of space according to the perception of the fudao (婦道). Accordingly, to 

be a woman means to stay within the prescribed boundary and not to cross it. Liji, the 

Book of Rites, demarcates “inside/outside” strictly for men and women; men should 

not be concerned with the inside (the domestic) and women, not the outside. 13 A 

spatial axis is deeply entrenched in perceptual schemes and decidedly orients bodily 

                                                 
12 Shirley Ardener, Introduction to Women and Space: Ground Rules and Social Maps, ed., Ardener 

(Oxford: Berg, 1993), 2                         
13 Liji: Neize 《禮記：內則》, 14-15: “Men should not speak to what belongs to the inside (of the 

house), nor the women of what belongs to the outside. …Things spoken inside should not go out, 

words spoken outside should not come in. …When a woman goes out at the door, she must keep her 

face covered. …On the road, a man should take the right side, and a woman the left.” Original text:

「男不言內，女不言外。…內言不出，外言不入。…女子出門，必擁蔽其面，…。道路：男

子由右，女子由左。」Translation by James Legge, http://ctext.org/liji/nei-ze, accessed 21/7/2016.  
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practices. It orders the world around one’s gendered body, designating one’s act as 

womanly/manly, proper/improper, moral/immoral, and so on.14 

 

Voluntarily or not, when a woman crosses over the boundary of the family she is 

practically “out of (the established) order.” She is to be immediately suspected of and 

categorized as being a threat to the existing structures. Here religion, as the liminality, 

serves as a double-edged sword. It contains the threat and danger associated with 

women who do not belong on one side and yet allowing them to turn it into an 

alternative space for a “home away from home” on the other. As such, a woman 

transgressor is one who “fails” the hyperbolic ideal of attaching herself to the domestic 

and replaces it with the ambivalence offered by religion. In the following, I shall 

introduce the stories of four women from Christianity, Buddhism, Daoism, and Islam 

in Hong Kong. This former British colony privileged Christianity but exercised a 

discipline of non-interference to the organizations and practices of Chinese religions.15 

In accordance, while Christian women gained additional access to serve public 

governance in the colonial government, Buddhist, Daoist, and Chinese Muslim women 

have been mainly left alone to conduct their social activities as permitted in their 

respective religious communities. All four women were interviewed over the last 

decade and were the first and second generations of Hong Kong. They came from the 

middle to the upper class. At the time of the interviews, the youngest of them aged in 

the fifties and the eldest seventies. Weaving their stories with the theme of religion and 

space, each demonstrates a unique angle to understanding women’s absence-in-

presence in the history of religion in Hong Kong and how women manipulate the 

religious space to establish their ongoing subject formation. 

 

Staying Home 

 

Lu Xun’s challenge to religion was its collaboration with family in oppressing poor 

peasant women such as Xianglinsao. The Chinese character for Jia (家) denotes 

people living under one roof with a pig, the essential means of livelihood support. 

With time, the structure of Chinese family and kinship grew to become a complexity 

that it weighs heavily on an individual, so much so that it became the target of attack 

                                                 
14 Seemanthini Niranjana, Gender and Space: Femininity, Sexualization and the Female Body (New 

Delhi: Sage, 2001), 14.                                                                    
15 Wong Wai Ching Angela, “Negotiating Between Cultures: Chinese Women Making Muslim 

Families in Hong Kong,” in East Asian Gender in Transition, ed. Cho Joo-hyun (Daegu: Keimyung 

University Press, 2013), 168-169. 
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by the modern Chinese reformers such as Lu and Bajin.16 If the Chinese Jia or family 

has turned anti-humanist with its established rules and regulations, “home” for women 

has become an assembled set of ideologies justifying prescribed roles and domestic 

confinement. The modern paradigm for the liberation of women was, therefore, 

“Nora’s departure [from home].”17 While the Chinese Socialist experiment of “what 

happened after”18 took many detours and until today could hardly be called a success, 

the monogamous family got increasingly normalized with the influence of the West. 

Built on the Victorian morality of chastity and later in the nineteenth century, the 

monogamous family has been upheld by Christianity as the most divinely blessed 

social unit and the only lawful form of sexual union in most modern jurisdictions, 

including China and Hong Kong. Coupled with the prevalence of the Christian Right 

movement in the United States from the seventies of the last century, a monogamous, 

reproductive family with the woman “staying home” has been escalated to a new level 

of doctrinal status in the churches of Hong Kong. 

 

Since the nineteenth century, Christianity made a significant impact on Hong 

Kong society by way of British colonial governance. When Hong Kong was returned 

to China in 1997, the Church ran 40% of all schools, 20% of the hospitals, and 60% of 

the social services in the territory.19 In other words, there is hardly anyone growing up 

in Hong Kong not touched by Christianity. Many of the elderly women I interviewed 

were fruits of this Christian enterprise, including Margaret, who is a firm believer in 

the model of women’s “staying home.” Since her teenage years, she has been a pious 

member of an evangelical free church. Margaret is now in her seventies and 

considered a privileged woman of the elitist class of Hong Kong. Not only she had the 

best of education in Hong Kong and abroad, but also a family considered well off and 

the relationship of its members well maintained. Despite her advanced professional 

training and a promising career as a university lecturer in the 1970s, she retired to 

                                                 
16 Bajin, one of the most important modern Chinese writers, wrote a famous trilogy titled Jia 

(Family), Chun (Spring) and Qiu (Autumn) from 1931 to 1940. The stories were set at a time when 

traditional Chinese family began to fall apart in the face of rising demands for individual freedom. 
17 Nora is the protagonist of a play of a Norwegian playwright, Henrik Ibsen, titled A Doll’s House 

(1879). The play ends with Nora’s departure from home, leaving behind her husband and son to 

search for her true self. It became the model of women’s liberation for discussion during the May-

fourth period. 
18 In his speech to the students of the Women’s Normal School of Peking in 1923, Lu Xun invoked 

the question of “what happened after Nora’s departure [from home]?” to support women’s liberation 

from family and marriage. Lu’s speech was published in Funu zazhi《婦女雜誌》10, 8 (Aug 1924) 

in which he encouraged women to seek the right to economic independency in order for women’s 

liberation from family to succeed. 
19 Kwok Nai-wang, Hong Kong After 1997: The First 1000 Days (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Christian 

Institute and Asian Human Rights Commission, 2000), 149-151. 
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become a full-time mother after the birth of her second child. Referring to the 

Christian teachings acquired at Church, she rejected the cause of the women’s 

liberation movement and argued for women’s primary responsibility in the domestic. 

She was proud of the decision to give up her career and “stay home” and also her 

successful persuasion of her three daughters. All of them excelled in their intellectual 

achievements in top American universities to staying home to be full-time mothers as 

well. “To be a mother taking care of your children is no sacrifice but a duty given by 

God.”20 

 

Her reasoning reflects the views of the neoconservative movement in the United 

States, which has reacted against the increasingly liberal values propagated by the 

women’s movement and the sexual rights movement. Primarily supported by the 

evangelical churches, the American Religious Right called for the return of society to 

some fundamentalist Christian morality rejecting feminism, the right to abortion, and 

sexual minorities’ rights. Collaborated with the conservative ideology of the 

Republican Party, American Religious Right organizations such as the Christian 

Coalition of America launched a global campaign for the protection of family values 

focusing on the heterosexual, monogamous, and lifelong marriage, with a clear 

division between men’s role in the public and women’s role in the domestic.21 

Affected by their American mother-churches, Hong Kong evangelicals started the pro-

family movement in Hong Kong in the 1980s. Being a faithful and well-respected 

member of a Church of evangelical background, Margaret stood firmly by her position 

that “men and women are different and each serves a complementary role, confusion 

of that only leads to social and moral disorder.”22 On a conscious level, her religion 

plays an institutional role in justifying her choice. It renders it a firm theological 

ground for her identification with family responsibility rather than career development. 

 

Nevertheless, Margaret’s acceptance of the domestic designation of women was 

more complicated than what it seems on the surface. She was proud of her 

distinguished achievement as a young intellectual when she recollected her experience 

of representing Hong Kong as a youth ambassador to an international event. During 

her study overseas, she was not only a good friend of a diplomat’s daughter who was 

determined to excel in her career but also well exposed to the second wave of 

                                                 
20 Interview on 16/5/2007. 
21 Wong Wai Ching Angela, “The Politics of Sexual Morality and Evangelical Activism in Hong 

Kong,” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 14: 3 (September 2013): 342-344. 
22 Interview on 16/5/2007. 
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feminism in the 1960s. In retrospect, her stanch adoption of Christianity’s patriarchal 

teachings reflects a deeper level of her internal struggle between ideal and practice. 

She did have a desire to make use of her professional knowledge, but she was not 

allowed to because of her poor health condition—a chronic disease that got worse after 

the delivery of her second child. It was, therefore, not surprised to learn that her “full 

time” domestic commitment has not been too successful at the end. A deep-laden 

feeling of being torn between “at home” or not was revealed when she regretted her 

daughter’s complaint about her being “always away.” “I should have stayed home 

more ….I would have chosen to make less outside commitment if I had the chance to 

do it all over again.”23 What she was referring to was her deep involvement in 

directing and participating in voluntary services to the extent that she was hardly “at 

home” over the years. Rather than taking up full-time positions, Margaret was 

approached by many NGOs for consultancy services on an honorary basis. “In fact, I 

had probably been busier than those who worked full time.”24 She had actually spent a 

great deal of time in helping to build up several social organizations with little time 

left to perform the role of a full-time wife and mother at home. In other words, she had 

developed a full bloom career utilizing her professional expertise without pay. 

 

Consciously, her early retirement was a decision backed by her faith in 

committing fully to stay home; a sphere believed to be where women belong. What 

was not clearly articulated was her disappointment with her health condition caused by 

a hereditary disease.25 Because she possessed professional training at a time where 

such expertise was hardly available in Hong Kong, she had probably a difficult choice 

between retreating entirely to the domestic and her desire to be useful. Her physical 

incapability to taking up a demanding job and a full-time profession required some 

strong affirmation from faith. The neoconservative Christian teachings for women’s 

place at home was for her a legitimation of the highest order. In other words, her 

voluntary service in place of full-time position addressed very well the two most 

essential concerns laid before her: the need to take care of her ill health at the time as 

well as the desire to contribute professionally. By openly forgoing her career ambition, 

she is affirmed theologically as a spiritually sound follower of Jesus. In other words, 

her acceptance of the theological justification of women’s domesticity won her subtle 

freedom to pursue a professional career without the job title. Despite her “retreat to 

                                                 
23 Interview on 6/11/2007. 
24 Interview on 6/11/2007. 
25 She was interviewed two times. Her health condition as part of the reason for her early retirement 

was only mentioned briefly in the second interview. It was apparently something she did not feel 

comfortable to explain in detail. 
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home,” Margaret is a very well recognized leader in her professional field. Her 

voluntary professional dedication even invited her Church’s complaint about her 

devoting free service to primarily the non-Christian sector. The best part of it was that 

she did all of this with compliance to her Christian conviction to put family first, even 

though she has mainly been “absent” from it. With a profoundly laden sense of guilt 

and conflict, her religious confession to “staying home” had given her a theological 

“presence” to cover for her domestic “absence,” enabling her to reach out to a much 

broader community in public. Religion serves as liminality through which she 

accommodates her traverse back and forth between home and beyond. 

Departing Home (Qujia 出家) 

The women who put Nora’s drama into practice are nuns. They left home and found 

their new “homes” in monastery lives. Similar to the religious sisters in the Catholic 

Church, Buddhist women “exit” homes to be free from familial responsibilities and all 

the burdens that go with them. The search for a devoted spiritual life gives them an 

authentic alternative and a real physical “home” away from home. Historically, the 

beginning of Buddhism in Hong Kong was traced to the arrival of Buddhist adepts 

from the Mainland as early as the late nineteenth century. Small temples were founded 

on the hillsides sporadically before the spread of Buddhism in Hong Kong and the 

establishment of the more organized Buddhist associations in the 1960s.26 Unlike 

Christianity, the training and practice of Buddhist novices remain mostly individually 

based. Many women I interviewed were enlightened by individual Buddhist masters 

and started their journeys to the priesthood after those personal encounters. Mahayana 

Buddhism in Hong Kong accepts women ordination, and the Po Lin Monastery plays 

an official role in recognizing and granting them priestly status after they went through 

the relevant training and conversion ceremony. Due to the lack of any central 

organization, independent temples and Buddhist halls have developed freely in both 

the rural districts and urban centers of Hong Kong. As a result, Buddhist nuns have 

generally enjoyed much freedom in organizing their monastery lives around their 

personal needs and life circumstances. 

Shanjie (善戒), literally “good precepts,” became a nun at a monastery of Lantau 

Island when she was in her early fifties. In about ten years, she took charge of an 

independent Buddhist hall serving hundreds of women and men adepts in the city. 

                                                 
26 Cf. Deng Jiazhou (鄧家宙 Tang Ka Chou), Ershi shiji zhi Xianggang Foujiao (《二十世紀之香

港佛教》Hong Kong Buddhism in the Twentieth Century) (Hong Kong: Society of Hong Kong 

History, 2008), 93-100. 
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Before that, she had shaved her head and be an Eight-precept practitioner in Southeast 

Asia. She was subsequently moved by a Buddhist master in Taiwan and decided to 

“depart home” (qujia 出家), after more than thirty years of struggling with a 

devastating marriage and a dysfunctional family. In her secular life, the meaning of 

“home,” whether it was her natal or marital one, was simply loads of pain. There were 

greedy mother, domestic violence, addicted gambler, adultery, a rebellious daughter, 

and a depressed son, plus unceasing anxieties and grievances over making ends meet 

every day. Before she “departed home,” she would submit to everything asked of her 

and never considered needs of her own. “[Now] I feel that ‘home’ (jia) is myself. …I 

just followed whatever mum said [before], …whether she scolded me or hit me, …I 

would only cry. …I never asked for anything even after marriage.”27 For Shanjie, to 

“depart home” was the only path to finding her true self. “Have you ever thought 

about yourself?” was the question awakening her to her decision. “That’s right; I 

should think for myself, [and] walk the path I desire.”28 

The Buddhist monastery provides not only a spiritual but also a physical space 

for women who did not need or want to stay in marriage or family—precisely because 

of this, being Buddhist nuns used to attract much negative attention in the past. The 

threat of women outside domesticity was particularly felt when nuns were rumored to 

be lascivious and women of unwanted background.29 The Buddhist hall where Shanjie 

resided served as the liminality for women of her situation to exit the secular world 

and cultivate for herself a new living space. The hall itself was not a “home,” 

according to Shanjie, but a sangha (community) in which the nuns exercised self-

cultivation together. Their “home” after the “exit from family” was Amitabha Buddha: 

“Buddha is my home…[it is about] the return to the Pure Land of the West.”30 This 

new “home” denotes a space where not kinship but the multitude matters. “Severing 

ties with ‘all relatives’ (liuqin 六親)” is about cutting off the love for the secular form 

of kinship but not the love for the multitude.”31 In other words, a sharp separation of 

oneself from family sets the Buddhist nuns free from the earthly bondage to kins and 

relatives to extend their capacity to embrace the love for all. “If I remained in the 

secular world, I could only help others to resolve their [personal] problems, but when I 

became a nun (qujia), I can help them to liberate from the cycle of life and death.”32 

                                                 
27 Interview on 22/4/2015. 
28 Interview on 22/4/2015. 
29 Cai Hongsheng (蔡源生), Nigu tan (《尼姑譚》，Stories of Nuns) (Guangzhou: Sun Yat-Sen 

University Press, 1996), 1-3. 
30 Interview on 22/4/2015. 
31 Interview on 22/4/2015. 
32 Interview on 22/4/2015. 

p. 89



 

 

 

With her religious faith, Shanjie finds a world much more extensive and broader than 

family. 

This, however, does not mean that the hierarchical gender space is completely 

turned around. In the space outside of the family, Shenjie did not entirely forfeit her 

familial obligation but took care of her family members where permitted. She 

confessed that she had absorbed so much grief and pain from them that her health 

deteriorated severely. “There is no part of me that is not having trouble.”33 To become 

a Buddhist, she must forgive those who wronged her, reconcile with her resentment 

from sufferings, and accept her destined fate as a debtor who must payback for the 

wrongs done in the former life. This includes her admittance of women’s inferiority in 

the Buddhist teachings of the Eight Precepts (bajingfa 八敬法), and that she must pay 

respect to even the youngest of monks present. Her “exit” from the secular family with 

its roles and duties, earned her a highly autonomous space outside the home—a full 

religious career serving the community. In exchange, she accepted the rules and order 

of the Sangha to become a part of the Buddhist family. Before her untimely death in 

2015, she led a strong following of Buddhist adepts, lectured to many Buddhist 

classes, forums, and seminars, wrote many books about her conversion, and moved 

many people to become her followers. Having rejected the traditional boundary of 

“home,” Shanjie became a highly respectful Buddhist leader in the Chinese 

community of Taiwan and Hong Kong. 

Ascending to Home 

In contrast to the Buddhist monastic tradition, almost all Daoist adepts in Hong 

Kong reside at home with their families and children. Similar to the Buddhist history 

in Hong Kong, the famous Daoist masters and the oldest Daoist temples were believed 

to migrate from the Mainland mainly around the 1920s to 1940s. Because of the extent 

of overlap between the religions of local gods and the Daoist religion, Daoist temples 

and halls in the broad sense are found everywhere at street corners.34 Women 

leadership was believed to be a tradition of the Way of the Celestial Master, 

Tianshidao (天師道), in the Han Dynasty around 200 D.C. It is, therefore, common to 

find women directors, ritual leaders, scriptural reciters, and/or planchette writers (fuji 

扶乩) in the Daoist halls in Hong Kong. Indeed, given the extensive need for 

                                                 
33 Interview on 22/4/2015. 
34 Li Zhitian (黎志添), Yui Zhian (游子安) and Wu Zhen (吳真), eds., Xianggang Daojiao: Lishi 

liuyuan ji qi xiandai chuanxing (《香港道教：歷史源流及其現代轉型》 Hong Kong Daoism: 

Historical Development and Its Modern Changes) (Hong Kong: Chunghwa Books, 2010), 2. 
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voluntary services and the ready availability of middle-age women to provide them 

during the day, the number of Kundao (坤道 female adepts) is significantly higher 

than that of Qiandao (乾道 male adepts) in most Daoist temples in Hong Kong.35 

Most interestingly, one of the most distinctive features in the Daoist tradition is the 

adepts’—both male and female—direct communication with the Great Master Lu (呂

祖) and the divinity, without the need for the mediation of any institutional authority. 

Theological legitimation of women’s leadership role is also made possible with the 

rich traditions of the cosmic force of yin (the feminine side of yinyang 陰陽) and the 

prevalence of goddesses and female immortals. On this basis, women adepts may 

develop their religious visions and spiritual practices of self-cultivation, divination, 

and the pursuit of immortality. Unlike Buddhist nuns, female immortals were 

perceived rather positively in folk literature such as A Collection of Taoist Female 

Immortals’ Biographies (《墉城集仙錄》) who possessed miraculous power to 

perform charitable deeds for people in need.36 The liminal space made available in 

Daoist practices alludes to both the threat of women “wandering” outside of the 

Confucian order and the great opportunities they may acquire to attaining the Dao 

directly.37 

 

In the case of Sister Ming, she is a devout Daoist who aims to seek the final 

immortal state of being. Like Shanjie, she was somewhat reluctant about familial roles 

but was touched by the sincerity of her then husband-to-be and got married eventually. 

Since she was quite determined not to be burdened by earthly lives and believed her 

destination was to return to heaven, she gradually turned her marriage and family into 

a cultivation ground for final ascendance to the home of the immortals. “I believe all 

humans were descended from heaven and are deemed to return to the realm of the 

immortals.”38 In preparation for “returning home,” she converted her husband “not to 

perform the duty of husband and wife.” Instead, attributing her marriage to be “a part 

of heaven’s transforming work” (上天運化), she believed that her husband is her 

“golden boy”39 who came to assist her towards ascendance to heaven. “If my husband 

                                                 
35 Li, Yui and Wu, Xianggang Daojiao, 2. 
36 Cf. A study conducted by Yang Li (楊莉), On Yongcheng Jixianlu: A Collection of Taoist Female 

Immortals’ Biographies, PhD Dissertation, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2000. 
37 Catherine Despeux and Livia Kohn, Women in Daoism (Cambridge, MA: Three Pines Press, 

2003), 22. 
38 Interview on 28/9/2010. 
39 There are the Golden boy and the Jade girl, both supposedly apprentices and assistants of the 

Daoist immortals in Chinese folklores. They do not only function to protect the house and temple 

concerned, but also taking care of many tasks on behalf of their “superiors.” 
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did not support me, it wouldn’t be possible….”40 Now they can “do the spiritual 

exercise and ‘ascend’ together” (一起修上去). Rather than addressing one another as 

husband and wife, they called one another by their Daoist names as brother and sister 

in Dao. As such, not only their home turned a physical and spiritual space for self-

cultivation but also their bedroom a monastic (i.e., sexual abstinence) training ground 

for the pursuit of ascendance to divinity. Although Sister Ming did not mention it, 

there were indeed many similarly learned women in the tradition of Highest Clarity 

known as “perfected women” (Nuzhen 女真). Rather than the immersion into family 

life and the roles of a wife and a mother, this tradition encouraged sexual abstinence 

and favored women’s detachment from them. Although the theme of sexual 

intercourse is preserved in the tradition, it is usually about initiation and rite of 

communion for transposition to the realm of the supernatural.41 

 

Whether Sister Ming has read and followed this tradition is not evident, but the 

Daoist influence of religion on her idea of “home” is profound. Because of the 

conviction of her eventual ascendance to immortality, she has never been satisfied with 

the goal of building a secular home. As far back as she may recall, marriage and 

family have never been her goal but the acquisition of knowledge of the heavenly path. 

Rather than having children and rearing them, she spends much of her time in 

scriptural reading, leading activities of her Daoist hall, and, most of all, the 

organization of the rituals for the deliverance of the dead spirits (pudao 普度). Since 

she and her husband run a fishing trade, she is particularly enthusiastic about 

sponsoring the rites for the deliverance of the dead of the waters (shuiyou 水幽). For 

the protection of the company’s fishermen, she felt the call to deliver the spirits of all 

the untimely deaths in the sea, river, or during flooding. Her mission is to do as much 

as she can to “redeem” all life forms on earth, including fishes and all water creatures, 

as she journeys on the path to immortality. In her vision, religion and family in her life 

are not two separate realms but a unity to which she dedicates all efforts to achieving 

her life goal. Although she gave in to marriage and was a dutiful in-law to her 

husband’s family except for the production of progenies, she paves for herself a path 

of her desire. Transforming her family into a spiritual ground for the deliverance of the 

spirits has brought her immense satisfaction so far.42 In sum, Daoism gives her a life 

                                                 
40 Interview on 28/9/2010. 
41 “When a perfected person is in the presence of a spirit-light companion, he must first prize the 

union with that light and the love between their two lights. Although they are called husband and 

wife, they do not practice marital acts. ……if the perfected person hands onto the ideas of the yellow 

and red [actual sex], he shall never see the supernatural spirits manifest themselves, nor have them 

for companions.” Quoted from Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, 15. 
42 Interview on 14/9/2010. 
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goal, a service to deliver to the spirits, and a mandate to live for herself given the 

world of heaven. 

Home Is Where One Finds Her True Self 

The meaning of “home” to Muslims is more complicated. Besides the Islamic “home” 

of the ummah in the Quran, referring to the collective of faithful Islamic peoples, a 

good sector of the world Muslims are constituted of descendants from a long history of 

interfamilial marriages and an extensive network of transcultural exchange. The result 

is a generally hybrid family genealogy made up of ancestry from multiple localities 

and mixed ethnicities with no clear designation of what meaning or venue to be called 

“home.” In the case of Hong Kong, while when and from where exactly the first 

Chinese Muslims came to the territory was not confirmed,43 they are presently 

comprised of a mixed group of migrants from the Mainland and Southeast Asia, 

converts from interracial marriages and local births, recorded at about 40,000 people 

(about 13% of the total Muslim population) in the Hong Kong Yearbook 2014.44 In 

contrast to the high “visibility” of South Asian Muslims who were first introduced to 

Hong Kong by the British colonial government and because of the stunning Moorish 

mosque in Tsimshatsui, one of Hong Kong’s central business districts, the Chinese 

Muslim community has kept a very low profile and remained largely “invisible” to the 

public. Until about a decade ago the Chinese Muslim women did not usually put on 

their veils and even today they would always be confused with Muslim domestic 

helpers from Indonesia. Unlike areas where Islam is both the religion and the ethnic 

identity of the people, the Muslim community in Hong Kong consists of an intricate 

combination of ethnic descendants by birth and believers of Islam as a religion by 

faith. Their multicultural identities often reflect a long tradition of trading, migration, 

interracial marriages, or simply religious conversion. In Hong Kong, because of the 

Sino-British political tension, industrialization, and rapid urban development during 

the colonial years, the Chinese Muslim community was largely cut off from their 

ancestry in the Mainland and dispersed among the old and new districts of the city. 

Rather than congregating together in a Muslim neighborhood like the early days, 

                                                 
43 Wong, “Negotiating between Cultures,” 177-178. 
44 The estimates of Chinese Muslims in the Hong Kong Yearbook had been “more than half” when 

the total Muslim population was estimated to be 70,000 and 80,000 throughout the years. A more 

concrete number of 30,000, about one-third of the total Muslim population, had been offered since 

2004. It was raised to 40,000 in 2013, about 13% of the total Muslim population of 300,000. 

Nevertheless, according to an interview with a former Secretary of the Incorporated Trustees of the 

Islamic Community Fund of Hong Kong (ICF), these numbers were only estimates given by the ICF 

based on impression. 
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Chinese Muslims are scattered to many different residential districts of ordinary Hong 

Kong people today. 

 

“Home” is a highly imaginary concept even for born Muslims since it has never 

been easy to trace the genealogy of any one family. Despite their most well-recognized 

surnames and the prevalent practice of endogamy among particularly the first 

generation of Chinese Muslim immigrants, the number of ethnicities in one such 

family could be counted up to twelve in one case.45 It is no exaggeration to say that 

mobility and migration characterize essentially the formation and dispersion of the 

Chinese Muslim families in Hong Kong. The political tension between the Han and 

the Islamic ethnic minorities in the history of China gave rise to the internal migration 

of Muslim families from the West to the East and from the North to the South. Chinese 

Muslims in Hong Kong reported an ancient ancestry from the Arabians, Manchurians, 

or Hui and the various localities of the Northwest, Beijing, Nanjing, or Guangzhou. 

Both because of the difficult experience under the Communist rule and the extensive 

network all over, many Chinese Muslims migrated to the various Western countries 

after a period of transition in Hong Kong. Today, no family does not have some of 

their members residing in Europe or the Americas. 

 

Consequently, where “home” is is a question that Afiyah could not give a 

straightforward answer. Afiyah is a single, middle-aged, mature professional who runs 

a business of her own. She is a descendant of a notable Muslim clan from the 

Mainland and a third-generation Muslim in Hong Kong. Like many other Muslim 

families in Hong Kong where emigration to Western countries was common even 

before the political crisis over 1997 when Hong Kong was handed over back to China, 

Afiyah emigrated overseas with her family. After having lived and worked as a 

migrant for almost a decade she decided to return to Hong Kong. Explained it as the 

divine will of Allah, she grew from a non-practicing Muslim to an enthusiastic student 

of Islam during her migration when she longed for a sense of “home.” The search for 

identity both ethnic and religious pushes her back to face the Islamic space in which 

she was born and with which she was culturally raised. “It’s pretty comfortable to be 

able to come to terms with my faith [identity].”46 Despite her nomadic experience 

traveling abroad and back, religion plays the surprising role of sending her “home” to 

where she feels belonged. 

                                                 
45 I am referring to the case of Man Kei, a table of the family trees of some interviewees including 

her is listed in Wong, “Negotiating Between Cultures,” 172. 
46 Interview on 30/9/2015. 
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To return to the Islamic “home”—her long line of ancestry, the peers she grew up 

within the community, and the seniors and imams who watched over her family and 

kins in the mosque—was both easy and difficult for Afiyah. It was easy because she 

was known to everyone and felt immediately “at home” with the social and physical 

environment of the Hong Kong Muslim community. Given the resources and the skills 

she has to offer, her services are readily received as long as she affords the time. In 

short, she needs no time to resettle into the ethnic and religious community that she 

would always be considered a part of. At the same time, it was difficult when it comes 

to the revived religious requirement to veil, to dress a certain way, and to observe five 

salats a day. Grew up at a time when no Chinese Muslims would veil and having 

missed the revivalist campaign to veil during the last decade, she bluntly rebukes the 

veil as unnecessary and the compromised behavior of wearing it only in the mosque 

hypocritical. “It is neither for protection [of women] nor for the sake of [Islamic] 

identity. It has no relation to whether one is steeped in Islamic faith or not. …It will 

only create hurdles for the younger generation to return to Islam.”47 Her experience of 

living abroad for over a decade committed to the faith without veiling has somehow 

shaped her openness to change. She believes that Muslims must pursue the true spirit 

of Islam and adapt to modern life to pass it onto the younger generation. 

 

As a woman, despite the Islamic teaching on the place of women in marriage, 

she does not feel the pressure to get married at any time in her life. Afiyah, confident 

and humorous, gave a forthright answer when asked, “I am satisfied with my present 

[single] status, whether regarding the aspect of finance, work or friends. I had never 

the desire for a husband or children even when I was in my thirties.” “I am not afraid 

[of Allah’s disapproval of my being single], …I have done so much…All I know is 

Allah’s compassion and mercy.”48 While the practice of endogamy and arranged 

marriage was reported to be prevalent among the first generation of Muslim migrants, 

remaining single or getting divorced is not uncommon among the Chinese Muslims of 

the second and third generations such as hers. “Home” as a unit based on marriage and 

kinship organization has gradually lost its normative reference. Despite the usual long 

list of genealogical reference for a born Muslim, for the generation of Afiyah, “home” 

is where they find their true selves. In contrast to some other Muslim sisters who insist 

that the roles of mother and wife are what Allah intends for women, Afiyah founded 

her own company and fully enjoyed her work. Rather than forfeiting her choice of life 

as a career woman, she lives her Islamic identity through active participation in 

                                                 
47 Interview on 30/9/2015. 
48 Interview on 30/9/2015. 
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voluntary services contributing to the education of Muslim children. Like her other 

Islamic sisters who are also enthusiastic volunteers attending to the needs of other 

women and children, Afiyah is clearly a leader of the community in her own right 

despite the lack of official positions. The mobility of moving forth and back between 

her Chinese ancestry and Hong Kong urbanity and between overseas and resettling 

gives Afiyah much room to follow and alternate the definition of home. 

 

The urban space to which migrants usually relocated themselves provides a 

wide-open platform for new social networking and self-exploration. As argued by 

Massey, the domesticity of women’s space in the family has played a fundamental role 

in the restriction of women’s identity and desire. In the case of the Muslim women, the 

queries of the primacy of a woman’s role in caring for family and children and the 

legitimacy of choosing career over family are still posted to everyone who aspires to 

lead a life of more than a housewife and a mother even for a strong and determined 

woman like Afiyah. If the possibility of transgressing the gender role stereotypes and 

the boundary between domestic and public space is essential for change, Ahmed 

contends that migration provides a metaphoric space of self-interrogation; it displaces 

the very nature of identity and breaks barriers by the crossing of borders. The state of 

being away from a “stable home” transgresses the fixity of boundaries of a Muslim 

family-cum-community.49 In the Chinese Muslims in Hong Kong, their presence 

embodies a duality of a transcultural faith and multiple ethnicities and the memory of 

tradition and the transforming modernity, all of which have continuously been 

translated into the lives of some free, modern, urban woman in negotiation with their 

deeply religious and communal identities. In the case of Afiyah, whereas she still 

admits men and women to be “essentially” different and that sex segregation in the 

worship hall is reasonable, she also enjoys an egalitarian space of an urban woman 

who is structurally loosened from her family. Having removed from first the ancestry 

in China and then temporarily the Muslim community of Hong Kong, she finds social 

and experiential support for an alternation of the prescribed roles to a new way of 

being herself. And yet it is her faith, Islam that gives her a sense of “home” regardless. 

 

Transgression of Space and the Transgressive Subject 

 

Indeed, in my experience talking to the religious women about their life stories 

today, there were very rarely mere reports of victims; rather, their stories all contain 

                                                 
49 Sarah Ahmed, Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality (London: Routledge, 

2000), 80-81. 
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an ambiguous part of claiming the opposite of victimhood. Through self-narration, 

not only that they do not find religion, whether it is Christianity, Daoism, Islam, or 

Buddhism, an outright source of oppression in life, but also told a life of mixed 

blessings. While there is institutional oppression exercised by certain religious 

leaders who deny women’s will to determine their lives concerning sex, marriage, 

and family, many also find the religious space a way out of distressful family 

relations or a significant point of departure. In not a few cases, religion offers a 

home away from home where women step outside of family and cross into a 

relatively let-alone physical and/or symbolic space to exercise their will. In the 

liminal and transgressive space off the family, women strode into alternative avenues 

by displaying religious devotion with the immense force of sustainability in action 

and change. Backed by their respective “aura” gained through deep faith 

commitment, they demonstrate the capacity to execute change to their life course. 

 

Ardener argues that space reflects the social organization. That is, once space has 

been bounded and shaped it is no longer merely a neutral background: it exerts its 

influence. In this respect, both family and religion are “theatre of action” in which 

action is determined to a certain extent.50 In the case of Margaret, she performs her 

Christian model of a full-time mother by relinquishing her career development and yet 

plays out a more than full-time volunteer in her professional capacity. In the case of 

Shenjie, fleeing her secular family she found a real home in the Sangha where she 

preached, taught, and led a community of followers to Buddhist redemption. For 

Sister Ming, her physical home on earth is turned a cultivation ground for the 

ascendance to the real home in heaven where she would be among the immortals. And 

finally for Afiyah, after a long detour from her Muslim families in Hong Kong and 

abroad, she returns to her home in Islam to play a modern urban model of a business 

woman for the young. They did not leave the main theatre of family and home and yet 

re-define it in the way they chart out for themselves. In the seeming absence from 

career, family, marriage, and piety of the veil, each of them exercises a strong 

presence in society and the public as leaders in their own right only if we are 

determined to hear and trace it. 

 

Whereas space defines the people in it, people also define space.51 Henri 

Lefebvre identifies space as a productive process. They include the logico-

epistemological space (physical), the space of social practice (social), and the space 
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occupied by sensory phenomena (mental).52 If social space “incorporates” social 

actions and the act of creation of social space a process, it also embodies the actions 

of subjects both individual and collective. In other words, all “subjects” are situated in 

a space and are recognized or lost in it.53 The spatial deployment around sex is 

particularly important in this sense because it is in their specifically designated space 

that women may exploit or lose their subjectivity and agency. As demonstrated 

through the four cases above, while the familial and religious institutional 

environment imposes certain restraints on women’s mobility, their perceptions of 

space are shaped, in turn, by their desire to move about.54 A subject is formed in 

process as the woman navigates and steers along with each twist and turn of her path. 

Turner’s conception of religion as a liminal space opens up the possibility of the 

agency of women who are pushed beyond the regular social classification to the 

boundary and yet can survive and live.55 

 

The question of women’s place falls right in the division between the inside and 

the outside and home and the social. Capitalizing on Turner’s first elaboration of the 

concept, the creation of the “periphery” or the “liminal area” serve on the one hand the 

purpose of accommodating the “temporary” and the “outsiders,” so that perceived 

threat and danger can be properly contained and on the other a “ruthless” space where 

the social “outcasts” may act relatively free. Questioning the fixity of “home,” Ahmed 

highlights the construction of migration as a state in contrast to “home.” The liminality 

offered by religion is like dwelling at the crossroads away from home where women’s 

fixed identity is loosened up.56 The four religious women above provide us a glimpse 

to the processing of the mobile subject in Hong Kong who journeyed between spaces, 

physically and psychologically from the entrapment of family and marriage to 

participation in the public, and existentially from a restrictive sense of home to 

belonging to a much larger world of religious and spiritual identification. If the nomad 

of Braidotti is a figuration of a subject who relinquishes all desire or nostalgia for 

fixity, and her consciousness is “an acute awareness of the nonfixity of boundaries” 

and “the intense desire to go on trespassing, transgressing,”57 the space of the 

religious women is a way of “the ruthless woman” (bushao fudao 不守婦道) for there 
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 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Basil 
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is no set rule suffice for them to follow except the revelation of the divine itself. They 

are led to go out of their “home” territories into a new “foreign” land in search of 

something far beyond. This modern mobile female subject is a nomadic subject who is 

in an ever negotiation with its multiple changing contexts in the process of becoming. 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Ahmed, Sarah. Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality. London: 

Routledge, 2000. 

Ardener, Shirley, ed. Women and Space: Ground Rules and Social Maps. Oxford: 

Berg, 1993. 

de Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex. Trans. Richard Howard. London: Penguin, 

1968. 

Braidotti, Rosi. Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 

Contemporary Feminist Theory. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994. 

Bynum, Caroline Walker. Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High 

Middle Ages. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982. 

Cai, Hongsheng (蔡鴻生). Nigu tan 《尼姑譚》. Guangzhou: Sun Yat-Sen 

University Press, 1996. 

Deng, Jiazhou (鄧家宙 Tang Ka Chou), Ershi shiji zhi Xianggang Foujiao (《二十

世紀之香港佛教》. Hong Kong: Society of Hong Kong History, 2008. 

Derrida, Jacques. Writing and Difference. Trans. Alan Bass. London: Routledge, 

1978. 

Despeux, Catherine and Livia Kohn. Women in Daoism. Cambridge, MA: Three 

Pine Press, 2003. 

Jaschok, Maria. “Sources of Authority: Female Ahong and Qingzhen Nusi (Women’s 

Mosques) in China.” In Women, Leadership, and Mosques: Changes in 

Contemporary Islamic Authority, ed. Massoda Bano and Hilary Kalmback; 37-

58. Leiden: Brill, 2012. 

Kohn, Livia. Daoism and Chinese Culture. Cambridge, MA: Three Pines Press, 

2001. 

Kwok, Nai-wang. Hong Kong After 1997: The First 1000 Days. Hong Kong: Hong 

Kong Christian Institute and Asian Human Rights Commission, 2000. 

Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1991. 

p. 99



 

 

 

Li Zhitian (黎志添), Yui Zhian (游子安) and Wu Zhen (吳真), eds. Xianggang 

Daojiao: Lishi liuyuan ji qi xiandai chuanxing《香港道教：歷史源流及其現

代轉型》. Hong Kong: Chunghwa Books, 2010. 

Liji 《禮記》. Trans., James Legge. http://ctext.org/liji/nei-ze  

Lu, Hsun. Selected Stories of Lu Hsun. Trans. Yang Hsien-yi and Gladys Yang. 

Beijing: Foreign Languages, 1960. 

Massey, Doreen. Space, Place, and Gender. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1999. 

Mernissi, Fatema. Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Muslim Society 

(London: Saqi Books, 1975. 

Niranjana, Seemanthini. Gender and Space: Femininity, Sexualization and the 

Female Body. New Delhi: Sage, 2001. 

Turner, Victor and Edith Turner. Blazing the Trail: Way Marks in the Exploration of 

Symbols. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1992. 

Wills, Jane. “Place and Politics.” In Spatial Politics: Essays for Doreen Massey, ed. 

David Featherstone and Joe Painter; 133-145. Chichester, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2013. 

Wong, Wai Ching Angela. “Negotiating Between Cultures: Chinese Women Making 

Muslim Families in Hong Kong.” In East Asian Gender in Transition, ed. Cho 

Joo-hyun; 193-212. Daegu: Keimyung University Press, 2013. 

Wong, Wai Ching Angela. “The Politics of Sexual Morality and Evangelical 

Activism in Hong Kong.” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 14: 3 (September 2013): 

340-360. 

Yang, Li. On Yongcheng Jixianlu: A Collection of Taoist Female Immortals’ 

Biographies. PhD. Dissertation, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2000. 

p. 100

http://ctext.org/liji/nei-ze


 

Enduring State Secularism: Contingencies of Securing Islamic Futures in the Wake of 

Political Upheaval in Contemporary China 

 

Ruslan Yusupov 

The Chinese University of Hong Kong 

 

“They don’t understand, resistance to the government is not piety!” an exasperated 

Yunfan, member of the Shadian mosque management committee, expressed to me his 

resentment of local Muslims who refused to cooperate with the government. It was not that he 

didn't sympathize with them. The provincial government demanded that all local institutions 

of Islamic learning disclose the lists of their students and staff. Officials wanted to identify 

those who come from other provinces only to send them back home. The challenge of this 

request was profound, for it meant that more than a half of some twelve hundred students and 

almost ninety percent of their teachers would need to leave madrasas in the middle of the study, 

devastating the local religious learning infrastructure. This requirement was just a part of an 

urgent crackdown by the Chinese Party-state on Shadian town in China’s Yunnan Province 

following the Incident that happened on March 1st, 2014, when eight assailants armed with bare 

knives plunged into the crowds of the Railway Station of the Kunming city, Yunnan’s Capital, 

killing 29 and injuring more than a hundred Chinese civilians. The religious revival in this 

town was blamed for the violence of the attack due to the state media report that the infamous 

eight stayed in Shadian for one week prior to going to Kunming. By the time that I came to do 

two years of my fieldwork, the government officially declared the town to be a seat of 

ethnoreligious radicalism and extremism and introduced a set of controversial policies which 

aimed at bringing the tradition of religious education in madrasas, heretofore remained outside 

of the national education system, into the orbit of secular state power. Every aspect of Islamic 

knowledge transmission, from opening up a madrasa to procedures regarding graduation of its 

students, were now subject to the state’s approval. Although the document specified that the 

non-local students can come back to Yunnan to study afterwards, it also stated that they can 

only do so if they collect multiple signatures of various government offices both in their home 

provinces and in Yunnan, a process that would take at least several months to complete. Most 

importantly, it marked the start of government’s unprecedented intervention into the centuries-

old tradition of Chinese Muslims to travel across the country in the pursuit of divine knowledge, 

signalling official ambition to regulate the institution upon which the continuity of Islam in 

China relied according to the logics of secular rationality.  

 

At first, the majority of madrasa managers, principals and sponsors were not willing to 

sail their tradition into the uncharted waters of this secular policy. When the government 

authorities visited madrasa premises to obtain lists of non-local students and staff, they were 

met with antipathy and firm refusal. “Make sure to bear the consequences” the authorities 

would warn them. “We are not afraid to die,” the madrasa leaders would speak back, invoking 

the Islamic concept of martyrdom. For the majority of Muslims, it was obvious that Islam can 

only be protected by resistance. “We should resist! This is illegal and the law is on our side,” 

many argued. For them, agreeing to the demands of the policy that restricted the domestic 

movement of ethnoreligious minority meant exposing tradition to the unprecedented risks, 

thereby undermining the conditions of possibility for living Islamic life in China. Gathering in 

small circles in between prayers, Muslims in Shadian were cultivating the will to fight and to 

die by reading extensively scriptural sources about the virtue of Islamic bravery on the 

battlefield. The standoff between the officials and some madrasa principals escalated to a point 

where prior to the visit by the former the latter made ablution and prayed to face imprisonment 

or assassination with dignity.  
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From the start, Yunfan was also very serious about this predicament, an attitude which 

is reflected in his effort to persuade the family of a young man living in the other city to 

postpone the wedding with his daughter until sometime. But the Shadian mosque management 

committee under the leadership of Yunfan had a radically different approach. When visited by 

the officials, he would invite them to his own house and discuss the issue with them over a 

delightful tea. During those tea ceremonies, he repeatedly acknowledged the role that the 

favorable policies of Chinese government played in shaping religious life in Shadian and 

stressed that the recent government concern over radicalism is also local Muslims' concern. He 

urged officials to be patient as he assisted them, but at particularly pressing times, he would 

remind them that he assumed his post voluntarily and can quit at any time. On all occasions, 

he admitted to them that the policy is timely and that Islamic madrasas need it.  

The manner adopted by Shadian mosque came to be questioned by all those who refused 

to cooperate with the government. They warned Yunfan that he befriended people who wish 

harm to Islam, an act that is considered to be forbidden in Quran. Some people in the 

community even charged him with hypocrisy, a sin that takes one outside the fold of Islam 

altogether. Other madrasa principals saw Shadian mosque as lacking moral integrity and a kind 

of an Islamic backbone that they thought is much needed in these times. Yunfan’s collaboration 

with the atheist government in its subjecting of madrasa institution to a radically different 

rationale quickly gained him a name of bad and corrupt Muslim. 

 

Influential scholar of Islam Talal Asad maintains that the idea of the modern centralised 

state power is not essential to Islam and so he sees contemporary Islamic movements 

engagement with the state to secure the goals of virtuous living as a radical departure from 

Islam. In this paper, however, I would like to look at the specific tradition guided reasoning 

about the modern state that undergirds actions of Yunfan and many those who share his 

sensibility.  For them, the relationship with the Communist Party authorities who speak in the 

state’s name is at the centre of what it means to live a pious life. This is because the very 

conditions of possibility for such life are defined by the state in a way that addressing the 

relationship with the state becomes essential to Muslims even though the idea of the state itself 

is not essential to Islam. My aim in this paper, then, is not to discard Asad’s argument, but to 

suggest that for many Muslim-minority communities living under the conditions of the modern 

state today the question is not simply about engagement or separation from the state power but 

about the specific ways of relating to it in a way that mitigates its capacity to undermine the 

virtuous life they seek to live. In short, for Muslims in Shadian, the relationship with the 

modern state is the very site of practicing Islamic ethics.  

 

Despite the profound degree of sensitivity around this issue at a time of my fieldwork, I 

was fortunate enough to observe Yunfan’s efforts of persuading those madrasa principals who 

were initially very sceptical of his position to arrive at a conclusion that it is only through 

ethical engagement with the secular norm that Islam can be protected from the corruptive 

powers of that norm. Insofar as Yunfan argued for inseparability of protecting Islam from 

living Islam, my point is to show that the opposition between Islamic way of life and the secular 

norm, or secular regime, for that matter, loses is conceptual coherence. Consider first Yunfan’s 

conception of the “bigger picture”: 

 

“Before the Kunming Railway Station Incident, the state policies were enough for us to 

practice Islam. But instead of living religion modestly, we became supercilious and that 

intoxicated us. We just lived Islam in our small world of Shadian, without even considering 

what others may think of us. This is a big mistake. We need to start from the awareness about 

the bigger picture, step out of thinking that we are special and understand that we are just a 
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small community of Muslims living Islam in a Chinese state. The officials start with the worst 

assumptions about Islam, but of course they will do so, they are non-Muslims after all! What 

we need to do is to bear the humiliation, be patient, modest and prudent. Then only can we gain 

the trust of the Chinese state. That is why I am most afraid of that pious but impulsive behavior 

of other Muslims in our community. Because they think very narrowly, not realizing how their 

personal behaviour may be misunderstood by others, which will only hurt Islam even more.” 

 

Yunfan’s effort to displace Muslims from the center of universe in which they exist and 

make them realise that they are insignificant to the lives of the others is not meant here to put 

Islamic tradition aside, on the contrary, to cultivate ethical awareness that Islamic life today 

unfolds in the world of unequal distribution of power. His recognition of intimate proximity 

and influence of a non-Muslim other on Islamic life pushes him into self-criticism rather than 

self-defence. The secular policies are no longer understood as an accidental government 

intervention into the Islamic life, but a consequence of Muslims ignorance and indifference to 

the fact that their life today unfolds within, and therefore can’t be understood without, 

conditions of possibility defined by the modern state. In this bigger picture, where agencies of 

Muslims and non-Muslims are intricately entwined with each other, protecting Islam by 

resistance to the state doesn’t justify the end towards which it is oriented precisely because it 

separates living Islam from protecting it and the form of life from conditions of possibility in 

which it flourishes. Notably, however, he doesn’t call resistance advocated by others as 

radicalism, a term so common for the secular discourse, but “pious impulsivity,” which at once 

recognizes ethical reasoning behind it, but questions the felicity of such act.  

 

Given his uncoupling of protection from resistance, I was curious to understand the 

conceptual grammar that allows him to equate protection with assistance to the state. When I 

asked him about how should Muslims act in this bigger picture, he told me the story, mentioned 

in Quran, of an encounter between Moses and Pharaoh. Both of them are slaves of God, the 

difference was that one submitted him to God’s command, but the other one was arrogant of 

God’s existence. In Quran, surah Taha Verse 44, God tells Moses that Pharaoh has indeed 

transgressed all the boundaries. So God tells Moses to appear before Pharaoh, but to talk with 

him gently (qawlan layinnan in Arabic) so that Pharaoh might bethink himself or be filled with 

apprehension. “Do you see parallels?” he asked me and continued:  

 

“Both Pharaoh and the communist party are sovereign rulers, they are arrogant, but they 

are slaves of God, they think they know Islam, but they actually don’t, they think they have 

power, but it is actually given to them. In the face of such arrogance, we can only speak with 

them gently, just as Moses did. How can we do otherwise?! Going against the party will only 

make things worse, because we would deny it thinking about Islam!” 

 

I was truly impressed with how the parables of the past opened up for Yunfan spaces for 

ethical action in the present. Consider how he understands his predicament. He compares his 

situation to that of Moses, who was a subject to the Pharaoh’s rule just as contemporary 

Muslims in China are subject to the Party’s political regime. So for him, the injustice of such 

regime is not an obstacle that should be resisted as it is understood by the others, but the very 

site of practicing Islamic ethics of gentleness. Note that here the existence of an atheist secular 

regime can’t easily be defined by its opposition to Islam, they can’t even be understood as 

separable from each other. The more unjust and discriminatory the Chinese state towards 

Islamic form of life is, the more it conforms to the form of arrogance described in Quran and 

so the more gentleness it demands from Yunfan.  
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The critical part of Yunfan’s position has to do with the conception of Chinese state. Its 

sovereignty is not equated with God, not does it exists outside of divine wisdom, but it unfolds 

within the purview of that wisdom. In this bigger picture, Muslims are given to the Chinese 

state, just as Chinese state is given to Muslims. It is this thinking about agency of a non-Muslim 

other as subject of divine sovereignty that allows him to see its hostility not as absolute but as 

relative to the Muslims ethical action. For Yunfan, the presence of a non-Muslim other is the 

very condition of Islamic practice, so what is needed is an attendant ability to recognise that 

everyone is only partially responsible for their actions and to forge meaningful relationships.  

 

Notably, he is not comparing the Communist government to Pharaoh, but tries to identify 

the underlying logic behind the disposition to Islamic form of life that is exemplified both by 

Pharaoh and the communist party. Therefore, this is not an effort of stretching Islam over the 

forms of life that lie outside of it, Chinese state in this case, but a practice of recognition that 

both Islam and these other forms of life all coexist in relation to each other.  

 

We can now see why Yunfan’s logic of the bigger picture is convincing to those who 

were first critical of him. They began from a premise Islam in Shadian, and indeed, in China 

in general, exists separately from the state. But Yunfan persuasively showed them that the 

Islamic form of life and the power of state over it are woven together by the logic of divine 

wisdom. Similarly, they first thought that madrasa is an institution that is lies outside of state 

power but he shows them that its marginalised status in society, catering mainly to 

ethnoreligious minority students who failed at university entrance exams, is a direct product of 

the secular regime. At the same time, Muslims who refused to cooperate with officials thought 

of the governmental policy as a transgression into the field of religion, a transgeression that 

has to be resisted. But for Yunfan it is just another chapter in the unfolding of relationship 

between Muslims and the Chinese state. So the government policy doesn’t undermine the 

conditions of possibility for a virtuous living, but it is already a part of those conditions of 

possibility. If that is the case, it is actually practices of resistance by Muslims that would be 

damaging the very life they wish to protect. This is why Yunfan argues that resistance to the 

conditions in which they find themselves at this moment is not piety, but modesty, patience 

and prudence is. Yunfan urges his fellow Muslims not be afraid of the policy, but to be prepared 

to engage with the policy productively and enrich themselves through finding active ways of 

living in it, a thing that, he suggests, they were doing all along.  

 

In conclusion, I would like to show what happened after Muslims acquiesced to the 

government policy. My aim here is not to argue that what followed the act of acquiescing 

happened due to that act, but precisely to trace how both the unjust policy and the agency of 

Muslims entwine in a way that makes separation between conditions of possibility defined by 

the secular state and form of life seemingly practiced against it by Muslims untenable. To do 

so, I observed the educational environment of a local madrasa whose management was at first 

the most resistant to the state. Following the officials demand, they sent all the non-local 

students away and sat on month-long compulsory re-education classes that covered ideological 

foundations of Chinese socialism, Communist Party principles and fundamentals of Chinese 

law. Initial stubbornness of this madrasa resulted in the government’s additional decision to 

appoint several non-Muslim teachers from various vocational colleges to come on certain days 

for teaching of these subjects to the students as well. The fear spread that the main objective of 

these teachers is to observe and report to the government about the educational process in the 

madrasa. Principals of all schools gathered again, but their tradition guided reasoning was the 

same. Instead of starting from what those teachers might do, they reasoned how should 

Muslims behave in the face of presence of non-Muslims. One teacher summed up the process 
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of transformation of their thinking in this way: “At first, we thought that their presence in 

madrasa would create series of problems. Would they interfere with the education process? 

Would they influence our students? Would they have a mission to spy on us? You know, we 

are not used to this. But then, we thought this further and realized that we should get used to 

this. We realised that we feel vulnerable not because they will come, but because we are not 

experienced to see them in madrasa. If they influence our students, it means that we didn't teach 

Islam well, which is not those teachers' mistake, but ours. If they don't like something in the 

madrasa, then let's sit and hear what they say, maybe they are right about something. Their 

presence in madrasa is actually a good thing because we can show to the government that its 

fears about us are delusional."  

 

Teachers in this madrasa approached non-Muslim, non-Hui teachers with excptional care. 

Thinking that they might feel naturally lonely in the foreign environment, madrasa teachers 

made their best to make it a comfortable for them by serving tea and treating them with local 

food. Muslim teachers would refrain from playing Quran cd loudly in the room when they were 

there and instead proactively engaged in conversation with them. The knowledge that Muslim 

teachers learned attending the Chinese law and ideology classes before would often become 

the main topic of dialogue. “We Muslims can’t be law-blinded (famang),” they would often 

joke and ask Han teachers to tutor them. They would take extra care to not talk about religious 

and ethnic differences, instead, they focused on the difficulties they encounter while teaching 

students and asked from non-Muslim teachers for a professional and personal advice. The 

teacher’s room in this madrasa became a place where basic human relationships flourished. 

One of the teachers whose classes I also attended, for instance, gradually felt himself part of 

the collective, and would come to join extracurricular activities organized by madrasa if he had 

time on other days. “I must confess I always had some mystic feelings about Islam, so I didn’t 

trust Muslims” he once told me, "but while working here I realized I exaggerate a lot about 

Islam." The gentleness, patience and modesty that madrasa teachers practiced with him 

gradually compelled him to question his own convictions, a paradoxical encounter that 

wouldn’t have happened had he not been required to come to Shadian due to the unjust policy 

proposed by the regime hostile to Islam.  

 

p. 105



2020 Rapid Religious Cultural Change Conference: 

“Rapid Religious Cultural Change” 

Hong Kong Baptist University 

October 24, 2020 

The Dialogue between Catholicism and Communist Atheism in the Context of the 

Contemporary Greater China 

By Dr. Anthony Lam（林瑞琪博士） 

Assistant Professor, Department of Journalism and Communication, 

Hong Kong Shue Yan University. 

  

Abstract: 

While Asia is the cradle of the many world religions including Judeo-Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism and many other religious philosophies, the greater China happened to 

be composed of the most significant proportion of a non-believers population. 

 According to different worldwide statistics, atheists compose 40 percent of the world population. 

But in China, the greatest atheist and communist country in the world, alone claimed about 90 

percent of their population were non-believers. 

For the Catholic Church, communication and atheism are more than a political reality but is a 

choice of religious approach (though it is negative one).  In the 21th Century while communication 

becomes the main way of solving problems between conflicting ideologies and social communities, 

it is unavoidable to process a workable dialogue between atheism and religious philosophies.  As I 

am a convert to Catholicism, I would like to enhance a dialogue between the Catholic Social 

Teaching and atheism and communism in Asia, especially in the greater China. 

Atheism has been one active anti-Christian social movement as early as in the 1920s.  And the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China which was headed by an atheist Communist Party in 

1949 had once pushed the conflicts to the extreme.  But after 1978 when China promoted her Open 

Policy, the interaction between believers and non-believers had become an interesting social 

phenomenon.   

In this paper I would like to elaborate on the changing attitudes of both sides and try to point out 

a possible way for further interaction in the future. 

. 

Key word: Religions, Catholicism, Catholic Social Teaching, Atheism, Communism. 
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Regarding the Marxist view on Christianity, quite a number of people associate it with the 

“dispute between theism and atheism”; the comparison to “the opium of the people”; and the slogan, 

“the abolition of religion.” No doubt most Communist countries have taken a hostile stance against 

religion. To quote S.A. Smith: “As children of the Enlightenment, the Bolsheviks sought to raise the 

cultural level of the masses, which essentially meant raising educational standards, disseminating 

scientific knowledge, and opposing religion and superstition.” (“Towards A Global History of 

Communism,” 2014, P.28) 

 

Nie Qing, a scholar in China, noted that, as early as 1842, Karl Marx had recognized that 

“religion in itself is without content, it owes its being not to heaven but to the earth, and with the 

abolition of distorted reality, of which it is the theory, it will collapse of itself.” (“Letter from Marx to 

Arnold Ruge”[November 30 1842]; in Marx and Engels Collected Works, Vol. 1, 393-395). (Nie 

Qing, 2018, p.2) 

 

Regarding the Church’s Comment towards the Communism, they see Communism as a agent of 

anti-religions, especially anti Christianity.  Pope Pius XI in his ENCYCLICAL DIVINI 

REDEMPTORIS (DR) described the emergence of Communism power as “A War against religions”.  

He wrote” 

This, unfortunately, is what we now behold. For the first time in history we are witnessing 

a struggle, cold-blooded in purpose and mapped out to the least detail, between man and 

"all that is called God." Communism is by its nature anti-religious. It considers religion as 

"the opiate of the people" because the principles of religion which speak of a life beyond 

the grave dissuade the proletariat from the dream of a Soviet paradise which is of this 

world. (DR, 22) 

 

From the very beginning, communism is very antagonistic again the Church.  Marx and Engel 

list Pope, the head of the Catholic Church, as a member of the old power on the opposition of the 

newly-raised Communist movement. In Communist Manifesto, they wrote: 

SPECTRE is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism. All the Powers of old Europe 

have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise this spectre: Pope and Czar, Metternich and 

Guizot,4 French Radicals and German police-spies. Where is the party in opposition that 

has not been decried as communistic by its opponents in power? Where is the Opposition 

that has not hurled back the branding reproach of Communism, against the more advanced 

opposition parties, as well as against its reactionary adversaries? (Manifesto, p.8) 

 

 

p. 107



Catholic Church’s approach to Communism in earlier times 

In reality, however, even before Pope Pius XI, the leaders of the Catholic Church had pointed 

out their disagreement with Marxism and Communism. In 1891 when Pope Leo XIII's promulgated 

his famous encyclical Rerum Novarum. This encyclical ushered in a new era of social concern on the 

part of the Catholic Church for the problems of the world.  From then on, Catholic Social Teaching 

became a special stream of thinking within the Catholic Church, and the Church has been enriched 

by its concern for humanity's problems. (Lam, 2010, p.36) 

 

Pope Leo XIII stated his main purpose for writing Rerum Novarum in the Introduction:  

That the spirit of revolutionary change…should have passed beyond the sphere of politics 

and made its influence felt in the cognate sphere of practical economics is not surprising. 

The elements of the conflict now raging are unmistakable, in the vast expansion of 

industrial pursuits and the marvelous discoveries of science; in the changed relations 

between masters and workmen; in the enormous fortunes of some few individuals, and the 

utter poverty of the masses; in the increased self-reliance and closer mutual combination of 

the working classes; as also, finally, in the prevailing moral degeneracy. The momentous 

gravity of the state of things…fills every mind with painful apprehension; wise men are 

discussing it; practical men are proposing schemes; popular meetings, legislatures, and 

rulers of nations are all busied with it — actually there is no question which has taken a 

deeper hold on the public mind. (RN 1)  

 

 Rerum Novarum was counted as one of the leading document of Catholic Social Teaching 

which is the Church’s response to the new situation that emerged after the Industrial Revolution. The 

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (2004) states that:  

In the nineteenth century, events of an economic nature produced a dramatic social, 

political and cultural impact. Events connected with the Industrial Revolution profoundly 

changed centuries-old societal structures, raising serious problems of justice and posing 

the first great social question — the labour question — prompted by the conflict between 

capital and labour. (Compendium, 88) 

 

It is true to say that capitalism entered a new phase following the Industrial Revolution. With 

the emergence of capitalist economic power, social injustice became a general problem in every 

society. The rise of Capitalism drew the attention of many social activists, and a prominent one 

among them was Karl Marx. Marx and his followers introduced a series of measures against 

Capitalism, including class struggle, confiscation of private property, and the denial of Christian 

beliefs. The Holy Father Pope Leo XIII prophetically pointed out that Marxist solutions were not 

only incapable of solving the problem, but would even make the situation worse. In 1891, the Pope 

wrote a long encyclical to give guidance in the new era. “The Encyclical letter Rerum Novarum 
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marks the beginning of a new path. Grafting itself onto a tradition hundreds of years old, it signals a 

new beginning and a singular development of the Church’s teaching in the area of social matters.” 

(Compendium 87) 

 

Leo XIII did not question the sincerity of the socialists in attempting to solve the problems of 

the newly emerging industrial world such as inequality and general poorness of the labour class. But 

he wanted to emphasize that the socialists’ approach could not solve all the problems. Leo wrote:  

Hence, it is clear that the main tenet of socialism, a community of goods, must be utterly 

rejected, since it only injures those whom it would seem meant to benefit, is directly 

contrary to the natural rights of mankind, and would introduce confusion and disorder into 

the commonweal…The first and most fundamental principle, therefore, if one would 

undertake to alleviate the condition of the masses, must be the inviolability of private 

property. This being established, we proceed to show where the remedy sought for must be 

found. (RN 15)  

 

In 1991, on the 100th anniversary of the publication of Rerum Novarum, Pope John Paul II 

commemorated it in his own papal letter, Centesimus Annus. In it he pointed out the importance of 

the former encyclical:  

The centenary of the promulgation of the encyclical, which begins with the words “Rerum 

Novarum”, by my predecessor of venerable memory Pope Leo XIII, is an occasion of great 

importance for the present history of the Church and for my own Pontificate. It is an 

encyclical that has the distinction of having been commemorated by solemn Papal 

documents from its fortieth anniversary to its ninetieth. It may be said that…the other 

documents paid tribute to it and applied it to the circumstances of their day. (CA 1)  

 

The prophetic meaning of RN was so strong that over decades people came to treasure it. Pope 

John Paul II wrote:  

Pope Leo foresaw the negative consequences — political, social and economic — of the 

social order proposed by “socialism”, which at that time was still only a social philosophy 

and not yet a fully structured movement. It may seem surprising that “socialism” appeared 

at the beginning of the Pope's critique of solutions to the “question of the working class” at 

a time when “socialism” was not yet in the form of a strong and powerful State, with all 

the resources which that implies, as was later to happen. (CA 12)  

 

Rerum Novarum was issued 26 years before the first socialist country was established. Pope 

Leo XIII, however, with his unparalleled insight accurately predicted the emergence of such regimes. 

Moreover he pointed out the danger of the new ideology. Pope John Paul II praised him in this way: 

“He correctly judged the danger posed to the masses by the attractive presentation of this simple and 
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radical solution to the ‘question of the working class’of the time.” (CA 12) (Lam, 2010, p.37-38) 

 

Pope John Paul II expressing agreement with Pope Leo XIII, wrote:  

Equal clarity in recognizing the evil of a solution which, by appearing to reverse the 

positions of the poor and the rich, was in reality detrimental to the very people whom it 

was meant to help. The remedy would prove worse than the sickness. By defining the 

nature of the socialism of his day as the suppression of private property, Leo XIII arrived at 

the crux of the problem. (CA 12)  

 

Today, even socialist leaders in the world admit that the confiscation of private property cannot 

contribute to the wellbeing of their countries and societies. The Open door policy introduced by the 

Chinese government in 1978 is a perfect example.  This also confirmed that the insights of Leo XIII 

were both prophetic and admirable. 

 

In 1991, however, when Eastern European countries overthrew their socialist governments and 

created a new world order, Pope John Paul II pointed out in Centesimus Annus that although 

socialism proved to be a failure, capitalism should not thus consider itself to be the sole feasible 

economic system. He reminded people not to overlook potential difficulties and dangers in the future. 

In Chapter III of the encyclical he wrote:  

Many individual, social, regional and national injustices were committed during and prior 

to the years in which Communism dominated; much hatred and ill-will have accumulated. 

There is a real danger that these will re-explode after the collapse of dictatorships, 

provoking serious conflicts and casualties, should there be a lessening of the moral 

commitment and conscious striving to bear witness to the truth, which were the inspiration 

for past efforts. (CA 27)  

 

Pope St. John Paul II was prophetic enough to see that the later outbreak of civil wars in the 

Balkan countries and in the former USSR territory did not just happen accidentally. If people had 

listened to the Holy Father, such tragedies could have been avoided. He re-emphasized that Church 

people should make “an option for the poor”.  

 

The Core Idea of Caritas in Veritate  

Caritas in Veritate is Pope Benedict XVI’s 3rd encyclical, and is the first in the category of 

Catholic Social Teachings since the issuance of Centesimus Annus in 1991. This new encyclical was 

signed on June 29, 2009 and made public on July 7, 2009.  

 

In Caritas in Veritate Pope Benedict XVI pointed out that to solve the problem of poverty and to 

promote real development in the midst of the current global economic crisis, we must pay attention 
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to moral values. Christians should carry out works of charity so as to let the world know that 

Christian values are indispensable for attaining authentic and sustainable social global development.  

 

The new encyclical deals with two main points: the good of every man and the development of 

the whole man. (CV 18) For Benedict XVI these two points are closely interrelated. Therefore, the 

dignity of individual life and the right to life are the foundations for social justice.  

 

Benedict XVI quoted a sentence from John Paul II's Address to the Pontifical Academy of 

Social Sciences on April 27, 2001: “Despite some of its structural elements, which should neither be 

denied nor exaggerated, globalization, a priori, is neither good nor bad. It will be what people make 

of it.” (CV 42)  

 

Pope Benedict did not neglect to point out that sometimes globalization is viewed in fatalistic 

terms, as if the dynamics involved were the product of anonymous impersonal forces or structures 

independent of the human will. (CV 42)  But at the same time he did not hesitate to remind us that 

globalization can have a positive effect,  He wrote: “Underneath the more visible process (of 

globalization), humanity itself is becoming increasingly interconnected; it is made up of individuals 

and peoples to whom this process should offer benefits and development, as they assume their 

respective responsibilities, singly and collectively.” (CV 42)  

 

Therefore he warned us: “Blind opposition would be a mistaken and prejudiced attitude, 

incapable of recognizing the positive aspects of the process, with the consequent risk of missing the 

chance to take advantage of its many opportunities for development.” (CV 42)  

 

Pope Benedict elaborated on the pros and cons of globalization. His words deserve our deep 

reflection:  

The processes of globalization, suitably understood and directed, open up the 

unprecedented possibility of large-scale redistribution of wealth on a world-wide scale; if 

badly directed, however, they can lead to an increase in poverty and inequality, and could 

even trigger a global crisis. It is necessary to correct the malfunctions, some of them 

serious, that cause new divisions between peoples and within peoples, and also to ensure 

that the redistribution of wealth does not come about through the redistribution or increase 

of poverty: a real danger if the present situation were to be badly managed. (CV 42)  

 

He also pointed out that the breaking-down of borders is not simply a material fact: it is also a 

cultural event both in its causes and in its effects. If globalization is viewed from a deterministic 

standpoint, the criteria with which to evaluate and direct it are lost. As a human reality, it is the 

product of diverse cultural tendencies, which need to be subjected to a process of discernment. (CV 
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42)  

 

On this point, we will find an interesting coincidence: Both the Catholic Church and the 

Communist movement, together with the capitalist, are opt for globalization. 

 

Problems Emerging from Globalization  

A prominent purpose of globalization should be to give a helping hand to peoples in need. 

Nevertheless, just as Benedict XVI pointed out:  

For a long time it was thought that poor peoples should remain at a fixed stage of 

development, and should be content to receive assistance from the philanthropy of 

developed peoples. Paul VI strongly opposed this mentality in Populorum Progressio. (CV 

42)  

 

Today the material resources available for rescuing these peoples from poverty are potentially 

greater than before, but they have ended up largely in the hands of people from developed countries, 

who have benefited more from the liberalization that has occurred in the mobility of capital and 

labour. (CV 42)  

 

Benedict XVI did not underestimate the inequality between the rich and poor countries in the 

context of globalization. He mentioned, 

Here budgetary policies, with cuts in social spending often made under pressure from 

international financial institutions, can leave citizens powerless in the face of old and new 

risks; such powerlessness is increased by the lack of effective protection on the part of 

workers' associations. (CV 25)  

 

Pope Benedict XVI reaffirmed his Predecessor Pope John Paul II's observation that:  

The demarcation line between rich and poor countries is no longer as clear as it was at the 

time of Populorum Progressio. The world's wealth is growing in absolute terms, but 

inequalities are on the increase. In rich countries, new sectors of society are succumbing to 

poverty and new forms of poverty are emerging. In poorer areas some groups enjoy a sort 

of “superdevelopment” of a wasteful and consumerist kind, which forms an unacceptable 

contrast with the ongoing situations of dehumanizing deprivation. (CV 22)  

 

Pope Benedict XVI encouraged us that the transition inherent in the process of globalization 

presents great difficulties and dangers that can only be overcome if we are able to appropriate the 

underlying anthropological and ethical spirit that drives globalization towards the humanizing goal of 

solidarity. (CV 42) Unfortunately, however, such spirit is often overwhelmed or suppressed by 

ethical and cultural considerations of an individualistic and utilitarian nature. (CV 42)  
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Benedict XVI declared: The truth of globalization as a process and its fundamental ethical 

criterion are given by the unity of the human family and its development towards what is good. 

Hence a sustained commitment is needed so as to promote a person-based and community-oriented 

cultural process of world-wide integration that is open to transcendence. (CV 42)  

 

As a world leader in the 21st century, Pope Benedict XVI bravely pointed out that the success of 

globalization is deeply related to the aspect of faith.  

Globalization is a multifaceted and complex phenomenon which must be grasped in the 

diversity and unity of all its different dimensions, including the theological dimension. (CV 

42)  

 

The negative result of generally neglecting the aspect of faith is the true source of most 

problems emerging regarding globalization.  

 

Actually, as lay Catholics are living “within” society, they have more opportunity to experience 

directly all the impacts of social development. They are also on the front line of social affairs. 

Therefore, the Popes have frequently called upon the lay people to take part in realizing social justice 

in the world. Pope John Paul II wrote:  

At the beginning of industrialized society, it was “a yoke little better than that of slavery 

itself” which led my Predecessor to speak out in defence of man. Over the past hundred 

years the Church has remained faithful to this duty. Indeed, she intervened in the turbulent 

period of class struggle after the First World War in order to defend man from economic 

exploitation and from the tyranny of the totalitarian systems. After the Second World War, 

she put the dignity of the person at the centre of her social messages, insisting that material 

goods were meant for all, and that the social order ought to be free of oppression and be 

based on a spirit of cooperation and solidarity. The Church has constantly repeated that the 

person and society need not only material goods but spiritual and religious values as well. 

(CA 61)  

 

Interestingly, Marx and Engel shared the same observation that globalization is unavoidable.  

They wrote: 

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market given a cosmopolitan 

character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of 

Re-actionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it 

stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being 

destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and 

death question for all civilised nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous 

raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products 
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are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, 

satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their 

satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national 

seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal 

inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The 

intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National 

one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the 

numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world-literature. (Manifesto, p.12) 

 

Pope Benedict XVI elaborated in 2009 on the pros and cons of globalization. His words deserve 

our deep reflection.  He wrote: 

The processes of globalization, suitably understood and directed, open up the 

unprecedented possibility of large-scale redistribution of wealth on a world-wide scale; if 

badly directed, however, they can lead to an increase in poverty and inequality, and could 

even trigger a global crisis. It is necessary to correct the malfunctions, some of them 

serious, that cause new divisions between peoples and within peoples, and also to ensure 

that the redistribution of wealth does not come about through the redistribution or 

increase of poverty: a real danger if the present situation were to be badly managed. (CV 

42) 

 

At the end of Manifesto, Marx and Engels wrote: “Working men of all countries unite!” 

(Manifesto, p.40).  It is not globalized enough? 

 

Marx and Engels on Christianity in their Young Age 

There was a historical reason why Marx and Engels could not but criticize religion, in particular, 

Christianity. V.G. Kiernan wrote that “Marx and Engels began their thinking about society in a 

Germany where, as Engels said later, straightforward political activity was scarcely possible, and 

progressive aspirations found vent largely in criticism of orthodox religion, that buttress of the social 

and political order.” (A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, 1983, p.465.) 

 

 The young Marx and Engels, however, were full of Christian passion. Shi Chuansheng, a 

Marxist scholar in China, wrote, “Engels' father was the owner of a factory and a devoted Christian. 

In this religious family, Engels was brought up in a domain of religious education.” (Shi Chuansheng, 

1998, p.40)  

 

Another scholar, Zhang Guangming, noted that “the young Karl Marx excelled in religion, 

German and Latin.” (Zhang Guangming, 1998, p.5) One of the outstanding religious compositions 

might be Marx’s high school thesis (1835):“Reflections of a Young Man on The Choice of a 

p. 114



Profession.” Marx wrote in the thesis:  

History calls those men the greatest who have ennobled themselves by working for the 

common good; experience acclaims as happiest the man who has made the greatest number 

of people happy; religion itself teaches us that the ideal being whom all strive to copy 

sacrificed himself for the sake of mankind, and who would dare to set at nought such 

judgments?  

 

Shi Chuansheng inferred that this exemplary person was Jesus Christ. (Shi Chuansheng, 1998, 

p.41) According to Shi, Engels received confirmation at the age of 16, and was totally immersed in 

religious passion. In about 1837, he wrote in a poem: “my lord Jesus Christ, son of God, please come 

down from your throne to save my soul.” (Shi Chuansheng, 1998, p.41)  

 

The definition of religion from Marx and Engels’ Point of View 

A commonly accepted Marxist definition of religion is the following: “All religion, however, is 

nothing but the fantastic reflection in men's minds of those external forces which control their daily 

life, a reflection in which the terrestrial forces assume the form of supernatural forces.” (Engels, 

Anti-Duhring [1878], Part III, ch 5)  

 

Actually in Comments on the latest Prussian Censorship Instruction (1842), Marx pointed out, 

“Thus the instruction wants to protect religion, but it violates the most general principle of all 

religions, the sanctity and inviolability of the subjective frame of mind.” Marx presented here a very 

different description of the contents of religions: the sanctity and inviolability of the subjective frame 

of mind.  

 

No doubt, Marx and Engels stuck to their judgment that “man makes religion, religion does not 

make man.”(Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right: Introduction 

[1844]) And Engels also said: Religion by its very essence drains man and nature of substance, and 

transfers this substance to the phantom of the otherworldly God, who in turn then graciously permits 

man and nature to receive some of his superfluity. (“A review of Past and Present, by Thomas 

Carlyle” [1844])  

 

The above were views from juvenilia. In his mature thinking, Marx came to develop a more 

balanced point of view. In 1863 he wrote,  

[The development of capitalist production] … is as truly cosmopolitan as Christianity. This 

is why Christianity is likewise the special religion of capital. In both it is only men who 

count. One man in the abstract is worth just as much or as little as the next man. In the one 

case, all depends on whether or not he has faith, in the other, on whether or not he has 

credit. (Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, manuscripts)  
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In this passage, Marx pointed out two important qualities of Christianity: all people are equal 

and all depends on faith.  

 

A comparison of the rise of Christianity and Communism  

Interestingly, Engels always compared the rise of socialism with that of early Christianity. To 

the question: why, with the enormous concentration of landownership under the Roman emperors 

and the boundless sufferings of the working class of the time, which was composed almost 

exclusively of slaves, socialism did not follow the overthrow of the Roman Empire in the West? 

Engels answered, “this ‘socialism’ did in fact, as far as it was possible at the time, exist and even 

became dominant—in Christianity.” (On the History of Early Christianity, [1894-95]) Engels also 

wrote:  

In fact, the struggle against a world that at the beginning was superior in force, and at the 

same time against the novators themselves, is common to the early Christians and the 

Socialists. Neither of these two great movements were made by leaders or 

prophets—although there are prophets enough among both of them—they are mass 

movements. (ibid.) (On the History of Early Christianity, [1894-95]) 

 

But in spite of the similarities between the early Christian and modern worker movements, for 

Engels there is a significant difference:  

The history of early Christianity has notable points of resemblance with the modern 

working-class movement. Like the latter, Christianity was originally a movement of 

oppressed people: it first appeared as the religion of slaves and emancipated slaves, of poor 

people deprived of all rights, of peoples subjugated or dispersed by Rome. Both 

Christianity and the workers' socialism preach forthcoming salvation from bondage and 

misery; Christianity places this salvation in a life beyond, after death, in heaven; socialism 

places it in this world, in a transformation of society. (ibid.) (On the History of Early 

Christianity, [1894-95]) 

 

Certainly Christianity aims at “a life beyond, after death.” In the Gospel according to John, 

Jesus states twice that “my kingdom does not belong to this world.”(18:36) Early Christians, 

however, did not neglect this world. In 1882, Engels singled out the universality of Christianity:  

People of two different religions (Egyptians, Persians, Jews, Chaldeans) could not eat or 

drink together, perform any every-day act together, or hardly speak to each other. It was 

largely due to this segregation of man from man that the Orient collapsed. Christianity 

knew no distinctive ceremonies, not even the sacrifices and processions of the classic 

world. By thus rejecting all national religions and their common ceremonies, and 

addressing itself to all peoples without distinction, it became the first possible world 

religion. (“Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity”)  
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He went on to compare Christianity with the Socialist Workers Movement:  

Both are persecuted and baited, their adherents are despised and made the objects of 

exclusive laws, the former as enemies of the human race, the latter as enemies of the state, 

enemies of religion, the family, social order. And in spite of all persecution, nay, even 

spurred on by it, they forge victoriously, irresistibly ahead. Three hundred years after its 

appearance Christianity was the recognized state religion in the Roman World Empire, and 

in barely sixty years socialism has won itself a position which makes its victory absolutely 

certain. (On the History of Early Christianity, 1894-95)  

 

The Sacrifice of the founders of Christianity and Communism  

Significantly, Marx and Engels appreciated the commitment and sacrifice of religious leaders. 

Regarding Jesus Christ, they always kept a very positive comment. Engels wrote,  

Christianity, therefore, clearly expressed the universal feeling that men themselves are 

guilty of the general corruption as the consciousness of sin of each one; at the same time, it 

provided, in the death-sacrifice of his judge, a form of the universally longed-for internal 

salvation from the corrupt world, the consolation of consciousness. (“Bruno Bauer and 

Early Christianity,” 1882)  

 

The apostles of the early Church also sacrificed their privilege of being a circumcised Jew (cf. 

Romans Ch.3-4). Engels elaborated:  

Judaism, too, with its new universal god, had made a start on the way to becoming a 

universal religion; but the children of Israel always remained an aristocracy among the 

believers and the circumcised, and Christianity itself had to get rid of the notion of the 

superiority of the Jewish Christians (still dominant in the so-called Book of Revelation of 

John) before it could really become a universal religion. (“Bruno Bauer and Early 

Christianity,” 1882)  

 

Even though Marx and Engels did not agree with the world views of religious people, they 

deeply admired the spirit of sacrifice of the religious leaders.  

 

On Opium and the Comforting Force of Religions  

Regarding the oft-quoted statement, “religion is the opium of the people,” Marx was actually 

quite neutral in his argument. He wrote: Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the 

expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed 

creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the 

people. (Marx, Contributions to a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Introduction, 1844)  

 

Marx's saying, “religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,” in fact echoes St. Paul's in his 
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letter to the Romans,  

For the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 

subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and 

will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole 

creation has been groaning in labour pains until now. (Romans 8:20-22)  

 

Opium in the 19th Century was a medicine. But due to the Opium War, it acquired a negative 

connotation in the mind of the Chinese people. Marx himself did not attach any negative judgment to 

it. He described “religious suffering” as “a protest against the real suffering.” It revealed his deep 

sense of humanity.  

 

According to Fr. Matthew Yuan Ting-tung, S.J., Marx failed to grasp the true meaning of 

religious comfort. Marx lacked a concept of transcendental God. So he saw religion as a kind of 

worldly palliative. Whether religion is opium or not depends on its functions. Is religion a 

replacement for worldly pain-relief agents or does it address a real human need? (Yuan, Matthew, 

1988, p.126) 

 

Engels indeed did not deny the comforting power of religion. According to Professor Chen 

Lidan, a scholar in China, “When people suffer, are tired and it is impossible to change the fate, 

religion then becomes a spiritual need. Engels wrote that when religion truly becomes an enterprise 

of the spirit, even when one is on the brink of pain and despair, it always serves to strengthen and 

comfort the people.” (Chen Lidan, 1993, p.118) 

 

Karl Marx considered religion a means of suppressing the people. Religious leaders frequently 

use, or allow others to use religion to oppress, or defend an inhuman social environment. Fr. Yuan 

even welcomed the critique and encouraged believers to reflect on it. He wrote:  

Using a religious motive (the will of God) to justify or back up our own desire and 

opinions, is commonplace and ardent.  Marxist criticism of this tendency awakens us: a 

perpetual dependence on religion diminishes our openness to the Lord. In some places in 

Europe, the Catholic Church's association with capitalists as well as her misguided views 

about private property have earned the distrust of the working class. (Yuan, Matthew, 1988, 

p.128) 

 

Fr. Yuan, however, pointed out that Marxists committed similar mistakes as Christians did in the 

past. “Atheist Marxism ... turn relative values into absolutes, making their ideology an absolute truth; 

as a result many people have been sacrificed.” (Yuan, Matthew, 1988, p.127-8)  

 

In the afterword to Marx's Concept of Man, Eric Fromm likewise concluded that Christianity 
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and Marxism share a good foundation to work together:  

In spite of the fact that Christian and Marxist thinkers do not share identical views—there 

are sharp differences between the two groups—it is perfectly clear that there is a common 

core of thought and feeling that unites them: humanism. (Fromm, Erich, 1966, p.262).  

 

Actually even some scholars in Communist China affirmed that the conflicts between Marxism 

and religion are avoidable. Chen Cunfu wrote,  

Why had Marx not written any specific criticism of religion, and only late in life did 

Engels write three articles on Early Christianity? Because the revolutionary targets of the 

capitalist class was feudal society during the middle ages. Christianity absolutely ruled 

Europe in the Middle Ages, so the capitalist enlightenment movement without exception 

denounced Christianity, scholasticism, and church hierarchy; whereas the 

Socialist-Communist movement that Marx and Engels took part in, took aim at capitalist 

regime and its ideology. Religion became a concern only when it became a hindrance to 

the revolution. (Chen Cunfu, 2017, p.6)  

 

Tang Xiaofeng assented: Marx already acknowledged that even for the countries where political 

liberation have been achieved, religions not only existed, but was flourishing. This proves that 

religion and the attainment of the state are not contradictory. (Tang Xiaofeng, 2017, p.5) 

 

The Marxist concern with the suppressed class (class struggle seems forever unavoidable) is full 

of religious undertones, including even aspects of Christianity. Thus, to better understand Marxism, a 

better understanding of Christianity is unavoidable. (Lam, 2018, p.113) 

 

China and Catholic Church Should Work together for a better Globe  

On September 28, 2016, officials from the China-based Biodiversity Conservation and Green 

Development Foundation attended a jointed Consultation on “Laudato Si” in the Holy See. The news 

of the Chinese delegation’s participation is really exciting and cheerful.   It is wonderful to learn 

that, not only a gift was presented to the Pontiff on behalf on the delegation head, Mr. Hu Deping. 

But the delegation itself is a very meaningful milestone.  It is the first time an official delegation 

from People’s Republic of China have attended an open forum at the Vatican since 1949. (Lam, 

2016,) 

 

On the sphere of environmental protection, the cooperation between the Chinese Government 

and the Holy See is indispensable.  5 years ago, on August 23, 2015, I already written a 

commentary in the Chinese Catholic Weekly Kung Kao Po in Hong Kong and suggested that 

environmental protection was one of the best topics for Sino-Vatican interactions. In the article I 

wrote,  
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“Although there is no formal diplomatic relations between China and the Holy See, they 

still can work together on environment protection for the good of humankind and the earth.  

Their joining hands can become the spearhead of the global conservation.” (Lam, 2015,  )  

 

In that article titled “Sino-Vatican cooperation on Eco-protection will bring light to the World” 

(Chinese original title:「中梵合作環保 地球可見曙光」), I pointed out that in light of the new 

encyclical Laudato Si: On Care For Our Common Home promulgated by Pope Francis in June 2015, 

ecological protection is a vital issue most world leaders cannot avoid.  

 

On many occasions I referred to China and the Catholic Church as the two biggest human 

entities in the world.  Neither of them can afford to neglect the existence of the other. In my 

previously mentioned article I suggested that modern China stands on two main streams of wisdom, 

namely Confucian Thinking and Marxism.  The former treasures a perfect union of Heaven, Earth 

and human being.  Marxism evolved from a deep concern for humanity. Both of them will push the 

country to work hard on ecological protection.  I concluded in that article that “In the final analysis, 

eco-protection is not only a technical issue but also a matter of value.  On this aspect, the Chinese 

people and the Catholic Church absolutely have room for dialogue and cooperation.” 

 

I do not know to what extent my humble suggestion might have had any influence on the 

eco-policy of both sides.  Obviously even if there were no such article, they would still approach 

one another for cooperation.  But I would like to point out that suggestions or recommendations by 

intellectuals and civil activists can act as a spark and people’s ideas will always be taken seriously by 

sincere governments in the world.  

 

After the successful visit of the Chinese delegation to the Holy See, a similar action had been 

carried out by the China government in 2017 in the Inner Mongolia.  A delegation from the Vatican 

was invited and attended the symposium on the anti-desertization, to participate in similar forum at 

the state level. Fr. Anthony Cheng of Hong Kong Diocese was one of the delegation member. With 

more interactions both sides will understand that they can put aside prejudices and work well 

together without compromising their respective international identity.  

 

Conclusion: 

Ninety-nine years after Pope Leo XIII’s prophetic comment and 73 years after the first 

experience of a socialist state in Russia, Catholic theologian Hans Küng gave a fair comment about 

the prevailing kinds of socialism in 1990. He said:  

Whatever the original justification for Marx’s criticism of society and religion may have 

been and remains, whatever high ideals, like social justice, solidarity, freedom for the 

oppressed and help for the weak, stood and still stand behind socialism, finally the 
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slogans of the Marxism-Leninism of the socialist state like planned economy, one-party 

rule, opposition to enmity by a state security apparatus, no longer have a future (and 

Marxists in all countries cannot get round the fact). (Küng, 1991, p.6) 

 

 There are, however, wide room for dialogue and cooperation between the Catholic Church and 

the Chinese culture and society.  It is a pity that the China side understand the Catholic Social 

Teaching too much.  But honestly speaking, it is a shame that the Catholic Social Teaching 

documents are not given their due respect even inside the Church herself. While some people 

consider the documents of the Church's social teachings important, others think that they are too 

important to be read by ordinary people. In fact, some scholars joked that Catholic Social Teaching is 

the Church's “Best Kept Secret” (DeBerri et al, 2004).  

 

If we put aside the dispute between Christians and Socialists on theism, the Catholic Church and 

Socialism have many opportunities for cooperation that could benefit humanity. The Second Vatican 

Council affirmed,  

For our part, the desire for such dialogue, which can lead to truth through love alone, 

excludes no one, though an appropriate measure of prudence must undoubtedly be 

exercised. We include those who cultivate outstanding qualities of the human spirit, but do 

not yet acknowledge the Source of these qualities. We include those who oppress the 

Church and harass her in manifold ways. Since God the Father is the origin and purpose of 

all men, we are all called to be brothers. Therefore, if we have been summoned to the same 

destiny, human and divine, we can and we should work together without violence and 

deceit in order to build up the world in genuine peace. (Gaudium et spes, 92)  

 

Karl Marx and his followers were aiming at fighting against suppression and injustice.  They 

did not aim at fighting against religions.  For them religions were a social phenomenon only.  It is 

phenomenon it is natural and will grow up and develop and die by itself.  It is nothing the business 

of a government to involve in. On the other hand, the communist party should work together with 

religions to solve the problem of social injustice and inequality.  It is the hope of the world in 

modern days.  

 

Lay Catholics should take responsibility for promoting Catholic Social Teaching and witness for 

the social value through their daily life. According to Pope Paul VI:  

We appeal, first of all, to Our sons and daughters. In the developing nations and in other 

countries, lay people must consider it their task to improve the temporal order. While the 

hierarchy has the role of teaching and authoritatively interpreting the moral laws and 

precepts that apply in this matter, the laity have the duty of using their own initiative and 

taking action in this area-without waiting passively for directives and precepts from others. 
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They must try to infuse a Christian spirit into people's mental outlook and daily behavior, 

into the laws and structures of the civil community. Changes must be made; present 

conditions must be improved. And the transformations must be permeated with the spirit of 

the Gospel. (PP 81) 
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This paper explores the Youhuachuan (遊花船) Festival held in the Haidong 

(海東) area in Dali, Yunnan.1  The Youhuachuan Festival, literally meaning the 

“parade of flower-boats,” is held on the 25th day of the sixth lunar month, the same 

day of the famous Torch Festival (火把節).  Today, villagers row their wooden boats 

to the bay of Haidong in the Erhai (洱海) Lake to participate in a race that is 

organized by the Haidong town government.  This tradition of Youhuachuan has a 

long history and villagers believe that the ritual activities would bring them blessings.  

However, the festival was banned during the Cultural Revolution.   It was revived in 

the 1990s, but the activity has been rearranged to be held once every three years 

instead of annually, and renamed as the “Dragon-Boat Race” (賽龍船, sailongchuan).   

Dali is located in a highland region, where most of the communal festivals are 

held on land.  The Youhuachuan Festival is a very special occasion, since it is held on 

water and is performed by the fishermen and boat dwellers of the Bai ethnic 

minority (白族), one of the 55 national minorities in China.  In the past, different 

coastal communities held similar activities in the Erhai Lake on different dates.   

However, among all of these similar communal activities, the Haidong Youhuachuan 

is the only one remaining today.   

The official event, the “Dragon-Boat Race,” is considered an ethnic sport and 

a tourist event that carries no religious meaning.  The original name of the festival, 

Youhuachuan, is not mentioned in the official discourse.  However, the villagers are 

still happy to prepare their “flower-boats,” organize their rowing teams, and 

participate in this government-sponsored event.   They, on the other hand, perform 

 
1 A draft paper presented in the International Conference on “Rapid Religious Cultural Change,” 23-24 
and 30-31 October 2020.   
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their own religious rituals in their villages before the flower-boats take off for the 

race.  I argue that the hiding of religion elements and turning the festival into a 

purely athletic event is a way of conserving local traditions in China.     

 

Natural Landscape and History of Dali 

Dali is situated in a basin on the highland plateau in southwest China.  The 

geographical landscape feature basin is known as “bazi” (壩子) locally.  At the bottom 

of the Dali bazi lies Erhai, the second largest lake on the Yungui (雲貴) plateau.  

Although Erhai (洱海) is a lake, it is named as a “sea.” It is 1,972 meters above sea-

level, with an area of about 250 square kilometers.  The length of Erhai from north to 

south is about 40.5 kilometers, while the width from east to west is of 3 to 9 

kilometers.  The length of the coast is 116 kilometers and the deepest water is 22 

meters in depth.2  

To the west of Erhai Lake is the Haixi (海西) plain, a fertile flatland for 

agricultural production.  The west side of the flatland is the tall mountain range, 

Cangshan (蒼山).  The Shibaxi (十八溪, Eighteen Streams) from Cangshan irrigates 

the farmland of the plain.  There are more than 100,000 acres of fertile farmland on 

this Haixi plain. 

In addition to agricultural activities, the Haixi flatland is also the major 

economic and political center in the southwest region.  It was the place where the 

capitals of the ancient Nanzhao Kingdom (南詔國) and the Dali Kingdom (大理國) 

are located.  During the eras of the dynasties, the Erhai Lake and Cangshan were the 

natural barriers, with walls built at the northern and southern ends of the plain to 

keep the invaders to the ancient kingdoms away.  In 109 A.D., the Chinese Han 

Empire established a county in Dali. In the early years of the Tang Dynasty, there 

were still “six tribes” (六詔, Liu Zhao) in Dali.  With the support of the Tang Empire, 

Nan Zhao (南詔) unified the region by conquering all the other five tribes.  The Tang 

Empire wanted to take control of Nan Zhao by military actions but failed in several 

 
2 李東紅，《大理》。昆明：雲南教育出版社， 2000，頁 77. 
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attempts. In 937 A.D., Duan Siping (段思平) established the Dali Kingdom (大理國), 

which was a Buddhist state.  However, in 1254 A.D., the Yuen army captured the King 

of the Dali Kingdom and took over Dali. In 1382, the Dali City was taken over by the 

Ming army, and tens of thousands of troops were deployed to Dali and many 

garrisons had been set up.  Dali then became the frontier territory of the Ming 

Empire.3  

Historically, the Haixi plain had been the seats of the local government as well 

as the capitals of the ancient Kingdoms.  Dali had been a political, economic and 

cultural center in ancient Yunnan.  Xizhou (喜洲), a town located 18 kilometers north 

of the ancient Dali City is considered an important place of the Bai people. 

Historically, Xizhou was a military town during the Nan Zhao rule.  With industrial 

and commercial developments, Xizhou was once one of the major commercial 

centers in Yunnan.  The wealthy merchants in Xizhou engaged in cross-regional 

business activities.  They became major landowners and the "famous families and 

big names" (名家大姓, mingjia daxing) in Dali.  Xizhou's Bai people stressed that 

many of their ancestors were successful businessmen and scholars who had passed 

the imperial examinations. 4  Xizhou has kept a large number of old buildings from 

the Ming and Qing periods, which have become “key national cultural relics” (全國重

點文物).  Xizhou is also known as the "Number One Town of the Bai People" (白族第

一鎮). Today, the history and achievements of the Bai people in Xizhou have become 

the pride and the representative image of the Bai ethnic minority. 

However, there has been a great socio-economic difference between the 

communities along the two sides of the Erhai Lake.  On the opposite side of Xizhou, 

across the Lake in the eastern coast, sits the Haidong (海東) area, which has a lack of 

fertile flatland for rice cultivation and limited means of land transportation.  It has 

been considered a poor region, as fishing and water-transportation remained their 

only major economic activities while other coastal villages at the time were able to 

engage in more diverse kinds of activities. 

 
3 趙懷仁，《大理上下四千年》。北京：民族出版社， 2006. 
4 Francis L. K. Hsu. Under the Ancestors' Shadow: Kinship, Personality, and Social Mobility in Village 
China. Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1967. 
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The Bai Ethnic Minority 

The high mountains, rivers, and basins in Southwest China have contributed 

to the scattered settlements and diverse cultures in the region.  As a regional 

economic and political center, Dali bazi has been a place for interactions and 

integration among different ethnic groups.  After the founding of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949, ethnic identification work was carried out in the region to 

identify “national minorities.”  Dali City became the capital of the designated Dali Bai 

Autonomous Prefecture (大理白族自治州).5  Today, 30% of the people in Dali City 

are Bai. In the towns and villages along the coast of the Erhai Lake, most of the 

residents are Bai people. 

This study focuses on the southeastern part of the Dali bazi, which has been 

considered a less fertile area for farming.  Before 1990s, many of the villagers by the 

lake engaged in fishing and water-transportation activities.   In 1935, there were 226 

households and 1,254 people engaged in fishing in the Erhai Lake. According to the 

1985 statistics, there were 3,134 fishing vessels with 18,592 fishermen and 1,000 

cormorants.6  Along the coast, there were 280 production teams that were involved 

in fishing activities.7  Although these fishermen were members of the Bai ethnic 

minority, most of the social survey reports on the Bai people in the past had rarely 

mentioned their situations.   

The sizes of the fishing boats in the Erhai Lake are relatively small and each 

boat is usually operated by a couple. Before the 1950s, most of the dwellers on 

fishing boats were small families.  A shed at the stern became their sleeping place.  

With very limited facilities, the boat became their home and the vessel for fishing.  

 
5 《白族簡史》編寫組，《白族簡史》。昆明：雲南人民出版社， 1988；雲南省編輯委員會編，

《白族社會歷史調查》（第 1-4冊）。昆明：雲南人民出版社，1983；David Y.H. Wu. “China's 

Minority Policy and the Meaning of Minority Cultures: The Example of Bai in Yunnan, China.” Human 
Organization, 1990, 49(1): 1-13. 
6 Cormorant fishing was one of the major fishing methods in the Erhai Lake in the past. In Dali, 
cormorants are known as “yuying” (魚鷹).  
7 《雲南省農村調查》，1935年；《大理白族自治州水利電力局》，大理白族自治州水利志。昆明：

雲南民族出版社，1995. 
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Most of these fishermen had no houses or farmland.  They lived on the boats and 

moved around the lake for fishing.   

In the past, the Erhai Lake provided an effective way for water transport to 

carry large quantities of goods.  Villagers along the Haidong coast had been involved 

in water-transportation business.  They used large wooden boats, 20 to 30 meters 

long in size, for their businesses.   Their shipping routes covered the whole Erhai Lake.  

Theoretically, goods could be delivered to any point along the coast.  

Xiaguan (下關), the commercial center of the region located at the southern 

end of the Erhai Lake, was the main shipping destination in the past.  Salt was once 

the major shipping items to Xiaguan.  In the 1950s and 1960s, the shipping business 

was mainly for transporting building materials, for example, stones, rubble, and sand.   

At that time, the boats were driven by wind.  The operators needed to understand 

the conditions of the wind as well as the currents of the lake in order to sail their 

boats.  These were the skills and knowledge that they shared with the fishermen.   

In Dali, people feel that fishing is a hard job.  People engaged in fishing are 

known as "go mi so" (打魚的, fisherfolk) in Bai language, a derogatory term that 

implies people that are poorer, illiterate, and rude. According to Zhao Yuzhong’s 

ethnographic study on the Haixi plain, villagers are usually poor if they make their 

living by fishing.  In the eyes of the better-off or educated villagers, fishermen are 

rude people. There is little marriage exchange between the two groups of people, 

and fishermen can only find their wives within the fishing population.  Zhao Yuzhong 

argues that the practice of endogamy among the fishing population help to protect 

their knowledge of fishing.8 However, from a sociological point of view, a social 

boundary has been created by this marriage arrangement.  

In the late 1990s, the Dali government started to introduce measures to 

protect the ecological and natural environment of the Erhai Lake. Fishing areas were 

restricted and the time for fishing activities were limited. At the same time, the use 

of gasoline-driven vessels were prohibited in order to reduce the pollution caused by 

gasoline.  The water-transportation activities were completely stopped.  In early 

 
8 趙玉中，《祖先歷史的變奏：大理洱海地區一個村落的身份操演》。昆明：雲南大學 

出版社，2014，頁 85。 
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2010s, there was a half-year ban on fishing.  In 2019, the fishing activities were 

totally banned in the Erhai Lake.  

 

A Lake for Historical and Supernatural Imagination 

During my fieldwork, I have studied the customs and local histories of the 

fishing communities.  Many legends relating to the Erhai Lake were collected.  These 

legends are about the history of Dali as well as depicting the Erhai Lake as a special 

node that links to the supernatural world.    

 

(i) A Jade Cabbage 

One of the most popular legends is about the jade cabbage (玉白菜). 

According to the narratives, the terrain of the Erhai Lake is like a pot, shallow on all 

sides and deep in the middle.  The jade cabbage is a treasure of Dali, lying in the 

bottom in the center of the lake.  If the jade cabbage is being shaken, it will generate 

an earthquake at Dali.  Another legend states that the jade cabbage is situated under 

the Wuhua Building (五華樓).  It is what is held up the ancient Dali City (大理古城).  

An old villager of Shiping village (石坪村) said that the whole Cangshan Mountain is 

hollow and is supported by the jade cabbage.  A fisherman in Sha village (沙村) said 

that the jade cabbage at the bottom of the Erhai Lake is protected by two rabbits. 

Once there were two people who wanted to steal the jade cabbage, and they were 

eventually whipped to death by the jade cabbage.  Another time, four people tried 

to steal the jade cabbage again but they were also killed by the jade cabbage.  Today, 

the jade cabbage is still sitting in the bottom of the Erhai Lake.    

 

(ii) The Buddhist Sacred Extension 

Jizushan (雞足山, Chicken Foot Mountain) is a famous Buddhist pilgrimage 

site.  It is located at the northeastern side of the Erhai Lake.  During the Tang Dynasty, 

a Buddhist monastery was built on the top of the mountain at an altitude of 3,240 

meters.  The shape of the mountain is like a chicken-foot with its toes extending into 
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the Erhai Lake. From another perspective, the Erhai Lake has become the foundation 

that is supporting Juzushan.  A villager of Sha Village stated that a stone image of the 

deity originated from Juzushan was being worshipped in the Dragon King Temple (龍

王廟) in their village.   The deity image has two faces and is known as the “Double 

Face Buddha” (雙面佛, shuangmianfa).  The two faces represent the Dragon King 

and the Dragon Mother.   Shuangmianfa has become the patron deity of his village 

and the people of the whole Erhai Lake.   

 

(iii) Monkey Monster 

The Jinsuo Island (金梭島) is located along the southwestern coast of the 

Erhai Lake.  An old man in the Samxing Temple (三星廟, Temple for Three Stars), the 

main temple of Jinso Island, stated that there was a Monkey Monster (妖猴, yauhuo) 

on the island a long time ago.  The Monkey Monster did all the bad things harming 

the human world.  Finally, the Monkey Monster was eliminated by the three 

brothers, with the surname Zhang, on the island.  Since then the Fishermen could 

enjoy their peaceful life on the island.  Since the three brothers made a great 

contribution to the island community, they become the patron deities of the 

islanders and are being worshipped in the Samxing Temple.  

 

(iv) The Giant Black Dragon 

The villagers of Shiping (石坪村) village said that a long time ago, a giant 

black dragon (大黑龍, daheilong) created frequent floods that killed people and 

livestock.  The emperor posted an official poster to recruit capable persons to 

control the black dragon. A boy named Duan Chicheng (段赤成) volunteered himself 

for the task.  He requested the emperor to prepare two types of buns, one stuffed 

with meat and one stuffed with iron, for the fight.  Duan requested people to help 

him during his fight with the dragon.  He said that he would jump into the water to 

deal with the dragon, and if they saw yellow water rising to the surface, they should 
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throw the meat buns into the water; if they saw black water rising to the surface, 

then they should throw the iron buns into the water.  

When the black dragon came, Duan tied several steel knives to his body, and 

then jumped into the water to fight the black dragon.  He immediately turned into a 

little yellow dragon (小黃龍, xiaohuanglong).  When the Erhai Lake was flooded with 

yellow water, people drop the meat buns into the water.  The meat buns became 

food for the little yellow dragon, and when the water turned into black, people 

threw the iron buns into the water to feed the black dragon.  The iron buns gave 

weight to the black dragon and reduced his ability to fight. The two dragons fought 

for three days and three nights, and finally, the little yellow dragon was swallowed 

by the giant black dragon.  However, the little yellow dragon’s steel knives had cut 

the black dragon’s body from the inside.  In the end, both of the two dragons died, 

and the Erhai Lake restored peace.  The villagers of Shiping village then built the 

Temple of the Sea (應海廟, Yinghaimiao) for Duan and he became the patron deity 

of the region.   

 

(v) Madam Baijie9 (柏潔夫人, baijie furen) 

The capital of Nanzhao Kingdom (南詔國) was first established in Weishan 

(巍山) and later moved to Taihe City (太和城), which was located in the south of the 

ancient Dali City. In the beginning, there were six “Zhao” (詔, tribe) in the region and 

each Zhao was under the leadership of a chiefdom.  However, the chiefdom of the 

First Zhao (大詔, Dai Zhou) wanted to conquer the other five tribes.  He invited the 

five chiefdoms to the Songming Building (松明樓) in Dali for a meeting.  The 

chiefdom of the First Zhao left the building and ordered the soldiers to set fire to the 

building.  The whole building was burnt down and all the five chiefdoms were killed 

by the fire.  One of the chiefdoms was from Eryuen (洱源), and his wife, Madam 

Baijie (柏潔), believed beforehand that her husband would be in great danger for 

 
9 See also Megan Bryson, “Baijie and the Bai: Gender and Ethnic Religion in Dali, Yunan.” Asian 
Ethnology, vol. 72, no. 1, 2013, pp. 3-31; Megan Bryson, Goddess on the Frontier: Religion, Ethnicity, 
and Gender in Southwest China. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017. 
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joining the event.  Therefore she affixed a silver bracelet on her husband’s arm 

before he took off.   

When the news of the fire spread, many people rushed to help.  Madam 

Baijie also left Eryuen and rushed to the Songming Building to find her husband.  

Since it was dark at night, everybody held a torch with them.  The bodies of all the 

five chiefdoms had been burnt seriously and could not be identified.  Based on the 

silver bracelet, Madam Baijie found her husband’s corpse, brought it home and 

buried it properly.   This incident became the origin story of the annual Touch 

Festival (火把節, huobajie) of the Bai people that is held on the 25th day of the sixth 

lunar month.    

The chiefdom of First Zhao was impressed by Baijie’s beauty and intelligence.  

He took Baijie to tour Erhai Lake on a dragon-boat and suggested to have her as his 

second wife.  Baijie promised to be his wife three years later.  However, Baijie later 

jumped into the Erhai Lake and drown herself.  The Youhauchuen festival is to 

commemorate Baijie and to look for her body through the boat parade.   

 

(vi) King of Nanzhao (南詔王) 

Fishermen in the north part of the Erhai Lake worshipped the Jing Emperor of 

the Red Mountain (紅山景帝, hongshan jingdi), as they believed that this Jing 

Emperor is the patron deity of the entire Erhai Lake.  The villagers stated that the 

King of Nan Zhao established five Jing Emperors.  He gave the Jing Emperor titles to 

his major official assistants after they died.  The five Jing Emperors were 

distinguished by five colors: white, red, blue, black, and green.  One of them became 

the Jing Emperor of the Red Mountain.  However, there is another legend about the 

origin of the deity, that he was a general of the Nan Zhao navy who was killed in a 

battle and his body was flowed to the Red Mountain, where people built a temple to 

commemorate him. 

 

(vii) The Seventh Princess of the Moon Palace 
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A long time ago, there was a fisherman, Anhei (暗黑, Dark), in the fishing 

village Daoyifeng (島乙風). His parents passed away when he was a child.  Anhei was 

a kind and humble person. Whenever he had fish caught, he would share them with 

the ones who did not catch any. The younger brother of the Empress of the Moon 

Palace (月宮娘娘, yuegong niangniang) was a "sow-dragon" (母豬龍, muzhulong) 

who often came down to the Erhai Lake to create chaos that disturbed the fishing 

activities.  Fishermen could not catch fish and lives became very difficult.  With the 

help of her older sister, the Seventh Princess of the Moon Palace came to the human 

world to help the fishermen.  In a dark and windy night, she came to Anhei’s boat 

helping him to catch fish.  The Seventh Princess used her golden mirror to defeat the 

sow-dragon.  At night, she placed the golden mirror in the Haiying village on the 

Jinsho Island.  When the mirror glowed, the fishermen would have good catches. The 

sow-dragon complained to his sister, who then ordered the Seventh Princess to be 

brought back. When the Seventh Princess was back to the Moon Palace, the Empress 

found out that her daughter was already pregnant. Before she left for the Moon 

Palace, the Seventh Princess in fact had already told Anhei that she was pregnant 

and she would send the child back to him after giving birth.  She also left the golden 

mirror with Anhei for helping the fishermen to fish. After the Seventh Princess left, 

Anhei missed her dearly and became very sick. Before he died, he gave the golden 

mirror to the fishermen, and said, "After I die, please bury me on the southern side 

of the Jinsuo Island and put the golden mirror under the water in the south.  You 

people will catch a lot of fish and live a good life. However, you need to help raise my 

son.”   

 

(viii) Guanyin (Goddess of Mercy)  

According to the people on Jinso Island (金梭島), in ancient times, Luosha (羅

刹), or the devil, wanted to eat children’s eyes. Every year when people worshipped 

him, they needed to offer him children’s eyes.  Because of this custom, many 

children had become blind. Fortunately, Guanyin learned about Luosha’s 

wrongdoings and spread snails into the Erhai Lake.  Fishermen then caught the snails 
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and offered them to Luosha as if they were the children’s eyes.  Luosha was not able 

to distinguish between snails and children’s eyes.  In this way, Luosha was subdued 

by Guanyin and the snail has become one of the catches in the Erhai Lake. 

 In another occasion, Guanyin learned that a fish-spirit had created problems 

for the people.  She then used a fish-trap, (鬚籠, xulong) to catch and subdue it.  

After that, the fish-trap has become a popular fishing equipment.  The fish-spirit 

decided to seek revenge by turning itself into a bamboo rat (竹鼠, zhushu) that eats 

bamboo--the material used to make fish-traps.  

 

These legends were collected from the coastal villages along the Erhai Lake 

during fieldwork.  In the course of a long history, the Bai people have created many 

legends.  Although the legends cited in this paper are in small number, they are very 

likely the popular ones.  Through the legends of Guanyin, Jizushan, the Moon Palace, 

the Giant Black Dragon, and the Jade Cabbage, the Erhai Lake has become part of the 

supernatural world in Bai people’s religious imagination.  On the other hand, the 

legends also include historical figures and events, especially issues related to the 

Nanzhao Kingdom.  The mainstream Dali history has been integrated into the local 

oral traditions.   

Dali has a unique history of having many dynastic changes. Geographically, it 

is at the crossroad where the Chinese culture meets the south Asian traditions.   This 

produces rich and diverse cultures and religious traditions.  These legends record 

Dali’s historical issues and the Bai people’s mental construction of the supernatural 

world.  The spectacular Erhai Lake has become a carrier of the memories of these 

traditions, and a deposit of the rich tradition of the Bai legends, which depict the 

history of the Bai people as well as their supernatural world, constituting the Bai 

people’s worldview.   
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Torch Festival 

The Torch Festival (火把節, huobajie) is held in the evening of the 25th day of 

the sixth lunar month.  It is an important annual communal festival for the Bai 

people in Dali.  People light torches in the evening to celebrate the festival. The 

origin of the Touch Festival is derived from the above-mentioned legend of Madam 

Baijie: as people carried their torches and rushed to the Songming Building to save 

their chiefdoms, it becomes the reason of having burning torches in the festival.   As 

Bai people who are villagers in Haidong also celebrate the festival.   

The activities of the Touch Festival can be understood in two dimensions: the 

community and individual levels.  Some villages organize their communal Torch 

Festival in an open space in the village.  The focus of the activity is a big torch.  The 

core of the torch is the stem of a pine tree, and tree branches and wooden strips are 

tied to the core, making it a long thick torch of more than 10 meters tall.  A 

papercraft decoration, Shengdou (升斗), in the shape of a grain-measure, is set on 

the top of the big torch.   This paper decoration symbolizes good harvest of the five 

grains ( 五穀豐登, wugu fengden).  

In the evening, the male villagers first erect the big torch.  Members of the 

Lotus Pond Society (蓮池會, lianchihui), all elderly women, conduct rituals in front of 

the torch, while the villagers stood around the torch to observe the ritual.  Some 

villagers hang the color papers and incense sticks onto the torch as offerings.  After 

the members of the Lotus Pond Society finished their chanting, the torch is lit at the 

top.   Then villagers, adults and children, start to run around the torch.  Villagers 

claim that this would bring them good fortune.  Then some villagers would dance 

and sing under the fire.  

The individual villagers, including adults and children, would bring their own 

wooden torches, about one to two meters long, and ignite them by the fire of the big 

torch.   They then wander around their community with their burning torches.  They 

also carry rosin powder (松香粉, songxiangfen) with them and throw it frequently 

onto the fire of others’ torches, creating a flame and explosive effect. 
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Youhuachuan Festival 

The coastal villages in Haidong celebrate the Youhuachuan Festival during the 

daytime of the Torch Festival.  Youhuachuan is a Bai term, literary meaning the 

“parade of flower-boats.”  However, the local government memo calls it the 

"Dragon-Boat Race."  The origin story of the Youhuachuan Festival is the same as the 

Torch Festival, as what I have learned in Haidong.  The parade of the flower-boats on 

the Erhai Lake is to commemorate Madam Baijie and the action of trying to find her 

body.   

These “flower-boats” were originally wooden boats for water-transportation.  

Each of the boat is about 20 to 30 meters long.  Because of the development of 

roads and highways in Dali, water-transportation had already disappeared for a 

couple of decades.  Only a small number of these wooden boats are kept for the 

festival.  In order to preserve the condition of the wood, these boats are kept 

underwater in-between festivals.  Before the festival, the villagers lift the boat for 

maintenance work.  Patterns of dragons and lotus flowers are printed on two sides 

of the hull of the boat, and a big lotus flower is printed on the transom.  A pole is 

fixed at the position of the mainmast and a papercraft decoration, Shengdou (升斗), 

same as the one put on the top of the big torch in the Torch festival, is put on top of 

the pole.  A "money tree" (搖錢樹, yaoqianshu) represented by a small pine tree is 

set on the right side of the stern on the deck.   

The Yaohuachuen Festival used to be an annual activity, but was stopped 

during the Cultural Revolution and now is being held once every three years.  The 

flower-boat parade has become a dragon-boat race, which is held at noon on the 

day of the festival, and each village would send a boat to participate. Each boat is 

propelled by about 20 paddles, and each of the paddle is rowed by three to four 

villagers, while the stern-mounted steering oar is controlled by four to five players.  

There are also players playing percussion music that generates rhythm for the 

rowers to follow: a player shakes the money tree of which jingle bells are tied to, 

two players blow the pipe (嗩呐, suona), one blows the whistle, and one knocks the 

gong.   All the participants on the boat are men, and the total number of players in 

each boat is around 70 to 80.  
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Before the flower-boats take off from their villages for the race, individual 

villages conduct their own initiation ritual for the flower-boats.  Below are the rituals 

conducted in Nancun (南村) and Jinsuo Island (金梭島) for the festival.   

In the morning of the 25th day of the sixth lunar month in 2013, villagers in 

Nancun set up an altar next to the flower-boat on the beach.  About 20 female 

elderly members of the village’s Lotus Pond Society performed the initiation ritual 

for the boat.   They chanted scriptures in front of the altar facing directly to the boat.  

During the ritual, villagers went up to the altar to worship the flower-boat.  They also 

brought some food for the flower-boat players for their consumption during the race.  

After the Lotus Pond Society finished the chanting, the young male players, who had 

married during the year before, carried the steering oar of the boat, which was tied 

with red ribbons, to the main temple of the village on the hillside.  The steering oar 

was placed in the middle of the temple hall, and members of the Lotus Pond Society 

stood on the two sides of the steering oar to perform the chanting ritual.  After the 

ritual, the steering oar was carried back to the flower-boat, which then set off 

immediately to the race venue.  

 In 2016, there was a two-day celebration for the Youhauchuan Festival on 

Jinsuo Island.  In the early morning of the 24th day of the sixth lunar month, about 20 

elderly women, members of the island’s Lotus Pond Society, performed a chanting 

ritual next to the flower-boat at the waterfront.  The ritual was led by an elderly 

woman.  She was accompanied by a senior male villager, who had been the leader of 

the rituals during the two-day festival.   After they finished the chanting, some of the 

food offerings were thrown into the water.  It seems the ritual was conducted for 

both the Erhai Lake and the flower-boat.    

 At around 11AM., a group of about 30 people, mostly elderly women, visited 

the Samxing Temple.   They were villagers from Shacun (沙村), which is on the 

western coast of the Erhai Lake.  The troop was led by a male musician playing a pipe 

(嗩吶, suona).  They prepared food and a papercraft boat as offerings to the deities 

in the Samxing temple.  They also performed a chanting ritual in the temple hall.   

The papercraft boat, about a meter long, was left on the offering table until the next 
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day.   In addition to this troop, many villagers came to the temple to worship.  They 

all came with offerings of cooked pork and chickens.   

In the morning of the next day, the villagers of Jinsuo Island carried out their 

ritual for the Youhuachuan festival. The members of the island’s Lotus Pond Society, 

about 20 elderly women, conducted their chanting ritual in the temple hall 

intermittently.  At the same time, villagers came to the temple with their food 

offerings to worship.   

At 11:30AM., the senior male villager conducted a purification ritual for the 

flower-boat.  He held a life roster, broke the comb of the roster for getting its blood, 

and spread the roster’s blood onto the transom of the boat where the lotus flower 

was printed. He then held a burning torch, about 1.5 meters long, and walked 

through the whole boat, waving the burning torch in the compartments of the boat.   

After the ritual was completed, the flower-boat took off immediately with about 80 

male players on-board.   

 At the same time as the flower-boat took off, two female members of the 

Lotus Pond Society took the papercraft boat, which was presented by the Shacun 

visitors the day before, to the waterfront and released it onto the water.    

 

Dragon-Boat Race 

 According to the 2013 and 2016 races, eight villages prepared their flower-

boats for the dragon-boat race.  They went to the race venue at around 1PM.  The 

Haidong Town government built a temporary stage on the water in the Haidong Bay 

for the officiating guests and the juries.  The race started at around 1:30PM. and 

ended at 3:00PM.  Thousands of spectators packed alongside the waterfront and the 

hillside to watch the race.  Some came to watch on their boats.   

The eight flower boats from different villages took turns to race.  Their speed 

was recorded and the fastest one won.  In 2013, the banner on the temporary stage 

read "The 23rd Torch Festival-Dragon Boat Race in Haidong Town, Dali City" (大理市

海東鎮第二十三屆火把節龍船賽).  The one for the 2016 event was "The 24th 

Ethnic Sports Games of Hundred-People Ancient Dragon-Boat Race in Haidong Town, 
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Dali City" (大理市海東鎮第 24屆民族體育運動會百人古龍船競技賽).  The event 

implied that there was no religious elements at all—it was merely an athletic 

competition.  All the participant boats received memorial plaques, and the fastest 

three were presented with plaques of their positions in the race.  It was said that 

every participant boat was given a monetary award.   

The villages that participated in the race did not hold the collective 

celebration of the Torch Festival in the evening.  After the official race, it seemed the 

villagers had no energy left to carry out the activities of the Torch Festival in the 

evening.  Yet, from another perspective, the villages had already celebrated the 

Youhuachuan Festival, which can be treated as an alternative form of the Torch 

Festival.   

 

From Religious to Sports Activity 

For the Youhuachuan Festival, each of the villages has to prepare for its own 

festival.    Every time before the festival, the villagers have to take the boat out of 

the water and renovate it for the festival and the official race.  Colorful patterns of 

dragons and lotus flowers are printed on the hull and the transom of the wooden 

boat, turning it into a “flower-boat” during the festival.  The cases of Nancun and 

Jinsuo Island show that different communities have different ways to celebrate the 

festival.   

Although the two villages celebrate the festival in their own ways, their Lotus 

Pond Societies both played a significant role in the festival.  All the chanting rituals in 

the festival were conducted by the members of the societies.  In the Nancun case, 

the Lotus Pond Society chanted the scriptures for the flower-boat and brought the 

boat’s steering ore to the main temple for blessings.  On Jinsuo Island, the elderly 

women conducted rituals for two days in the main temple, Samxing Temple, as well 

as at the waterfront. The Jinsuo Island villagers had a greater participation in the 

festival, in that many of the families sent their representatives to the main temple 

with food offerings to worship the deities.     
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Although the festival is known locally as Youhuachuan, I would argue that it is 

a fisherman’s way to celebrate the Torch Festival. On the same date, the land people 

celebrate the festival on land in the evening, while the fishermen celebrate their 

festival on the water during daytime.  There are similar religious elements in the two 

festivals.  The papercraft decoration, Shengdou (升斗), which symbolizes good 

harvest, was the focus of the two events—one being set on the top of the big torch 

and one set on the mainmast of the flower-boat.  The participation of the villages’ 

Lotus Pond Societies signifies that both festivals were important communal events.  

Furthermore, the male villagers who married within the year before were given 

special duties in the two festivals.  In the Torch Festival, they were responsible for 

erecting the big torch, while in the flower boat parade, they were responsible for 

rowing the oars in the front rows of the boat, leading the players behind.  It was said 

that these special roles would give the young men good luck.   

In sum, the participant villages have to prepare for their own boats and their 

own festivals.  The individual rituals in Nancun and Jinsuo Island might carry the 

meaning of initiating their boats for the official race, but at the same time, they 

might also carry the meanings of finding the corpse of Baijie and/or seeking blessings 

for the village communities during the Torch Festival.    

When the Yuhuachuen activity resumed in the 1990s, this former annual 

event has been changed to be held once every three years.  There is a division of 

labor between the local communities and the town government on the 

implementation of the festival.  The preparation of the flower-boats has become the 

job of the individual villages.  Each participant village has to prepare a flower-boat 

for the race, and are given the opportunity to organize their communal cerebrations 

on the day of the Torch Festival.   

What the local government needs is the participation of individual flower-

boats.  The villages’ spontaneous participation is what makes the “Dragon-Boat Race” 

possible.    In the eyes of the villagers, the race resembles their parade in the Erhai 

Lake in the past, and can be treated as part of their Youhuachuan tradition.  During 

the race, the sacred flower-boats are turned into colorful dragon-boats, adding to 

the exotic and athletic nature of the ethnic sport.   Furthermore, the title “dragon-

p. 140



 

boat race” has connected the activity to the popular Chinese dragon-boat race, 

which commemorates the Chinese patriotic poet, Qu Yuan (屈原) who committed 

suicide for his country during the Warring State period.  Today, the Dragon-Boat 

Race is a popular athletic event in China and also in overseas Chinese communities.     

 

Minority Image Making 

In Mainland China, there are 55 official ethnic minorities that are regarded as 

having special social and cultural characteristics.  As an ethnic minority, the Bai 

should have its own ethnic image that is different from the other ethnic groups.   

In terms of natural landscape, the Erhai Lake and Cangshan of the Dali bazi 

constitute a spectacular scene.  When an ethnic activity or the Haidong dragon-boat 

race takes place at the Erhai Lake, it creates a gorgeous image for the Bai ethnic 

group.  A Bai ethnic and sports event becomes an ideal activity for the public and 

tourist consumption.  Logically, the Bai dragon-boat race should be the target for 

conservation and promotion.   

To facilitate the official race, there is a clear division of labor between the 

communal religious festival for the villagers and the ethnic athletic event for the 

tourists.  However, the line dividing these two spheres is not always clear.  For 

instance, the 2013 Nancun Youhuachuan Festival is a good example.  In the morning 

of the festival, 15 elderly women of the village’s Lotus Pond Society, dressed in their 

traditional Bai costumes, performed a ritual for the flower-boat at the beach of the 

Erhai Lake.  The elderly women stood in two rows in front of the altar facing the 

flower-boat.  Each of the women was either holding a wooden-clapper (木魚, muyu) 

or a metal bell as the percussion instrument to keep the beat and rhythm for 

chanting scriptures.  During the ritual, a young male photographer moved back and 

forth among the elderly women, and from time to time took close-up photos of 

individual women, sometimes as close as half a foot from their cheeks.  When he 

took photographs of the collective chanting scenes, he stood in between the altar 

and the elderly women, and his body blocked the women’s view of the altar.  

Although this young man’s actions had caused interference to the ongoing ritual, the 
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villagers did not try to stop him.  Finally, some researchers at the scene criticized the 

photographer for his intrusive actions.  The young man retaliated that he was 

appointed by the local government to take promotional photographs and he 

maintained his way of photo-taking until the end of the ritual.  

I think the villagers were well aware of the photographer’s intrusive actions, 

but they were also more aware of the importance of the ritual to their small village.  

For them, it is vital that they could celebrate their festival openly and that members 

of the Lotus Pond Society could conduct rituals for the community, and thus 

maintain a direct religious link to the supernatural world of the Erhai Lake.  For the 

villagers in attendance, the religious ritual was held for the whole community and a 

little interference was nothing.  The Haidong fishermen were performing their Bai 

traditions for the visitors and the photographer would help promote the image of 

Haidong as well as the Bai ethnic group as a whole.  The Youhuachuan in Haidong 

has become a special ethnic event that highlights the Bai ethnic characteristics. 

The development of tourism demands colorful and “exotic” activities and the 

Torch Festival has already become a very special annual event for the tourists.  In 

Haidong, the inland Bai villagers celebrate the Torch Festival while the coastal 

villages organize their own Youhuachuan Festival.  The latter has become a special 

Bai ethnic tradition since it is the only remaining one in the Erhai Lake.  The 

maintenance of the “Dragon-Boat Race” has become a project to conserve the Bai 

ethnic tradition.  However, the official event carries no religious meaning—it is a 

race among dragon-boats from the coastal villages.  Although the race is an athletic 

event, the Bai fishermen have managed to maintain their own religious practices 

before the race in their own local villages.   
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Tantric Religion and Social Change 
Prof. Gavin Flood 

University of Oxford 

 
 During the period between the seventh and eleventh centuries a number of religious 

innovations occurred in Indic religions (that we can refer to anachronistically as ‘Hinduism’). In 

particular during this period we have the rise of tantric traditions; traditions based on a new 

revelation of texts referring to themselves as tantra and whose followers, the Tāntrikas, either 

regarded themselves as transcending the older revelation of the Veda, whose followers, the 

Vaidikas, maintained cultural values that had been the bedrock of Brahminical society. This paper 

will examine this religious change which occurred quite rapidly once it began and affected 

mainstream society and politics in ways that were a major concern to the orthodox Brahminical 

order, especially in Kashmir. These texts mostly developed within the religion focused on the god 

Śiva and Alexis Sanderson, the most prominent scholar of these traditions, has called the period 

from about the seventh to thirteenth centuries, ‘the Śaiva Age’ (Sanderson 2009). Conversion to 

these new tantric forms of Hinduism took place over a relatively short period within the history of 

Indic religions, the period from the eighth to early eleventh century. This period of about two 

hundred years is about eight generations. While it might not be appropriate to call this ‘sudden’ 

conversion, it nevertheless falls into the paradigm of conversion if by that we mean a process of 

realignment over time rather than a sudden event (Rambo 1993). In this paper I wish to use the 

period of the development of the Tantras, with particular reference to Kashmir, as a case study of 

relatively rapid change and religious innovation in which beliefs of many people altered and how 

this change impacted upon politics and society as a whole. I will frame the early history of Śaivism 

within what we might call the rapid religious change theoretical structure and consider how we 

can account for this. Although the socio-economic paradigm has explanatory force, it is not the 

whole story and in specifying the constraints that led to the outcome of tantric religion, we also 

need to take into account internal, theological concerns.  

 

The Religious Innovation Frame 

 

 The general thrust of what I will call the religious innovation frame, is the idea that there 

can be rapid religious revision that generates a cultural and political reorientation. Theorists and 

fieldworkers in plotting such changes have mostly concentrated on Christianity in relation to 

modernity – the ways in which fundamentalism, for example, has impacted upon wider society 

(Robbins 2017, Chua 2012; Engelke 2004; Lampe 2010). This idea of rapid social change has 

responded to ideas of religious continuity as developed, for example, by Marshall Sahlins who has 

emphasized the more conservative nature of religion and its persistence.1 Within the context of 

medieval India, we see both continuity and change. The older sphere of Brahminical values were 

coming to be replaced by new values embodied in the Tantras that sometimes regarded themselves 

as simply restating tradition and sometimes saw themselves as challenging tradition and going 

                                                           
1 Sahlins underlines the important point that cultural categories are not derived in themselves from experience but 

from relations within a symbolic scheme which itself is historically derived: ‘’The cultural categories by which 

experience is constituted do not follow directly from the world but from their differential relations with a symbolic 

scheme…’, ‘culture … is the organization of the current situation in terms of the past.’ Marshal Sahlins, The Islands 

of History (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1985), pp. 147, 155.  
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beyond it. It is not that new religions found difficulty in a way that minorities might find difficulty 

in living in the modern secular state (Mahmood  2016), but the situation is more complex in that 

state patronage of religions was variable and so although the medieval Indic state was not secular, 

it might be pluralist and support a variety of institutions. Sometimes new religions would not 

support mainstream cultural values in which case there might be a rupture or even a political and 

social exclusion. So, both cultural forces of tradition and change are operating during the early 

medieval period. Let us take a case study from Kashmir. 

 

Conservative Cultural Values 

 

 The region of Kashmir, somewhat isolated by surrounding mountains, was a region of great 

religious innovation over the centuries, being a centre of Buddhist learning from the early centuries 

BC through to around the eleventh century (Sanderson 2009: 70). Kings of Kashmir gave 

patronage to various religious groups who vied with each other for political favour. King 

Śaṅkaravarman (883-902AD) can be noted as a supporter of new religions to the consternation of 

conservative practitioners, the Brahmins. The cultural values of the Brahminical class can be 

summarised in the Sanskrit phrase varṇāśrama-dharma, one’s duty (dharma) with regard to one’s 

caste or place within the social hierarchy (varṇa) and according to the stage of life one is at as 

student, householder, hermit or renouncer (āśrama) (Olivelle 1993: 24-28). In Kashmir the 

Brahmins were a powerful and influential lobby at the top of the status hierarchy but not the group 

that wielded direct political power, which was the prerogative of the ruling class (kṣatriya, 

rājanya).  

 

 The values embodied in the phrase varṇāśrama-dharma had been developed through a long 

tradition that began with the revelation of the Veda, the sacred scriptures of Hinduism, and with 

secondary revelation of the law books (Dharmaśāstra /Sṃrti) that followed from it. The Law Books 

in particular, such as the Laws of Manu (Manusmṛti) articulated traditional Brahminical values of 

obedience to caste hierarchy (a low caste person could not hear the Veda at risk of mutilation ), 

obedience to patriarchy (a woman has no freedom (svatantra) as she is subject to the authority of 

father, husband or son) (Manu 5.147-48), and obedience to the King who is the walking 

embodiment of the gods on earth (Manu 7.5-7). This was a religion of great, public sacrifice (what 

is known as Śrauta ritual that stem from revelation or śruti), supported by the king and other noble 

patrons. By the time of medieval Kashmir, orthodox Brahminism was not monolithic and within 

it were various philosophical positions such as the school of Vedic exegesis (Mīmāṃsā), the 

monistic philosophy of Vedānta, as well theistic traditions focused on the most prominent gods, 

namely Śiva, Viṣṇu and the Goddess (Devī). The Brahminical religion of Śiva was based on texts 

known as Śivadharma, that articulated norms of worship for lay devotees of Śiva as well as for 

royal patrons. Attracting royal patronage was particularly important for this tradition and it seems 

to have been highly successful, guaranteeing a long period of time in enjoying the pleasures of 

Śiva’s heaven before returning to the earth as a king (Sanderson 2018: 8). This orthodox Śaivism 

also followed texts regarded as secondary revelation called Purāṇas, ‘the ancient stories’ of gods 

and kings. 

 

The religion of Śiva therefore covered a wide social spectrum from orthodox worship of 

Śiva that is completely aligned with Brahminical social values, supported by royal patronage, to 

popular worship of Śiva by making offerings and performing worship, such as bowing, to an image 
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of Śiva either in the aniconic form of the liṅga, a phallic representation of the god, or in an 

anthropomorphic icon (Sanderson 2018: 7). In contrast to this lay religion of worship along with 

its royal patronage, there were initiatory forms of the religion that were esoteric and not concerned 

with a sojourn in heaven but rather with the complete salvation of the practitioner from the cycle 

of reincarnation (saṃsāra) either in this life or at death. These forms of initiatory Śaivism 

nevertheless did influence the mainstream society and in turn attracted royal patronage, even 

though the rituals advocated were to be performed in secret, but, as Sanderson observes, what is 

important is that they had been performed for the benefit of the king and celebrations such as 

military parades could be held to that effect (Sanderson 2018: 5). The benefits bestowed on the 

king were supernatural powers (siddhi) that entailed the destruction of enemies, the warding off of 

obstructions such as interference by malevolent supernatural powers through appeasing them 

(śānti), the restoration of vitality (puṣṭi) and production of rain (Sanderson 2018: 3).  

 

But although esoteric, it is these initiatory forms of religion that developed quickly and 

produced innovation in the religious landscape, innovation that had impact on civic society and 

that became the concern of the orthodox who wished to maintain social boundaries and to promote 

adherence to orthodox religion and forms of worship. It is to these traditions we need to turn as an 

example of relatively rapid religious recasting. 

 

The Challenge to Orthodox Norms 

 

 Initiatory worship of Śiva or Śaivism came because of a new textual revelation, distinct 

from the Śivadharma texts and Purāṇas of orthodox, Brahminical Śaivism, that called themselves 

Tantras. Although the earliest tantra (the Niḥśvāsatattvasaṃhitā), or elements within it, can be 

dated to the fifth century, the proliferation of the tantric revelation occurs from around the seventh 

century to a culmination around the eleventh (Flood 2006: 48-70). These texts are in the form of a 

conversation between Śiva and the Goddess, generally the latter asking questions of the former. 

For example, the Netra Tantra (the tantra of the eye) that became popular in the Kashmir valley 

from around the 8th or 9th century, is a dialogue between Śiva in the form of the Lord of Immortality 

(Amṛteśa) and his consort Amṛteśvarī. She opens the dialogue with a question about the eye of 

Śiva. This is the third eye in his forehead with which he burned desire who appeared before him, 

a ray of fire emerging from it, showing his transcendence of desire (Netra Tantra 1.14). This eye 

is also linked to the nectar of immortality contained within a person’s head. The purpose of the 

text is therefore to praise of the eye of Śiva and to offer a description of how it can be used in its 

manifestation in a mantra. I will say more about this text in due course, but what this and other 

texts within the genre represent is an emergence of new forms of religion from non-orthodox 

sources into the mainstream.  

 

There is scale of texts (Inden 2000: 51) here with some Tantras, those of orthodox Śaivism 

called the Śaiva Siddhānta, conforming to orthodox values, while others completely rejected 

orthodox values claiming that such values were simply inhibition that stopped people from the 

enlightenment experience of realizing oneself as Śiva (see Sanderson 2018). We have a picture 

then, of a conservative, orthodox Brahminical tradition aligned with the Vedas being challenged 

by a new revelation emerging from non-orthodox and perhaps non-Brahminical social groups. This 

new revelation developed quite rapidly with new texts being constantly produced and claiming 

authority, which was a concern to the orthodox. But although its origins might be on the edges of 
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orthodox society, the new tantric religion came to be absorbed by political elites and a vision of 

kingship developed in which the king is modelled on the tantric deity. We know this through the 

texts themselves that describe practices of non-Brahminical groups and through the literature of 

the Brahmins, such as the play by Bhaṭṭa Jayanta called Much Ado About Religion (Āgama-

daṃbara).  

 

We can therefore read these texts as a sign of change. The evidence for this comes from 

the non-tantric source, Bhaṭṭa Jayanta’s play about religious change in his society. The story is 

very loose: a young Brahmin names Sankarṣana, visits different religious establishments – a 

Buddhist monastery, a Jain hermitage, groups of Śaiva ascetics – to discuss doctrine and practice. 

It is a humorous diatribe against these non-Vedic religions, with the young Brahmin who is 

schooled in the tradition of Vedic exegesis (Mimāṃsā) and has just completed his studies, arguing 

his case against these other ideas with senior monks and ascetics. The general conclusion is that 

these other traditions are flawed in their teachings but perhaps more than this, are hypocritical in 

advocating celibacy, vegetarianism and teetotalism while in fact indulging in wild parties. This 

play is written from the perspective of an orthodox Brahmin who is concerned about what he 

thought to be the social degradation caused by non-Brahminical religion. The Black Blanket sect 

(nīlāmbara) in particular attracted Jayanta’s opprobrium. They were explicitly anti-Vedic and anti-

Brahminical, singing songs, drinking, and performing sexual acts in public simply wrapped in a 

black blanket. ‘Oh, what asceticism!’ Jayanta dryly remarks. Their claim, according to Jayanta, is 

that the Brahmins are simply dominated by inhibition (śaṅkhā) and that this prevents them from 

realizing enlightenment which is done through transcending ordinary social mores. In another of 

his texts, a work of philosophy called the Bouquet of Logic (Nyāyamañjari), he thinks that new 

revelation could be legitimate, but if it threatened social mores it could not be genuine and such 

texts and groups that support them should be banned. In his philosophical work, Jayanta tells us 

that king Śaṅkaravarman banned the Black-Blanket sect ((Jayanta 2.119, 3.40-50; Dezso 2005: 

16). With the Black-clad sect banned, other groups – especially Śaiva ascetics such as a sect called 

the Kāpālikās, famous for carrying a skull topped staff and skull begging bowl (kāpāla) – are 

worried that they too will be banned. But Jayanta tries to assure them that respectable Śaivas, those 

who do not deny the authority of the Veda, will be safe (Jayanta 3.59-60; 4.5-10). It is the Black 

Blankets who seek a break with the earlier tradition and we can perhaps infer that its followers 

also sought to break ties with their families, as contemporary Aghori ascetics do and perhaps in a 

way not dissimilar to the ways in which converts to some contemporary churches in Africa do, 

where conversion is akin to a rite of passage (Engelke 2004: 105).   

 

It is not only practices of the Black Blankets but also doctrines that challenge the Veda that 

are Jayanta’s main concern, such as those of the Jains, Buddhists, and Materialists. Arguing against 

the latter group, he urges an alliance between his own Mimāṃsā tradition and the orthodox Śaivism 

of the Śaiva Siddhānta, for to defeat such a group in debate would be of wider social benefit in that 

the king would not be influenced by them. In the last act Jayanta faces a dilemma. Should he 

support the Vaidikas against the devotees of Viṣṇu because he himself seems to be a devotee? A 

new character enters, Dairyaraśi, a Brahmin who maintains the validity of all religious scriptures, 

arguing that it is not so much the scripture but the degree to which it supports social order that is 

the criterion of authenticity (Jayanta 4.65). The grounds of societal exclusion are not so much that 

there is religious innovation in the form of new scriptures and sects but whether they are supportive 

of the social order. Although a humorous play – even today in English translation – the message 
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is serious, that new tantric religions are a threat to that order. We can see why Jayanta, even in his 

humorous way, is concerned about this challenge. He sees these new groups as questioning the 

Brahminical cultural values that he represents and adheres to, to a regulated social order in which 

the king ensures that caste and gender boundaries are maintained as one of his duties (Manu 

7.1234; 7.35). Jayanta is aware that these new religions because of their promise of power, are 

attractive to the king and it is conceivable that Jayanta himself was banished perhaps because of 

his criticism of the king over this matter: he tells us that he wrote the Nyāyamañjari in exile (Dezso 

2005: 18) or perhaps even in prison, somewhat of an Indian Boethius. 

 

With Bhaṭṭa Jayanta’s generation and during the time of King Śaṅkaravarman we therefore 

have a period of rapid social change in which new forms of religion are developing that confront 

orthodox doctrine and cultural values. These texts, especially the more extreme antinomian ones, 

dispute the orthodox understanding of the good society being regulated by Brahminical rules of 

caste and stage of life, challenge traditional ethics – especially sexual ethics – and challenge 

attitudes towards gender, questioning the implicit relegation of women to a lower status along with 

children, low castes, and the mentally ill. The picture is, however, more complex in that Tantras 

of the Śaiva Siddhānta adhere to the orthodox view of women and low castes, but a case can be 

made that these texts are emerging initially from groups of esoteric practitioners seeking power 

and salvation, that they were conceivably composed by members of lower caste groups, and that 

they represent an eruption at the level of discourse into mainstream culture, giving voice to those 

who were on the margins of the social order.  

 

Reading Texts as a Sign of Change 

 

Our second source of support for the thesis that these texts represent a non-Brahminical 

incursion into discourse is from the tantric texts themselves. First of all, within the scale of texts 

we have middle ground tantras such as the Netra in which we find material about magical practices 

that were part of wider popular tradition as well as concerns with possession and exorcism. It is 

especially the latter that provides evidence for such a thesis. The Netra has a few chapters 

concerned with this matter, classifying the types of creature that possess people, the symptoms of 

possession, and how to become rid of them. We can also draw on another text from Kerala, way 

down in South-West India, that has a similar chapter concerned with possession and indicates the 

pan-Indic nature of this new kind of religion.  

 

While everyone, including Brahmins and kings, were prone to possession – demons could 

enter into a person through their shadow if they were in a vulnerable state, not having sufficiently 

protected themselves through ritual – it seems to have been those lower in the social hierarchy who 

are most vulnerable. Some chapters in the Netra are particularly interesting in so far as they are 

signs of popular religious practice and indicate an expression of lower social groups. All people, 

the text says, highlighting women, children ‘or even men’ (manujā vāpi), are prone to possession, 

including kings, their wives and sons (19.10), but especially people who dishonour mother and 

father and indulge in lust, drunkenness, and gluttony (10.35-37). Śiva had created these creatures 

to help the gods defeat another group of anti-gods called Daityas, but now they are troublesome 

for human communities and so he caused millions of Mantras, divine beings from the pure realm 

embodied as sound, to descend to earth to defeat them (10.28). Let us take two groups of people 

generally oppressed within a patriarchal, Brahminical culture, namely women and low castes. 
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Women in particular are prone to possession if they are behaving in improper ways due to bad 

character (dauḥśīlya), hatred of parents, or infidelity (vyabhicāra) (10.40) and girls who have 

begun their courses (10.42). Children are also prone if they wake up crying at night (10.40) and 

vulnerable people such as those who are mad (unmatta), howling, shrieking and with loose hair 

(10.43). Possession also affects people in a state of impurity through contact with the lowest caste 

(caṇḍāla) or who have come into contact with impurity such as a corpse (10.44). This vulnerability 

to possession can spread through a kind of contamination, if an impure person’s shadow falls on 

someone respectable (10.46-47) or on children, which causes the evil eye (drṣṭipāta) to fall upon 

them (10.48). Those of low social standing, the low castes who perform impure tasks (pāpācāra), 

are prone to possession too (10.49). A text composed in Kerala, many miles from Kashmir, the 

Īśānaśivagurudeva-paddhati records possession by fierce (agneya) and gentle (saumya) beings 

who attack vulnerable people such as people on their own at night, those who have lost their 

wealth, those intoxicated with love, and those who wish to die. They attack women who have 

bathed after menstruation, naked, filled with passion, intoxicated, pregnant and prostitutes (ISG 

mantrapāda 2.42.3b-8; Flood 2006: 92). These beings also attack different caste groups and 

notably lower castes pretending to be higher caste (ISG mantrapāda 2.42.26-29; Flood 2006: 92). 

 

Protection and exorcism, the appeasement of these beings, can be performed through ritual 

procedures that the Netra Tantra describes in some detail (10.55-62, chapter six). The practitioner 

should protect his own family in this way along with the king and his family (10.85-86). Rites are 

also prescribed for the king to perform in order to ward off famine and natural disasters, so that 

the kingdom will prosper (10.106-108, 120-122), poverty will be destroyed (10.131) and even 

mundane illnesses such as boils and eye injuries, will be cured (10.125-26). All this is through the 

power of the ‘eye’ mantra. We might even see these practices are an attempt to create a kind of 

immunity in the social body against incursions by other forces. In sociological terms we might say 

the Brahminical social body absorbs alien practices and ideas and though absorbing those practices 

creates a kind of social immunity – or release valve – which prevents the total destruction of the 

collective body (Esposito 2011: 11-12). 

 

We need to read such texts with a sensitivity to the social reality to which they point. Here 

we see a concern with maintaining ‘good behaviour’, namely conforming to social and gender 

roles in which social power in maintained. But they also point to a challenge to that power and the 

emergence of a discourse – here about possession – from lower social groups into the mainstream. 

Indeed, so much so that supernatural protection was imperative for the king, not only to protect 

him and his family, but to ensure victory and prosperity. Whether the emergence of these traditions 

represents a revolutionary force is a moot point. That these traditions quickly became absorbed 

into the mainstream and adapted by the ruling powers suggests not. But the emergence of tantric 

religion into the mainstream does bear witness to social movement at more grassroots social levels 

having impact upon higher social echelons.  

 

We know little about the macro economy of the region during the medieval period. Burton 

Stein has referred to medieval Hindu kingdoms as ‘embedded hierarchies’ (Stein ) in which lesser 

kings paid ritual homage to overarching rulers who extracted symbolic tribute as well as taxation, 

in contrast to a centralized empire as we find in Europe. Davidson speaks of the ‘feudalization of 

divinity’ during this period in which deities are perceived as kings and warlords and conversely, 

kings regarded as divine (Davidson 2002: 26). These tantric kings took initiation from tantric 
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masters as we find evidence for in Nepal (Sanderson 2004; Tofflin 1993: 53, 94) and Vijayanagara 

for example (Gupta and Gombrich 1986). What seems to have begun as ascetic and ritual practices 

to seek power and final salvation among particular groups, as we find in the earliest Tantra, the 

Niḥśvāsa (Goodall 2015) whose earliest layers go back to as early as the fifth century, reaching its 

final redaction around the seventh, became adopted by the highest political powers. This 

movement from marginal ascetic practices to mainstream official religion is striking and needs 

explanation.  

 

 Given that there was relatively rapid religious change in the medieval period with the 

tantric traditions a number of questions present themselves. First, how do we account for such 

innovation in the particular context of its occurrence, second, can we infer general principles about 

rapid religious change that can be applied more widely, and third can we understand the particular 

situation in medieval Kashmir in terms of larger historical forces? Responses to such questions 

touch upon the problem of reductionism and what counts as explanation. What are the drivers of 

rapid religious change or, perhaps more precisely, what are the constraints that we need to specify 

that control the particularity of a situation of rapid religious change into its outcome?2 These 

questions are inextricably intertwined. In terms of the specification of constraints I will limit my 

comments to two realms that I think we need to put in place in terms of explaining tantric religious 

innovation.  

 

Tantric Innovation in the Context of World System  

 

The issue of how the particular traditions of Kashmir in the early medieval period can be 

understood in terms of larger historical forces is important because the change that we witness 

there might form part of a network of wider social and political transformations. It is, of course, 

difficult to establish causal relationships but it is possible that wider cultural constraints are 

operative at this period, to control the outcome that is tantric religion. A wider network of trade 

and communication that spreads throughout Asia and possibly beyond, has impact – even though 

indirect – upon these religions. Kashmir functioned within a feudal economy that in the medieval 

period produced a surplus that allowed the support of religious groups and monastic institutions 

(Sanderson, Kashmir). In terms of world systems theory, Kashmir falls within what Wallerstein 

has called the West Indian sphere (Wallerstein 2004) whose macro-economy characterized by 

trade routes provided the surplus that in turn permitted the development of the traditions. Certainly, 

Kashmir was part of a world trade system, open to the cultural influence of Gandhara to its 

immediate west, that itself can be described and an Indo-Greek kingdom. In particular, there was 

cultural influence from the rest of the subcontinent. For example, the parents of the famous Śaiva 

philosopher Abhinavagupta, he tells us, came from Bengal and texts composed in Kashmir made 

their way to the far south quite quickly. Indeed, we can speak of Śaivism as a pan-Indic religion 

and cultural force during the medieval period, with rites being adopted in Tamilnadu whose origin 

is in Kashmir, where they become influenced by indigenous Tamil traditions of poetry and 

devotion (Sanderson 2009: 77-80; Goodall 2015).  

 

But to specify the ways in which economic growth affected culture in medieval Kashmir 

would be detailed study that has not, to my knowledge, been undertaken although Sanderson does 

begin to develop this approach, detailing the importance of irrigation systems and new settlements 

                                                           
2 On the importance of constraint in contrast to cause, see Bowker 2018: 00-00.  

p. 149



in the development of Śaivism (Sanderson 2009: 280-83). However, I would not wish to reduce 

religious innovation simply to be the product of an economic surplus, but economic change within 

the Kashmir valley is probably a necessary condition that allowed religious innovation, such as we 

find in the tantric traditions, to emerge. Arguably, it is the appeal and force of the new tantric 

religions themselves, emerging as the voice of groups who had been socially disadvantaged 

beginning to find voice and, in a sense, pushing into public discourse. Indeed, the Tantras 

themselves are written in a lower register of language to the learned Sanskrit of the philosophers 

and poets, called aiśa or divine language (Goodall 2015: 113-36), which indicates their being 

composed by people who were not au fait with the higher, learned register. With these texts we 

are dealing with a pre-philosophical level of discourse in the sense that they articulate a worldview 

and provide the material for the systematic arguments of the philosophers, but are not themselves 

arguments and may contain diverse – although related – models of what a person is (Flood 2020). 

 

Tantric Innovation in the Context of Theological Practice 

 

 To understand religious change only in terms of macro-economic and political conditions 

is to underestimate the importance of internal religious constraints. We might call these internal 

constraints ‘theological’ in the sense that what drives these new forms of practice is confidence in 

the veracity of the new revelation and the effectiveness of the practices prescribed. It is insufficient 

to explain tantric innovation purely in terms of political expediency because the detailed 

particularity of the texts and the novelty of the worldview they propagate exceeds their political or 

socially transactional dimensions. To take the example of the Netra Tantra again. As Sanderson 

has demonstrated (Sanderson 2004), this text is integral to the protection of kings from illness, 

demonic forces, the protection of the kingdom, and the destruction of enemies. But this is not the 

whole story. The text also contains implicit anthropologies and accounts of human life that are 

soteriological in orientation if by that we mean orientated towards individual transformation that 

the text regards as divinization. There is strong theological drive that has shaped the final redaction 

of the text and that sees human flourishing in terms of a psycho-physical transformation that is 

ultimately aimed at the highest good. For example, three chapters of the text are described as three 

levels of meditation, the gross (sthūla-dhyānam), subtle (sukṣma-dhyānam) and the supreme 

(para-dhyānam). The gross level is concerned with ritual practices to protect people from demonic 

intrusion and to cure sickness caused by possession, the second level is about meditation upon the 

body as a subtle anatomy through which power flow that can be harnessed to facilitate a higher 

realization, and the supreme meditation is geared towards perceiving the person as divine, as one 

with Śiva, the ultimate source of the revelation but also of the universe itself. The yoga or 

meditation practice described in chapter seven is an esoteric practice involving visualisation of the 

body as a vertical structure with levels of the hierarchical universe mapped onto it. The body thus 

becomes the central metaphor for the journey of the practitioner to salvation and power, envisaged 

as accessing the nectar of immortality at the crown of the head through a process of the self, rising 

up through the body and piercing various blockages, representing various cosmic levels, along the 

way. By way of an aside, within this chapter there is a micro religious change that marks the entry 

into mainstream tantric tradition of a different model of self from with the religion of the Goddess. 

That is, the chapter describes two meditations, one the standard Tantric practice of the self, rising 

up through the levels to the crown of the head, the second one in which having accessed the crown, 

the nectar of immortality is released and floods the body, filling the practitioner with bliss and 

ensuring immortality. The commentator on the text, Kṣemarāja, calls these the system of the tantra 
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(tantra-prakriyā) and the system of the family of Goddesses (kula-prakriyā) (NT 7.5 com.) 

Wernicke-Olesen has called this latter practice part of a Śākta anthropology distinct from an earlier 

yogic model of the person in which holding power at the crown of the head is the goal (bindu-

dharaṇa) (Wernicke-Olesen 2018). 

 

 Here we see a theological text concerned with individual meditation practice and driven by 

the internal goal of gaining access to the nectar of immortality symbolically located at the crown 

of the head. This is the integration of practices external to the text within the text’s overall 

theological vision of the human good and what it is for human communities to flourish. The 

impulse here is theological rather than political and the chapter contains no information on or 

advice to the king but is solely taken up with soteriological concerns and presenting a model of 

the person as integrated within a cosmos and the spiritual journey to salvation as a journey of the 

self that the text refers to as a sense of self-presence (abhimāna), harnessed to power (śakti) rising 

through the body (NT 7.7cd-8). It seems to me that this is a concrete illustration of rapid religious 

change for here we have a new understanding of self entering into the tantric tradition, a vision of 

self as processual in which life is envisaged as a journey to immorality conceptualised and 

imagined as a journey through the body. This soteriological vision is distinct from the political 

expediency of the rituals of protection and the defeat of enemies in advocating a goal beyond the 

purely practical and in integrating the magical practices of protection into a total system at a lower 

level. Thus, the three levels of meditation, the gross, subtle, and supreme, map on to three levels 

of the body and three levels of the cosmos. The Netra Tantra thus represents an integrative vision 

of the person in relation to world, acknowledging the importance of socio-political transaction but 

offering a vision not restricted to that (also see Baumer 2019). The theology of the Netra Tantra 

might thus be seen as the transmission of a culture if by that we mean, using Wason’s phrase, ‘a 

set of socially transmitted information that affects nearly all of our behaviour’ (Wason 2017: 16). 

The culture that the Netra Tantra creates is not simply formed through the political forces but is 

inherent in the text itself. 

 

Conclusion  
 

 Because there is yet so much to be done in terms of relating religion to wider social, 

political and economic factors in the history of Indic religions – there is as yet no Braudel of 

medieval Indic civilization – our assertions will always be provisional. But it does seem to be the 

case that the tantric religions developed relatively quickly, and I have here tried to describe some 

indicators of that change, from Jayanta’s play to tantric texts themselves. We might put forward a 

thesis therefore that the origins of tantric texts are marginal to mainstream social and political 

order, focused on practice for developing supernatural power and final salvation, but that this new 

form of religion begins to penetrate and influence mainstream society, so much so that tantric 

Śaivism comes to dominate Indic civilization from Kashmir to the Khmer kings of Cambodia.  I 

have suggested that while the wider socio-political and economic order is important, this is 

insufficient in itself to explain this rapid growth and we must look to the internal or theological 

constraints of the religion itself. What begins on the margins of the social order becomes 

appropriated by that order and arguably thereby contained: any threat to the social order is adapted 

to the advantage of that order.  
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The Mandarin Union Version’s Role in Promoting Mandarin’s Identity Function 

as the National Language of Republican China1 

 

George Kam Wah Mak 
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Protestantism believes in an individual’s right to read and interpret the Bible and the 

Bible’s supreme authority as the standard of faith and practice. Hence, while conversion 

to Protestantism in 19th century China remained largely a rural phenomenon,2 Chinese 

Protestants, many of whom could not read at that time, were expected one day to read 

the Chinese Bible on their own. Sufficient literacy to read the Bible and other Christian 

books was seen as practically a necessity for converts, male or female.3  This view 

remained unchanged when Protestant missions in China entered the 20th century. As 

clearly expressed in the “Letter to the Chinese Church” of the China Centenary 

Missionary Conference in 1907, all Chinese Protestants were urged on the great 

importance of letting “each Christian who can read, read carefully part of a chapter in 

the Bible every day, praying God to help him to understand it.” “Pastors and preachers 

everywhere” were appealed to “stimulate adults who cannot read to begin to learn to do 

so, and should help them to read their Bibles.”4 Published in Zhongxi Jiaohui bao in 

1908, the Letter’s Chinese translation even intensified the meaning of “adults who 

cannot read” as wulun laoyou you bu shizi zhe 無論老幼有不識字者 (whoever cannot 

read, whether he or she is a child or an elderly person).5  

 Nevertheless, as in imperial China the notion of literacy was closely related to 

wenyan 文言 (literary Chinese),6 it was not easy for illiterate Chinese Protestants in the 

late Qing era to acquire literacy leading to social advancement simply through learning 

 
1 This paper originally appeared in my monograph Protestant Bible Translation and Mandarin as the 

National Language of China (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2017), pp. 163-187. 
2 R. G. Tiedemann, “China and Its Neighbours,” in A World History of Christianity, ed. Adrian Hastings, 

(London: Cassell, 1999), 393.  
3  Ryan Dunch, “‘Mothers to Our Country’: Conversion, Education, and Ideology among Chinese 

Protestant Women, 1870-1930,” in Pioneer Chinese Christian Women: Gender, Christianity and, Social 

Mobility, ed. Jessie Gregory Lutz (Bethlehem: Lehigh University Press, 2010), 333.  
4 Records. China Centenary Missionary Conference Held at Shanghai, April 25 to May 8, 1907 (hereafter 

cited as Records 1907) (Shanghai: Centenary Conference Committee, 1907), 358. 
5 “Bai nian dahui tonggao Zhongguo jiaohui shu xuqian,” Zhongxi jiaohui bao, March 1908, 33.  
6 Kaske referred to wenyan as a ‘classical language.’ See Elisabeth Kaske, The Politics of Language in 

Chinese Education, 1895-1919 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2008), 28-35. Also, see Benjamin A. Elman, A 

Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China (Taipei: SMC Publishing, 2001), 372-380.  
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to read the Bible. Protestant missionaries did not have a very strong incentive to make 

an effort to teach their illiterate converts wenyan to read the Bible, when they probably 

did not have such ability and biblical translations in Mandarin and other dialects were 

available. In fact, even though Mandarin was the de facto spoken lingua franca in China 

at that time, the knowledge of it was insufficient to enable one to be regarded as literate, 

let alone the ability to write or read his own dialect. 

 Since most Protestant missionaries in late Qing China were deep-rooted in the 

evangelical theological tradition, a major concern to them regarding a Chinese 

Protestant’s literacy, whether in wenyan, Mandarin or his/her own dialect, was religious 

empowerment through literacy: A literate man could read the Bible, through which he 

would come to know God and learn how to live a new life in Christ. The missionaries 

perceived that the centre of their work was to carry the Gospel to the unevangelized and 

to win souls for Christ. They did not deny the importance of missionary social services 

such as education and medical services for social transformation. However, as the China 

Centenary Missionary Conference proclaimed, “in the working of such agencies their 

essential evangelical purpose should always be emphasized…every missionary, 

whether engaged in pastoral, educational, medical or charitable work is first and 

foremost an evangelist.”7 Therefore, “to secure the salvation of the scholars’ souls” was 

regarded by the founders of the Hangchow High School (Yuying Yishu 育英義塾) of 

the APM as the first goal of the school.8 Similarly, the discussion of James Sadler (Shan 

Yage 山雅各, 1842-1914), a missionary of the London Missionary Society in Xiamen, 

about the value of romanised characters unsurprisingly revolved around their 

helpfulness in quickly gaining the ability to read the Bible.9 It would be good for a 

Chinese convert to gain functional reading and writing abilities through using 

romanized characters, but Protestant missionaries were more concerned with the 

relation of romanized characters to evangelization. 

 However, it was possible for Chinese Protestants to gain literacy in wenyan 

through education provided by mission schools. In late 19th century China, holding in 

common the goal of equipping students intellectually and morally for lives of 

usefulness and leadership within Chinese society, Protestant mission schools generally 

 
7 Records 1907, 550.  
8 Ryan Dunch, “Science, Religion and the Classics in Christian Higher Education to 1920,” in China’s 

Christian Colleges: Cross-Cultural Connections, 1900-1950, ed. Daniel H. Bays and Ellen Widmer 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), 62.  
9 James Sadler, “Jiangxi baihua yinzi youyi Shuo,” Zhongxi jiaohui bao, December 1895, 9-11. 
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regarded Christianity, science and the Chinese classics as the three principal elements 

of a mission education.10 Naturally, whether and how a balance in time and emphasis 

among those three elements was achieved in a mission school depended on its 

missionaries’ views on education in addition to the resources and abilities at the disposal 

of the missionaries and their Chinese colleagues.11 A. P. Parker [Pan Shenwen 潘慎文, 

1850-1924, American Methodist Episcopal Mission (South)], who spoke at the General 

Conference of the Protestant Missionaries of China 1890, identified three classes of 

missionary educators according to their views on mission education in China. There 

was a class of missionary educators who thought that their students “ought to be 

prepared to take and to hold positions in Chinese society and government circles.” They 

therefore “must be thoroughly drilled in the Chinese language and literature.” 12 

Graduates of mission schools run by this class of missionary educators could be well-

trained in wenyan, as indicated by the success of Mateer’s Tengchow College 

(Dengzhou Wenhuiguan 登州文會館), of which 17 students passed the county-level 

imperial examination from 1873 to 1883, including Zou Liwen 鄒立文, who later 

became Mateer’s Chinese assistant and was involved in the translation of the Mandarin 

Union Version.13 However, the other two classes of missionary educators identified by 

Parker might not devote the same degree of attention to the Chinese classical curriculum 

in their mission schools as Mateer did in Tengchow College: Those who perceived the 

main object of their mission schools as training native helpers for mission work would 

stress the Bible and religious learning and downplayed the Chinese classics; For those 

whose mission schools emphasized introducing Western science into China under 

Christian influence, devoting too much time to the Chinese classics would mean that 

they did not have enough instructional time to impart to students more useful 

knowledge, i.e. Western science.14 Such a situation implies that the quality of wenyan 

education, a means of gaining a necessary tool for learning the Chinese classics, could 

be uneven across mission schools in China. This, together with that the Chinese 

classical curriculum was becoming more peripheral in mission education after around 

 
10 Dunch, “Science, Religion and the Classics in Christian Higher Education to 1920,” 58, 64. 
11 Ibid., 80. 
12 Records of the General Conference of the Protestant Missionaries of China, Held at Shanghai, May 7-

20, 1890 (hereafter cited as Records 1890) (Shanghai: American Presbyterian Mission Press, 1890), 491.   
13 Dunch, “Science, Religion and the Classics in Christian Higher Education to 1920,” 66. Hyatt, Our 

Ordered Lives Confess, 167. 
14 Dunch, “Science, Religion and the Classics in Christian Higher Education to 1920,” 61; Records 1890, 

491. 
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1900,15  helps explain why some Chinese Protestants had a bad impression of the 

wenyan education provided by mission schools at the end of the first decade of the 20th 

century. For instance, Luo Qingtang 羅慶堂 from Shandong claimed that the wenyan 

knowledge of mission schools’ graduates in general could not afford them to compose 

practical writings and read general books.16 Feng Jiuqing 馮九卿, the Chinese editor of 

Zhongxi jiaohui bao, disapproved of mission schools’ emphasis on English at the 

expense of Chinese.17 

 During the early 1920s, under the influence of the New Culture Movement and 

Chinese nationalism, Protestantism came under intensifying attacks in Republican 

China. This required the Protestant church in China to review its over-emphasis on 

proselytization and to justify its presence by reaffirming itself as a useful participant in 

the nation-building of modern China. Regarding science and individual emancipation 

as vital to China’s salvation, many Chinese intellectuals were determined to eliminate 

every form of superstition, in which civilized people in a modern society should not 

believe.18  The attack was at first directed towards Chinese religious traditions, but 

Protestantism too suffered the same fate. The main contention was that all religions 

were irrational and contrary to the laws of science.19  According to Winfried Glüer, 

People “rid themselves of Christianity because it was irrelevant and scientifically 

outdated” in modern society. 20  Christianity was no longer seen as what John K. 

Fairbank called a major element “inspiring the regeneration of China,” even though 

“after 1900 missionary institutions began to nurture ‘Young China,’ a new generation 

of patriots and reformers” and “contributed directly to the rise of China’s modern 

nationalism.”21 

 Protestantism was vulnerable to the anti-imperialist attacks because of its links 

to western imperial powers, which Latourette regarded as “a handicap to the missionary 

 
15 Dunch, “Science, Religion and the Classics in Christian Higher Education to 1920,” 80. 
16 Luo Qingtang, “Jiaohui xuetang zuijin zhi quedian,” Zhongxi jiaohui bao, August 1910, 3-4. 
17 Feng Jiuqing, “Jiaohui xuetang yi su gailiang zhi yuanyin xu,” Zhongxi jiaohui bao, November 1910, 

11.   
18  Ka-Che Yip, “China and Christianity: Perspectives on Missions, Nationalism, and the State in the 

Republican Period, 1912-1949,” in Missions, Nationalism and the End of Empire, ed. Brian Stanley 

(Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2003), 133-134. See also Yamamoto Sumiko, History of 

Protestantism in China: The Indigenization of Christianity (Tokyo: Tōhō Gakkai, 2000), 116-121. 
19 Yamamoto, History of Protestantism in China, 114. 
20  Winfried Glüer, Christliche Theologie in China: T. C. Chao 1918-1956 (Gütersloh: Gütersloher 

Verlagshaus Mohn, 1979), 15. 
21 John King Fairbank, “Introduction: The Many Faces of Protestant Missions in China and the United 

States,” in The Missionary Enterprise in China and America, ed. John King Fairbank (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1974), 3. 
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and to the Church.” 22  The major point of attack was that the right of Protestant 

missionaries to propagate the Christian faith, and the missionaries’ claim to protection, 

originated from unequal treaties between China and foreign imperialist powers. The 

fact that some of the missionaries misused their favoured legal position to expand their 

work or protect native converts, together with the foreign domination of the Protestant 

church in China, reinforced in the minds of many Chinese the association between 

missions and imperialism.23 

 All of these attacks led to the Church’s realization that the future of 

Protestantism in China depended on aligning its effort with Chinese nationalist 

aspirations. 24  Not only missionaries but also Chinese Protestants “sought to win 

converts to the Kingdom of God without risking the integrity of the nation.”25 Moreover, 

anti-Christian sentiments were translated into action by impatient student activists. The 

Anti-Christian Student Federation was formed in Shanghai in March 1922 to oppose 

the conference of the World Student Christian Federation to be held in April at Tsinghua 

College (now Tsinghua University in Beijing), which marked the beginning of the anti-

Christian movement during 1922 and 1927.26  

 The National Christian Conference held in May 1922 was thus a timely 

opportunity for the Church to discuss how to “face squarely the present situation both 

within and without [sic] the Church.”27 As expressed in the opening speech by Cheng 

Jingyi, the conference’s chairman,  

 

At a time like the present when the Chinese Church is growing restless and is seeking for an 

outlet for its convictions and aspirations, and when the better educated classes of the nation are 

taking their stand on the platform of science and challenging the Christian religion, it is high 

time for us who regard the business of God as the one great thing in life to get together and to 

consider what have been our successes and our failures, wherein lies our strength and weakness, 

 
22 Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christian Missions in China (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 1929), 533. 
23 Yip, “China and Christianity,” 135.  
24 Paul Varg even argued that such a realization contributed to American missionaries’ decision to support 

treaty revision in the late 1920s. Paul Varg, “The Missionary Response to the Nationalist Revolution,” in 

The Missionary Enterprise in China and America, ed. Fairbank, 311.  
25 John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics, Culture and Class in the Nationalist Revolution, (Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), 14. 
26 Yip Ka-che, Religion, Nationalism and Chinese Students: The Anti-Christian Movement of 1922-1927 

(Bellingham, WA: Centre for East Asian Studies, Western Washington University, 1980), 22-23. 
27  F. Rawlinson, Helen Thoburn, and D. MacGillivray, eds., The Chinese Church as Revealed in the 

National Christian Conference held in Shanghai, Tuesday, May 2, to Thursday, May 11, 1922 (Shanghai: 

Oriental Press, 1922), 30.  
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and upon what points fresh emphasis must be laid, and in what matters new adjustments are 

required.28 

 

The conference chose ‘the Chinese Church’ as the central theme of its discussion,29 

which reflected the Church’s determination to accelerate its indigenization as a response 

to the accusation that it was linked to imperialist powers. The goal of the indigenization 

of the Protestant church in China was to make it self-governing, self-supporting and 

self-propagating. The beliefs of the indigenized Protestant church in China should 

express the meritorious characteristics of Chinese culture while being based on 

Christian teachings. Also, the western traits of the Church needed not be entirely 

excluded, if they were applicable to China.30 The growth of the spirit of independence 

from foreign control in Protestant churches in China was barely evident in the 19th 

century but became a prominent theme after 1900.31 The conference was a milestone 

for the indigenization movement, because it was the first time that “Chinese Churches 

and the Missions were represented on an equal basis” in a general conference of 

Protestant churches in China.32  It was an arena in which Chinese Protestant leaders 

expressed their visions and agendas of the indigenization movement. Moreover, two 

Sino-foreign organizations with a significant degree of Chinese leadership and 

responsibility emerged out of the conference. The first was the National Christian 

Council of China (1922), a national coordinating and liaison body covering most of the 

denominations and mission groups in China; The second was the Church of Christ in 

China (Zhonghua Jidujiaohui 中華基督教會, 1927), which eventually had a 

membership of about a quarter of the Protestant community in China.33  

 At the National Christian Conference 1922, ‘the Chinese Church’ was described 

as the church of the Chinese people. In his address to the conference, Liu Tingfang 劉

 
28 Ibid., 30-31. 
29 Ibid., 31. 
30 Wang Chengmian, Wenshe de shengshuai: Erling niandai Jidujiao bensehua zhi gean yanjiu, (Taipei: 

Yuzhou Guang, 1993), 106-108; Yamamoto, History of Protestantism in China, 323-358. 
31 Daniel H. Bays, “The Growth of Independent Christianity in China, 1900-1937,” in Christianity in 

China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, ed. Daniel H. Bays (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1996), 308. 
32  F. Rawlinson, “Interpretative Introduction,” in The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National 

Christian Conference, ed. Rawlinson et al., iv. Frank Joseph Rawlinson (Le Lingsheng 樂靈生, 1871-

1937, American Southern Baptist Mission, later ABCFM) even stated in the “Interpretative Introduction” 

that “actually the Chinese representatives of the Churches outnumbered their Western colleagues who 

represented the Missions.” 
33 Bays, “The Growth of Independent Christianity in China, 1900-1937,” 308.  
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廷芳 pointed out that “the problem of the Church of Christ in China” was that of “a 

Church that will really fulfil the yearning expectations of the faithful 360,000 strong, 

in whose hearts dawns the consciousness of a new national life; a Church that will meet 

the needs of the ninety-nine and a half-percent of the 400,000,000 who are still outside 

of the Christian fold.”34 

 Prasenjit Duara has argued that one of the strategies of radical Chinese 

nationalists to secure the Chinese national community without recourse to history 

“involved sharpening the sense of its distinctiveness from the Other.” He added that 

“most important in this respect is the anti-Christian movement” in the 1920s.35 Liu’s 

statement revealed Chinese Protestant leaders’ awareness of counteracting such a 

distinction by emphasizing the oneness between the Church and the nation. Protestant 

missionaries in the first decade of the 20th century already recognized the importance 

of making the Protestant church in China a national one. William N. Brewster (Pu Lushi 

蒲魯士, 1862-1916, American Methodist Episcopal Mission) in Xinghua 興化 of 

Fujian wrote, “The movement toward Christianity cannot take on national proportions 

until the church is national. No tree can flourish until it becomes indigenous.” 36 

Brewster also stressed that the combination of a Chinese Protestant’s national and 

religious identities would be important to the church’s self-support. “Make the 

organization national,” he wrote, “and the Chinese members will certainly give far more 

liberally. Human nature is built that way. It would be equally true in any land.”37  

 Brewster’s views were shared by the Chinese Protestant leaders steering the 

indigenization movement in the 1920s. The process of indigenization was also that of 

the emergence of the idea of a national Protestant community. The Chinese Protestant 

leaders’ opposition to denominationalism imported by foreign missionaries was clearly 

expressed by Cheng Jingyi 誠靜怡 at the World Missionary Conference held in 

Edinburgh in 1910. Cheng proclaimed, “Denominationalism has never interested the 

Chinese mind. He finds no delight in it, but sometimes he suffers for it!” 38  The 

 
34 Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 225. It 

is noteworthy that when mentioning “the Church of Christ in China” in his address, Liu referred to the 

Protestant church in China as a whole rather than the ecumenical church established in 1927 under the 

same name. 
35 Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago; 

London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 103. 
36 William N. Brewster, “A Chinese National Church,” Chinese Recorder and Missionary Journal 38 

(1907): 64. 
37 Brewster, “A Chinese National Church,” 67. 
38 Brian Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 1910 (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge: 
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formation of a united Chinese Protestant church was an urgent priority for Chinese 

Protestant leaders, and this was expressed in “The Message of the Church” of the 

National Christian Conference 1922.39 However, considering the different theological 

stances of the Protestant denominations in China, they understood that it would be 

impossible for all of the denominations to be united into and governed by a single 

institution. The Church of Christ in China and the National Christian Council of China 

were established to achieve the goal of unity in different ways. The Church of Christ in 

China aimed to achieve tangible corporate unity and finally united sixteen different 

Presbyterian, Congregational and Baptist Church bodies, 40  whereas the National 

Christian Council of China was a coordinating and liaison organization fostering 

cooperation between denominations. Hence, the envisioned united Chinese church 

meant the indigenized church of the Chinese people in the sense of a national Protestant 

community.  

 Besides affirming the Church’s ‘Chineseness,’ the National Christian 

Conference 1922 attempted to show the Chinese Protestant church was relevant to the 

nation-building of modern China, because as Liu Tingfang proclaimed, it “shall be a 

genuine servant to the Chinese People.” According to Liu, the Church should serve the 

nation in two ways. First, it “shall conserve all that is best with which God has endowed 

the race, constantly re-interpreting and re-evaluating the spiritual, intellectual and social 

inheritance of the race.”41 This statement can be seen as a response to the attack against 

the Church as a cultural imperialist agent designed to ‘denationalize’ the Chinese.42 It 

also manifested that the Church did not support the wholesale westernization of China. 

 Second, the Chinese Protestant church “shall serve the Chinese people as a 

stalwart liberator, always looking forward with prophetic intuition, leading the Chinese 

race on toward God and toward all the improvements and progress to which God has 

destined this nation.”43 ‘Liberation’ now not only referred to liberation from sin in a 

Christian sense, it also meant the development of China from a backward nation into a 

modern one. Here the Church was perceived as a social reformer. This view had a 

 
Eerdmans, 2009), 109.  
39 Ibid., 109; Quan Shaowu,  ed., Jidujiao Quanguo Dahui baogaoshu, 176-177; Rawlinson et al., eds., 

The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 501-502. 
40 Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 1910, 110. 
41 Quan, ed., Jidujiao Quanguo Dahui baogaoshu, 163; Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as 

Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 227. 
42 Yip, “China and Christianity,” 135. 
43 Quan, ed., Jidujiao Quanguo Dahui baogaoshu, 163; Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as 

Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 227. 
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theological underpinning from the idea of the social gospel, which was popular “among 

most mainline Protestant denominations and most Chinese of the National Christian 

Council and the YMCA [i.e. the Young Men’s Christian Association] and YWCA [i.e. 

the Young Women’s Christian Association]” in the 1920s and 1930s.44  The social 

gospel as a liberal theology was to build an optimist social Christianity that emphasized 

the intensification of the interest of churches in social problems.45 According to Jessie 

G. Lutz, liberal Chinese Protestants argued that they were loyal to both the Chinese 

nation and their faith; In working for the reconstruction of China, they were following 

in the footsteps of Jesus, the social reformer.46  

 To many delegates attending the National Christian Conference 1922 who 

subscribed to this ‘new theology,’ serving China was serving God; Reforming the 

society was striving for the advent of the Kingdom of Heaven.47  The social gospel 

theology helped rectify the missionaries’ overemphasis of evangelical work in the 19th 

century and justify the Church’s substantial involvement in Chinese welfare. In fact, in 

the 20th century, most of the Protestant missions in China “no longer thought the social 

gospel enterprises definitely subordinate to evangelical activities. They were no longer 

means to enter the evangelical work but equal working branches.”48 

 To live up to social gospel ideals, the Church would nurture Chinese Protestants 

to be Christian citizens to “serve the nation and the society according to the spirit of 

Christ.”49 Duara argued that from the late 19th century on, the dominant models of the 

religious citizen were offered by Christian missionaries associated with imperialist 

powers in Asia. “They brought lessons from their own societies of ways for the religious 

subject to adapt—and, indeed, contribute—to the growth of nationalism and 

imperialism in the West.”50 However, the notion of Christian citizenship promoted by 

the National Christian Conference 1922 and subsequently the National Christian 

 
44 Jessie Gregory Lutz, “Beyond Missions: Christianity as a Chinese Religion in a Changing China,” in 

Pioneer Chinese Christian Women: Gender, Christianity and, Social Mobility, ed. Lutz, 425. 
45  Dan Cui, The Cultural Contribution of British Protestant Missionaries and British-American 

Cooperation to China’s National Development During the 1920’s (Lanham, MD: University Press of 

America, 1998), 8. 
46 Lutz, “Beyond Missions,” 425.  
47 Lin Ronghong, Zhonghua Shenxue wushi nian 1900-1949 (Hong Kong: China Graduate School of 

Theology, 1998), 175.  
48 Cui, The Cultural Contribution of British Protestant Missionaries, 18. 
49 Zhonghua guizhu, no. 50, 10th March 1925. 
50  Prasenjit Duara, “Religion and Citizenship in China and the Diaspora,” in Chinese Religiosities: 

Afflictions of Modernity and State Formation, ed. Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 2008), 46.  
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Council was a product of the joint enterprise of missionaries and Chinese Protestants. 

This was because the Church’s Christian citizenship education programme was devised 

by the conference’s Commission II, in which missionaries and Chinese Protestants were 

equally represented to formulate a proposal for the future development of Protestantism 

in China.51  Moreover, it was Chinese Protestants who put ideas into practice. The 

involvement of many of them in public life, civic projects and campaigns against ‘social 

ills’ such as foot binding “convinced many urban Chinese of the practical benefits of 

religious citizenship, and they became sympathizers or even converted.” Hence, not 

only missionaries but also Chinese Protestants were involved “in the transfer from the 

West of ideas and practices of a modern nation-state.”52 

 Christian citizenship, according to the Commission II’s report, could mean the 

combination of right relations with God and with one’s fellow-men.53  “Christianity 

begins with the individual, but it does not forget society.” A Chinese Protestant was 

expected to make himself “the best citizen, loyal and patriotic, devoted to the true 

interests of his social group and his country.”54 Vincent Goossaert and David Palmer 

had a similar understanding of the notion of Christian citizenship, pointing out that in 

Republican China, “Christians promoted the notion that a good believer, that is, a 

public-minded, thrifty, honest, sober, decent person, was de facto a good citizen.”55 The 

Church tried to stress the equal importance of a Protestant’s individual relationship to 

God and that to the nation. Being a Protestant citizen meant to fulfil one’s obligations 

to God and to the nation according to biblical teachings. Expressing Protestantism in 

various forms of Christian and social services became a Protestant citizen’s means to 

“deepen and conserve” his religious life and to take his part in Chinese society as a 

religious subject.56  

 The aforementioned background is helpful in understanding how the Mandarin 

Bible served as a powerful impetus for the Church’s promotion of literacy in Mandarin 

as guoyu 國語 in Republican China. First of all, the combination of the cohesive power 

of religious canon and national language and the Mandarin Union Version’s 

 
51 Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 246.  
52  Vincent Goossaert and David A. Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2011), 71. 
53 Quan, ed., Jidujiao Quanguo Dahui baogaoshu, 136; Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as 

Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 301. 
54 Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 303. 
55 Goossaert and Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, 71. 
56 Rawlinson et al., eds., The Chinese Church as Revealed in the National Christian Conference, 303. 

p. 163



interdenominational character made the Bible version a symbol of the Chinese 

Protestant community as a national community. It would be superfluous to explain here 

the binding force of the Bible within a Protestant community in detail. Also, the 

Mandarin Union Version’s interdenominational character was a foundation for its wide 

acceptance. However, these were necessary but not sufficient for a Chinese Bible 

version to be a binding force of the Chinese Protestant community. For example, despite 

being products of interdenominational effort, the Delegates’ Version in wenyan and the 

Union Versions in High Wenli and Easy Wenli were unable to possess the same 

cohesive power as the Mandarin Union Version did. 

 It was the language of the Mandarin Union Version that made the difference. To 

Chinese Protestant leaders, Mandarin could be a linguistic means to create a sense of 

national unity among Chinese Protestants, thanks to the consolidation of Mandarin’s 

status as guoyu in the Republican era. The use of the Mandarin Union Version would 

help Chinese Protestants, most of whom were wenyan-illiterate, feel that they were 

bound together by shared language and beliefs. This enabled them to conceive 

themselves as members of the national Protestant community. 

 As Chinese Protestant leaders had an urge to establish a stronger communal 

sense among Chinese Protestants and form the Church’s national character, the 

Protestant church in China was naturally driven to empower illiterate Protestants to read 

the Mandarin Union Version rather than dialect Bible versions. In his speech delivered 

at the National Christian Conference 1922, Zhao Zichen 趙紫宸 (T. C. Chao, 1888-

1979) commented that “the Church may have made a mistake in turning many dialects 

into phonetic form, thus perpetuating the dialects.”57 Zhao’s comment might sound odd 

to evangelicals, because helping illiterates to be literate in their dialects would also 

serve the purpose of religious propagation, considering that they could read the Bible 

in their dialects afterwards. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that in the Chinese 

transcription of his speech, the phrase corresponding to “perpetuating the dialects” is 

“shi guoyu de jinbu zai wuxing zhong shou le zuai 使國語的進步在無形中受了阻礙” 

(having unwittingly hindered the advancement of guoyu).58  Zhao’s comment indeed 

implied that he agreed with the view that guoyu took priority over local dialects, 

reckoning there was a need to develop a ‘high language’ above all dialects in bridging 
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the gap between the linguistic and national communities.59 The devaluation of dialects 

was justified from the perspective of building a national Protestant community, as 

dialect Bible versions could not be as powerful as the Mandarin Union Version in 

binding Protestants from different parts of China together. This view shows that 

Chinese Protestant leaders shared with the Republican political elites the strong desire 

“to unite the people behind a single, unitary national project and ideology.”60 This, as 

part of the hardening hegemonic ‘national’ culture starting in the 1920s, delegitimized 

and attacked many elements of local identity and cultural diversity including dialects.61 

 The Mandarin Bible also energized illiterate Chinese Protestants to acquire 

knowledge of guoyu because ‘learning Mandarin to read the Mandarin Bible’ could 

result in both religious and secular empowerment. There can be little doubt that 

Protestants regard reading the Bible as a means of religious empowerment. Literacy, 

which is essential for reading, is an ability that illiterate Protestants want to acquire. 

David Norton illustrated this by citing the story of William Maldon, an illiterate English 

young man during Henry VIII’s reign: 

 

The said poor men bought the New Testament of Jesus Christ and on Sundays did sit reading in 

lower end of church, and many would flock about them to hear their reading, then I [i.e. William 

Maldon] came among the said readers to hear them reading of that glad and sweet tidings of the 

gospel, then my father seeing this that I listened unto them every Sunday, then came he and 

sought me among them, and brought me away from the hearing of them, and would have me to 

say the Latin matins with him, the which grieved me very much, and thus did fetch me away 

divers times, then I see I could not be in rest, then thought I, I will learn to read English, and 

then I will have the New Testament and read thereon myself...62 

 

We cannot rule out that there were Chinese Protestants who learnt Mandarin because 

they wanted to read the Mandarin Bible, which was similar to Maldon’s case. However, 

why and how could the Mandarin Bible, a religious canon, empower a Chinese 

Protestant secularly? The changing notion of literacy in China provided an answer. In 

the Republican era, literacy in Mandarin was gradually seen as an empowering literacy, 
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which resulted from the becoming of Mandarin as guoyu and thus the language of 

school education. Although wenyan still constituted an important part of Chinese 

language education in secondary school curriculum even in the 1930s, 63  one’s 

knowledge of Mandarin gradually secured its status as a benchmark of literacy in 

Chinese, after the Ministry of Education of the Beiyang 北洋 government (1912-1928) 

ordered all elementary schools to teach guoyu, i.e. Mandarin, instead of guowen 國文, 

i.e. wenyan in 1920.64  After the order was promulgated, Chinese publishers made 

particular efforts to compile and publish Mandarin textbooks. In the 1920s, Mandarin 

textbooks became the major type of Chinese language textbooks for primary students 

which were distributed by publishers based in Shanghai.65 Also, local dialects gave way 

completely to Mandarin as the medium of instruction in church schools.66 

 Even so, during the same decade, teaching Mandarin texts instead of wenyan 

texts could still be a reason that some parents did not allow their children to attend a 

particular school, as they thought that Mandarin was not current. Also, in some primary 

schools, the teaching and learning of wenyan received more attention than those of 

Mandarin.67  However, according to the personal experience of Wu Yanyin 吳研因 

(1886-1975), a Republican Chinese language educator, in the early 1920s, the use of 

Mandarin teaching materials was not a problem in schools whose students mainly came 

from poor families or belonged to working class.68 This could be because the students’ 

parents cared more about whether their children could receive education than whether 

wenyan or Mandarin was taught in school. 

 Since the Mandarin Bible was the predominant type of the Chinese Bible 

published in Republican China,69 to the Chinese people in that era, ‘reading the Bible’ 
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in normal circumstances meant ‘reading the Mandarin Bible,’ and being biblically 

literate implied that one had acquired a certain degree of literacy in Mandarin. Mandarin 

was used increasingly as a common written medium in the 1920s, although wenyan was 

still used in writing official documents. 70  For example, thanks to the May Fourth 

Movement, many magazines and newspaper supplements were written in Mandarin.71 

Therefore, having knowledge of Mandarin would allow one to enhance his interest in 

and knowledge of many living issues, such as social, industrial and political issues, 

which could be helpful in elevating one’s social status.72 In short, being able to read the 

Mandarin Bible as a religious canon was a goal of illiterate Chinese Protestants that 

pushed them to learn Mandarin. Yet, as a result of learning Mandarin, they were also 

equipped with a tool for the betterment of their livelihoods. 

 The Chinese Protestant church in the 1920s was not shy of informing its 

members that literacy in Mandarin would secularly empower them, as both the religious 

and secular aspects of empowerment brought by literacy in Mandarin were now seen 

as important to the building of an indigenized Chinese Protestant church. Explaining 

the rationale for every Protestant to receive occupational training, the report of the 

Commission II of the National Christian Conference 1922 states: 

 

…Since the Christian Church has in the past appealed in large measure to the poorer classes and 

includes very many families living on the narrowest margin of income, it is evident that this 

necessity for securing a better livelihood will press heavily upon the Christian community. 

 Heretofore the Christian community in many places has been in part dependent for its 

living upon employment by the Church. The greater part of the funds for the support of the 

Church has come and still comes from the mission boards abroad. Complete self-support is the 

ultimate ideal of the Church. But it cannot be achieved until the majority of the members of the 

Christian community are earning a living apart from the Church, and are assured of incomes 

that enable them to provide its support... 

 These facts point to the urgent need for training to enable the members of the Christian 

community to better their financial position...73 

 

Although literacy in Mandarin was not mentioned in the report, it is reasonable to infer 
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that the commission perceived literacy in Mandarin as a pre-requisite of “occupational 

training for every Christian,” as building a literate Church was the first objective of the 

Christian education proposed by the commission.74 Therefore, the Church recognized 

that equipping illiterate Protestants only with reading ability in Mandarin could no 

longer be the goal. The adult education organized by the Church should now aim to 

remove illiteracy through equipping adults with the ability “to read and write guoyu, 

whether in character, phonetic script or romanized character.”75  

 Moreover, under the concept of Christian citizenship, literacy in Mandarin as 

guoyu and biblical literacy were integrated into a Chinese Protestant’s means to fulfil 

his dual role as a citizen and a religious subject. First of all, literacy in Mandarin as 

guoyu was seen as a criterion of Chinese citizenship, which represented a combination 

of communicative competence and national identity. According to a contributor to Shen 

bao 申報 in 1926,  

 

Every citizen (guomin 國民) should have a good command of guoyu. The reason is easily 

understood. If one only speaks his dialect, he or she can only be regarded as a local native (turen 

土人) but not a citizen. Hence, if one wants to obtain citizenship, having a good command of 

guoyu is one way to do so, because a good command of guoyu is one of criteria for citizenship. 

This is of course the most important relationship between guoyu and our lives…
76

  

 

The contributor’s comment bore out Sue Wright’s argument: To know and to use the 

national language is part of the definition of belonging to the nation; To speak the 

language is a badge of inclusion; To refuse to know the language is to refuse the 

community and is seen as schismatic and unpatriotic.77 The Protestant church in China 

implicitly endorsed the idea that knowledge of Mandarin was part of the definition of 
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belonging to the Chinese nation, as the order of the three elements of Christian 

education proposed at the National Christian Conference 1922, namely literacy in 

guoyu first, occupational training second, and training in Christian citizenship third, 

illustrated the fundamental significance of literacy in guoyu in the making of a Christian 

citizen.78 In the 20th century, citizenship, according to Duara, came to refer to “rights 

and obligations of the individual to the political community—typically, the nation-

state.”79  Knowledge of Mandarin as guoyu became a qualification that enabled the 

Chinese people to enjoy the rights and to perform the duties of citizenship. In fact, a 

citizen’s right to political participation, for example, was sometimes highlighted by the 

Church to induce illiterates to learn guoyu. Published in 1930, the National Christian 

Council’s pamphlet Jidujiao yu pingmin jiaoyu yundong 基督教與平民教育運動 

(Christianity and the Mass Education Movement) illustrated that in the late 1920s, the 

Congregational churches in Baoding 保定 usually started their literacy work with a 

speech on the value of literacy: 

 

...Sometimes [the speaker] would also tell the audience that China was a republic now and the 

affairs of the republic were intended to be governed by its people collectively. “Who are the 

citizens of China? Of course everybody in the audience is [a citizen of China]. However, who 

among you have voted in the election of the [government’s] chairman? Who have been involved 

in determining the current tax rate? Who are happy to see the prolongation of [the nation’s] 

present internal disturbances and willing to provide someone with soldiers, vehicles, supplies 

and money to kill your compatriots?”...The speaker moved on and told the audience that lack 

of education was the reason that they had to bear the unwanted sufferings. Then [the speaker] 

would ask the audience, “how many of you can read and write?”...80  

 

The logic underlying the sequence of the messages is simple: One had to be literate in 

guoyu in order to receive proper education. Afterwards, he or she could be involved in 

changing the present chaotic situations by exercising his or her political rights.  

 The rights of citizenship provided Chinese Protestants with means to spread the 

Gospel, which the Church believed was “a fundamental and permanent solution” to 

China’s difficulties, because the need of China was “essentially a spiritual one.”81 The 
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Church shared the view that citizens should have the ability to express themselves and 

communicate with their compatriots, i.e. literacy in guoyu, so that every citizen could 

exercise his or her right to form and deliver an opinion on public matters, and intelligent 

public opinion would eventually be formed.82 To Chinese Protestants, the right to form 

and deliver an opinion on public matters would allow them to engage in creating “an 

intelligent Christian public opinion” throughout China,83 so that the Church could exert 

greater influence on Chinese society and facilitate the spread of the Gospel among the 

Chinese people. In this sense, the rights of citizenship were to be employed to do a 

Chinese Protestant’s duty to God and thus to the nation. Spreading the Gospel was not 

only a response to Jesus’ Great Commission but also a Christian citizen’s expression of 

his devotion to the true interests of his social group and his country, which was his duty 

to the nation.84  

 Therefore, for Protestant educators in the Republican era, literacy was “essential 

to being a complete person, to realization of the civic as well as the spiritual self.”85 

Chinese Protestants had to be literate in Mandarin as guoyu. To understand the 

Mandarin Bible meant to understand the Word of God, which contained the messages 

that Chinese Protestants should deliver to their compatriots for national salvation; 

Mandarin was a means of Chinese Protestants to be biblically literate and their medium 

of written and oral communication to deliver biblical messages to their compatriots. 

This, together with the consideration of a Chinese Protestant’s prospects in the society, 

explains why the Church defined literacy as “the ability to write and read” guoyu in its 

agenda of building a literate church, instead of “the ability to read the [four] Gospel[s] 

in the vernacular with fluency and understanding.”86 

 A Chinese Protestant was not expected to be satisfied with his or her own 

acquisition of knowledge of Mandarin and the Mandarin Bible. As a Christian citizen, 
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“not personal gains or success is to be his aim, but service to others.”87 The Christian 

citizenship’s emphasis on serving others corresponds to Duara’s argument that the 

obligations of the citizen in pre-World War II East Asia tended to overwhelm his or her 

rights, 88  although I have shown that the rights of citizenship were sometimes 

highlighted by the Church as an incentive to learn Mandarin as guoyu. Whereas the 

Mandarin Bible served as a powerful impetus for a Chinese Protestant to learn 

Mandarin, the stress on unselfish service in Christian citizenship drove him to transfer 

his literacy in Mandarin to others for their spiritual and secular empowerment. The 

“Letter to the Chinese Church” of the China Centenary Missionary Conference stated 

that making illiterate Chinese Protestants learn to read was the responsibility of “pastors 

and preachers everywhere.” The National Christian Council now emphasized that every 

literate Protestant was obliged to help his or her illiterate brethren be literate, because 

they “should consider their talent and knowledge to be an efficient tool entrusted to 

them [by God] to serve others.”89 Serving others was surely not confined to serving 

other Protestants, as, for instance, the motto of the Phonetic Promotion Committee 

(Jidujiao Tichang Zhuyin Zimu Weiyuanhui 基督教提倡注音字母委員會) reads, 

“Every Christian a Bible reader and every Christian a teacher of illiterates.”90 It was no 

accident that Yen Yangchu 晏陽初 (James Y. C. Yen, 1893-1990) found his earliest 

recruits among students and graduates of church schools and Christian colleges in 

developing the Mass Education Movement (pingmin jiaoyu yundong 平民教育運動), 

which aimed to teach illiterates to read by giving them a knowledge of 1,000 most 

commonly used characters in guoyu.91  

 Promoting literacy in guoyu naturally became a significant part of the Chinese 

Protestant church’s social services. The Church had long been using Mandarin and 

helping its members to acquire literacy in Mandarin.92 The emergence of Mandarin as 

guoyu offered the Church a ground to showcase its contribution to the nation-building 
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of modern China by capitalizing on its past experience. Unsurprisingly, the Mandarin 

Bible was regarded at the National Christian Conference as a pioneer in the promotion 

of the nationwide use of Mandarin: “The Bible in its Union Mandarin Version stands 

for Young China to-day as the pioneering book in the language of an intellectual 

movement which is transforming the mind of nation.”93  

 Moreover, the Church saw that playing a supportive role in promoting literacy 

in Mandarin as guoyu would be a way to contribute to the nation-building of modern 

China. The enormous number of illiterates in China, which accounted for 95% of the 

adult population in the early 1920s,94 meant that there was an urgent need for adult 

education. However, as Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培 (1868-1940) addressed at the first national 

meeting of the Chinese National Association for the Advancement of Education 

(Zhonghua Jiaoyu Gaijinshe 中華教育改進社) in 1922, “China could not even provide 

four years of national compulsory education, much less other types of education such 

as adult literacy education and special programmes for the handicapped.” 95  The 

Beiyang government, which was dominated by warlords and had “neither the stability 

nor the persevering interest,”96 did not have sufficient financial resources to organize 

and support education nationwide. Also, its officials showed much less interest in 

education outside the regular school system.97 These situations help explain why before 

the establishment of the Nationalist government in 1928, popular education organized 

by the state was extremely underdeveloped.  

 The Church therefore had an opportunity to play a constructive role in the 

nation-building of modern China. For example, the Church used zhuyin zimu 注音字

母 (National Phonetic Alphabet), a set of phonetic symbols promulgated by the Beiyang 

government in 1918 to standardize Mandarin pronunciation, 98  in its education 

programme for illiterate adults. Commenting on the Church’s involvement in the 

general adoption of zhuyin zimu, C. G. Sparham (Shi Baiheng 施白珩, 1860-1931) of 

the LMS regarded the Church as the Chinese government’s partner, saying “the 
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government has prestige and comparative wealth, the missionaries and leading Chinese 

Christians have teaching power and enthusiasm.”99 While it is debatable whether the 

Chinese government of Sparham’s day had prestige and comparative wealth, his 

opinion about the missionaries and leading Chinese Christians of his day is valid. 

 The Church never concealed the evangelical objective of its literacy education. 

When the National Christian Council resolved in 1929 to sponsor literacy education as 

part of its five-year plan, it was intended to gear toward the substantive and quantitative 

increase in the membership of the Chinese Protestant community.100 The experience of 

the Congregational churches in Baoding was cited as an exemplar to show that literary 

education was “the best service and also a good means to lead people to believe in God.” 

The 50% increase in membership of the Congregational churches in Baoding was 

largely attributed to their five years’ (1925-1929) endeavours in literacy education.101 

Teaching biblical stories and hymn singing were often included in literacy classes and 

proved to be popular among non-Protestants, especially women, despite not being 

compulsory elements of literacy education in some rural churches.102  

 Indeed, the objective of educating Protestants to serve the nation had already 

been revealed before the National Christian Conference 1922. The following comment 

on the Church’s support to the adoption of zhuyin zimu appeared in the bulletin of the 

China-For-Christ Movement (Zhonghua guizhu yundong 中華歸主運動), a precursor 

of the National Christian Council, in January 1920: 

 

Illiteracy is a problem not only to the Church but also to our nation. We are afraid that more 

than half of the Chinese population is illiterate, which accounts for the weakness of China today. 

Will the Church not achieve a great feat and thus inspire the whole nation to strive for its self-

strengthening, if the Church can make all its four hundred thousand communicants literate 

within the shortest period of time, say a year or half a year, so that both male and female 

communicants can use either the simplified script or the romanized script to read books and 

newspapers? Moreover, now many have noticed that [i.e. the problem of illiteracy] and worked 

hard to encourage people to be literate and receive education. If the Church succeeds, will it not 

give these aspiring men a great spiritual encouragement?103 
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Here the Church perceived its involvement in promoting literacy as serving the nation 

in two ways: First, it helped make more illiterate Protestants literate. Second, if the 

results were good, the Church would set an example to inspire others to follow. 

 The dual objective of making a stronger Church and serving the nation was well 

represented by the logo on the cover page of the National Christian Council’s pamphlet 

Jidujiao yu pingmin jiaoyu yundong. The central part of the logo is an opened book 

above which there is a lit candle. These objects are surrounded by four characters, shi 

zi ming dao 識字明道, which form a phrase that literally means ‘to be literate and 

understand dao.’ The use of the phrase shi zi ming dao indicates that the designer of the 

logo capitalized on the multiple meanings of the character dao to express the Church’s 

dual objective of literacy education. It is true that dao could mean different things, such 

as ‘reason,’ ‘means,’ ‘skills’ and ‘morality,’ depending on the context of use. However, 

it is noteworthy that Jidujiao yu pingmin jiaoyu yundong, as I mentioned earlier, was 

published in 1930. Before this pamphlet was prepared and published, dao had been an 

established Chinese translation of the Greek word λόγος (logos) in John 1:1 that 

denotes both the Word of God and God himself. The logo implied the Church’s hope 

that after gaining literacy in guoyu, a man could be a knowledgeable citizen and 

understand the Word of God. The lit candle represents literacy in guoyu and the opened 

book symbolizes sources of knowledge, both secular and religious. 

 The Church’s literacy education was not without problems. The literacy classes 

organized by the Congregational churches in Baoding, for instance, had to deal with the 

lack of enthusiastic and persistent teachers and suitable follow-up reading materials. 

Biases against women were obstacles to women’s literacy education organized by the 

churches of the American Methodist Episcopal Mission in Changli 昌黎 of Hebei 河

北. As in many parts of rural China, women in Changli were often discouraged from 

receiving education by their relatives, who generally believed that women did not have 

the ability to learn. Also, the need to educate women was not widely recognized.104 

 Nonetheless, we should not deny the contribution of Chinese Protestants to the 

promotion of literacy in guoyu. In the turbulent Republican era, the Protestant church 

in China remained a major force for social betterment in China. Although the issue of 

national sovereignty and power remained a major concern for the Nationalist 

 
104  Jidujiao yu pingmin jiaoyu yundong, 20-21, 28. In fact, other literacy education providers faced 

similar problems. See Hayford, To the People, 102. 
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government after 1928 and exacerbated the tension between church and state, the 

Nationalist government sought the Church’s cooperation in state-building and national 

reconstruction,105  given the dual threat of Japanese aggression and the Communist 

revolution against the Nationalist government’s rule starting in the early 1930s. This, 

together with poor enforcement of laws intended to curtail religious work and appeals 

to fellow-Protestants in the government, ensured the continuation of the Church’s 

endeavours. 106  As indicated in the report on the Church’s rural and literacy work 

submitted to the biennial conference of the National Christian Council in 1933, it was 

estimated that about 100,000 people enrolled on literacy classes offered by Protestant 

churches in China during the few years preceding the conference.107 According to a 

subsequent report issued by the National Christian Council for its work during the 

period from 1933 to 1935, its literacy programme resulted in reading improvement for 

84% of the 552 churches and 30 missions surveyed.108 The replies from church leaders 

in Central and Western China to the Council show that 47,764 students were enrolled 

on literacy classes provided by Protestant churches in these regions in 1934. 87 of the 

140 churches which submitted their reports gained a 10% increase in the number of 

literate members.109 

 Literacy education in rural areas particularly benefited from the Church’s 

support. In his article published in Jiaoyu zazhi 教育雜誌 (The Educational Review) in 

1926, Fu Baochen 傅葆琛 (Paul C. Fugh, 1893-1984), who headed the department of 

rural education of the Chinese National Association of the Mass Education Movement 

(Zhonghua Pingmin Jiaoyu Cujinhui Zhonghui 中華平民教育促進會總會), pointed 

out that in 1925, 49% of the literacy classes in Baoding were held in church buildings. 

Also, donations from local churches were one of the three main sources of financial 

support to mass education nationwide.110  As shown by the statistics of the Nanking 

Theological Seminary (Jinling Shenxueyuan 金陵神學院) on the characteristics of 

 
105 Yip, “China and Christianity,” 136.  
106 Tiedemann, “China and Its Neighbours,” 398.  
107 “Report on Rural and Literacy Work Submitted to the Biennial Meeting of the National Christian 

Council at Sungkiang May 3-11, 1933,” 11-12, MRL 6: National Christian Council of China Records, 

Series 4, Box 1, Folder 3, The Burke Library at Union Theological Seminary, Columbia University in 

the City of New York. 
108 Yamamoto, History of Protestantism in China, 163. 
109 Zhonghua guizhu, no. 152, 1st January 1935. 
110 Fu Baochen, “Xiangcun pingmin jiaoyu shishi fangfa de shangque,” Jiaoyu zazhi 18, no. 10 (October 

1926): 6, 11.  
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Chinese rural churches in the 1930s, almost half of the 73 surveyed rural churches 

representing 13 provinces and 15 denominations were involved in literacy education: 

22 churches ran their adult literacy schools alone and 9 churches in cooperation with 

other parties such as local authorities and communities.111 

 
111 Yamamoto, History of Protestantism in China, 170-179. 
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ABSTRACT 
This paper investigates the theoretical bases of resistance, revivalist, and reform 
movements within modern Hinduism. It mainly examines current research related to 
the invasion and the indigenous models that have traditionally inspired resistance and 
revivalist movements, respectively. It suggests that research in this area can be highly 
influenced by the researcher’s ideological commitment, historical pre-understanding, 
and socio-cultural experience. It also observes that while the reforms era did have a 
tremendous impact on the transformation of Hindu identity, a strong current of 
revivalism in both politics and academics is being shaped by a cultural nationalistic 
fervour. 

 
 

The history of Hinduism is a history of religious and cultural change. However, the 
most rapid changes have happened in modern times, i.e. after the Enlightenment era 
and the birth of various ideological movements around the world. It is, therefore, 
important to identify and assess the role of the chief theoretical structures on which 
the most significant modern Hindu resistance, revivalist, and reform movements are 
based. 

In this paper, we will look at two main models of Hindu identity that currently feature 
among all discussions related to the issue of what Hinduism means to the people of 
India. 

1. Invasion Model 
2. Indigenous Models 

Two other models that we will also briefly look at are: 

1. Imposition Models 
2. Idealist Models 

Among these, the invasion, indigenous, and idealist models are greatly responsible for 
the various resistance, revivalist, and reform movements as will see in this paper. 

 

INVASION MODEL 

The Aryan Invasion or Migration theory is the classic invasionist model. The modern 
anti-brahmanist and anti-Hindi resistance movement are rooted in it. 

The Aryan Invasion Theory (AIT), as first suggested by Orientalists such as Max 
Mueller, was largely based on a race-linguistic archaeology (of comparative philology) 
now considered as invalid by critics (Thapar 2002; Klostermaier 2007). The concept 
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of civilization coming to India through the influx of Indo-Aryans suffered a heavy 
setback with the discovery of the Indus Valley Civilization (IVC) in the 1920s (Shendge 
2003). Many mainstream historians, though disagreeing with the invasion theory, 
conclude based on linguistic evidence that the “Indo-Aryan speaking peoples” (not an 
Aryan race) may have arrived in small-scale migrations and settlements (Thapar 2002; 
Keay 2004). The view that identifies Hinduism with Aryanism also disagrees with the 
Indigenous Aryan (or Out of India, OIT) Theory that Hinduism always existed in India. 
Pivotal to this disagreement is the view that the Indus people (inhabitants of the IVC) 
were non-Aryans; they were, most probably, Dravidians or Proto-Dravidians (Thapar 
2002; Parpola 1988, 2010); and the ones referred to as the Meluhha people in 
Mesopotamian texts and the Mleccha in Sanskrit texts (Parpola, et al. 1977). Recent 
scholarship observes that texts from the second millennium BCE identify the 
Meluhhan land in the east as shifting its location westward to Africa, while suggesting 
that it is the same as the Biblical Cush (Burrell 2020). Indus scholars Parpola (2010) 
and Mahadevan (2014) strongly argue that the Indus language was Dravidian or Proto-
Dravidian and not Sanskrit. Many of these scholars see the Indus script (if it is a 
linguistic one) as revealing affinities with Old Tamil. For instance, Rajesh P.N. Rao, a 
computational neuroscientist at the University of Washington, and his team compared 
the conditional entropy of the Indus script with various linguistic and non-linguistic 
(DNA and bacterial protein) sequences and found that the Indus script exhibits 
language-like properties (Rao et al. 2009). In fact, they found that the usual ordering 
of signs particular to the Indus area appeared in unexpected ordering in the same 
Indus signs found in foreign lands as far as Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf, 
suggesting that this peculiarity might be because the text was being used to 
communicate in a non-Indus language (Rao et al. 2010).  They also point out that "the 
conditional entropy appears to be most similar to those of Sumerian (a logo-syllabic 
script roughly contemporaneous with the Indus script) and Old Tamil (an alpha-
syllabic script)" which they consider is in favour of the proto-Dravidian hypothesis for 
the Indus script. 

If this turns out to be true (which is difficult to prove unless the script is deciphered) 
then it would corroborate the view that the religion of the Sanskrit Vedas was extrinsic 
to Prevedic India. Of course, there are also not a few attempts to read the Indus script 
in Sanskrit (Rao 1992) in favour of the nativist/indigenist theory. 

A recent evidence against the AIT supposedly comes from the DNA analysis of 61 
skeletal samples of a 5000-year-old woman from a cemetery at Rakhigarhi, a 
Harappan site. A comparison of the DNA with samples of the modern population of 
South Asia confirmed homogeneity. A comparison with samples of the Harappan's 
contemporaries from the Steppe region and Iran (from the archeological sites of Gonur 
and Sahr-i-Sokhta) confirmed that the Harappans and the Steppe pastoral or ancient 
Iranian farmer populations were unrelated. In the press note, Shinde stated that the 
genetic continuity from hunter-gatherer to the modern times in South Asia indicates 
that the hunter-gatherer communities were the ones who developed into agricultural 
communities around 7000 BCE and were, a few millennia later, the authors of the 
Harappan Civilization. (Shinde 2019). The study also suggests that farming in South 
Asia developed indigenously and independently as the Iranian ancestry in the IVC is 
earlier than the time when hunter-gatherers separated from ancient farmers in the 
Iranian sites. Also, eleven out of the 523 genetically sampled individuals from Gonur 
and Sahr-i-Sokhta had genetic similarity with the IVC individual (who has both 
Iranian and Southeast Asian mixture), suggesting possible migration from east to west 
rather than from west to east. Of course (Shinde, et.al.2019) disclaim that this sample 
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is insufficient to “characterize a cosmopolitan ancient civilization” and look forward to 
future studies in the area to be more enlightening. 

Interestingly, Shinde’s press note (2019) announced findings that included a note that 
their findings falsify the AIT and corroborate the view that the Harappans were the 
ancient Vedic people (i.e., the Harappans were the authors of the Vedas). Of course, 
the press note’s religious indigeneity celebration is not warranted by the original 
published paper itself. For, (Shinde, et.al. 2019, p.6) also affirm that “a natural route 
for Indo-European languages to have spread into South Asia is from Eastern Europe 
via Central Asia in the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE, a chain of transmission 
that did occur as has been documented in detail with ancient DNA” which only 
corroborates the view that the IE-related Sanskrit Vedic religion was brought much 
later on by people with higher Steppe ancestry. This, obviously, instead of discrediting 
the IE origin of Hinduism might instead be corroborating it. In fact, in light of this, 
(Shinde, 2019)’s press note statement that their research “establishes the fact that the 
Vedic culture was developed by the indigenous people of South Asia” and that their 
“premise that the Harappans were the Vedic people…has received strong corroborative 
scientific evidence based on ancient DNA studies” seems too hasty and perhaps 
ideologically tainted. Also, the inference of an indigenous Vedic culture from a single 
individual’s genome is totally unwarranted, given the fact, firstly, that nobody yet 
knows the Indus language, and secondly that other genome studies are more suggestive 
of a proto-Dravidian linkage to IVC and an Indo-European linkage with Hinduism. In 
fact, it is contradicted by another genetic study (Narasimhan, et.al, 2019) of over 500 
people who lived over the past 8000 years conducted by 92 scientists (Shinde included) 
and published the next day in Science.1  

(Reich, et.al 2009) had already earlier shown that the Ancestral North Indian (ANI) 
ancestry is "higher in traditionally upper caste and Indo-European speakers" than 
Dravidian speakers, and while groups with only Ancestral South Indian (ASI) ancestry 
may no longer exist in mainland India, "the Andamanese are an ASI-related group 
without ANI ancestry".  (Narasimhan, et.al. 2019)’s argument that the Steppe presence 
is strongly evident among the Indo-European speakers of both Europe and South Asia 
only further confirms the theory of later Indo-European migrations rather than 
dismissing it. (Narasimha, et.al. 2019) is much in favour of the Dravidian/Proto-
Dravidian hypothesis and suggestions that the Dravidian languages derive from pre-
Indus languages of peninsular India, if not that the spread of the IVC was responsible 
for dispersing Dravidian languages. In fact, their study showed that the caste-system 
(or Brahmanism) that served to preserve the Vedic tradition among the Brahmins also 
preserved the strongest signals of Steppe presence: 
 

Our analysis also provides a second line of evidence for a linkage between 
Steppe ancestry and Indo-European languages. Steppe ancestry 
enrichment in groups that view themselves as being of traditionally 
priestly status is notable, as some of these groups, including Brahmins, 
are traditional custodians of literature composed in early Sanskrit. A 
possible explanation is that the influx of Central_Steppe_ 
_MLBA ancestry into South Asia in the middle of the second millennium 
BCE created a metapopulation with varied proportions of Steppe 
ancestry, with people of greater Steppe ancestry (or admixing less 

 
1 (Shinde, et.al. 2019) was published (epub) in Cell on September 5. (Narasimhan, et.al, 2019) was 
published in Science on September 6. 
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with Indus Periphery Cline groups) tending to be more strongly 
associated with Indo-European culture. Because of strong endogamy, 
which kept groups generally isolated from neighbors for thousands of 
years, some of this population substructure persists in South Asia among 
present-day custodians of Indo-European texts. (Narasimhan, et.al. 
2019). 

There is also the challenge that comes from the very fact of the burial custom itself. 
(Shinde, et.al. 2018) already noted earlier that the burial pits at the IVC sites were 
generally arranged in a north-south axis with the head towards the north where 
various ceramic burial items were placed. It is well known that Vedic Hinduism 
practiced cremation rather than burial (Rig Veda 10:16). However, there have been 
several archaeological discoveries of burial sites from the Pre-Iron age in Tamilnadu, 
with burial items like ceramics, beads and pendants, many of which appear akin to the 
Harappan ones (Kumaran and Saranya, 2015) and are consistent with evidences of the 
culture described in the ancient Sangam literature (Iniyan 2015; Srinivasan 1946). It 
was only towards the end of the Sangam period (around 300 AD) that one begins to 
see Tamil kings performing and protecting Vedic rites and the practice of cremation 
as a funeral rite taking precedence over the ancient practice of burial (Srinivasan 
1946). This again is more in favour of the Dravidian or Proto-Dravidian hypothesis.  
 
Obviously, research in this area is epistemically saturated with diverse political and 
historical sentiments. In an interview with Deccan Herald in 2010, Asko Parpola, the 
Finnish indologist who led the team that investigated the Indus script using computer 
analysis in the 1960s to 80s, attempting to discourage the politicization of the Aryan- 
Dravidian controversy remarked that though Tamil has preserved the Indus language 
structure in a very archaic form, Sanskrit "has also preserved a very important part of 
the Indus heritage." Parpola received the Kalaignar M. Karunanidhi Classical Tamil 
Research Award at the World Classical Tamil Conference in Coimbatore in 2010. 
Kalaignar M. Karunanidhi (1924-2018) was the President of the Dravida Munnetra 
Kazhagam, a southern political party that was behind the de-Sanskritization and anti-
Hindi movement in Tamilnadu. 
 
RESISTANCE MOVEMENTS. Resistance movements based on the AIT popularly 
view Hinduism as nothing but Brahmanism (casteism or dominance of all castes by 
Brahmans). It is argued that the Brahmans (or Brahmins) spiritualized caste-
hierarchy in order to divide society and marginalize people groups (the Dalits) that 
they did not want to include into the mainstream society. Tying this also with 
Aryanism, some thinkers have argued that the Aryan Brahmans were successful in 
separating the Aryans from the natives (aborigines) through caste-implementation 
(Raj 1998). This helped them to prevent any socio-racial mixture with the natives who 
were largely marginalized, if not demonized or enslaved. Dalit writers read the 
mythical narratives of the wars between the “Dev and Daitya, or Rakshas” (gods and 
demons) as nothing but Aryan recollections of their subjugation of the natives (Phule 
1991). The Aryans, accordingly, then, entered the southern regions (where many of the 
native Dravidian people groups were prospering) and began a religious and cultural 
mission of Sanskritization2 that religio-culturally subjugated them to the Aryan race. 

 
2 M.N. Srinivas seems to have first introduced the term “sanskritisation” (preferring it over 
brahminization) in his book Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India (Oxford, 1952) 
with reference to a process by which a lower caste attempts to climb the ladder of caste hierarchy by 
adopting the Brahminic way of life. (Staal 1963) 
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They initiated the princes and soldiers into the Kshatriya castes, while the merchants 
were made Vaishyas. Thus, it was argued that the southern Brahmans were originally 
Aryans, while the southern Kshatriyas and Vaishyas were Dravidians (contrary to their 
northern counterparts who were Aryans). Some others, however, prefer to not see 
“Aryanization” or “Sanskritization” as a missionary program but as a gradual process 
of “acculturation requiring neither mass migration nor enforced concurrence.” (Keay 
2004, p.29).  

However, seeing that Hinduism appears to only start becoming stronger in Tamilnadu 
during the Mughal era when Islam became dominant in the north, and this was also 
when Brahmanism became more influential and the Tamil deities were absorbed into 
the Vedic religion (Flood 1996), one cannot fail to infer that this Sanskritization of 
culture went hand in hand with subjugation of the same to Brahmanism whose power 
now shifted from the north to the south. The Dravida Munnetra Khazagam (DMK)’s 
de-sanskritisation program aimed particularly at attempting to liberate southern 
culture and people from the subjugating influence of Sanskrit and Brahmanism (which 
was identified ethnically with the Aryans and geographically with the north).  

The opposition against Brahmanism was even stronger among the Dalits (the lower 
and oppressed castes). The public burning of Manusmriti (Hindu law book that 
sanctions caste) by Dalits under the leadership of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar on 25 December 
1927 and their mass conversion to Neo-Buddhism in 1956 was a revolt against 
Hinduism as Brahmanism. Ambedkar wrote: 

A large majority of Untouchables who have reached a capacity to think 
out their problem believe that one way to solve the problem of the 
Untouchables is for them to abandon Hinduism and be converted to 
some other religion……  

The spirit and tradition which makes lawful the lawlessness of the Hindus 
towards the Untouchables is founded and supported by the teachings of 
Hinduism. How can the Hindus ask the Untouchables accept Hinduism 
and stay in Hinduism? Why should the Untouchables adhere to 
Hinduism which is solely responsible for their degradation? How can the 
Untouchables stay in Hinduism?” (Ambedkar 1989, pp.403, 412).  

For Ambedkar and the Dalits, it was impossible to be a Hindu and not be a Dalit at the 
same time and the path to liberation was nothing but a conversion to another religion. 

Dalit thinker and activist Jotirao Phule popularized the view that Brahmanism was not 
only responsible for the suppression of the native people but also responsible for the 
suppression or elimination of movements like Buddhism that were liberative of these 
classes. In his book Slavery (Phule 1991; Gulamgiri 1873), he depicted the Brahmans 
as renouncing the Vedic sacrificial system and introducing vegetarianism and beef ban 
into Hinduism in order to stall the popularity of non-violent protest movements such 
as Buddhism and Jainism (that were growing popular due to their intellectual revolt 
against the atrocities committed by the priestly classes). He also blamed them, 
especially Shankaracharya, for the extinction of Buddhism from India. He claimed that 
Shankaracharya 

… banned beef-eating and imbibing of wine as cardinal sins, trimmed 
some teachings of the Vedas to suit the prevailing climate of opinion, 
and propounded a new kind of atheism to strengthen the teachings 
contained in the original scriptures. That is known today as Vedanta or 
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the 'Path of Knowledge'. He then established Shiva-lingas (the phallic 
images of Lord Shiva) in different Maths (monasteries) (all over India), 
assimilated the Turks also who had then settled down in India among 
the Kshatriyas here, and defeated the Buddhists at the point of the 
sword, a technique used by the Muslims, and established the supremacy 
and ascendancy of the magic incantations, silly legends and fictions 
contained in their 'Bhagwat' on the minds of the gullible, ignorant 
Shudras. In the general turmoil that resulted thereafter, the followers of 
Shankaracharya perpetrated atrocities on the Buddhists they crushed 
them to death in the oil presses of the oil merchants and consigned to 
flames their priceless religious books. (Phule 1991, p.37) 

Unarguably, however, Chinese travellers to India such as Fa-hien (AD 399-414) and 
Hieun-tsang (AD 629-45) observed that Buddhism, though juxtaposed (not opposed) 
with Hinduism, was declining in comparison to the rising sects of Hinduism. Thus, by 
the seventh century AD, there were many signs of doctrinal and moral decline among 
Buddhist monks, who were noted as being "indolent and given to indulgence and 
debauchery" and being worthless as far as Buddhist doctrine and practice was 
concerned. (Hazzra, 1998) They were also declining in numbers. However, it was only 
by the eighth and ninth centuries, that we begin to see evidence of Brahminical 
hostility towards Buddhism in South India. Hazzra notes: "It is said that two well 
known Southern Brahmanas, Kumarila and Sankara... instituted violent crusades 
against the religion of teh Buddha…. Kumarila drove out the Buddhists from Kerala” 
and”…towards the middle of the eighth century he oppressed the Buddhists of Malabar 
and requested the king to persecute them.” (Hazra 1998). Similarly, D. N. Jha (2009) 
notes that the non-violent teachings of Buddhism and Jainism played an important 
role in the stabilizing of agrarian culture and by the sixth century AD, Hindu scriptures 
begin to show disapproval of cow slaughter (which had prominence in Vedic religion). 
Desiring to excel over the Buddhist in the spiritual ideal that the latter had already 
impressed on the minds of the common folk, the Brahmins set on to surpass them by 
imposing absolute vegetarianism on themselves. This was also when Hindu temples 
begin to prominently rise, being influenced by the stupas and image-worship practiced 
by the Buddhists. (Jha 2009). 

Phule also pointed out that there was not one among the many bhakti poets who dared 
to abjure or condemn the atrocities committed by their fellow religionists against the 
Shudras who were treated as dogs in society. It was only when the American and 
Scottish missionaries came, he said, defying Government orders and settling among 
the Shudras, that the dog-collar of slavery was removed from them. But, he argued, 
the caste Hindus saw this threat to their power and took recourse to ways that aimed 
to provoke the masses against this so-interpreted foreign domination (Phule 1991); 
which was domination to the rulers but emancipation to the ages-suppressed Shudras. 

Of course, the 1873 tone and language of Phule might look extremely communalistic if 
taken away from the context in which he wrote. But the incendiary tone must be heard 
as the crying voice of a people extremely dehumanized and marginalized. The situation 
is largely transformed today. Hinduism not only responded to this cry by listening to 
it but also by giving rise to multiple attempts of self-reform, primary among 
which were the Arya Samaj of Dayananda Saraswati, the Brahmo Samaj of Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy, and the Ramakrishna Mission started by Swami Vivekananda. Another 
cry of reformation came from Mahatma Gandhi and his campaign against 
untouchability. All these movements denounced caste-system and sought to cleanse 
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Hinduism of social-evils in light of the wide-spreading Enlightenment ideas and 
Christian missionary work. Today, almost every popular Hindu movement, at least in 
ideal, denounces untouchability as evil. However, all these attempts to self-reform 
were regarded as superficial by Dalits. In fact, it is a ubiquitous fact that caste 
continues to play a powerful role in Hindu (and Hinduized) society. Even Christian 
communities (mainly in the South) that non-religiously but socially adhere to caste-
observance cannot but be regarded as Hinduized. It was, therefore, impossible for 
Ambedkar’s followers to believe that there could not be any emancipation without 
leaving the shade of Hinduism aka Brahmanism. 

 

INDIGENEITY MODELS 

Two of the indigeneity models are the Asuran theory and the Sanatan (or 
nativist/culturalist) theory. While the Asuran theory does not seem to evoke any 
movement, it does corroborate the indigenous model and thus seem supportive of the 
Sanatan theory on which many of the revivalist movements are based.  

The Asuran Theory. While the Aryan-theory looks at Hinduism as a religion 
brought into India by invading (or migrating) Indo-Aryans, the Asuran view opines 
that the Vedic religion was originally Asuran and was taken over by the Aryans much 
later. Malati Shendge (1997) regards as more convincing the view that the Harappan 
civilization was originally inhabited by Asuras (the later Vedic rivals of Aryans or 
Aryas) who spoke Sanskrit (which along with Greek and Latin originated from the 
Akkadian language) and considers the Vedas as created by the Asuras. Discovery of 
various Harappan seals in cities such as Lagash, Ur, Kish, Eshnunna, and Umma 
indicate Harappan presence in Sumeria (Mcintosh 2008). Also, the fact that many of 
the Vedic deities were originally called Asuras and the Asuras were considered to be 
purvadevatahs (former gods) could lend credence to this theory (Rao 1929; Hale 
1986), despite of the fact that Asuras are demonized in later literature (which probably 
may be evidence of the Aryan “usurpation” of the Asuran religion). It is noteworthy to 
mention that the Asura-Ahura and Deva-Daeva Sanskrit-Persian relation was a matter 
of original interest to the Orientalists. Conway (1879) wondered that the word deva 
which means “god” for the Hindus came to mean “devils” for the Persians. And, it is 
equally puzzling that while Ahura was god of the Persians, Asuras came to mean 
“devils” for the Hindus. Also, though it may be argued that the terms Asura and Arya 
are not indicators of race, but were mere epithets, that does not explain why there is a 
later distinction between the Suras and the Asuras and why Asuras are later depicted 
as enemies of gods (Suras). In fact, Rao (1929) understands the term Sura as “only a 
late formation based on mistaken etymology” since the class is not mentioned in the 
Rig Veda. It is only in the Black Yajur Veda that one begins to see the expulsion of 
Asura (previous deities) from the solar realm to the territory of the night with the help 
of Agni the Asura Fire-God, in fact, only through deception (Marbaniang 2015). Of 
course, demythologizing these tales in order to search for real historical events might 
be a far-fetched idea – perhaps, these are not spiritualized histories at all but mythical 
rationales for prescribed rituals (that explain, for instance, why one should offer a cake 
on eleven potsherds to Indra when seeking victory over foes, YV 2.4.2). Nevertheless, 
Shendge thinks that the Indo-European Theory (I-E T) that was born with Sir William 
Jones’ preliminary comparisons of Sanskrit with Latin and German leading to the 
Arya-postulate was unduly overstretched to attribute not only the Rig Veda and the 

p. 183



Sanskrit language but also the whole of Indian culture to the Aryas. (Shendge 2003) 
asks 

 "Why is it that the Arya composers do not speak of their country and 
land, language and culture that they left behind? Why does the RV speak 
about the Asuras, Raksases etc. so much whereas it refers to the Aryas 
cursorily only 36 times and does not furnish even the most essential 
details about themselves?" (p.3) 

She concludes that Sanskrit seemingly descended from the language of the Harappans 
(due to its similarity with Akkadian) and was not brought over by the Aryans. It is 
evident from the many Indus seals found in Mesopotamia that the Indus people had 
contacts, evidently trade, with the people of Mesopotamia. (Shinde, et.al, 2019) have 
shown that there is evidence of a westward movement; and trade contacts certainly 
increase loan words in the lingua franca used for the same. But, if some of such 
Akkadian words are found in Sanskrit, then it can add to the argument that the 
Harappans (Asuras)  did speak Sanskrit, or an earlier form of it that received or 
contributed to the common words (through trade contacts) between the two 
languages. However, given the fact that there is evidence of a mixture between the 
Steppe pastoral (from Central Asia) and the IVC after the 2nd millienium BCE, there is 
no reason not to suppose why a language that develops as a result of this mixture does 
not continue to retain the loan words. 

Shendge also cites Shatapatha Brahmana commentary on the White Yajurveda 
(3.2.1.18-24) as proof for the supposition that the Aryans adopted the Asuran language 
and culture and intermixed with them – as if it was the Asuran culture that was 
inherited by the Aryans (Shengde, 2003). Previously (Shengde, 1997), she also cited 
Aitareyabrahmana II.15 as proof that the Vedas and Vak (speech) originally belonged 
to the Asuras, but were snatched by the devas, arguing that “In linguistic terms the 
snatching away of the language indicates extensive borrowing from or adoption of the 
Asura language". However, this interpretation is unconvincing. Also,  SB 3.2.1.23-24 
does not indicate that the Aryans adopted the Asuran language; rather, it says that the 
gods deprived the Asuran of the gift of speech3 so that Asuran language became 
barbarous equating them with the Mlecchas (foreigners or non-Aryans). 

The gods then cut her [i.e. Vak, speech] off from the Asuras; and having 
gained possession of her and enveloped her completely in fire, they 
offered her up as a holocaust, it being an offering of the gods. And in that 
they offered her with an anushtubh verse, thereby they made her their 
own; and the Asuras, being deprived of speech, were undone, crying, 'He 
’lavah! he ’lavah!' Such was the unintelligible speech which they then 
uttered,--and he (who speaks thus) is a Mlekkha (barbarian). Hence let 
no Brahman speak barbarous language, since such is the speech of the 
Asuras. Thus alone he deprives his spiteful enemies of speech; and 
whosoever knows this, his enemies, being deprived of speech, are 
undone. (SB 3.2.1.23-24, Eggeling 1885). 

The tone connotes more a spirit of conquest and of marginalization than that of 
gradual acculturation. The statement “they offered her with an anushtubh verse” 
possibly indicates the epoch when the Devas religio-culturally overcome the Asuras. 
Yet, if it is true that the Anushtubh sloka (quatrain of four lines each containing 8 

 
3 SB 3.2.1.18 says that the gods came for the Mind, but the Asuras came for Speech. 
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syllables; thus totalling 32 syllables) only begins to be more uniformly used (as a 
dominant literary style) in the post-Vedic age (Krishnamachariar 1989) or that there 
is a clear sign of shift to lesser deities, ceremonies, and myths in the Vedic hymns 
composed in the “later” Anushtubh metre (Arnold 1897), then this could corroborate 
the theory that the Asuras may have composed, at least some early portions of, the 
Vedas and that the later hymns were interpolations or additions by the Aryan 
inheritors or usurpers.  In fact, it is possible that this also corroborates the view that 
the marginalization of the Shudra (untouchable caste) was not originally Vedic. For 
instance, the Purusha Sukta of the Rig Veda (Book 10, Hymn 90) recounts the 
generation of castes in the words:  

The Brahman was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rājanya made. 
His thighs became the Vaiśya, from his feet the Śūdra was produced” 
 

बराह्मणो.अस्य मुखमासीद बाहू राजन्यः  कर्तः  | 

ऊरूर्दस्य यद वैश्यः  पद्भ्ाां शूद्रो अजायर् || 

 
This Hymn is predominantly in the Anushtubh meter and is considered by many to be 
a later interpolation crafted in order to legitimize the caste system. 

But, if Shendge’s theory of gradual intermixture and acculturation is invalidated by SB 
3.2.1.23-24 (cited above), her theory contains no explanation of how the same verse 
can be used to prove that the Vedic religion belonged to the Asuras and was suddenly 
usurped by the Aryans. In fact, it is more convincing to think that conquerors impose 
their culture and religion on the conquered, than vice versa.  

In fact, there seems, here, to be an indication of an era when Sanskrit is sacralised in 
opposition to the Prakrit (or earthly) languages; thus pointing more to a (priestly) class 
within the society that sought to deify or elevate a particular language to the celestial 
sphere and sanctify it for sacrificial and ritualistic purposes, rather than providing 
evidence to any conceivable racial warfare. This, obviously, could only have taken place 
during a period when there seemed to be a wider discontinuity between the language 
in which the rites were performed (Vedic Sanskrit) and the language(s) used for 
common affairs. This would serve not only to elevate the ritual language but also the 
class of people who had command over it. That might also better explain the nature of 
the later interpolations such as the Purusha Sukta - these were meant to best serve or 
preserve religious word within the caste of the Brahman, the mouth of God (RV 
10.90.12). Thus, through these attempts, Sanskrit becomes devabhasha or the 
language of the gods; the other languages, desa bhasha or the language of the peoples 
(Devi 1995): in other words, the sacrificial gods are able to purify a sacrificial language 
and use it to distinguish and elevate themselves above the barbarian world that was 
devoid of any such divine speech (and prior to it). Henceforth, only those who possess 
this divine speech and the holy fire can inherit the world of the gods. 

The Sanatan Theory. The Sanatan view regards Hinduism as the original and 
eternal religion of India. This view, which is diametrically opposed to Aryan Invasion 
theory, considers Sanskrit to be the original lingua franca of India and Hinduism to be 
its native religion. In fact, proponents of this view not only regard Hinduism to be as 
old as the earth, but also regard India as the indigenous land of the Aryan culture and 
race. They not only reject the theory of Aryan migration/invasion but also regard the 
Indus Civilization as a Sanskrit civilization renaming it as the Sindhu-Saraswati or 
Indus-Saraswati Civilization, after the (unidentified) river Saraswati often mentioned 
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in the Vedas. The fundamental drive of this view (in its nationalistic front) is its resolve 
to identify Islam and Christianity as foreign religions and the urgency to protect Hindu 
culture against the disparaging attempts of these two religions. As such, proponents of 
this view attempt to be inclusive towards other religions that originated in India. For 
instance, Sitaram Goel, a prominent Hindutva defender, remarked in his Hindu 
Temples (1991) that Sanatana Dharma included not only the “Brahmanical,” but also 
“Buddhist, Jain and what is now known as Animism or tribal religion” (Goel 1991). The 
Dalit-opposed law that disqualifies any Dalit who converts to Christianity or Islam 
from enjoyment of special Dalit rights is an example of this cultural-nationalistic 
perspective. The rights are not affected if the conversion is to Buddhism or Jainism, 
earlier subsumed under Hinduism. (Jenkins 2019).  
 
The epistemic dynamics behind the nativist or indigenizing attempts does include 
much more than mere academic rigor. Klostermaier (2007) rightly notes that the 
“scholarly debate has largely degenerated into an ideological battle. The defenders of 
the Aryan invasion theory call everyone who is not on their side “fundamentalist 
Hindu,” “revisionist,” “fascist,” and worse, whereas the defenders of the indigenous 
origin of the Veda accuse their opponents of entertaining “colonialist missionary” and 
“racist-hegemonial” prejudices.” However, according to Thapar (2002), prior to the 
discovery of the Indus, when the Colonialists were still in power, the Aryan Invasion 
theory did look appealing to some members of the upper castes “who identified 
themselves as the descendants of a superior race - the Aryans - some insisting that 
membership of this race implied a kinship connection with the British!”  
 
But post-Indus, this superiority confidence was shattered by a new discovery: the 
presence of a highly intricate urban civilization much earlier than the Aryans. Now, 
the Aryans were looked at as nomadic pastoral groups that entered the Indian 
subcontinent with only a few advantages such as the horse and chariots with spoke-
wheels, missing from the Indus seals, but well-developed among the people groups of 
Central Asia (Sharma 1995; Mahadevan 2015). In response to the question of what 
became of the Indus people and their civilizations, it was the Aryans who were blamed 
as the destroyers of Dravidian Civilization – a view now discounted by discoveries of 
floods and drought in the area that, evidently, compelled inhabitants of the Harappan 
cities to abandon their dwellings and pushed them towards more habitable regions 
(Shinde, et.al.2019; Klostermaier 2007; Dixit, et.al. 2014).  
 
Klostermaier, a Catholic priest and previously missionary in India, a strong proponent 
of the view that the Harappan culture was Vedic dismisses the invasion/migration 
view of nomadic Aryans and cites among his various proofs (Klostermaier 2007) that: 

1) “There is no hint of an invasion or of large-scale migration in the records of 
ancient India: neither in the Vedas, in Buddhist or Jain writings, nor in Tamil 
literature.  

2) “There is a striking cultural continuity between the archaeological artifacts of 
the Indus-Sarasvati civilization and later phases of Indian culture: a continuity 
of religious ideas, arts, crafts, architecture, and system of weights and 
measures.  

3) “Contrary to former interpretations, the Ṛgveda reflects not a nomadic but an 
urban culture.  
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4) “…archaeological remains of horses have been discovered in Harappan and pre-
Harappan sites; drawings of horses have been found in Paleolithic caves in 
central India.  

5) “The racial diversity found in skeletons in the cities of the Indus civilization is 
the same as in today’s India; there is no evidence of the coming of a new race. 

6) “The Rgveda describes a river system in North India that is pre-1900 BCE in 
the case of the Sarasvatī River and pre-2600 BCE in the case of the Dṛṣadvatī 
River. Vedic literature shows a population shift from the Sarasvatī (Ṛgveda) to 
the Ganges (Brāhmaṇas and Purāṇas) for which there is also evidence in 
archaeological finds.  

7) “The astronomical references in the Ṛgveda are based on a Pleiades Kṛttika 
calendar of ca. 2500 BCE. Vedic astronomy and mathematics were well-
developed sciences: these are not features of the culture of a nomadic people. 

8) The Indus cities were not destroyed by invaders but deserted by their 
inhabitants because of desertification of the area.  

9) “The battles described in the Ṛgveda were not fought between invaders and 
natives but between people belonging to the same culture.  

10)  “Excavations in Dvārakā have led to the discovery of a site larger than Mohenjo 
Daro, dated ca. 1500 BCE with architectural structures, use of iron, and a script 
halfway between Harappan and Brahmī. Dvārakā has been associated with 
Kṛṣṇa and the end of the Vedic period.  

 
Former professor of history at Delhi University, D. N. Jha critiques the archaeological 
proofs as abounding in paralogisms with inclusions of fakes and frauds, notable among 
which was the attempt to convert a Harappan “unicorn bull” into a Vedic horse “so as 
to push the clock back on the date of the Vedas and thereby identify the Vedic people 
with the authors of the Harappan civilisation” (Jha 2017, p.2). The forgery Jha refers 
to is discussed in Witzel and Farmer (2000).  
 
There is also a movement among the nativists that attempts to look at the Vedas as not 
religious texts but coded scientific information whose literal translation only yields 
nonsensical results. Notable among such attempts are those of computer scientist 
Subhash Kak, endorsed by Klostermaier (2007), who believes that he has rediscovered 
the lost Vedic code that is the key to unravelling the scientific information known by 
the Vedic people and encoded in the Vedas. Kak received the Padma Shri award by the 
Government of India in 2019. 
 
REVIVE MOVEMENTS. The spread of a common and uniform Hindu culture or 
Vedic philosophical outlook is a modern phenomenon. In the earlier eras of India, 
many of the movements that are now labeled as Hindu, did not recognize the authority 
of either the Vedas or the brahmans; this trend continued during even the earlier phase 
of the Vedic revivalist movement initiated by Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1875). While 
his clarion call was "back to the Vedas", Ramakrishna (1836-1886) rejected it saying 
that "the truth is not in the Vedas." (Jha 2017). Dayananda Saraswati’s Gaurakshini 
Sabha (Cow Protection Society) in 1881 might be regarded as among the first unifying 
clarion calls to the different sects to unite under the umbrella of Hinduism; it 
“projected the protection of the cow as a collective responsibility of a wide cross-
section of the people and galvanized and unifed them as Hindus” (Jha 2014, p.2). This 
was followed by festival movements started by Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920) who 
in 1894 converted the household Ganesha puja into a social and public event inspiring 
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a religious social identity (Jha 2014). He supported the Swadeshi movement and the 
boycott of foreign goods consolidating local cultural unity against a foreign culture. 
The movement also transformed greatly prior to India’s independence when tensions 
between the Muslim and Hindu communities brewed bitter with Muslim leaders 
demanding a partition that eventually led to the creation of Pakistan. The Hindutva 
nationalists now had stronger reasons to regard India as Hindustan in the sense that 
it is (and has always been) the nation-state of people who are both culturally and 
religiously Hindu. B. G. Tilak’s book The Arctic Home in the Vedas (1903) argued that 
the Vedic people had their home Arctic where the night and the day are each six-month 
long. It was the dawn of the Ice Age that drove them towards seeking new lands (Tilak 
1903). M.S. Golwalkar (1906-1973), the second chief of the RSS, in an attempt to 
dismiss the migration-hypothesis, decided [to give credit to the theory] that the North 
Pole was originally located in India (Golwalkar 1939). The nativist or indigeneity 
position is provided corroboratory attempts by arguments claiming to prove that 
migration happened westward and northward rather than southward and eastward. 
Linguistic similarities between Russian, Lithuanian, and Sanskrit and cited as 
evidence for this. For instance, Subhash Kak argues that the various synonymous 
Sanskrit words are individually found in other IE languages. Following are some 
examples that he cites (Kak 2019): 

House 

आवास, āvāsa — haus (German) 

दम्, dam — дом or dom (Russian), domus (Latin) => domicile, 

domestic, democracy 

गृह, gṛha — kaha => casa (Latin), casa (Spanish) => Casanova, 

Kasaba (town) 

खानि, khāni mine (enclosed space) — khane خانه(Persian); वसुखानि, 

Vasukhāni, the home of wealth was capital of the Mitanni Empire 

 

Water 

क:, kah — aqua (Latin) => agua (Spanish) 

वारर, vāri — water (Dutch) 

उदक, उद, uda — voda (Slovak) 

आपः , āp —  آب āb (Farsi), apă (Romanian) 

िीर, nīra — νερό (neró) (Greek), dŵr (Welsh) 

The words पािी, पेय (pānī, peya) and variants mean “drink”; जल, 

jala means fluid. 

 

Sky 

ख, kha, सगर, sagara— sky (English) 

िभ, nabha — nebo (Croatian, Russian), nebe (Czech) 

अश्मि,् aśman (sky vault) — āsmān (Farsi), sama (Arabic) => hama 

=> himmel (German) 
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केलल, keli (heaven as pleasure place) — caelum (Latin), cielo 

(Spanish), ciel (French) 

वरुण, varuṇa (from vṛ, to surround) — ouranos (Greek) 

आकाश, ākāśa — gökyüzü (Turkish) 

 
Kak suggests the theory of westward diffusion of the Sanskritic culture as a more 
probable hypothesis than the invasion theory. Hindutva ideologists interweave this 
narrative into a nationalistic rhetoric. 

Hindutva ideologue Veer Savarkar argued that India only belongs to those who could 
claim it to be both their motherland and their holy land (Savarkar 1923). That, 
obviously, excludes Christians, Muslims, Jews, and Parsees whose "holy land" is not 
India. Savarkar argued that when it comes to fidelity, the Muslim fidelity towards 
Mecca would supersede their fidelity to their motherland. It is only the Hindus who 
(apart from Arabs and Jews, provided the Zionist dreams were realized) can rightly be 
a nation-state in whom both motherland and holy land are intrinsically entwined. Veer 
Savarkar, however, seemed ignorant that his indigeneity view of nationality if rightly 
applied would split the Indian nation into innumerable parts. He, obviously, was 
disregarding the innumerable tribal peoples of India (whose religion was not 
Hinduism) and who regarded themselves as more indigenous than the Hindu castes 
that took over their lands. This would become a bigger part of the Dalit protest 
movements and the Naxalite revolt movements, the latter ideologically based on 
Maoist thought (Human Rights Watch 1999). Attempts to include the indigenous 
groups (apart from trying to subsume Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism) under the 
category of Hinduism, instead of quelling only intensifies the various liberation 
movements, who look at Hinduism as intrusive rather than as indigenous to them 
(Milli 2006; Deogharia 2015). 

During the struggle for independence, four of the ideological contestants in the 
struggle were communism (represented by Bhagat Singh and C.S. Azad), fascist-Hindu 
fundamentalism (represented by Savarkar and Hedgewar), fascism-communism-
synthesis (represented by S.C. Bose), and social liberalism (represented by Gandhi and 
Nehru). Savarkar and Hedgewar were extremely opposed to the non-violent ideology 
of Gandhi which was opposed to the violent revolutionary practices of the other 
groups. Gandhi’s assassin, Nathuram Godse, was a member of the RSS (founded by 
Hedgewar) and cited among his reasons for deciding to kill Gandhi that Gandhi’s 
domineering personality only battled against the Hindus in favour of the Muslims 
rather than serve the purpose of the Hindu nation; and his ideal of non-violence was 
powerless before the iron-will of Mr. Jinnah of the Muslim League (Khosla 1965).  In 
recent times, Godse has been elevated to a deified position among the Hindutvavadis 
with images and statues of him sharing worship pedestals with other Hindu deities 
(Yasir 2020). Godse’s defence highlights the Hindutva’s pursuit of identifying 
Hinduism not merely as indigenous but also as pro-Hindu in opposition primarily, to 
Islam. The temple movements (Goel 1991) are one aspect of these that attempt to 
“recover” holy places allegedly converted to Islamic Mosque sites by Muslim invaders 
and rulers. Other movements include legislations to eliminate any form of special 
status to the Muslims. 

The recent protests and riots over the Citizenship Amendment Act 2019 (CAA) that 
resulted in numerous deaths is example of the tensions that the nationalism debate 
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can create. The CAA offers citizenship to non-Muslims fleeing persecution in the 
neighbouring three countries of Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan (Press 
Information 2019). While in most parts of India, Muslims protested against what they 
believed was a discriminatory move against them in the citizenship offer by the 
Government, the north-eastern states protested against the citizenship offer itself 
owing to fears that this would legalizing massive influx of Bangladeshi immigrants 
disturbing their indigenous socio-cultural fabric (Bhattacharya 2019). This also brings 
to surface the tribal indigeneity issue of the north-eastern people groups (pre-
dominantly Christian) that is diametrically opposed to the views of the Hindutva 
indigenists (The Print 2020). 

Many regard the umbrella term “Hinduism” as an artificial imposition dating back 
to the Colonial times [the Imposition Model – not treated in this paper] rather than as 
a real monolithic religion (Jha 2014; Ratan 1998; Thapar 2002; Raj 1998; Ahmad 
2008;  Mishra 2002). Imposition attempts may be divided into  

(i) Administrative. For instance, government census that not only religiously 
categorizes citizens but also (for the ease of categorization) clumps minor 
indigenous sects into a major religion fold, e.g. Hinduism. 

(ii) Academic. For instance, attempts to gain insight into a particular religion 
by merely studying its religious texts and then attempting to form a unified 
view of the same (or impose an understanding onto the text), as in the 
Oriental study of Hinduism and Buddhism. This in turn could serve as an 
impository model on adherents who may not be well-versed with their own 
texts. 

(iii) Authoritarian. For instance, attempts by a sect to assume authority over 
the various sects of the religion or such as share tenets with it. 

One example of a protest against such an authoritarian attempt to define Hinduism 
for people is the wide uproar that resulted when, following a two-day Dharma Sansad 
convened by Shankaracharya Swaroopanand Saraswati of Dwarka Peeth in August 
2014, the worship of Sai Baba (revered by both Hindus and Muslims) was banned by 
the Sansad as being non-Vedic and false. (The Hindu 2014). This decision was 
instantly condemned by Sai devotees as well as champions of liberalism who 
challenged the authority of the Peeth to define what is Hinduism for them or to impose 
any restrictions on their practice of faith. Sai Baba (whose worshippers number in 
millions) is one of the many who poses a challenge to the Hindutva agenda, especially 
because he attempted to spiritually unite both the Hindu and Muslim communities.  

 

IDEALIST MODELS 

Some examples of idealist models are: 

i) Trans-religious movements (represented by Kabir) aiming at divine-
realization, harmony, and peace. 

ii) Spiritualist movements (represented by Vivekananda and Aurobindo) 
aiming at self-realization. 

iii) Liberal or Modernist movements (represented by R.R. Roy and 
Gandhi) aiming at rationality, truth, and justice. 

The advent of Islam in India in the sixth century presented itself as a unified religious 
power facing the many indigenous sects of Hinduism. There were both phases of 
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religious tolerance and extreme intolerance (Marbaniang 2011). It was, however, in 
the 15th century that one begins to see Hindu-Muslim syncretistic attempts of highly 
idealistic nature emerging in the subcontinent. Two of such movements were Kabir 
Panth and Sikhism, the latter becoming a full-fledged religious system. Kabir’s 
thoughts were so influential on Sikhism that a large number of his verses are also 
found in the Sikh scripture. Kabir’s trans-religious approach is evident in the following 
verses that he composed: 

If God be within the mosque, then to whom does this world belong? 
If Ram be within the image which you find upon your pilgrimage, 
then who is there to know what happens without? 
Hari is in the East, Allah is in the West. 
Look within your heart, for there you will find both Karim and Ram; 
All the men and women of the world are His living forms. 
Kabir is the child of Allah and of Ram: He is my Guru, He is my Pir 
(Tagore 1915). 

 
Kabir’s trans-religious approach is evident in the following verse that seems, 
evidently, influenced by the Quran. 

 
Were I to make of the seven seas all ink,  
And of every stalk of forest a quill; 
Were I to turn the whole earth into paper;  
Yet, this would not suffice writing the virtues of God. (Marbaniang 2019) 

 
The verse is similar to Quran 31:27: 
 

And if whatever trees upon the earth were pens and the sea [was ink], 
replenished thereafter by seven [more] seas, the words of Allah would 
not be exhausted. Indeed, Allah is Exalted in Might and Wise. 
 

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) and Aurobindo Ghosh (1872-1950) represent the 
spiritualist model of Hinduism in that though being deeply connected with Hindu 
scriptures and exhibiting some nationalistic fervour, their approach transcended 
religious and philosophical barriers. They popularized the ideal of the Yogi and the 
aim of self-realization. Modern guru movements that emphasize on this ideal may also 
be categorized under the spiritualist model of Hinduism. 
 
However, it was the liberal and reform movement within Hinduism spearheaded 
by people like Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), founder of Brahmo Samaj, that 
brought significant transformation in the fabric of Hindu society. Roy, along with 
Christian missionary William Carey (Mangalwadi, 1997), was instrumental in the 
abolition of Sati, the practice of burning Hindu widows alive, the spread of English 
education, and popularizing of the teaching of monotheism. Roy condemned the 
practices of child marriage, polygamy, casteism, and the purdah system. The Brahmo 
Samaj was greatly influenced by Christianity. In its legacy were included the 
Nabibidhan Samaj or Church of the New Dispensation and the Sadharan Brahmo 
Samaj that were noted to be very eclectic and liberal (Imperial Gazetteer, 1881). The 
liberal movement within Hinduism, while reverent towards Hindu scriptures, was 
more pluralistically oriented and focused on eradicating society of all superstitious 
elements and social evils practiced in the name of religion. Mahatma Gandhi’s The 
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Story of My Experiments with Truth (1927) is one example of this pursuit. The 
autobiography records Gandhi’s rational, yet devotional, search for truth and his 
pursuit of the principles of satya, ahimsa, aparigraha, and brahmacharya. His 
liberal approach is evident in the following statement he made in Young India (1921). 
 

I do not believe in the exclusive divinity of the Vedas. I believe the Bible, 
the Quran, and the Zend Avesta to be as much divinely inspired as the 
Vedas. My belief in the Hindu scriptures does not require me to accept 
every word and every verse as divinely inspired. Nor do I claim to have 
any firsthand knowledge of these wonderful books. But I do claim to 
know and feel the truths of the essential teaching of the scriptures. I 
decline to be bound by any interpretation, however learned it may be, if 
it is repugnant to reason or moral sense. (Gandhi 1994)  

 
The catchwords are “reason or moral sense” on which the modernist Hindu 
movements are based. 
 
Conclusion 

In our discussion of the interplay of theories and movements on the landscape of 
religious social change, we have looked at both the invasion and the indigeneity 
models. The invasion view is behind the many liberation and anti-brahmanical 
movements that not only influenced the making of the Indian constitution but also the 
shaping of worldviews and the rise of various resistance groups in India. The 
indigeneity view, on the other hand, is on rise as Hindu nationalism surges upwards 
on the political landscape and the spirit of revivalism to bring back the Vedic Golden 
Era (Jha 2014) highly affects not just politics but also the academia, with claims of 
planes and stem cell technology during Vedic times shocking liberal communities 
(Kumar 2019). It almost seems that the reforms era is now past, and the cycle is back 
to revivalism. Revivalism seems to be the zeitgeist, at least, as far as passion and energy 
is concerned. It is indubitable that in the past few decades, the passion has swept over 
a greater populace of the country. But, of course, there is also evidence of resistance 
throughout the country. And, it is hoped that this paper has been able to highlight 
some of the same. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 This paper focuses on women in the church, specifically investigating the role of Mizo women in the 

Presbyterian Church of Mizoram. The British philanthropist Robert Arthington’s (1823-64) bequest led to 

missionary work among the Mizo people beginning in 1901. Under British colonial rule, which ended in 1947, 

Welsh Christian and Baptist missionaries evangelized among the Mizo people. Today almost 90 percent of 

Mizos belong to the Presbyterian Church, the Baptist church, or to one of the many indigenous Christian 

churches. Church history focuses primarily on the missionaries and says very little about the important role 

played by the Mizo people in their own conversion. Church history includes the European women who helped 

their husbands convert the Mizos, but largely omits the history of Mizo women in facilitating conversion. 

Women, we learn when we examine this history closely, were ‘Bible Women’ and financial supporters of the 

church. Women’s ‘Handful of Rice’ project became one of the most important sources of income for the 

churches.  In the contemporary church, women are barred from becoming Pastors or Elders even though they 

contribute significant funds, become theologians, missionaries, and enforce the church’s notions of proper roles 

for women and men. It is through informal politics that women gain and exercise power. It will be the task of 

this paper to document how Mizo women were brought into church activities, the roles they played, their 

activities in support of the church, and their contemporary aspirations for leadership and a greater say in the 

affairs of the church.  

  

KEYWORDS: Mizoram, Welsh missionaries, church, Women’s Fellowship, female theologians, gender 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Historically, the Mizo tribe was part of a great Mongoloid migration from China that settled in an area 

that extended from western Burma and eastern Bangladesh to the North East India. The term ‘Mizo’ is a generic 

term that includes the various tribes or clans who inhabit the region and share similar religion as Christian. 

Welsh Christian missionaries entered the Lushai Hills along with the British in 1894. While the British Colonial 

took control over law and order of the Mizos, the missionaries focused on uplifting society through education 

and hygiene, and inculcating the Christian spirit among the Mizos. Within a few decades of the arrival of welsh 

missionaries, majority of the population became Christians. According to 2011 census, Mizoram population 

consisted of 10,97, 206 had a Christian percentage of  87%.  

 

 Over the past two decades, there has been a growing interest in question relating to the position of 

women in the society as well as in the church. It is a fact of history that there has been discrimination of women 

in every society. It is normally accepted that women should be subordinated and should possess inferior status 

than men in every aspects of life. Similarly, like many other societies, in the Mizos, there has been a strong 

persistence view in the church that men are meant to lead, and women are meant to follow. Although the history 

the church included women as dutiful helpmates to men, one outstanding features of the church is women 

played a prominent role in the early church, they not only initiated some activities but their financial 

contribution was essential to the church’s survival and growth. What is especially interesting in this situation is 
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the role devout women play in enforcing the church’s notions of proper roles for women and men and enforcing 

the history of women’s subordination to men. This paper explores women’s subordinate position in the church, 

despite their financial contributions, and their missionary works as well as achievement in theological studies 

that sustained Christianity among Mizos. At first, it attempts to highlight the role of Bible Women in the early 

church and the project of ‘handful of rice,’ the women’s fellowship contributed for the income of the church 

through their daily cooking. Early Mizo Christian women started this project under the initiation of welsh 

female missionary beginning in 1913 thus became one of the most important sources of income for the church 

until date.  

 

 The goal of this research was to understand the role women played in the foundation of the Presbyterian 

Church in Mizoram. The research began in the archives but because this history has not been written and there 

are very few surviving documents, it was necessary to turn to oral history. Interviews were conducted with the 

oldest surviving women members of the church, including women theologians along with former and current 

leaders of the Women’s Fellowship. The interviews were conducted during 2018-2019 in the capital city of 

Mizoram at Aizawl where majority of Presbyterian community are resided. The interviews were based on 

structured questions but allowed interviewees to talk about issues not included in the questionnaires. Using the 

material generated from archives and interviews, the author has reconstructed the early history of the ‘handful 

of rice,’ the support of this program for Bible Women, building churches, and funding missionaries as well as 

women’s fellowship financial and material support, including women’s input as theologians, and missionary 

work. The author tried to explore the reasons why women, instead of fighting for their right to share power in 

the church, willingly accept, reinforce, and reproduce female subordination. 

 

MISSIONARY’S EDUCATION AND BIBLE WOMEN 

 Since the entrance of Welsh missionaries in 1894, the Christian church has focused attention on women 

and Christian missionaries were responsible for the upliftment of the Mizo tribe and that women gained a higher 

status than they had in the traditional culture (Thong, 2010: Zohmangaihi & Lalkima, 2013). Welsh 

missionaries introduced reading, writing, and Christian values for new converts and translated the Bible into 

native languages. Medical work served as an important tool to save lost souls and bring Mizo women to Christ. 

It was the white missionary women, who were concerned with Mizo women and communities and who taught 

the practical arts of sewing, knitting, stitching, cooking, and hygiene (Pc, 2003). These women missionaries 

were responsible for the earliest women converts. There were two women among the five earliest Mizo 

Christians.  

 

 Despite the initial opposition of the older generation to the education of women, these early converts 

benefited from the work of women missionaries. Missionaries first introduced formal education in 1895, neither 

men nor women encouraged women's education because girls were needed to help their mothers (Hluna, 1985). 

Other factors working against the education of girls was the belief that literate girls would use her reading and 

writing skills to receive and send love letters (Malsawmi, 1993). For parents, education for girls was simply a 

meant to read and to write. While missionaries employed some men, society did not expect women to work 

outside home other than to remain at home. Without gaining parental support, a few girls began to receive the 

teaching of women missionaries. In 1902, Mrs. Katherine Ellen Williams (1904-1927), the wife of the first 

Welsh missionary Reverend David Evan Jones, arranged the funding to have Mrs. Pawngi trained to be a 

Midwife and she became the first trained Mizo midwifery. Missionary opened a school for girls in 1904 and it 

was much earlier in 1895 that education has began for the sons of the village chiefs along with the other boys. 
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This is because the missionaries felt the need to impart moral and physical education to the sons of the village 

chiefs who would one day be chiefs themselves. Hence, the aim of education for boys was inculcating self-

confidence and independent. At time, when more women began to receive education, men quickly recognised 

the benefit of marrying a wife who acquired education from missionaries because girl’s education was different 

from the boy’s education by teaching skill in the activities of daily Mizo life. Thus, it is evident that 

missionaries’ promotion of female education and career for women did not challenge traditional society but 

rather reinforced Mizo patriarchal culture since their education for women was aimed at producing ’better’ 

wives and mothers and trained midwives and nurses. 

 

 Welsh missionaries who wanted to change the superstitious beliefs of the Mizo people decided to recruit 

'Bible Women' to train Mizo women in three subjects: The Bible, nursing, and housekeeping. These Mizo Bible 

Women were expected to impart spiritual and practical knowledge to women. The church appointed the first 

Bible Woman Mrs. Chhingtei in 1913. Bible Women trained for a six-month period and then serve at the local 

community level in a region assigned to them by the church (Ralte, 2000). Between 1910 and 1923, the church 

employed 21 Bible Women. Beginning in 1924 the church stopped hiring new Bible Women while the former 

workers continued their services until their retirement in 1963 (Zomuani, 2004). There are accounts of the Bible 

Women bathing and taking care of babies and providing sick people with warm comforters and fresh water  

(Zomuani, 2004). Most of them were trained midwives but the locals called their attention for every sickness. In 

their mission works, they experienced many hardships and suffered persecution. Most of these women were 

married and had to provide for their babies’ needs at the time of traveling. Often their area of work included 26 

villages or more - a vast territory. For instance, Mrs. Nemthangi (Bible Woman 1917-1941) named her son 

Bialzauva that means ‘wide area’ as her area of 26 villages covered a vast area. Similarly, Mrs. Aichhungi 

(Bible Woman 1923-1925) named her daughter Zokalkhumi, which implies ‘passed over Mizoram’ because she 

traveled across Arakan in the southern part of present-day Bangladesh to Zampui village in Tripura for her 

mission tour (Lalthangliana, 1998). Occasionally, these women had to travel through rough terrain or the jungle 

however, it seems these struggles, and hardships never lessened their enthusiasm for fulfilling their mission 

(Roberts, 2003).  

 

 Spreading the mission of ‘handful of rice’ was a part of the mission work assigned to Bible Women and 

this has increased their persecutions in the villages. Since there are locals who were suspicious of their income 

from the ‘handful of rice’ project, this has made it difficult to convince people they were not just working in 

their own favour. There are number of incidents where Bible Women got beaten, tortured, thrown out of the 

village etc. stones were thrown at them and insulted by saying ‘how poor is your God?’ Some locals charged 

them of misusing ‘handful of rice’ offerings (Malsawmi, 1993) because they thought Bible Women wasted 

money out of ‘handful of rice’ project (Zomuani, 2004). Others accused them of worshiping a 'handful of rice' 

instead of God. The women missionaries considered the training of Bible Women the most important 

contribution they made to the new church (Roberts, 2003) but unfortunately, Bible Women did not gain 

recognition and the church authority ended their work. Therefore, the decision to terminate the work of Bible 

Women has been a controversial issue among female theologians. Mrs. Laltlani, a theologian believes church 

authorities ended their services because Bible Women could not be ordained to work as pastors (PC, 2003). She 

thinks the work of Bible Women was no longer relevant as more pastors were employed. However, when Mizo 

men became pastors since 1913, they objected to the Bible Women and convinced church communities to 

replace married Bible Women with qualified pastors or evangelists. One of their objections was that, while 

visiting different local churches the married Bible Women were surrounded by their children. In this regard, I 
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interacted senior pastors and church elders and they claimed that the work of Bible Woman was too tough for a 

mother of young children; sometimes they had to travel during flood with muddy soil while carrying their 

young children. They furthered claim the job of Bible Women was very simple and incomparable with the 

service of pastor. In fact, Bible Women were the first Mizo women to be formally educated. They worked 

closely with the female missionaries who took a keen interest in initiating Bible Women and thought their 

presence benefited Mizo women (Vanlaltlani, 2009). Although the church employed Bible Women for short 

periods, the job of Bible Women was essentially indispensable for growth and development of the church. 

 

WOMEN’S FELLOWSHIP 

  In 1903, Mrs. Williams, a missionary organized service for women every Friday afternoon at Mission 

veng (name of a particular area where missionary based their missions). In those days, only about five women, 

mostly the wives of the workers in the mission attended (Mission Veng Centenary Committee, 1994). Over the 

years, more and more women were attracted to the service to share their personal experiences, study the story of 

John Bunyan (the author of the religious allegory ‘The Pilgrim's Progress’) and participate in prayer services 

(Zomuani, 2003). Although women seemed to have little or no place in the early church, the message of the 

Christian religion and the training given by women missionaries inspired Mizo women, in this way more and 

more women attended the service. The first Women’s Fellowship was held in November 26, 1904 guided by 

Mrs. William and over the years, the mission of Bible Women helped spread the formation of Women’s 

Fellowship in many part of the region. The first Women’s Fellowship Conference was held in 1946 and later 

since 1960, the Women’s Fellowship holds general conference every alternate year. Currently, there were 

1,76,449 female members in the Mizoram Presbyterian Church of 856 churches and 84 branch churches 

(Mizoram Presbyterian Church Women’s Fellowship Conference, 2019). Every female communicant in the 

Presbyterian Church becomes a member in the Women’s Fellowship, but married women are members of the 

Women’s Fellowship. Not all married women are active members but senior mothers participated more in the 

activities of Women’s Fellowship than younger mothers do. 

 

 Every general conference of the Women’s Fellowship held election for leaders who were selected from 

various pastoral areas. Currently, the Central Women’s Fellowship Committee Members consists of 45 

members aged between 50- 70, who now selected after nomination was made from each pastoral area within the 

Aizawl city. The appointed Central Women’s Fellowship Committee Member must have hold the position of a 

committee member at least four years in her respective pastoral areas. Here we might note that not every leader 

in the local Women’s Fellowship have a chance to become committee member of pastoral Women’s Fellowship 

since one Pastoral areas consisted of four to five local churches. Every local church has their respective leaders 

of Women’s Fellowship who were elected by their members. 

 

The main objective of Women’s Fellowship, where contemporary churchwomen dominate is spiritual 

development through the maintenance of the Ideal Christian family where women play significant roles as 

mothers and nurturers. Since 1970, the Women’s Fellowship organized a competition based on the ideal 

Christian family to the entire local church Women’s Fellowship. Every general conference awarded trophy and 

citation to the winner of the local church Women’s Fellowship. The goal of Christian families is determined by 

the average amount of rice given per family through the ‘handful of rice’ program and the number of family 

prayer services held every day by the families in the respective area. For this, the Women’s Fellowship leaders 

spend a great deal of time visiting the families in the church community to encouraging mothers to start/ 

continue a regular family devotion to maintain ideal Christian family at home. They also organized campaigns 
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and seminars on Christian Family where women’s role and responsibilities, as understood through the Bible 

verses is discussed. Through the efforts of the Women’s Fellowship, from the year 2000 the Mizoram 

Presbyterian Church observes the Christian family’s day annually on the last Sunday in September. According 

to the general conference held in 2019, the percentage of family who regularly held family prayer service is 

67.67% and the family who regularly offered ‘handful of rice’ is 98.21%. (Mizoram Presbyterian Kohhran 

Hmeichhe Inkhawmpui Lian Vawi 48-na Bulletin, Kolasib, 2019) 

 

These women’s leaders are engaged in a wide range of social service in particular among the church 

community such as comforting the grief, visiting the sick and attending marriage and funeral service etc. 

Because they believed, they are leaders not only for taking up leadership role but to be a comforter, a blessing 

for in need and took part in various voluntary services in their community. They felt it was their responsibilities 

to lift up the spiritual lives of young mothers and occasionally organized home visit to persuade mother to draw 

closer to church. For maintaining the ideal Christian family, the women’s leader endorsed proper and regular 

family devotion to teach children moral conduct in their daily lives. They argued that a mother had full 

responsibility to observe regular family devotions if the father was irresponsible or exhibited poor moral 

conduct. They inspired women through the Bible verse: ‘Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own 

husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior 

of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives’ (1Peter 3:1-2). They encouraged mother to 

stay humble to convincing her irresponsible husband who was the recognized head of the family. This situation 

reinforces the persistence belief that a husband’s undesirable behavior is something women must learn to live 

with and gender roles that expect women to bear hardships, adjust to difficulties, remain patient, and not 

question her lot in life. Instead of questioning the dominant male power and authority, the Women’s Fellowship 

wanted to control mother who attempt to take charge of their families arguing that a woman must respect the 

head of the family because God approved of men’s authority in the family. 

 

The Women’s Fellowship believed that adjusting dress code was a way of maintaining women’s moral 

life. Since the year 2010, they issued notification regarding dress code in the church wedding, recommending 

proper clothes in the church, and asking mother to protect their daughters from indecent dress. They suggested 

that the best way to promote traditional dress was making the bride’s dress traditional. For this, they 

recommended bride’s dress for Mizos must be a combination of a clean white cotton blouse and traditional 

Mizo puan [women’s attire]. The statement signifies church disapproval to the bride’s dress designed with a 

wide open neck, back, sleeveless that exposed too much of female body including extended bride’s dress that 

has to be lifted by someone at the back. The fact is Women’s Fellowship considered choosing traditional dress 

is related with moral behaviour.  

 

Usually, the moral duties given to a mother was making her family a model of ideal Christian family as 

such leaders of Women’s Fellowship campaigned for ideal Christian family would often involves encouraging 

mother to stay at home maximum time to protect children from the prevalent social problems such as alcohol 

and drug abuse etc. They did not encourage mother working outside home because they believed that staying 

home mother could produced better Christian family than working mother who spend less time with family. 

While advocating young mother to be jobless and stay at home, those leaders are mostly come from reputed 

family background and retired government servant who could spend quality time outside home for various 

activities. That is why no women leader interviewed has a problem from home despite their frequent activities 

outside home. 
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When one examines which women become leaders in the contemporary church, it is apparent from the 

former and current leaders that most are married to pastors or church elders. These women claimed their 

husbands and families were supportive of their work in the church and none of them complained about 

difficulties with their families. Additionally, some women leaders are from well-respected church families. 

Very few women were appointed to leadership positions simply based on their hard work in the mission of the 

Women’s Fellowship. Apart from this, none of them is qualified female theologians except the only general 

secretary appointed by the Synod on term basis. Although these women made considerable efforts for the 

growth of the church, some of their approaches in promoting ideal Christian mother are more likely an attempt 

to reinforce women’s subordinate position in the family thus influencing their positions in the church as well. 

 

HANDFUL OF RICE PROJECT 

 Since the formation of Women’s Fellowship, their missions for the gospel are profoundly associated 

with ‘Christian Family’ and ‘Handful of rice’ projects and similarly, a significant role of the ‘handful of rice’ 

project will not be complete without attention to the role and contribution of early Bible women. The ‘handful 

of rice’ or ‘buhfai tham,’ a humble but an essential service to the church, was first used to support Bible Women. 

It was a practice that asked every Mizo family to put aside a handful of rice; each time they cooked a meal. 

Later, they offered the rice saved to the church. The church, in turn, sold the rice to generate income to support 

its work. In 1910, Mrs. Williams, adopted the practice of ‘handful of rice,’ after learning the from Khasi women 

who saved a handful of rice every time they prepared a meal. Legend tells of a poor and devout Khasi widow 

who sacrificed from her daily meals to collect enough rice to sell for a contribution to the church. Missionaries 

encouraged the early female converts to contribute to the well being of the church. Mizo women, unable to 

contribute money for the church welcomed the idea of making money by collecting a ‘handful of rice’ from 

each of their group members  

 

In 1911, the sum of money collected from the ‘handful of rice’ was used for constructing the chapel, as 

the newly opening church was too young to raise funds of its own and most of the expenses were paid by the 

Welsh Presbyterian church. In 1913, the money collected through a ‘handful of rice’ provided funds for the 

appointment of the first Bible Woman. The amount raised was Rs. 80, enough to employ two Bible Women 

who were each given Rs 5 for their salary (Zomuani, 2010). The sum of money collected from the ‘handful of 

rice’ project paid for mission work from 1914 (Zomuani, 2004). The ‘handful of rice’ was generally portrayed 

as an act of gratitude to the Lord that every family could offer by keeping uncooked rice in a handful into a 

special box/container. It was believed that ‘handful of rice’ could lift up the spiritual life of an individual while 

contributing for the spread of gospel to others (Lalthansangi, 2011). This mission project inspired women’s 

fellowship in various ways. Mrs. Malsawmi, former leaders of Central Women’s Fellowship (1968-1978) 

defines the ‘handful of rice’ project a mission work that could be performed by everyone, to keep in touch with 

God on daily basis. Mrs. Lalnguri, (Ex-Chairman in the Central Women’s Fellowship from 1995-1997) 

compared to the story of how Jesus fed five thousands of men with just five loaves of bread and two fishes 

(Matthew 15:34) to the ‘handful of rice’ project. In this way, she explained the significant role of a humble 

beginning that multiplied for a blessing to many. There are accounts of mother’s testimonies who considered 

the ‘handful of rice’ project as God’s special give for the mission work of Mizo women and some declared the 

unity of women in the offering of the ‘handful of rice’ signifies the unity of every family for the spread of the 

gospel mission. They also believed setting aside a ‘handful of rice’ in very meal implies God’s presence in 

every meal. There are others who quote the Bible verses ‘Give, it will be given to you’ (St. Luke 6:36) by 
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claiming to have received more blessing with offering more to this project. Some testimonies indicated their 

witnessed in improving physical and mental health of family after increasing the amount of rice offerings. 

 

Recognising the significant role of the project for the financial stability of the Synod, the church made 

several efforts to endorse the practice of ‘handful of rice’ and the Women’s Fellowship took sole responsibility 

in endorsing the project. To promote this project, the leaders of Women’s Fellowship Committee would travel 

to various villages as well as in the local church to convince people to remain generous towards the project. 

They also endorsed the project by organizing drama-writing competition on the subject of the ‘handful of rice’ 

project. All these measures imply for encouraging women to donate more funds for the project. They 

encouraged people to give in ‘cups’ not just ‘handful’ of rice, other suggested more than one cup for a single 

meal.  No proper rule is provided but left according to their desires as long as the act remains a ‘thanksgiving’ 

to the Lord (Lalthansangi, 2011). Before 1952, mothers carried their offerings of rice to the church while 

attending Sunday morning service and the average rate of the collected rice actually amounted to one cup per 

family in a single month. After the method of collecting rice from home to home was adopted since 1990, the 

amount increased significantly (Mission Veng Centenary Souvenir, 1994). In 1995, the Synod started 

distributing an attractive sticker (to tag a special bin for keeping rice) that contained Lalpa Chanpual or ‘God’s 

share’ as instruments for encouraging more donations to the project. The Women’s Fellowship had celebrated 

‘handful of rice’ Centenary in every local church of Women’s Fellowship making a memorable event in 2004.  

 

Currently, the Synod have 1137 churches and employed 548 pastors and 48 probationary pastor who are 

allotted to work under certain areas (Synod Statistic, 2019). Under each Pastorate, there are numbers of local 

churches and the collectors appointed by the local church Women’s Fellowship leaders would collect rice from 

their respective areas and then submit to churches at the end of the week. The leaders of the local church 

Women’s Fellowship took the responsibilities in keeping the records and selling the rice to the local 

communities, where the amount is finally submitted to the headquarter Synod on monthly basis. Although each 

family in the local church could buy the collected rice, priority is given to lower income family since the selling 

price is comparatively lower than the market price at Rs 15 per kg (the revised rate of Rs 10 from 2015). The 

size of the population of local church determines the quantity of beneficiaries. For instance, the Mission Veng 

Church, the second largest local church of Mizoram Presbyterian Church has 100- 240 families as buyer which 

was equally distributed at 5-10 kg to every buyer on weekly basis. 

 

Every year, the ‘handful of rice’ project has produced more than the estimated budget proposed by the 

Synod. For eg, while the estimated budget for April 2016- March 2017 was INR.13,35,00,000 and the amount 

generated reached INR.16,10,86,154, which is more than INR. 2,10,86,154 against the estimated budget 

(Women’s Fellowship General Conference report, 2017). The capital income out of the project submitted to the 

headquarter Synod was utilized to support the church and the workers, missionary fields, different departments 

of the Synod and to spread the Kingdom of the Lord (Lalthansangi, 2011). It also served as important security 

for the Synod, utilized as contingency funds. The Synod has various other projects, and while the funding 

generated for other projects like the missionary fund or hospital exclusively serve their own activities, funds 

from the ‘handful of rice’ project are freely utilized to cover the shortages of other projects. Therefore, the 

project constitutes a primary resource for the Synod. It is with the support from the ‘handful of rice’ project that 

the Presbyterian Church Synod could serve to support 537 pastors, 2618 missionaries and funded Colleges, 

Schools, Hospitals and health care centers and many more (Synod Statistic 2017). Church leaders Rev. 

Lalthanmawia, former Executive Secretary of Synod (1995-1996) declared that if the Synod stopped receiving 
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funds from all other sources, the amount generated from the ‘handful of rice’ project was sufficient to support 

all those employed at the Synod.’ There is a need to recognize the missionary achievements of the Women’s 

Fellowship, since their financial support sends out hundreds of missionaries across the world. It is appropriate to 

claim that the reason behind the successful working of the Synod was the simple idea of a ‘handful of rice’ 

(Chuaungo, 2012). Hence, a humble practices as it was done silently in the kitchen while a mother is cooking 

but serve multitude of purposes. 

 

ATTITUDE TOWARDS ORDINATION OF FEMALE PASTORS 

The Aizâwl Theological College, established in 1907, opened admission to women only in 1968. The 

first female theologian Mrs. Lalnilawmi obtained Licentiate Theology (L.th) in 1970 and there have been 106 

female theologians in the Mizoram Presbyterian Church (ATTWI, 2014). Later in 1978, the Aizawl Theological 

College introduced Missionary Training Department to study Bible, missiology, etc. and had upgraded as 

Missionary Training College in 2010 to train committed Christian for missionary. Every year, several students 

passed out from this college become missionaries in various places. Currently, there are three female 

theologians among the 12 teaching faculties in this college. Although more women earned theological degrees 

as time passed, this did not encourage the church to ordain women. While the first Mizo male pastor Rev 

Chhuahkhama ordained in 1913 (Ralte, 2000) but to date, no Mizo woman has been ordained. It would appear 

that the number of Mizo women seeking theological degrees is an indicator of their interest in playing a larger 

role in the church (Rev. Remthanga, 2013). However, the decision makers in the church have not recognized 

their interest in and desire for different roles. Despite their ambitions, those women who graduated from 

theological colleges are not ordained pastors but teachers in private schools and evangelists in various mission 

fields (Lalsawmliana, 2009). Despite their ambitions, those women who graduated from theological colleges are 

not ordained pastors but teachers in private schools and evangelists in various mission fields (Lalsawmliana, 

2009). From the list of 102 female theologians recorded by the Association of Theologically Trained Women of 

Mizoram branch, it can be identified that 30 women works as evangelists in Assam, Karbi Anglong, Manipur, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Nepal, and Delhi. 20 women remain housewives, 14 women works as teachers in mission 

and private schools, 12 women works in the government, and another nine women works in the Synod 

office/school and three women works as lecturers in Aizawl Theological College and another five women also 

works in the theological institutions outside Mizoram. Five women are pursuing further studies in theological 

education and the other two remain jobless.  

 

           The Synod Mission Board established in 1961 aim at promoting missionary work within and outside the 

country such as Cambodia, Taiwan, Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, China, Nepal, United Kingdom, Samoa, 

Madagascar, American Samoa and Kiribati. The Synod currently occupied 18 mission fields in the country and 

the First female missionary was employed by the Synod as a staff nurse in 1972. Currently, the Presbyterian 

Church employed 2618 missionaries as permanent and contract basic. Among the permanent employees of 509 

missionaries, there are 250 female and 259 male. Since 2008, the church recruited missionaries on contract 

basis and sent out number of missionaries every year, making it possible for large numbers of women to enter in 

the Synod Mission Field and the female missionaries outnumbered male missionaries every year. For eg in 2016 

and 2018, among the employed 173 missionaries there were 107 female and 72 male (Synod Newsletter, 2018). 

Besides, among the 36 missionaries employed by the Synod in partnership with other organisations, there are 28 

female and 8 male missionaries (Synod Mission Board Statistic, 2018). It may be noted that apart from the 

Synod funded missionaries, various Christian groups in the country funded good numbers of female 
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missionaries from the Presbyterian church but not included in the total number employed by the Synod 

mentioned above. 

 

 In trying to understand society attitudes on female Pastoral ordination, attitudinal survey was conducted 

to 50 churchwomen. I conducted interview to the former and current leaders of Women’s Fellowship along with 

some female theologians as well as women in the local church who were just members but not included in the 

leadership of Women’s Fellowship.  

 

 From the response of the leaders of Women’s Fellowship and local Women’s Fellowship’s members, it 

is still obvious that there is a clear division of ideas on female pastoral ordination while majority leaders seems 

unwilling to have female Pastor, younger generation of Women’s Fellowship member are more supportive on 

female pastoral ordination. Majority of the leaders of Women’s Fellowship claimed they are not ready to accept 

female to serve as a pastor, some of their objections are women incapable to administer sacrificial rituals in the 

church like sacrament and baptism. Raising the crucial roles of pastor in terms of community service such as 

visiting people who are in need of spiritual and mental health, helping the sick and comforting the grief that 

required so much time outside home hence, they felt the role of pastor and women’s life as incompatible. A 60 

years old former leader of Women’s Fellowship said, ‘Men are physically and mentally capable to serve the 

church community, women may qualified for theological studies but unfit to serve like male pastor because men 

was made superior to women.’ Consequently, their objection lies with the role of Pastor in church activities as 

well as pastor’s various services for the welfare of the community. Not all the current and former leaders of 

Women’s Fellowship are reluctant to have female pastor, there are other who supports for upgrading the status 

of the current position of female theologians, who are denied for obtaining certain benefits while ordained 

pastor could have in service matter. For instance, Mrs. T. Vanlaltlani, a faculty in the Aizawl Theological 

College could not obtained the position of the Principal in the college despite her qualified experienced and 

academic achievement because the college approved Principal only for ordained pastor. Respondents indicated 

their desires to have female pastor but not for all female theologians, the female pastor they choose to have was 

the most qualified female theologians who have the capacity to manage the church community, unmarried, free 

from domestic responsibilities, capable to put full attention to the welfare of the church community. It appears 

that while accepting to have female pastor, these women imposed a condition a female theologian should 

possessed to becoming a pastor while male are free to become a pastor without obligation. These attitudes fit 

dominant stereotypes about proper gender roles for women and essentially excluded women from decision-

making power in the church. 

 

 A 69 years old, current leaders of Women’s Fellowship said, ‘As long as I involves in Women’s 

Fellowship, I will never stop protesting gender equality whenever the issue is raised in the church because the 

Bible made it very clear and it is against the will of the God.’ Her idea comes from the fact that church 

teachings usually reinforced the idea that a woman’s proper role in the church involves obedience and service. 

Under the strong influence of the church teaching, most Women’s Fellowship leaders preferred to remain 

supportive to whatever decision made by the church and thus unwilling to take initiative in terms of submitting 

their appeal for female ordination to the church assembly. While basing the Bible for their defense against 

female pastor, there are theologian scholars who claimed that Bible did not forbid women from the position of 

pastors because men and women stand as equal in the image of God. They argued the question of whether 

female can become a pastor or not is rather a cultural question not the Bible’s restriction (Seni, 2017).  
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 While interviewing local members of Women’s Fellowship it seems clear that younger mother are not 

only supportive but also critical on the church decision of female theologians who could not get ordination. 

They raised their concerned on female theologians who pursued theological studies that required good long 

years with lots of efforts just like male theologians did but denied opportunity to serve in position for which 

they have committed. Some even listed those female theologians who secured strong academic background, 

even obtained doctoral degree in theology, but not granted recognition like male doctoral theologians. A 37 

years old mother said, ‘I often question why injustice still prevails in the church, I have seen and witnessed 

female theologians who are very much capable, experienced who could serve better than some male pastors.’ 

Some strongly criticise the church leaders failing to challenge the status quo in the church and they wanted 

church leaders to open theirs eyes to many successful female pastor across the globe. A 42 years old mother 

said, ‘I always felt it was so unfair denying female theologian to become a pastor, this is the most unfair 

decision of the church toward women.’  

 

 Even then, there are young mothers who did not support to have female pastor and expressed their 

approval with the existing church practices. They defense their ideas by stating that female theologians were 

well aware of the fact that they will not become a pastor even before they pursued theological studies. They 

argued that their sacrifices are more important than their recognitions. A young mother of a newly recruited 

probationary pastor said, ‘I used to support for the ordination of female as pastor but after experiencing the 

nature of work for a pastor posted in a village where there is no proper transport facilities to visit their allotted 

areas, I no longer support female pastoral ordination. A female pastor may serve well in the city but there will 

be many hardships and struggles to work in the remote village.’ In this case, we might note that the church 

allotted pastor to various regions that may range from the state border to remote village in the mission fields 

outside the state, there are certain areas that need to be passed over through small boat and vehicle could not 

reach to certain areas. This woman think that if the church could not make consideration for female pastor in 

terms of posting, the task of a pastor is too big for women to work under the Mizoram Presbyterian church. 

 

 In 1986, the combination of the six women theologians begging for their ordinations to the Synod 

officer’s meeting received no response. In 2006, Prof. Vanlaltlani, a teaching faculty in the Aizawl theological 

college submits an individual application to the local church for the post of Probationary Pastor however she 

was again rejected. There are certain rules adopted by the church in the application of Probationary Pastor, at 

first, the applicant needs approval from the local church committee, where he was a primary member in the 

local church. After approval from the local church committee, the application must be forwarded to the concern 

pastorate committee and then finally to the church assembly to submit for consideration in the Synod Pastoral 

Committee. Considering the various steps adopted for the application of Probationary Pastor, Prof. Vanlaltlani 

was rejected from the very first stage of the application proceedings at the local church (Vanlaltlani, 2009). 

 

             A proposal to female ordination was discussed twice in the Synod Assembly in 2001 and 2011 but was 

rejected in both the assemblies. There was a strong opinion among the majority of the delegates in the both the 

assemblies that even if female pastoral ordination was approved in the assembly, the society is not ready to 

accept female pastor. Rev Remthanga, a senior Pastor, currently working as Finance officer in the Synod said, 

‘Because there has been no female pastor in the past and it is difficult trying to adopt a new practice that had 

never been done.’ He added that female pastoral ordination was discussed only twice in the Synod Assembly of 

Mizoram but it has not been raised in the highest church court of the assembly of Presbyterian church of India. 

This is not unusual, there are many churches across the globe that did not approve female pastor, For Instance, 
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Don Martin, a theologian scholar argued that women could teach and preach in the church but not in the 

position of bishopry like pastor because he believed that society would not accept it right to follow a woman 

(Martin, 2013). 

 

           I interacted numbers of female theologian regarding their ordinations. Although some female theologians 

openly raised the issue of ordination but others are cautious to raise this issue. The response of some female 

theologians clearly indicated their reluctance to talk about this issue, preferred to remain silence, at the same 

time, there are others who appreciate my interest, and even willing to share the struggles they are facing in their 

service. In fact, Mrs. Nghakthuami, teaching faculty in Aizawl theological college recognised a strong 

traditional gender stereotype embedded in the minds of the Mizos a major hurdle to female pastoral ordination. 

She argued the denial of ordination to women is contrary to God’s word and that church leaders have taken this 

stand because they are influenced by traditional culture (Nghakthuami, 2014). She bases her position on St. 

Paul’s statement: ‘There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you 

are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatia 3:28). Mrs. Lalpianthangi, female theologian said, ‘lack of support from 

women for female pastoral ordination as a major obstacle.’ However, this is hard to change because there is no 

space, within or outside the church, where women’s consciousness might be changed. She recommended the 

need of developing a feminist understanding of gender in the church to make women aware of how everyday 

practices rendered women subordination. These female theologians aware of the fact that without the support of 

women, their voices for change are rather considered selfish act, which the church strongly advocated in 

contrast with the Christian moral of ‘selflessness.’ Therefore, from the viewpoint of female theologians, it is 

apparent that indigenous traditions, social customs, and not theological prohibitions prevented the ordination of 

women as pastors (Cazziol, 1992). As for the current situation, it is very obvious that without the support of 

women in the church, the female theologian who speaks out for their ordinations are considered merely trying to 

promote their status without acknowledging the need to overcome gender inequality in the church. From the 

response of the interviews, we may argue that churchwomen have clear division of ideas on the roles women 

should play in the church and still there are many do not believe women should be ordained.   

 

DISCUSSION 

 It appears that women are discriminated against within the Church. Discrimination takes the form of 

denying them the highest positions as pastors and elders. Because Women have been excluded from power and 

decision-making processes since, Christianity came to Mizoram. One explanation for this would be the 

agreement of indigenous patriarchal culture with Christianity on women’s secondary status.  The ban on female 

ordination and the underutilization of women theological graduates combined with the decision to phase out 

Bible Women has limited the role women can play in the decision-making process of the church. Despite this 

discrimination, women continue to be steadfast supporters of the church and seldom protest their position.  

 

      In addition to denying women leadership positions in the church, church teachings have reinforced the idea 

that a woman’s proper role in the church involves obedience and service. Pastors and church elders generally 

preach that the Bible endorses so, women’s subordinate position to men in the church. In fact, Women’s 

Fellowship leaders fail to recognise that the ordination of qualified female as pastors would be the fulfillment of 

the Christian faith and practice. Besides, it is obvious that there have been separate ideas about the ordination of 

female pastors even among the women in the church. At present, many women do not regard having female 

pastor as an important step to improve their roles in the church. Unless and until there is a unity at least among 
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the leaders of Women’s Fellowship, the male decision making authority in the church will not be willing to 

address the issues of female ordination in the church. 
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Abstract 

Though Pierre Bourdieu himself devoted little attention to the study of religion, this paper 

examines key features of his sociology of culture in light of their potential contribution to the 

sociology of religion and music. In places such as Burma, China, Japan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, 

Thailand, and North America, Buddhist music comprises a variety of monastic and non-

monastic music genres, including those performed by professional musicians and Buddhist 

groups. With particular reference to Buddhism, this paper intends to explore how Buddhism 

and diverse musical practices, ranging from chant to hip-hop, were introduced in the changing 

society of Thailand. It is now common to find some young Thai monks combine traditional 

Buddhist chants with hip-hop, rap, and rock beats that captivate young listeners who listen 

online, often through mobile phones and other online media. Finally, this paper discusses the 

wider implications of the power relationships of Buddhism in modern music in the changing 

cultural and social spheres in Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries.  
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Introduction 

 

Churches and temples are important institutions where social capital is generated. Religion is 

a subset of culture, and, more or less, all belief systems serve to influence culture (Cornwell et 

al., 2005, p. 533). Thais are overwhelmed by the perceived influence of Buddhism in their lives, 

and religious beliefs flow “deep and permeate nearly every aspect of life and affect every social 

level” (McAleer & Mao 2017, p.63). This is especially true for Buddhism in Thailand, where 

the temple is seen as a “one-stop” shop for tourism through the cultural exchange programmes 

offered to foreign travellers that provide opportunities for learning about and experiencing life 

in a Buddhist temple. To practise Buddhism, foreign travellers can go to meditation centres 

and attend retreats for varied lengths of time. 

 

The theoretical bases Pierre Bourdieu turned to in creating his own concept of capital 

were the works of Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim. Expanding the boundaries of 

capital, the earliest documented use of the concept of cultural capital happened in the research 

of Bourdieu and Passeron (1977, 1979) on French university students. During the mid-1960s, 

Bourdieu and Passeron were interested in the contribution of cultural factors that explained the 

reproduction of elite status. According to Bourdieu (1984), social life is recognized as a 

multidimensional status division in which people compete through three types of capital, 

namely, social, cultural, and economic. As asserted by Moore (2004), Bourdieu’s concept of 

cultural capital was an attempt to expand the category of capital to something more than just 

economic and to identify culture as a form of that more general category. Along this line, 

Seligman (1997) wrote:  

 

The emphasis in modern societies on consensus (is) based on interconnected 

networks of trust–among citizens, families, voluntary organizations, religious 

denominations, civic associations, and the like. Similarly the very “legitimation” 

of modern societies is founded on the “trust” of authority and governments as 

generalizations. (p. 14)  

 

As suggested by Putnam (1993), social capital promotes cooperation and mutually supportive 

relationships in communities and nations and is therefore a precious means of fighting many 

of the social disorders inherent in modern societies. 

 

As a form of cultural capital, spiritual capital entails the interpretation of the terms 

“spiritual capital” and “religious capital” and their interaction as social phenomena. The 

extension of Weber’s idea of religious interest permitted Bourdieu to develop concepts such as 

“religious capital” and “cultural capital” as irreducible forms of power interchangeable with 

social and economic capital. As Bourdieu (1987, p. 125) pointed out, religion serves as an 

ideological instrument by which the state legitimizes its domination through social and political 

institutions (also see Bourdieu, 1990, p. 36, 1991, p. 14). The values wedded to these social 

and cultural resources are regulated from the top social strata, and then circulated throughout 

society via mediums like education and religion (Bourdieu, 1984). Bourdieu (1986) introduced 

the sociology of symbolic power, described as reputation and rooted in the other forms of 

capital that a social actor might possess, including social, cultural, and economic capital, which 

he considered an important topic in the relationships between culture, processes, and 

institutions and individuals and groups in competitive and self-perpetuating hierarchies of 

domination. Bourdieu, drawing from Weber’s sociology of religion, claimed that “all action is 

interested, including symbolic pursuits”, and he broadened “the logic of economic calculation 

to all goods, material as symbolic” (Swartz, 1997, p. 66). As for religion, Bourdieu, following 
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Durkheim, viewed it as a social institution that possesses all varieties of capital (i.e., cultural, 

economic, symbolic, and social). Bourdieu’s (1987, 1991) proposed sociology of symbolic 

power addressed the important topic of relations between culture, stratification, and power with 

properties comparative to other cultural domains, such as art and philosophy. As claimed by 

Bourdieu (1993), the sociology of culture is “the sociology of the religion of our day” (p. 132).  

 

In the past two decades, the notions of “religious capital” and “spiritual capital” have 

been subjects of growing interest to present monastic interactions with the spirit world as a 

benefit for individual and community health and well-being (McLellan & White, 2015, p. 160). 

The conceptual vision of spiritual capital involves the interpretation of the terms “religious 

capital” and “spiritual capital” (or “spirit-based capital”) and their interaction as social 

phenomena. According to Putnam (2000), religious capital is a practical contribution to local 

and national life made by groups of faith (also see Baker, 2013). Spiritual capital is the deed 

of religious capital, “providing a theological identity and worshipping tradition, but also a value 

system, moral vision and a basis of faith” (Baker & Skinner, 2006, p. 7). Religious capital and 

spiritual capital stand abreast locked in a symbiotic relationship, each strengthening the other 

and acting together to weave the fabric of the social world (Baker & Miles-Watson, 2008). 

Thus, spiritual capital exists in an institutionalized state, such as the power that churches and 

other religious organizations exercise to legitimate an arbitrary array of religious goods, boost 

the demand for these goods, and feed the supply by bestowing qualifications on a select group 

of authorized producers.  

 

Breaking with Bourdieu’s analysis of religion, the present study suggests that spiritual 

dispositions through music may be regarded as a form of cultural capital, as well as a product 

of social relationships within struggles for domination in a variety of contexts. Buddhism, 

spiritual worship, music, state power, and even preferences may be understood as assets in the 

legitimation of symbolic goods. With particular reference to Thailand’s Buddhism, this paper 

identifies Buddhist music, cultural values, spiritual capital, institutional practices, and state 

power influence over the communication processes that constitute bridging and bonding forms 

of social capital in response to changing social reality and needs.  

 

Theme of the Study 

 

Music, no matter in the forms of performing, composing/improvising, and listening, is an 

inherently cultural behaviour that is shaped by the performers’/creators’/listeners’ backgrounds 

and contextual characteristics. Owing to geographical, political, socio-economic, and cultural 

factors, performers/creators/listeners in different countries have different music preferences. 

Values of music and preferences for music can be objectified or institutionalized and are 

communicated to others widely or restrictedly. In his Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) set forth 

musical and artistic tastes as reflections of class positions developed early in life. In sociology 

studies on artistic tastes, the behaviour of the upper classes is commonly defined by an affinity 

for “highbrow” arts and the concurrent elimination of popular arts and products of mass culture 

(though the tendency to illuminate this behaviour by analyzing the survey data of cultural 

practices did not absolutely confirm this depiction) (Coulangeon, 2005, p. 123).  

 

Music is a cultural form that is part of the commercialized and globalized experiences of 

religion. The major faiths of the world, such as Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam, demonstrate 

transnational religious movements in their religious practices in the dynamics of globalization 

(see James, 2017). The MP3 format, the Internet, and other social media have introduced the 

specified music of religious humanities “to people who have no immediate connection with a 
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particular music’s culture of origin” (Clark, 2006, p 475). Globalization, interpreted as the 

increasing flux of people, goods, information, services, and other resources across national 

borders, has undergone a change of “social contexts in ways that influence religious practices” 

(Wuthnow & Offutt, 2008, p. 209). Music, for example, is a core feature of social celebrations 

such as Buddhist music as a means of cultural and religious expression. This meaning can be 

altered across contexts and is therefore reflected in the way that music (or sound) is 

manipulated or constructed to achieve enlightenment in Buddhism.  

 

Although scholarly attention to Buddhism and popular music (and popular culture) has 

increased (e.g., see Chen, 2005; Porcu, 2015; Prohl, Graf, & South, 2015), there have been no 

analyses of Buddhist chant and hip-hop in the changing society of Thailand. Attempts to pursue 

a new cultural and religious identity, by promoting traditional and contemporary components 

alongside Buddhism and Western styles, are a recent trend in religious development in 

Thailand. This paper is not an attempt to produce a definitive theory of cultural production in 

Buddhist music. Rather, it is intended to address how Buddhist music, ranging from Buddhist 

chant to hip-hop, is a form of religious music (though it is not agreed and supported by many 

Buddhist practitioners) in response to the social transformation of Thailand. In this connection, 

a brief history of Buddhism in Thailand and the power relationships in Buddhist music might 

be helpful. First, it is necessary to establish the social, religious, and cultural contexts in which 

this study of Buddhism in Thailand took place.  

 

A Brief Review of Buddhism in Thailand 

 

Thailand is situated in the Southeast Asian mainland and is bordered by neighbours, including 

Cambodia to the east, Laos to the north and east, Malaysia to the south, and Myanmar to the 

west and north. The population of Thailand is approximately 69.79 million (2020) in an area 

of 513,120 square kilometres. Thailand is the only Southeast Asian nation that has never been 

formally colonized by a European power. Thailand is a multi-ethnic country with more than 30 

distinct ethnic groups, including the Chinese. The Thai Government has put much effort into 

creating a sense of national unity, based around the idea of shared ethnic heritage. Thai people 

share some aspects of “Thainess”, for example, the concept of Thai nation Buddhism, the 

monarchy, a rich culture, customs, mannerisms, and the standard Thai language. In “The 

Middle Path for the Future of Thailand”, Ketudat (1990) put forward the idea of “Development 

in Harmony with Culture and Ethnic Diversity”, concurring that Thai culture is, has been, and 

should be widely sufficient enough to allow a state of “harmony with diversity” (cited in 

Eamsa-Ard, 2006, p. 34).  

 

Thailand has the third largest Buddhist population in the world, after China and Japan, 

respectively. The development of Buddhism (also known as Theravada Buddhism),1 a religion 

and philosophy based on the teachings of the Buddha, 2  has a long history in Thailand. 

Buddhism was believed to be introduced to Thailand by the Indian emperor Ashoka of the 

Maurya Empire, who sent Buddhist missionaries to share the teachings of the Buddha to 

various parts of the world around 260 BCE (Rajpnyamedhi, 2006). All Thai Buddhists are 

united under the school of Theravada Buddhism, which is practised mainly in Burma, 

Cambodia, Laos, Sri Lanka, and Thailand. The first kingdom of Thailand, the Sukhothai 

Kingdom (1238–1438), is regarded as the Golden Age of Buddhism in the history of Thailand, 

and Thai men and women accepted Buddhism as a way of life. The repercussions of Buddhism 

on Thai art and culture have been methodical and unconcealed from the beginning of the 

Sukhothai Kingdom (Bovornkitti, 2005). 
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Furthermore, Buddhism is the essence of Thai society and politics. It has been said that 

the two poles that hold up traditional Thai values are Buddhism and the monarchy (Isshi, 1968; 

Keyes, 1971). According to historical and archaeological evidence, three main institutions of 

Thailand, “the Nation, the Religion and the Throne”, described as “the most important, 

emerged during the Sukhothai period” (Piyabhani, 2016, pp. 130–131). All Sukhothai kings 

were the righteous monarchy. The name of the kings, which was formerly the “Lord of war”, 

shifted to the “Lord of Dhamma” (Piyabhani, 2016, p. 123). Buddhism and the Thai monarchy 

have often been intertwined, with the king as the spiritual head of the Buddhist religion. Charles 

Keyes, a renowned scholar in anthropology and international studies who carried out extensive 

research primarily in Thailand beginning in the early 1960s, has been at the forefront of these 

claims. He coined the idea of Thai Buddhism as a “civil Buddhism” that featured top-down 

involvements in the sangha (a Buddhist monastic order) carried out by the Thai monarchy, 

which were “revolutionary” and progressive in effect (see Keyes, 1999). Though the 2017 

Thailand Constitution still supported Buddhism and other religions, it required that the state 

only direct its assistance to the Theravada school of Buddhism and that the Thai Government 

would guard Buddhism against all forms of violations. This act has moved Thailand closer to 

establishing Buddhism as the official religion and also moved it closer to religious conflict 

(Tongsakulrungruang, 2018).  

 

Buddhism is an important component of the vital, ongoing relationship between society 

and the monastic institution in Thailand. Temples in Thailand are places to perform religious 

as well as monarchy activities. The three-day coronation of Thailand’s King Maha 

Vajiralongkorn, which ran from 2 May to 4 May 2019, included a mixture of Buddhist and 

Brahmin rituals to symbolically transform him into a living god. After 80 Buddhist monks 

chanted, the king proclaimed himself the Royal Patron of Buddhism by saying “I will rightfully 

protect Buddhism forever.”  

 

Every man in Thailand is required to become a monk for a period of time before the age 

of 20. Becoming a monk for a man is an act that shows his commitment to his Buddhist faith. 

Thailand is known as “The Land of Yellow Robes”, referencing the vision of the yellow-

coloured robes worn by Buddhist monks seen from the moment one steps inside the country. 

Temples can be found everywhere around Thailand. The Buddhist faith is practised by about 

94% of Thailand’s population, with the saying of to be “Thai” is to be “Buddhist”. As recorded 

by the National Buddhism Bureau, there are more than 41,000 Buddhist temples (in Thai, “wat” 

is temple) in Thailand (Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, the United States 

Department of State, 2018, p. 4). The Ministry of Education revised a 2008 order specifying 

that when attending schools sited on Buddhist temple property, students ought to wear the 

uniform concurred by the school and the temple (Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and 

Labor, the United States Department of State, 2018, p. 1).  

 

Buddhism plays a significant role in Thai society and culture. Prathamapidok (1995), an 

educated monk, stated that the national identity of Thai people is composed of (1) loving 

happiness and relaxation; (2) always happy with their lives evident; (3) a habit of assimilation, 

compromising, nonviolence, and clever adaptation to any situation; (4) a tendency towards 

materialistic behaviour; (5) individualistic competitiveness; (6) preferring consumption to 

production; and (7) liking imitation (cited by Eamsa-Ard, 2006, p. 6). Theravada Buddhism 

focuses spiritually on attaining self-discipline and self-literation through one’s own efforts. The 

core teaching of Theravada Buddhism is that life suffers from sickness, aging, illness, and death. 

Meditation and concentration are vital elements of the way to enlightenment. For Thai 

Buddhists, households always have a special place for a miniature Buddhist Spirit House (San 
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Phra Phum), which is a dedicated structure for the family to engage in daily spirit house rituals 

and religious ceremonies inherited from ancient animistic and folk religions. The influence of 

Buddhism can be detected in the Thai lifestyle, traditions, character, architecture, art, painting, 

music, language, and other aspects of Thai culture. Owing to the respect given to the teachings 

of the Buddha and the devotion to the Buddhist religion, Buddhist holidays occur regularly 

throughout the year (particularly on days with a full moon), and many Thai people go to the 

temples on these and other important days to pay homage to the Buddha. Giving alms to monks 

is one of the most common practices that Thai people believe will bring happiness and a 

peaceful life by showing goodness to others, doing good deeds, and being a good person.  

 

While the vast majority of Thai people are practitioners of Theravada Buddhism, 

religious tolerance is both customary and is subjected to integrative policies advanced by the 

Thai Government for national integration (for details, see Keyes, 1971, 1989, 2019). As 

commented by McCargo (2004), the symbiotic relationship between the state and sangha has 

effectually restricted Buddhism “to the role of legitimating state power, and the universalistic 

teachings of Buddhism” have been instilled in nationalist ideology (p. 155) (also see McCargo, 

2009).  

 

Buddhist Music Culture: From Buddhist Chant to Hip-hop 

 

Music and religion have played fundamental roles in human life since the beginning, serving 

as a link between the ordinary and the divine. In recent decades, the term “Buddhist music” 

has been designated to a variety of music genres and social practices in contemporary society.  

Buddhist music has established a large collection of styles, traditions, and philosophical and 

social passages to sound.  

 

In the early 1990s, music associated with Buddhism in Southeast Asia began to receive 

scholarly attention. There has been an upsurge in the quantity and quality of international 

research on the musical practices of Buddhists (see Chen, 2004, 2005; Cummings, 2009; 

Kartomi, 1995; Szczepanski, 2014). Buddhist music emphasizes bringing harmony into 

people’s everyday lives, purifying people’s minds, and performing the function of educating 

the teachings of the Dharma (generally known as the teachings of the Buddha). Music is an 

offering to the Buddha, as a means of memorizing Buddhist texts and as a presentation form 

of personal cultivation or meditation. Ritual music, both in vocal and instrumental 

performances, is signified as a benefaction to the Gods and as an implement in Buddhist 

practices (Yonnetti, 2011, p. 7). “Buddhism and the Musical Cultures of Asia: A Critical 

Literature Survey” by Paul D. Greene, Keith Howard, Terry E. Miller, Phong T. Nguyen, and 

Hwee-San Tan (2002) surveyed over 300 scholarly works to examine Buddhist musical 

traditions in 12 different languages throughout Asia, subdivided by culture areas like South 

Asia and Southeast Asia. In recent decades, Buddhist music has evolved in some temples with 

the use of amplifiers. According to Managing Director Karl Kongkham of Warner Music 

Thailand, around 3.5 million people in Thailand have adopted a music streaming service 

(excluding YouTube), with approximately 700,000 paying to subscribe to one of the three 

major streaming services of Apple Music, Spotify, and Joox (Musically, 21 January 2020). 

Today, Buddhism and Buddhist music have become big business for tourism, including 

meditation music for positive energy chanted by Thai monks on streaming platforms. Playlists 

comprised of Thai Buddhist music and chants are set on Spotify. Buddhist ceremonial music 

and popular music with Buddhist subjects or adapted from Buddhist ceremonies can be found 

on Google Play. Recently, the Thai Government and religious organizations announced that 

the Digital Temple Thailand project is complementary to use for all customers who visit and 
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participate in activities from each temple via smartphones. For example, supported by the 

National Innovation Agency, the digital-art exhibition “Bodhi Theatre: Buddhist Prayer Retold” 

combined vivid animation and Buddhist chants set to electronic dance rhythms at Wat Suthi 

Wararam temple in Bangkok.  

 

In Theravada Buddhism, it is typical to proclaim ritualistic talk or chant in embellished 

music-like styles “for the purposes of following the seventh percept”, not studied as “music” 

(Greene & Wei, 2004, p. 1). Such chants can still be inspected musically in the analytical 

faculty that they are associated with culturally formed sounds (Blacking, 1973; Greene & Wei, 

2004). Bell ringing is a signal for monks and people to prepare for chanting. The bells usually 

ring around five o’clock as a wake-up call for monks to begin chanting and endure alms. In the 

Theravada tradition, chanting is usually done in Pali (also known as Pali Canon), sometimes 

with vernacular translations infused.3 Some of the Pali phonemes are pronounced differently 

in Burma than in Sri Lanka or Thailand (Greene, 2004, p. 70). Some studies have discussed 

chants written by Western scholars of Thai Buddhism, together with Church of Christ 

missionary Kenneth E. Wells, whose Thai Buddhism: Its Rites and Activities (1975) focused 

on text, not sound, and two small sections on chant by Gerald Roscoe (1994, 2000), a Westerner 

who became a Buddhist monk in Thailand (also see Greene et al., 2002, p. 152). The 

performance and consumption of singing is strictly prohibited in Buddhist music (Liu, 2018, p. 

713). Buddhist chants are commonly found to generate communal values in Thai society. For 

example, 11 boys from a soccer team, who were rescued from a flooded Thai cave in July 2018, 

took their first steps to be ordained as Buddhist novices in a Buddhist ceremony. The coach of 

the soccer team and the boys kneeled and pressed their hands together in prayer to the sound 

of chanting monks in the ceremony. On 25 March 2020, the Thai Government announced that 

monks nationwide were being asked to chant the Rattanasoot Prayer (also known as the Seven 

Legends Prayer) in unison to boost public morale amid the COVID-19 pandemic, and such 

activity was broadcasted live on national TV around the country. With the mental and 

emotional strain that has developed with the emergence of the pandemic, mass chanting is 

commonly found in Thai temples to call upon spirits to have mercy on humans.  

 

Buddhist dance, also called jakbeop, jakbeopmu, beopmu, and seungmu, is also 

performed in Buddhist ceremonies by monks, “not only to reflect the reason of sameop (three 

karma) through body, mouth, and thought” but also to abet “in the practice of spiritual 

awakening” (Kim, 2014, p. 225). This dance is performed in Buddhist ceremonies by monks 

who have learned music and dance within a professional environment. In a study on the Thai 

ritual performance known as wai khruu, a ritual remembrance of music and dance teachers, 

Wong (2001) explored how this performance practice forged links between the material world 

of Thai musicians and dancers and the sacred domain of ancestors. However, according to 

Buddhist canon law, it prohibits fully ordained Buddhist monks and nuns from performing, 

teaching, or consuming songs, dance, and instrumental music (see Liu, 2014).  

 

Buddhist modernist movements transformed the religious practice and social 

engagement of one of the world’s principal faiths in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in 

Thailand (Subrahmanyan, 2019). Thai classical and Buddhist music is viewed as an expression 

of Thai identity, with its history linked with the high institutions of Buddhism and royal 

patronage. The vast majority of Thais ascribe to Theravada Buddhism, and children are taught 

to be good citizens and to be filial to their family through singing religious songs (see 

Photikanit & Sirasoonthorn, 2018, p. 349). The song “Nathi Khong Dek (A Child’s Duties and 

Responsibilities)”, which was composed particularly for Thai Children’s Day celebrated on the 

second Saturday in January, is a call for children to conduct their duties and it is played 
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throughout public spaces on that day. The song includes a list of 10 duties, such as paying full 

respect to Buddhism, following traditions, listening to parents and teachers, speaking politely, 

being grateful to others, being honest, and being productive, among others. The song reflects 

the Buddhist concepts of bun-barami (merit), karma, and kathanyu (gratitude) (Bolotta, 2016). 

 

In addition to ceremonial music and popular children’s songs honouring the Buddha and 

Buddhism, contemporary music in Thailand, including popular songs, is mixed with the spirit 

of Buddhist melodies. Concerning Thailand in particular, ethnomusicologist Terry Miller 

(2010, p. 113) claimed that “the Thai have long had a special openness to things foreign”. After 

conducting in-depth interviews with some famous and successful Thai popular songwriters, 

Eamsa-Ard (2006) found that their popular songs “were consistent with the ideologies of 

nationalism, Buddhism, monarchism, capitalism, modernism…” (p. 60). A similar 

phenomenon was found with musical products constructed by corporate businesses, which 

influenced “the creation of ideologies such as romanticism, nationalism, Buddhism…” 

(Eamsa-Ard, 2006, p. 71). The rise of hip-hop in Buddhism has drawn the attention of the Thai 

Government, as well as music industry leaders. Hip-hop culture4 has provided a base for 

cultural capital within communities (see Clay, 2003; Turner, 2019). Hip-hop music, also known 

as rap music, is a genre of popular music that was developed as part of hip-hop culture by 

inner-city African Americans and Latino Americans in the poor districts of New York City, 

and it exploded onto the music scene in the United States in the late 1970s (see George, 1999). 

The introduction of hip-hop also encouraged many hip-hop artists to respond to and challenge 

the rising tide of conservatism and rap about specific topics relevant to the Reagan and Bush 

Administrations. Hip-hop artists are regarded as the leaders of a social movement that has 

shaped identity and culture in their communities and has incited action for social change. This 

authenticity helped locate rap music as the new voice of young Black Americans, embodying 

Gilroy’s claim (1977) that hip-hop is “the very blackest culture–one that provides the scale on 

which all others can be evaluated” (p. 85). Thai hip-hop was made famous by the pioneering 

Thai artist Joey Boy (known as the Godfather of Thai hip-hop) and other popular Thai hip-hop 

artists like Dajim, Buddha Bless, and Thaitanium. The lyrics of Buddha Bless spread positive 

messages in accordance with Buddhist thinking, for example, their song titled “Ngot Sao Kao 

Pun Sah (Lessen the Sadness before Lent)”, which is about turning to Buddhism to deal with 

depression (Sirinya, 2015). Thailand’s Buddhist Council gave Buddha Bless an award for their 

lyrics for spreading good messages. In February 2005, Thailand’s Culture Ministry introduced 

the new music genre “Dhamma Rap” at Makha Bucha Day,5 one of the four most important 

Buddhist holidays in Thailand, to celebrate the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment, and death (see 

Aseanplus News, 22 February 2005). In 2018, the Thai media company Workpoint 

Entertainment implemented a television programme called The Rapper, a non-professional 

performers’ competition connecting the public and hip-hop. The music market has further 

encouraged the integration of popular tastes and popular culture into Buddhist music.  

 

Discussion and Broader Implications 

 

Music plays a vital role in the lives of most lay Buddhists in Burma, China, Korea, Japan, 

Taiwan, Vietnam, Tibet, and even North America. Buddhist music, regarded as part of 

Buddhist art, is created for and influenced by Buddhism. Throughout this article, the case of 

Thai Buddhism and Buddhist music has provided an illustration of the useful work of Bourdieu 

in the study of religions and music in the existing social order. It may be worth recapitulating 

the theoretical implications of the present examination of the particular reference to cultural, 

social, spiritual, and symbolic capital, both for applying Bourdieu and for studying Buddhist 

music in Thailand.  
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This paper examined key features of Bourdieu’s sociology of culture in light of their 

potential contribution to the sociology of religion and music. Bourdieu (1984, 1986, 1990, 1993) 

proposed the sociology of symbolic power, which addressed the important topic of the 

relationships between power, culture, and stratification. He also focused on religion as a 

resource of power over which some individuals, groups, and organizations felt it was important 

to struggle. Here I would add that Buddhist music (from chant to rock music, electronic music, 

and hip-hop) can also be seen as a struggle for symbolic power and musical practices, ranging 

from music tastes to preferences, that embody interests and functions to enhance social and 

religious distinctions in Thailand. As proposed by Bourdieu (1986), the concept of spiritual 

capital also suggests that fields may not be autonomous. Most fundamentally, I would suggest 

that one can follow Bourdieu in his critique of the artistic field by applying the same kind of 

strict probing to the religious field that Bourdieu solicited to that of aesthetics. Yet, in contrast 

to Bourdieu, I would also argue that Buddhist music (and Buddhist chant) not only plays a 

reproductive role in legitimating the dominant status quo in a given socio-political formation; 

rather, as can be seen in Buddhist chant (not Buddhist rap or Buddhist rock music), it can also 

convert its cultural power into symbolic capital. Domains covered include religious capital, 

social integration, music worship, values/norms, and social and religious support in Thai 

Buddhist music (see Ishii, 1968; Keyes, 1981, 1989, 1999). The term “Buddhist music” is seen 

as designating a variety of music genres and social practices. The notion of Buddhist music in 

itself has forged an increasing extent of use as an alternative for “the concept of chant, creating 

new sorts of debates and issues in Buddhist culture” (Chen, 2005, p. 266).  

 

Putnam (2000, 2007) also discussed religiosity as an element of social capital, and 

scholars in economics (Iannaccone, 1990) and sociology (Stark & Finke, 2000) have written 

about what is sometimes called religious social capital. Grounded in this discussion of social 

and economic capital in modern society, hip-hop has been predictably compromised in the 

media and the marketplace. Religious institutions are central locations for struggles over power, 

and a challenge has been posed for critical religious and cultural analysis. More popular 

musicians are singing openly to share their faith. The French company George V Group 

established the Buddha Bar, a bar, restaurant, and hotel franchise, and its original location 

opened in Paris, France, in 1996 (see Rocha, 2012). The Buddha Bar in Paris and its franchises 

use the name and image of the Buddha, with the typical franchise featuring large statues of the 

Buddha in their bars and around dance floors to make the restaurants look like Buddhist temples. 

The Buddha Bar became famous for issuing Buddha Bar compilation albums beginning in 1999. 

Venues have opened in various locations, including Belgrade, Budapest, Cairo, Dubai, London, 

Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Mexico City, Prague, and Santorini. The Knowing Buddha 

Organization in Thailand has long complained that the Buddha Bar franchise is disrespectful 

and immoral with its misuse of the name and image of the Buddha. Buddhists around the world 

have called for boycotting Buddha Bars, Waldorf Astoria Hotels, Hilton Hotels, and the music 

of Claude Challe (the co-creator of the Buddha Bar) and have demanded that the use of the 

image of the Buddha cease (The Bali Times, 16 October 2019). For Bourdieu (1992, p. 289), 

this fundamental structure of conflict is paradigmatic not only in the religious field but in all 

cultural fields. “Religious power” and ‘religious capital”, as defined by Bourdieu (1991), 

“[d]epends on the material and symbolic force of the groups and classes the claimants can 

mobilize by offering them goods and services that satisfy their religious interests” (p. 22). 

Moreover, the struggle for legitimation within Buddhism tends to reproduce the relationship 

between domination and the established order (Bourdieu, 1991, pp. 31–32). 

 

The Buddhist religion has largely remained the same in the last two decades, but some 

monks in Southeast Asia have flavoured things up by turning to popular music elements and 
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rap music to tempt their young followers. According to Chen (2005), three distinguished types 

of Buddhist music include Buddhist chant, Buddhist devotional songs, and commercial 

Buddhist music, and Buddhist chants and commercial Buddhist music appear to be more visible 

than non-commercial Buddhist devotional songs in Mainland China and Taiwan (see Chen, 

2005, pp. 275, 277). In Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, conventual liturgical chants 

and modern commercial accounts of them are more well-known (see Chen, 2001, 2005). 

Founded in 2015, True Direction, a fast-growing Buddhist organization, relies on electronic 

musical instruments and social media to promote Buddhist teachings in contemporary 

Indonesia. The use of rap as a vehicle for voicing one’s concerns and frustrations about social 

issues and problems has been well-documented in rap around the world (see Kubrin, 2005; 

Mitchell, 2001; Moreno-Almeida, 2018). For example, religion and its influences on hip-hop 

play a significant role in diverse social contexts. Religion, and often the Christian Church, 

provides a language through which hip-hop artists are able to provide social commentary 

through language. The contemporary Black Church is challenged to provide diverse religious 

experiences that resonate with diversified ages, backgrounds, and classes and to strengthen 

evangelical endeavours among youths (Cook, 2000; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Gospel rap 

represents a potential apparatus to achieve these ends. Globalization is also important for 

Buddhism as Buddhism is a global, world faith. Buddhist monks also get down with rap music. 

Japan has witnessed a decline in Buddhist practices, particularly among young Japanese. 

Kansho Tagai (better known as Mr Happiness, who headed the 400-year-old Kyooji Temple in 

central Tokyo) has delivered the Buddha’s doctrine via rap, blending Japanese and English 

phrases to increase young people’s participation in the teachings of the Buddha (Lah, 2010). 

Besides rap, Tagai has hosted jazz, new-age musical performances, traditional Japanese dance 

and theatre, and even hybrid genres (Nelson, 2017, p. 9). Japanese Gyōsen Asakura, 

who answered a higher calling after a career as a DJ, became a monk to revive Buddhism by 

bringing techno music into temples. He combined Buddhist scripture with techno beats to 

create a unique experience to attract young people. Another Japanese Buddhist monk, Yogetsu 

Akasaka, combined meditative chants and throat singing with his beatboxing skills. His video 

“Heart Sutra Live Looping Remix”, which was released in May 2020 on YouTube, has been 

viewed more than half a million times as of early August 2020 (see Liu, 2020; Miyano, 2020). 

However, hip-hop serves as not only a music genre but also a ready medium for music artists 

looking to fight injustice and shed light on existing social problems.  

 

Hip-hop can also be understood as a reaction to a particular, albeit cultural, threat of the 

kind expressed by Doug McAdam’s (1982) political opportunity theory. The role of music in 

Buddhist practices is “neither to express primordial reality nor to go beyond verbal expression” 

(Yonnetti, 2011, p. 7). Traditionalists have argued that Buddhist songs in popular styles may 

exert negative influences on their practitioners and audiences. This anti-music stance was and 

still is common among participants in conservative communities across China, Taiwan, Burma, 

Japan, Thailand, and Korea. Except for Buddhist chants, no form of music is heard or played 

within traditional temples in these regions. The dynamics through which various forms of 

spiritual capital are recognized as special are manifested in such dynamic processes as religious 

conversion, devotional eclecticism, religious fads, and social mobility. The role of music in 

Buddhist practices is “neither to express primordial reality nor to go beyond verbal expression” 

(Yonnetti, 2011, p. 7). As examined earlier in this paper, the exchange of Buddhism and the 

Thai state often takes place in a way that is symbolically institutionalized. Buddhism has 

responded to new challenges that have cut across religious and cultural patterns that 

characterize Buddhism and Buddhist music in Thai society. Buddhists in Thailand might find 

themselves annoyed with today’s young monks (Hookway, 2012). The strains between 

traditional and modernist Buddhist advances are obvious “in the conflicting needs of the 
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generations” (Mclellan & White, 2015, p. 166). Younger monks are more liable to interact 

easily with youths and communicate with them in English (Mclellan & White, 2015, p. 166; 

also see White, 2012, p. 160). As mobile phones and other electronic devices grow more 

popular, it has also become difficult for religious leaders to control the image of Buddhism in 

the media and the marketplace. Each year, tens of thousands of teenage boys are ordained as 

Buddhist monks in a traditional rite of passage. Some post videos of themselves on YouTube, 

playing their guitar to hard-rock tracks or reciting religious chants to thumping hip-hop beats 

(Hookway, 2012). The Thai National Office of Buddhism has protested over “blasphemous” 

rock music. In November 2014, it wrote a protest letter to the Japanese Embassy concerning 

the rock band Wat Mayhem Orchestra for posing as Buddhist monks in saffron robes during a 

live concert in Japan. As Bourdieu (1987, p. 125) pointed out, an extension of Marx’s theory 

argued that religion serves as an ideological instrument by which the state legitimizes its 

domination through social and political institutions (also see Bourdieu, 1990, p. 36, 1991, p. 

14). 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, the interest in relating the sociology of culture (including music) and the 

sociology of religion may find inspiration in the example set by Pierre Bourdieu. As claimed 

by Bourdieu (1991), no less than other arenas of cultural and social conflict, religion is a 

resource of power over some individuals and groups. This article has acknowledged Bordieuan 

contributions to the sociology of religion as well as attempts to update Bourdieu’s initial 

approach to Buddhist music in Thailand. Religious organizations and the Thai state feel that it 

is important to struggle as they maintain their role as predominant/dominant sources of social 

and religious capital. The struggle for the right to impose a legitimate definition of religion and 

music is in the final analysis a political function. With particular reference to Thailand’s 

Buddhism, this paper explored how Thai monks and music bands have introduced religious 

and musical practices in response to substantial social changes. However, to what extent are 

Bourdieu’s claims about music consumption in Buddhism and social stratification still relevant, 

and are they sophisticated enough to deal with the specific social and cultural contexts in which 

people interact with Buddhist music through different styles? By and large, this may require a 

more useful approach to explore the complex relationships that have shaped Buddhist music in 

contemporary (global) cultural and religious fields. 

 

 

Notes 

1  There are two major schools of Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana, which should be 

understood as different expressions of the same teachings of the historical Buddha. To some 

extent, both agree upon and practise the core teachings of the Buddha’s Dharma, in spite of a 

schism after the first council after the death of the Buddha. The earliest available teachings of 

the Buddha are found in Pali literature and belong to the Theravada school, which may well be 

called the most orthodox school of Buddhism.  
2 The Buddha (also known as Siddhartha Gotama or Siddhārtha Gautama) was a philosopher, 

mediator, and spiritual and religious leader who lived in ancient India. The word “Buddha” is 

a Sanskrit word that means “a person who is awake” or “the enlightened one”. Siddhartha was 

born into a royal family of a small kingdom near the border of modern-day India and Nepal 

sometime between the sixth and fourth century BCE. According to the traditional story of his 

life, after experimenting with different teachings over the years and finding none of them 

acceptable, Siddhartha spent a fateful night in deep meditation beneath the Bodhi tree. During 
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his meditation, all the answers about life became clear and he achieved full awareness, thereby 

becoming the Buddha.  
3 The Pali Canon or Pali, preserved in Pali language, is a large collection of ancient Indian texts 

in the Theravada Buddhist tradition. The Theravada school equates these texts with the 

teachings of the Buddha. The Pali texts constitute the entire surviving body of literature in the 

language.  
4 Since its birth in the late 1970s, hip-hop has been composed of four elements: disc jockeying 

(DJing), emceeing, breakdancing, and graffiti. Rap has soared to become the popular music of 

today, shattering sales and billboards and becoming a global phenomenon.  
5 The traditional Thai calendar is a lunar one. Makha is the third lunar month, and Bucha means 

“to honour”. Makha Bucha commemorates the full moon day of the third lunar month when 

the Buddha delivered his core teachings.  
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The Significance of Sinicized (indigenised) Biblical Art in a time of 

Rapid Religious Cultural Change 

Dr Elaine M Robson (PhD – University of Bristol) 

Indigenised Christian Chinese Art is not a new phenomenon. According to He Qi 1 the 

process of contextualization and indigenization may be viewed from the standpoint of four 

historical stages. 

1. Nestorian (The Period of the Tang and Yuan Dynasties); 

2 Catholic Jesuits (The period of the Ming and Qing Dynasties); 

3 Semi-Colonialism (The period of the late 19th century and early 20th century); 

4 1980’s to the Present.                    

It is this fourth stage that I will focus on, namely from the 1980’s to the present, and my 

presentation will be more practical than theoretical. 

Introduction 

 Although I had spent a number of years living in the foothills of the Himalayas my first visit 

to the People’s Republic of China was not until 1981 when I spent a week in Beijing. My next 

visit was not until 1986 when with great excitement I crossed the Friendship Bridge on the 

northern border of Nepal and entered the PRC on foot. This part of China was called the 

Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR). A number of subsequent visits followed. During the 

1990’s I returned to Beijing on different occasions to study the Lhasa language and I also 

taught conversational English to some of the research staff at what is now called, the China 

Tibetology Research Centre, (CTRC). During one of these visits the Centre kindly arranged to 

take me to a Christian service in the city. It was a government registered (Protestant) church 

and the service was in Chinese.  I felt privileged to be there and although I did not 

understand what was said I recognized the hymn tunes that the robed choir sang. I was 

surprised the building was like an English or Welsh chapel and was puzzled why Western 

style pictures of Jesus were on display. Having lived in Nepal for some years I had grown 

used to seeing an indigenized expression of Christianity.  
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 The Himalayan country of Nepal had been a Hindu Kingdom for many centuries and 

Christianity was not tolerated.  Christian conversion was (and still is) considered a criminal 

offence and the government refused to register Christian churches. In 1950 some Nepali 

Christians who were Indian citizens entered the Kingdom and told some local people about 

Jesus. Subsequently a small number of local Nepali believers began to meet privately for 

worship, mainly in their homes. They did this despite the threat of persecution and 

imprisonment if they chose to express their faith by being baptized. Buddhism, although 

persecuted quite severely in the past, was tolerated, and there was a mosque in the centre 

of the capital city of Kathmandu. From 1951 onwards foreign Christians were permitted to 

enter and reside in the country if they contributed to the social development of Nepal. A 

Catholic High School was also given permission to open in the same year.  

The Nepali (non-Catholic) believers organized their own style of worship and Westerners 

were excluded from leadership in these indigenous assemblies. Thus the developing church 

in Nepal was largely free of outside influence and was entirely run by the Nepalese 

themselves. Their assemblies quickly adopted indigenous characteristics. Seeing them 

worship without following a Western liturgical format made perfect sense to me. Being 

largely ignorant of the semi-colonial stage in China’s history, which He Qi defines from ‘the 

late 19th century to the early 20th century’, explains why I was puzzled by the Western 

influences in the services I attended in China in the early 1990’s. 

 Chinese Christian Art in the 1980’s 

 He Qi comments in his article that in the, “…1960’s to 1970’s, all Churches in China were 

completely paralyzed, let alone [have time] to think about Christian Art.” He points out that 

the situation began to change in the 1980’s. In 1981 the Nanjing Union Theological Seminary 

re-opened and a class on Chinese calligraphy and painting was proposed by the President of 

the Seminary, K H Ting. In 1983 He Qi started teaching in the seminary and notes that, “It 

could be said that indigenous Christian Chinese Art in the 1980’s was developed under the 

special care of Bishop Ting…”. Barbara Kriessl writes about this period in her article entitled, 

Christian Art in China. 2 

In Hong Kong you are familiar with the Tao Fong Shan Christian Centre in Sha Tin. It was 

established in 1930 by a Norwegian scholar, Dr Karl Ludvig Reichelt, who had arrived in 
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China in 1904.  He wanted Buddhists priests in particular to feel comfortable when they 

came to study the Christian Faith at the Centre and to engage in dialogue. 

South West China: In SW China and also in the province of Qinghai the ‘thang-ka’ style of art 

is very familiar to the Buddhists who live in that mainly mountainous area. The fact that 

many centuries ago the art form originated in India and initially came to China via the Silk 

Road and also from Nepal is largely forgotten. This is because thang-ka paintings with 

Chinese characteristics gradually replaced those with Indian features, and today they are 

appropriately viewed as part of the rich cultural heritage of China. 

Within this cultural context, indigenized Christian paintings produced in Nanjing during the 

1980’s and 1990 have portrayed Biblical themes that anchored the artist’s work within his or 

her own culture. Thus the prospect of replacing European styles of art, such as I had seen in 

churches in Beijing, was now a possibility. 3 

However, it is necessary to consider whether it is acceptable to reproduce, from one’s own 

cultural perspective, depictions of Jesus who was born in the Middle East and of Jewish 

heritage. Jesus was not a European, nor was he Chinese. It makes no sense to talk of Jesus 

as a Westerner, just because Christianity spread throughout Europe as a consequence of the 

expansion of the Roman Empire. Buddha was born in India, on the southern border of 

Nepal, so he too is a foreigner yet his teachings are widely accepted throughout China. I am 

also aware that some Christians hold the view that no representations of Jesus should ever 

be produced. 

 Buddhist teachings were originally brought to China towards the end of the Han Dynasty via 

the Silk Road. In 627 CE a famous Chinese scholar, Xuan Zang, travelled to India where he 

spent seventeen years (including travel time) studying the original Buddhist texts and 

translating these into Chinese. In this manner, Buddhism was the first foreign religion to 

take root in China. Before Xuan Zang returned from India the teachings of Jesus were 

brought to China by Nestorian Christians from the Middle East. 4 At the same time another 

school of Indian Mahayana Buddhism (Vajrayana) entered China from Nepal when Brikuti, a 

Nepali princess who was devout Buddhist, married King Songtsen Gampo in Lhasa in 638 CE. 

As Buddhism gained acceptance and began to spread across China the initially foreign 

thang-ka style of art became indigenized in SW China and Qinghai. 
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Biblical Art with thang-ka like characteristics 

Having been born into what was a bi-cultural nation (New Zealand) I happily engaged with 

people’s varying viewpoints. European Christian art was never a topic I felt drawn to. 

However upon relocating to the Himalayas in the 1960’s I felt an immediate attraction to 

the style portrayed in Buddhist wall paintings and thang-kas. The vivid colours, precise style 

and detailed depictions were fascinating and impressive. I did however have some 

reservations about the content where depictions of wrathful Vajrayana figures were 

portrayed. 

I have found that inter-faith encounters (or dialogue) that arises spontaneously when talking 

with others has always been enlightening and enjoyable.  But organized inter-religious 

services have tended to be less appealing. During the 1980’s in Nepal I enjoyed discussing 

many topics with Buddhist friends such as, ‘Was Jesus a bodhisattva or not - and if not, why 

not?’   One afternoon I decided to experiment and design a picture that would make it 

easier to portray some basic Christian concepts when discussing the similarities and 

differences between the two Faiths.  However I had to look for a painter willing to bring life 

to my design. Some months later I found the ideal artist. He was trained in the art of 

Buddhist thang-ka painting but was willing to experiment and modernize what had 

traditionally been a formalized style. He was not a Christian and, with the exception of story 

of the Good Samaritan, had very little understanding of the Bible. I described the various 

scenes from the Bible I wished him to portray. I also asked him to refrain from copying 

medieval European depictions of Jesus but simply focus on the actual Scripture passages I 

had given to him and to express what he saw in his own art style. A few weeks later he 

returned with the design I had given him and it was ‘bursting with life’! 

 ‘The Christian Wheel of Life’ and its explanation in Chinese are below. A coloured version of 

the painting may be viewed on www.tibetanresearch.org 
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I presented the painting at a seminar group in a Beijing conference in 2001 when I spoke 

about a PhD thesis I was about to embark on. Its focus was an examination of one of several 

manuscripts that had been written by a young Italian Jesuit – Ippolito Desideri – who had 

lived in Lhasa in the early 18th century. This thesis was completed in 2014 and is accessible 

on my website: 5  It is also in the British Library thesis online service: [  uk.bl.ethos.665461  ] 
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The Sinicization of Biblical Art 

In the early 1990’s I commissioned the same artist to produce more paintings depicting 

scenes from both the Old Testament and the New Testament, including the book of 

Revelation. Then I left him to get on with selecting the Scriptures he felt ‘drawn’ to.  I made 

no further comments apart from asking him to illustrate both the Christmas and Easter 

stories, and to avoid syncretisation.  

Copies of the original paintings he produced are in the catalogue below and in order for you 

to see their uniqueness I have prepared a short video. I think the pictures will speak for 

themselves and I hope they will delight you are much as they do me. 
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For the past 25 years I have been waiting for an appropriate time to share these pictures 

with those for whom the art form is their style of art. Perhaps now the time is ripe for this to 

happen. I also want to make readers aware of the excellent China Tibetology Research 

Centre (CTRC) in Beijing, and I dedicate this publication to Professor Hu Tan who was so 

helpful to me during the 1990’s whenever I visited the centre. 

The Protestant five-year plan for Chinese Christianity  6 

I have had the privilege of visiting China on many occasions during the past forty years and 

have witnessed its remarkable development. I am also aware of the rapidly changing 

situation the churches in China have encountered during the past few years. I was excited to 

see several references to sinicized Christian art when I read an English translation of ‘The 

Protestant five year plan for the Sinicization of Christianity in our Country (2018-2022).’ 7   

The purpose I had in mind when overseeing the Christian Wheel of Life and the paintings 

that followed was not to create Icons which in some traditions are liturgically venerated, but 

merely to produce a teaching tool that is culturally pleasing to the viewers. The pictures are 

to serve as a memory aid when studying and discussing various events that are recorded in 

the Christian Scriptures.  8  Once the catalogue is available in China I am sure there will be 

other art lovers worldwide who will also enjoy looking at this unique collection. 9   

I feel privileged to have been invited to speak at the International Conference on Rapid 

Religious Cultural Change and to show you the paintings.                               

 Thank you. 
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End notes: 

 

 
1  www.artway.eu   See Articles - Christian Art Worldwide – for Dr He Qi’s article written in 2000 entitled 
‘Indigenization of Chinese Christian Art’.                                      Another informative article in the same section is 
by Barbara Kreissl, ‘Christian Art in China’ 2001. 
 
2  Barbara Kreissl, ‘Christian Art in China’ 2001 www.artway.eu  
 
3 On the same website (www.artway.eu) under the sub-heading, Christian Art Worldwide, is another article 
that is well worth reading. Creating Chinese Christian Art by Fan Pu. 
 
4 The Nestorian Stele describes the arrival in Chang’an (Xian) of a Persian Nestorian monk called Mar Alopen. 
He entered the capital in 635 AD. 
  
5  www.TibetanResearch.org      My email address is:  asianart24@gmail.com 
 
6 The Protestant five-year plan for Chinese Christianity.  
 For an English translation of the Protestant five year plan for Chinese Christianity see, ucanews.com. The 
original Chinese document was compiled by the national committees of the government-sanctioned China 
Christian Council and the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. April 20th 2018.  
 
7   The following comments are on pages 9 and 11: [1] Encourage original interpretations of…art into church 
life in China. [2] Hold special performances along with art and touring cultural performances. [3] Organize art 
exhibitions and stimulate Sinicized creativity. [4] Hold commemorative activities such as Sinicized art and 
cultural shows. 
  
8 The artist prefers to remain anonymous. 
 
9  If you have any comments or suggestions - please contact me. Your advice will be appreciated. Thank you. 
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From Modernity to Memes: 

Reexamining Visual Culture as a Christian Vehicle 

Dr. Jonathan W. JOHNSON 

HKBU  

Abstract: The relationship between religion and material culture is complex and 

reciprocal, and history demonstrates how culture impacts religions as readily as 

religion transforms culture. Because of this interrelation, the rate or tempo of change 

in religions is also wedded to that of the cultures it engages. In the eras of modernity 

and postmodernity the dissemination of material culture has reached a rate of 

change and spread unlike any period before it. Religion – whether adaptive, 

adversarial, or ambivalent – is thus called on to a new rapidity in its dance with 

material culture.  

 This paper explores the reality of this relationship by focusing on how the 

Christian faith has made use of visual material culture in the past as compared to its 

use (or misuse) of internet visual culture. I begin the exploration with reference to an 

innovative period of Chinese Christian artwork, before considering the current 

universal use of memes, and raising the possibility of improved engagement. I 

briefly raise the critical insights of Walter Benjamin (from the perspective of cultural 

aesthetics) and Reinhold Niebuhr (from the perspective of historical theology) and 

argue for a reinvigoration of research through purely aesthetic inquiries. My 

resulting analysis of the Christian use of artworks for the expression of theology in 

China and beyond brings to light not only past methodologies, but also illuminates 

future possibilities (or pathologies) of Christian propaganda in a rapidly changing 

postmodernity.  

New developments in access to historical artworks (Boston University’s 

Center for Global Christianity and Mission database of nearly 500 digitized, high 

resolution Christian propaganda posters from the early 20th century), and a new 

wave in artistic propaganda (the prevalence of internet culture as artwork, curated 

by the Internet Archive) make such a survey possible. These historical bookends not 

only provide the background for analyzing the complex relation of religion and 

material culture, but they also provide features which inspire present and future 

study. Questions raised are: How to reverse the shift from a knowing use of visual 

media to a misuse of media, including a potential reappraisal of visual means; the 

question as to whether the speed and spread of visual culture today calls for a 

possible revision of enduring modern analyses both of cultural impacts (Benjamin) 

and religious cultural stances (Niebuhr); the question of whether the novel works 

produced by social activists might inform Christian propagandists. The theological 

interaction with this new media is sure to be a growing field of importance in 

religious cultural studies. 
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1. Introduction: From stained glass to street activism 

One night in the fall of 2019, my young son and I left the old chapel of St. 

Andrew’s Anglican church in Jordan, Hong Kong, to make our way home from a 

wedding rehearsal. I was officiating the wedding, and my young son was the 

couple’s ringbearer. That night we left the stained-glass windows of the old chapel 

and entered streets that were full of scenes of a different sort. Demonstrators had 

lined the road, hand in hand as far as we could see. Though my 7-year-old was 

nervous, soon we noticed two young girls waving at him while holding a friendly 

stuffed green frog – Pepe, to those who know the name – and the mood was 

instantly lightened. It has since struck me that our transition that night was from one 

sphere of visual culture to another, from the icons of the church to those of the street 

where – for months – dramatic scenes and plastered artworks of all sorts were a 

ubiquitous emblem of activism. 

Though we tend to associate the communication of a message in words, written 

or spoken, the encoding of an idea in a visual form is arguably the more impactful 

and memorable vehicle for the exchange of ideas. This truism, that “a picture is 

worth a thousand words” has never been lost on religious communities, both in their 

internal and external messages. Internally, religious groups make use of imagery 

and symbolism that represents the ideas of their faith – in the case of the wedding 

sanctuary a cross, a trinitarian emblem, an altar. But imagery and symbolism are also 

didactic, as in stained glass windows which teach the central stories of the faith, such 

as the crucifixion, or the lives of the saints. The power of imagery for propaganda 

and proselytizing is a commonplace in the history of religious art. In missional 
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contexts, where emissaries of religion seek to introduce a faith in new cultural 

contexts, artworks serve both the informational and invitational role – educating and 

expressing provocative appeals. The use of images cuts across lines of linguistic 

barriers and appeals to the sensory and somatic knowledge shared by general 

humanity.  

Due to the natural relationship between religion and imagery, there have long 

been explorations of the relationship between artwork and religion, historical, 

theological, and sociological.1 But specialists in culture and aesthetics argued that an 

important change began in the period often described as the “modern”, which 

entailed a change in not only the production of art, but also, by extension, the 

religious use of art. This was the proliferation of the reproduction of art as described 

by Walter Benjamin in the early 20th century. In this paper I make use not only 

Benjamin’s notice of rapid change in the dissemination of imagery, but also his 

somewhat undeveloped call for an aesthetic sociology as I examine how Christians 

interact with religious imagery, particularly in Greater China. But extending beyond 

Benjamin’s early 20th century theory I will discuss how religious imagery today 

exists in a post-mechanical, electronic era. There is a burgeoning field of research on 

the topic of memes, a rapidly changing frontier of religious visual culture. As my 

anecdote of transitioning from stained glass to meme-inspired street activism 

illustrates, the visual vocabulary of society – including Christian society – is 

changing in ways that Benjamin may not have envisioned, but which, ironically, his 

nascent methodology can help us navigate.  

 
1  For example, Niebuhr (1956), Murray, et al. (2013), or Gu Weimin (2005). 
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I will briefly mention another early 20th century theoretician, Reinhold Niebuhr, 

as well as a few current studies of religious memes on my way to concluding that 

Christian meme culture is developing at speeds and in ways that highlight 

pathologies more than positives, and which presents certain obstacles for cultural 

and sociological research. That being said, I will also make note of the possible 

means of recourse to address these challenges, both from a research standpoint and 

from a religious practitioner’s standpoint, with special attention to the remarkable 

phenomenon of the internet fluency of Hong Kong cultural creators. 

2. From mechanical reproduction to memes: Rapid change in religious imagery 

In the 1930s, Walter Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction called attention to new trends in the making and viewing of artworks. 

Though his short essay offers a complex critique of capitalism, fascism, and 

communism through a cultural-aesthetic lens, it is largely for his attention to the 

rapid transformation of art experiences for which his article is remembered.2 

Benjamin recognized that reproduction of art had always been a historical activity, 

but that in modernity the technological means through which art could be 

distributed heralded a change in how audiences relate to the arts. In particular, he 

discusses film as typical of this sea-change. Useful for the discussion at hand is his 

claim that proliferation and one-sidedness (in the case of film) would result in 

artworks losing their ‘aura’ associated with mystic or cultic significance, and the 

positioning of audiences into roles both more critical or passive than in previous 

generations. For example, he claims that “[t]he film makes the cult value recede into 

 
2 Benjamin (1936).  
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the background not only by putting the public in the position of the critic, but also 

by the fact that at the movies this position requires no attention. The public is an 

examiner, but an absent-minded one.”3 

There is no time here to note the relative merits and demerits of Benjamin’s 

arguments, but I do wish to highlight his claim as a sort of prophetic alert that the 

landscape of art viewership was to change in modernity, a change which was largely 

driven by technology – the ‘mechanical’ advances of his article’s title. We now live in 

an era of ‘technological reproduction’, whose developments have outpaced those of 

Benjamin’s expectations. Whereas in Benjamin’s case, the advent of film removed the 

role of the audience-actor interaction, making the audience into a critic of the 

unresponsive image, the advent of the internet has made the audience not only a 

critic, but also – in many cases – a creator, reappropriating and redistributing the 

images of others as a new work. This is essentially the activity of meme-making, and 

it serves as an important genre of visual culture which affects not only society in 

general, but also the religious consumer and content creator.  

A brief introductory word about “memes”. The term itself was established in the 

writings of genetic theorists, to describe the transmission of ideas and their 

reiterating development using evolutionary models.4 Meanwhile, the cultural 

melting pot of the internet was spawning a trend in which images were commented 

upon, modified, textualized, remixed, and redistributed.5 The term from genetic 

discourse, encapsulating the ideas of served to describe this novel practice. What 

 
3 Ibid. Section XV  
4 Dawkins (1976). 
5 See discussions in Brubaker, et al. (2017), Wang, et al. (2015), and Shifman (2014). 
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began on seemingly obscure corners of the web is now firmly ensconced in world 

culture. After all, this is the power of the internet, to reach into whichever culture 

has access to it, universally. Hence the otherwise inexplicable appearance of an 

internet sensation begun in America (Pepe), which became a remixed symbol of 

street activism in Hong Kong, while being used elsewhere as a symbol of sarcastic 

anti-elitism.6 Clearly this is a form of re-production beyond the ken of even 

Benjamin’s prescient critique. As seen in the religious meme examples herein, 

religious communities and critics are also making use of meme imagery. 

This religious use of memes has inspired a range of insightful cultural, 

theological, and sociological studies in the 2000s. Representative of these are 

Brubaker, Boyle, and Stephan (2017) whose study of the use of memes among LDS 

church members reveals the tension of using meme culture without being abused by 

it. Church & Feller (2020) also track LDS attempts to elevate meme aesthetics. And 

Campbell, Arredondo, Dundas, and Wolf (2018) highlight the mishmash of religion 

and politics in American Christian memes. But there are at least three areas of 

growth that I believe exist beyond the scope of these excellent studies. Firstly, 

perhaps because of the sheer volume of data presented by internet memes, studies 

tend to deal with quantitative assessments of cumulative memes, or with categories 

of memes. It is understandable due to the volume of content, and also the seeming 

absurdity of much of that content, that there is an under-representation of aesthetic-

qualitative analyses of individual memes, but this seems a potential area of growth 

 
6 See Priscilla (2016). 
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for future research.7 Secondly, from a religious perspective, there appears to be an 

underrepresentation of how the subculture of memes reflects, reinforces, or rebels 

against theological and ethical commitments of the groups that use them. While 

pathologies of memes are noted in many studies,8 a systematic and explicit 

assessment of the overlap or clash of sentiment between form and content is a 

needed research area. Finally, and relating to the forgoing, there is relatively little 

research in the way of proactive appropriation of meme aesthetics for religious 

creatives (assuming this is even possible), or recognition of aesthetic values that 

might make such appropriation profitable for the purposes of religious groups. 

There are signs of groups which are seeking to find their way forward in this sphere, 

with research assessing the attempts,9 but at this stage there seems to be a need for 

identification, born out of aesthetic, cultural, and sociological studies, of the salient 

features of form and content that compose meme-like works. Whether or not this is 

even possible remains an open question.10 

3. Suggestions: Methods of wayfinding in the realm of religious memes 

In line with the existing research into religious use of memes, and in 

consideration of the above concerns, I note three theoretical points that might inform 

 
7 For example, Church and Feller (2020) makes use of the aesthetic ‘sublime’, but without full 
exploration of the aesthetic history of the term, both in its Longinus-inspired literary sense, Burke-an 
embodiment, Kantian cognitivism, or recent revival in phenomenological discourse. Likewise, Literat 
& Berg’s (2019) treatment could easily be enlivened by analogy to the art markets, and not stock 
markets alone.  
8 Again, see Brubaker et al. (2017), Campbell et al. (2018) as examples.  
9 Ibid. 
10 I believe this must remain a ‘live’ question now, for the case might be made that memes at their 
truest are necessarily subversive, and therefore incapable of being a sincere vehicle for expressions of 
religious sentiment. Those few areas of religious subversion – the topics of doubt and angst among 
them – are likely candidates for authentic expression here. Otherwise, as I indicate with the focus on 
HK creatives, perhaps elements from the meme-sphere may be extracted for use elsewhere.  
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methodologies of not only future research, but also intentional appropriation of 

memes and similar internet imagery. Further, I will not only consider the general use 

of internet imagery (which the universalizing tendency of the internet involves), but 

contrast it with the religious use of images in the early-modern period of Christian 

growth in Greater China before World War 2. As a resource here I will refer to the 

Chinese Christian Poster collection, a rich storehouse from a period of rapid 

religious and societal change.11 My second set of reference to visuals returns to the 

general, as I consider the current situation in religious memology. The final selection 

of artworks, briefly mentioned towards the end of my talk, specifically draws from 

collections of Hong Kong’s protest artworks now stored on the Internet Archive’s 

image database.12  

First, a bit of backdrop on the impressive past use of imagery in a past era of 

rapid religious change – that of the pre-War era in Greater China.  Boston 

University’s Center for Global Christianity and Mission has provided researchers 

with an incredible resource in systematically arranging a database of “Chinese 

Christian Posters” which demonstrate a creative and diverse deployment of rapidly 

reproduced images. In the very era that Walter Benjamin described as ushering a 

revolution in relation to artwork, hundreds of Christian posters embraced the 

technological trend to share theology and evangelize. The database welcomes 

visitors with the following explanation:  

“Between 1927 and 1951 millions of Christian posters entered the 

Chinese market. Printed by the thousands onto the cheapest paper, most 

were used in street preaching and teaching. Others were hung in 

 
11 Accessible at: https://ccposters.com/pg/home/ 
12 See links preceding the bibliography of this document. 
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tearooms and shop windows, or put up with starch and brooms on city 

gates and local temples. The bright-colored posters briefly attracted 

attention before they tore, were covered by a more current notice, or 

dissolved in the rain. 

… 

Chinese Christian propaganda posters were produced for the masses. 

Displayed in public spaces, artists created posters for popular 

consumption. What would make Jesus and the Christian message 

immediately comprehensible and appealing? Who did the people want 

Jesus to be, and what did they think the Savior needed to rescue them 

from? Propaganda posters portray the gospel, not as Chinese 

theologians wrote about it, but as artists pictured it for the common 

people.”13 

As the collection’s resource page demonstrates, this artwork allows researchers 

continue to mine insights about the theological and sociological context of the 

Christian environment in the early 20th centuries.14 But the art itself demonstrates 

that Chinese Christians and foreign missionaries were not passive recipients of the 

change in modern artwork reproduction, rather, they harnessed the tools to 

propagandize and catechize through a mixture of sophisticated aesthetics and 

dispensable media.  

How does this compare with the current use of memes and internet imagery? 

How has the Christian community at large interacted with the technological forms of 

reproduction of artwork on the internet? Well, as discussed in the above section, it 

appears that not only the form, but also the content of memes has been taken on 

board by Christian users. As studies have noted, the adoption of the style of the 

genre raises real questions as to suitability and efficacy due to its subversive and 

absurd nature. Before returning to these questions, I would here like to emphasize 

 
13 Ibid. 
14 https://ccposters.com/pg/resources/ 
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the difference between the pre-war imagery of the Christian poster movement, and 

the contemporary proliferation of Christian memes and internet imagery. Whereas 

the former took the medium and used it as a vehicle to mingle Chinese aesthetic 

forms with Christian content, the latter has taken the medium largely in its received 

form and adopted the content to suit the aesthetic and cultural form.  

How may we deepen the analysis of this phenomenon taking place in religious 

art? As noted, there are studies interacting with the genre in various ways. But I 

would like to suggest making use of three novel perspectives. The first is to adopt 

Benjamin’s  methodology, as developed by Anca Pusca (2009), with an insistence on 

reading the images as texts themselves, allowing theory to grow from this reading, 

and to express the findings (at least in part) in image form.15 The incredible number 

of Christian memes (as in the case of Christian posters) serves as the very means by 

which the ‘lay of the land’ is discovered. Their cues, nuances, symbols, and signs are 

to be acquired through exposure, and discussed in turn through exemplifying 

illustrations.16 Not only the researcher, but also the seriously engaged Christian 

artist may benefit from such a systematic exposure to the repertoire.17  

Secondly, I would like to argue for a seemingly opposite approach, in which the 

aesthetic elements are temporarily bracketed, and a cultural or sociological 

assessment of the resonance or dissonance of this phenomenon with various 

Christian theologies be undertaken. Using, for example, the old but persistently 

 
15 John Berger’s (1972) Ways of Seeing may be considered an extended example of this approach.  
16 As a trained artist, I will note that this is standard procedure both for education of artists and art 
critics. 
17 From Pusca’s (2009) conclusion: “This radically shifts not only the role of social sciences in general, 
but also the role of the intellectual/researcher, from that of a writer that seeks “truth” to that of a 
collector/critic that unintentionally stumbles upon “truth.”” (252).  
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provocative rubric from Reinhold Niebuhr, how might the entire enterprise of 

meme-making and meme-consuming align with traditional stances of the Church 

towards culture? Like Benjamin, Niebuhr’s writings arrived in an epoch when 

culture’s rapid development seemed to demand new assessment within Christianity, 

and he addressed five positions Christians held on the topic.18 The most sanguine 

stance, a ‘Christ of Culture’ engagement may seem to be involved in Christian 

internet imagery, but is it really a true engagement of the Christian message with the 

culture, or merely a manifestation of cultural Christianity within the broader culture 

of the internet? Further, is a new category of interaction beyond Niebuhr’s scope 

necessary to describe such a relationship, or does any assessment of the 

phenomenon depend in part on the perspective of the assessor: for example, we may 

well imagine the Christian who views elements of culture – or ‘worldliness’ – in 

tension with the Christian message as seeing this trend with reprobation. 

Alternatively, those seeking to influence the culture with the Christian message 

might see the same activity with approbation. It seems to me that in the current state 

of affairs, the latter, positive camp has the most systematizing to do to make the case 

for a substantive engagement with an intentionally subversive medium. Whether a 

historical structure like Niebuhr’s is used, or a new rubric developed, there remains 

a need for a mapping of Christian engagement with internet artistry.  

Finally, I believe a third direction for new research in this burgeoning field 

should be to assess individual memes in relation to their aesthetic function from the 

perspective of established aesthetic theories. Some work has been done along these 

 
18 These are 1. “Christ against Culture”; 2. “… of Culture”; 3. “… above Culture”; 4. “… and Culture 
in Paradox”; 5. “… the Transformer of Culture” 
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lines, and aesthetic terminology (such as ‘sublimity’, or ‘form/content’ relation) has 

crept into the discourse, but a there remain numerous frameworks of inquiry. 

Ranging from reassessments of definitional art theory, to gestalt form criticism, to 

rubrics of ugliness and negative value theory, the individual memes and imagery 

should be taken seriously as aesthetic units, despite their seemingly ephemeral 

nature. As the Chinese Poster Collection is teaching us, insubstantiality of medium 

does not always equate to insignificance of message. I contend that taking the 

aesthetic elements of these images seriously – despite their often-lighthearted tone – 

will allow researchers to better identify their efficacy and layers of meaning. As in 

the above areas, this too can guide those Christian creatives who attempt to use the 

medium or its sphere for positive religious purposes.  

4. A conclusion of capability: A new generation of Chinese Christian propagandists  

My opening illustration hinted at the remarkable scenes that have taken place in 

my adopted home of Hong Kong over the last several years. The social and political 

unrest, and the deep, existential dilemmas faced by many people here (and by 

extension, in other parts of Greater China) has resulted in a remarkable outpouring 

of ready-made imagery. Streets and shirts, walls and websites all had been plastered 

at one point or another by remarkable works of art. These are pertinent to the 

present discussion for at least two reasons. Firstly, the incorporation of internet 

elements in the artwork was incredibly high. Figures like Pepe the Frog, and LIHK 

pig and dog, or countless other internet-related icons became features of our visual 

landscape. Even more remarkably, the artists often managed to elevate the imagery 

from the merely humorous or absurd and convert it into meaningful and 
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existentially impactful artworks. Secondly, the quality of much of the artwork was 

very high, aesthetically, as a perusal of the materials collated at the Internet Archives 

database will reveal.19 Like other internet-era artists, the creators often worked 

digitally, but many also worked manually – and in keeping with internet-era culture, 

the pieces were often produced at rapid speeds.20 Like the internet culture of their 

nativity, the works were often directly related to recent events and issues.  

Why bring this phenomenon up in the context of religious artwork in rapidly 

changing environments? My aim in doing so is to make the closing claim that there 

exist creators in Hong Kong and Greater China, who have demonstrated that they 

possess the artistic skill and cultural savvy to create internet-related imagery which 

rises above the boorish, absurd, and often sophomoric tropes of internet meme-

ology. Perhaps there are Christian creators among them, and even if not, Christian 

creators and researchers of religious memes alike should find a novel and impactful 

resource in the heart-felt and often brilliant artworks of these visual social activists. 

Closing with a return to Benjamin’s implied methodology – an immersion into the 

cultural manifests of these cutting-edge artists will enliven sociological and cultural 

research, and may teach the missing visual vocabulary to Christian internet artists 

who have thus far failed to match the passion and purpose of Greater China’s social 

activist artists.  

 

 

 

 
19 Links  
20 See Time Staff (2019). 
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Online art databases: 

Chinese Christian Posters:  

https://ccposters.com/pg/home/ 

Hong Kong social activism artworks:  

https://archive.org/details/HongKongProtests2019_posters_01 
https://archive.org/details/HongKongProtests2019_posters_02 
https://archive.org/details/HongKongProtests2019_posters_03 
https://archive.org/details/HongKongProtests2019_posters_04 
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