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Preface

Daniel H. Bays

Professor of History and Director, Asian Studies Program, Calvin
College, USA; Professor of History Emeritus, University of Kansas, USA.

It is my pleasure and honor to inscribe a preface for this ‘outstanding
book written by my friend and colleague, Professor Tao Feiya of Shanghai
University. A revision of Professor Tao’s excellent dissertation at Chinese U-
niversity of Hong Kong, this work, A Christian Utopia in China: The Jesus
Family (1921—1952), is one of the very first historical works from China
which analyzes deeply both the context of twentieth century Chinese history
and also the history of indigenous Christianity in modern China. I believe
that in future it will be viewed as a landmark volume, pointing the way
towards the more objective study of Christianity in China.

There are several noteworthy contributions of this study. One is the
very clear historical context of Shandong province early in the twentieth
century provided by Professor Tao. Drawing partly on his earlier fine study
of Christianity in Shandong society co-authored with Professor Liu Tianlu,
he shows convincingly how this context contributed directly to the Jesus
Family’s formation. Tao’s description of the movement’s founder, Jing
Dianying, is equally insightful. He paints a very understandable picture of
this fascinating religious visionary, who in some ways can perhaps be

compared with Hong Xiuquan.
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One of the other significant contributions of the study is how it deals
objectively with both foreign missionary and native Chinese elements .in the
makeup of the Jesus Family. For example, Tao acknowledges the importance
of foreigners such as Nora Dillenbeck and L. M. Anglin in shaping Jing
Dianying’s faith, but he portrays the Jesus Family as a thoroughly Chinese
movement. 1 agree. For most of its life the Jesus Family had almost nothiﬁg
to do with the foreign missionary movement, and everything to do with
Chinese popular culture.

Another commendable aspect of this study is its balanced treatment of
the reasons for the decline and disbanding of the movement, and the role of
the party and the state in that process. In addition, the entire study is
nicely situated in the theoretical framework of a cross-cultural discussion of
utopias as broader historical phenomena.

Finally, 1 admire Professor Tao’s work because it really is a path-
breaking study. In most aspects of this research and writing, Professor Tao
by necessity has had to function as a pioneer. No one has previously done a
comparable combination of research topics centered on Christianity and
popular culture in modern Chinese history, that is, viewing it as a Chinese,
not a foreign, phenomenon. Moreover, Professor Tao based much of this work
on a large collection of unique and diverse documents painstakingly gathered
from local archives in Shandong, supplemented by interviews ( some of
them hard to obtain) with many participants. His use of these archival and
oral history materials is exemplary, and indicates the work of a mature
scholar. But it took a great deal of very hard work to do it. I know this
because of many conversations with Professor Tao during the years we were
working on related topics, when we shared both materials and ideas.

Finally, this book is also well organized and clearly written. I believe
that scholars of Chinese history and comparative religion alike will. enjoy

and profit from it. I am proud to have been associated with a research
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project that made a small contribution to support of this study, and I am
very pleased to recommend this work enthusiastically to my colleagues,

both in China and abroad.

Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA
30 September 2003
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