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% +# (Daniel H. Bays)

First, 1 would like to thank our hosts and sponsors: Prof. Zhang
Kaiyuan, our organizer Liu Jiafeng and other friends at the East-West
Cultural Exchange Research Center of CCNUj; also Dr. Wu Xiaoxin and
the Ricci Institute of the U, of San Francisco, and Dr. Peter Tze Ming
Ng and the Center for the Study of Religion and Chinese Society of the
Chinese U. of Hong Kong. T am truly honored to be the only “laowai”
on the program.

I want to begin by congratulating you, my Chinese colleagues, on
the progress and growing maturity of your work in a field of study that
almost did not exist 20 years ago—that is, the history of Christianity in
China. 20 years ago there were only a few scattered historians working
in Taiwan and Hong Kong, including Wang Chenmian, Zha Shijie, and
Lin Zhiping in Taiwan, and Zhao Tianen, Ng Lee Ming, and LL.am Wing
Hung in Hong Kong. There was a stirring of interest and the bare be-
ginnings of scholarly work in mainland China as well, but none of this
constituted a real field of study. The steady development of this field,
and especially its acceptance as a legitimate part of the history of Chi-

nese society and culture, is a major success story in recent academic and
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scholarly circles in both China and the West.

As 1 look back, this achievement took place in several stages. The
first stage was to disengage the story of Christianity in China from its
exclusive association with the West—in other words, to rethink the
habit of labeling Christianity as part of the foreign missionary move-
ment, or part of the imperialist presence in China, and only that. Thus
a conceptual shift was needed—to recognize that the historical record
shows a mixed impact of the missionary movement, that the missionary
presence may have had some negative aspects., but also some positive
aspects. For example, missionary institutions and activities made useful
contributions to China’s economic or social modernization and progress.
Prof. Zhang Kaiyuan and his colleagues here at CCNU were among the
first to insist on such a careful re-examination of the historical record.
They created at CCNU first the Research Center for Study of the Chris-
tian Colleges, then the East-West Cultural Exchange Research Center.
No group in China has done more to move this field forward than you
here at CCNU. So this first task, to reassess the missionary record,
has been pursued for some years beginning in the 1980s, with several
important publications especially on the pre-1950 Christian colleges.

The second stage of development of this field of history was recog-
nition of the crucial role of Chinese Christians, and the growing inde-
pendence of the Chinese church. This was the history of churches or of
groups of Chinese Christians who for both nationalistic and organiza-
tional reasons struggled against the structures of foreign missionary
control. They tried to establish autonomy or outright independence be-
cause they wanted to be in charge of their own identity as Chinese Chris-

tians, Thus there were conflicts within denominations; in fact, any
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honest denominational history of China for the early 20t century will
show clear tensions and outright conflict. Some groups of Chinese
Christians left the foreign missionary institutions to form totally inde-
pendent new groups, such as the Zhen Yesu Jiachui, Some became au-
tonomous individual players, such as independent pastors like Wang
Mingdao or independent evangelists like Song Shangjie. These all be-
came objects of historical study by both Chinese and foreign scholars,
and continue to be studied. However, I think it is true that in this stage
in the development of scholarship, we still assumed the primary impor-
tance of the institutional structures operated by foreign missionaries,
and thus assumed the long-lasting dominant influence of Western mis-
sionary factors in shaping 20th-century Chinese Christianity. This stage
of scholarship began in the late 1980s and continues today.

A third stage of development in this field goes further, and is re-
presented by this conference as well as by other trends. 1 mean study of
the rise of truly indigenous Christian elements in 20%-century Chinese

history. Not “independent” (zil) but “indigenous” (bense) (or other

terms such as bentu). Some of the research presented at this confer-
ence, and work being done elsewhere inside and outside of China, is in
this category. It goes beyond seeing Chinese Christianity as an inde-
pendent Chinese version of a Western religion; it sees Christianity as a
Chinese religion, or several Chinese religions. We could say this ap-
proach takes a “China-centered” view of Chinese Christianity. Prof.
Tao Feiya’s forthcoming new book on the Yesu Jiating is a good exam-
ple. In this stage we recognize the variety of Chinese responses to en-
counters with Christianity, or we could say Chinese responses to “dis-

coveries” of Christianity. Of course, some of the indigenous discoveries
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of Christianity have been mediated by missionary transmission. But the
most important explanations for the growth of Christianity in modern
China, especially Protestantism in recent decades, are focused directly
on Chinese Christians., Missionaries are part of the story historically,
but they are no longer the center of the story. Some of the individuals
we've discussed in this conference, such as Cheng Jingyi, Yu Rizhang,
and Wei Zhuomin, or figures like Jing Dianying, Ni Tuosheng, or Chen
Chonggui, are examples of different varieties of the Chinese discovery
and adaptation of Christianity to become a Chinese religion.

The third stage of work in this field has only begun, and has far to
go. But I want to look forward and suggest yet a further extension of
our scholarship. In truth, Christianity is not only a legitimate part of
Chinese history, it is also a localized version of a larger, worldwide
process—the rapid spread of Christianity during the 20th century outside
the West (while in the heart of the West, Europe, it is actually rapidly
declining). And as historians examine this process around the world, it
is clear that the big reason for this expansion of “world Christianity”
everywhere is not the foreign missionary, but local people, with their
own agendas and needs, discovering Christianity in their own language,
and understanding it in terms of their own experiences. It has been the
story of indigenous appropriation, not external imposition. Ironically,
in most places around the world this process accelerated after the coloni-
al period ended and the Western missionaries left or were much reduced
in their role. This has been the pattern for China, as well.

What has been happening for several decades, therefore, is really
the historical process of Christianity becoming a non-Western religion.

Today we see a “post-Western Christianity” (there is also a “post-
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Christian West,” but that is another topic). 100 years ago, one could
safely assert that Christianity was clearly a Western religion. Today it
is clearly a non-Western religion. 60% of the world’s Christians now
live in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and within 20 years that will
be about 70%. Thus from the point of view of world history, China is
part of a much larger process—the creation of “world Christianity”.

There is a stimulating and growing academic literature on this sub-
ject, which has recently started to become familiar to scholars in the
West. In the West, however, there is still reluctance in secular, and
especially in post-modernist intellectual circles, to recognize that eco-
nomic and social modernization in the 20t century has brought more,
not less, religious vitality. This has happened everywhere—except in
Europe, the historic heartland of the West, the only place where reli-
gion has declined in recent decades. Everywhere outside of Europe, par-
ticularly in Africa and Asia, religion, especially Christianity, has been
growing extremely fast. Again, there is a growing academic literature
on this by scholars such as Andrew Walls of Scotland, Lamin Sanneh of
Yale, and several African scholars. My suggestion to you here in China
is to take your emerging interpretations of Christianity as part of Chi-
nese history and also put them in a comparative framework, seeing
Christian history in China as part of a much broader worldwide histori-
cal trend. I was interested to learn in Peter Ng's paper this morning
that Wei Zhuomin seems to have had some very similar thoughts more
than fifty years ago.

To do this sort of comparative thinking might help all of us to an-
swer some vexing questions about Christianity in China. For example,

“Does adoption of Christianity mean partially or wholly replacing Chi-



