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The Bohai Initiative

To discuss the deep and complex religious relationship in
contemporary China’s strategic culture, faculties of the Humanities
Department and Institute of World Religions from the Chinese Academy
of Social Sciences, together with the Research Center for the global civi-
lizations at Zhejiang University, held an academic symposium, “ Bohai
View: Religion and Cultural Strategy”, at Tianjin’s Astor Hotel from
September 18th to 20th in 2012.

Present at this symposium were famous scholars, representatives of
religion, and business leaders, as well as prominent community members
and cultural elites who also study or are concerned with the developments
of religion and culture. These participants came together to explore
important questions related to religion and the rebuilding of Chinese
cultural values, including the deep relations between shaping strategic
culture and cultural autonomy, and other issues.

Tianjin was built during the Ming Dynasty as a gatekeeper to
Beijing and as fortification on China’s Grand Canal. The city sits at the
head of the Haihe River leading to the Bohai Sea; its strategic
position has made Tianjin a prosperous city since its inception. During

the past hundred years, Tianjin has equalled Shanghai as a witness of
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China’s modern history, mixing Chinese tradition and Western moder-
nity.

The organizers chose the great city of Tianjin as the meeting
location because this city serves as a symbol for the aims of our sym-
posium. These aims are to integrate the perspectives of ancient and
modern, East and West; to guide the development of religion and
Chinese cultural strategy with an open and inclusive attitude; to
advocate the unique role and mission of religion in the Chinese
cultural renaissance; to break barriers between different schools and
initiate leaders in all circles of society so that they can pool their
wisdom together and jointly change people’s standing preconceptions
of religion; and to promote and explore the suitable position and
values of religion in a constructive productive and civilized way as
Chinese strategic culture takes shape.

After a full day of open and intense discussion concerning relations
between religion and Chinese strategic culture, the participants proposed

the following initiatives:

I . Optimize the traditional culture, emphasize the

cultural autonomy, and build up the self-identity

In the midst of contemporary China’s societal reforms a new system
of values is developing while the old value system has fallen apart.
Traditional Chinese culture, with its dross discarded and its essence
preserved, should be maintained as one of the cornerstones, of the new
era. Life goals, new ethic values, and new guidelines for social behavior
will be built on this foundation. Advancing and enriching the splendid

traditional culture in China is also one of the essential strategic elements
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The Bohai Initiative

for sustaining China’s emergence and constructing contemporary Chinese

cultural autonomy and the national identity.

II. Abandon unipolar value propositions, and openly

discuss religious perspectives

Excessive respect for science and technology, unilateral advocacy
of commercial principles as the measure of value judgments, and
promotion of unprincipled individual self-interest characterize the
spiritual dimension of contemporary China. This is accompanied by a
terrible decline in, and marginalization of, the faith and cultural fields.
In spite of this, it should be acknowledged that the major religions in
China—Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity, Islam, and
folk belief—are still striving to provide a vitalizing response to
contemporary China. These religious efforts have addressed people’s
desires for material and spiritual balance as well as their longings for
awareness and transcendence. Their response resists biases and
mistakes caused by narrow intellectualism and laissez-faire emotivism.
We call for recognition and open exploration of religious beliefs in
Chinese society, butiressing of religion’s precarious position, and
deepened, reoriented, and rational perception of religion through

general education.

Ill. Hold onto our own tradition while maintaining a
view of universal civilization: “ Containing thousands of

little rivers, the sea is great”

In building contemporary China’s new strategic culture and value

system, we must be simultaneously rooted in our own Chinese tradition
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while learning from the rest of the world’s outstanding traditions openly,
calmly, and boldly. If we maintain an open mind and tolerant attitude,
we can use the ideological resources provided by religions and belief
systems for our own purposes. These resources include Christianity and
Islam, which are historically integrated in the world of Chinese culture,
as well as many new faith communities that are currently active and

beneficial to our society.

IV. Develop official and civic activities simultaneously ,

and welcome spiritual resources and good values

As we accept and absorb positive values from foreign religions and
belief systems we should also introduce Chinese religious traditions and
spiritual resources, with their fine characteristics, to the rest of the
world. We should not be absent or remain silent in the building of future
human civilization. Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism are core factors
in the construction of Chinese national culture and should be shared with
other people of good will who have sincere needs. This open approach
should include more than just the establishment of government-led
language and culture institutions, such as the “ Confucius Institute” ;
China’s major religions should also engage in international outreach by
constructing temples, training religious personnel, and communicating

beliefs beyond our borders.

V. Participate in cultural renewal, endeavor to identify
values, be tolerant and open, and bring about harmony

in diversity

China’s major religions should participate in reconstructing and
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The Bohai Initiative

updating the ethical system based on common national values by
mutually respecting, tolerating, and opening up to each other.
Religious institutions must abandon arrogant extremism and exclusivity
and instead advocate harmony in diversity and cooperative interactions
and dialogues. Promoting social wellbeing, charitable contribution to
society, and sympathy for the weak reflects the true spirit of religious
traditions and is much more sustainable than contention and competition
for religious adherents where people are treated as target or potential

customer bases.

VI. Face globalization, accept responsibility together

share credit as well as blame, and resolve the conflicts

In the era of globalization, scientific and technological advances as
well as commercial development greatly increase convenience. At the
same time these contribute to obvious as well as hidden disasters and
hazards. Is humanity pushing toward positive change and forms of
civilization that realize the value and significance of human life, or
instigating a huge worldwide disaster that will hang over our heads like
“the sword of Damocles”? Sincere encounters and dialogues among
various religious communities, conscious of their global responsibility,
with open attitudes and an appeal to universal ethical values, will
provide an antidote for the laissez-faire development of contemporary
human society, and will be a positive force providing resources to
resolve the clash of civilizations. Major religious and belief communities
in China are worthy to be understood and strongly supported by Chinese
society and must themselves embrace broad knowledge and grand ambi-

tions.
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“Tolerate diversity and unceasingly strive for self-improvement!”
We initiate this call for a societal response that will calmly deal with the

evolving international environment.
All the participants of the academic symposium,
“Bohai View: Religion and Cultural Strategy”
Tianjin, China

Sep. 15", 2012.

(Translated by Wang Zi; Revised by Joseph Sorensen)
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