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When it comes to religious freedom in China, there is probably more freedom than many western rights groups admit and less freedom than most Chinese officials would claim.  The good news is that there is a definite trend in China today towards increasing freedoms for religious believers.

On the question of religious freedom in China, it is helpful to think along national and regional lines.  At the national level, the Chinese government has put in place measures that will safeguard religious rights.  All Chinese citizens are granted the freedom of religious belief in the Chinese constitution, and various directives have been issued over the years to try and spell out that freedom in more concrete terms, the latest of which were issued in March 2005.  In October 2006, the Chinese government itself published documents which said that religious believers have a positive role to play in helping build a “harmonious society” in China.  And in 2007 the Chinese Communist Party amended its constitution to include religion for the first time as a force that can enhance social development.  The move was seen by many as a signal to a more pragmatic attitude towards the growing number of religious believers in China.
The question arises about whether such protections are being honoured and how they are implemented across the country, and this is where there are mixed results.  
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Some province officials are extremely tolerant of religious believers and actively promote their activities.  Local governments may donate prime real estate to churches for church building projects or construct roads and access ways to help believers get to church.  In many places, no restrictions are placed on Christian activities in terms of worship or sermon content, and officials themselves see Christians as honest, law-abiding citizens, even encouraging church growth as beneficial in creating a more harmonious society.  
However, in other places, officials responsible for the implementation of religious policy may have certain biases against local Christians, or may not be very well educated about correct religious policy.  In such places, Christians may experience suspicion and harassment.  For example, an official may order a church to not display a cross on its building, even though this is legal.  Or s/he may procrastinate and be obstructionist in returning church property confiscated by the government years ago but which should be legally returned to the church.  Or an official may interfere in church management and the election of officials to local Christian councils or Three-self committees.

The legal dynamics of religion in China are very complicated and constantly shifting.  For example, technically to achieve legal status all regular social gatherings or organisations, religious or otherwise, should register with a government department, and church congregations are no exception.  However, some churches choose not to register for practical or theological reasons and are technically illegal.  That may make them more vulnerable to authorities’ harassment.  And yet, some officials do not always pressure congregations to register, especially smaller ones if they haven't already done so.  And in some locations there is a lot of overlap and cross-fertilisation between members of registered and unregistered groups, thus blurring the lines between them.  On top of all this, there are grey areas of religious activity in China today which do not occur in any formal, organised, or institutionalised setting and their legal ambiguity makes local officials nervous.  
Most cases of discrimination against Christians in China today have to do with groups or individuals who according to some criteria have been identified as banned or illegal by the authorities.  And while it is certainly important to be concerned about genuine cases of harassment, persecution and especially torture, it is also important to avoid falling in to some pitfalls in our eagerness to help.

We need to check and double check sources of reports of such persecution.  Some rights groups are so obsessed with identifying instances of persecution that it has become their reason for being and they are in danger of seeing injustice where there is none or where things have actually improved.  Some groups also use claims of abuse to push their own political agendas in China.
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Facts need to be checked and every side of a story needs to be verified.  There was a case not so long ago of the authorities demolishing a church in Zhejiang province, which sounds at face value very much like persecution.  In fact, it was not so simple.  The local Christians had applied for planning permission to build a church but the authorities did not act quickly enough in granting such permission.  The Christians became impatient and went ahead and built the structure without permission.   It became technically an illegal structure and also did not go through any of the government’s building safety inspections.  The authorities acted swiftly and tore it down.   The same would happen in our own country if we built a structure for public worship without regard to planning permission or personal safety.  Similarly, persons who become involved with cults that misrepresent Christianity may face prison sentences because of the social disturbances they’ve caused or in some of the worse cases, have committed kidnapping, rape and murder as part of the cult’s activities.  As in our own country, if a Christian behaves badly, breaks the law and faces the consequence, this is not religious persecution.

It is also important not to over-generalise about the extent of persecution in China.  If one Christian is illegally arrested in one location, this does not mean that all 35 million Chinese Protestants and Catholics are being targeted, just as one Methodist minister involved in a scandal in the UK does not mean all Methodists or all Christian ministers are morally suspect!

Similarly, we must be very careful about our use of the word persecuted.  While Christians were certainly persecuted during the Cultural Revolution when they were sent to the countryside or imprisoned and in some cases tortured, often cases of discrimination or simple misunderstandings towards Christians in China today gets mislabelled with the much more dramatic term “persecution”.

Nicholas Kristof, a former New York Times senior correspondent in China, summed up the situation for Christians in China today, "We tend to somewhat exaggerate the degree of repression against Christianity [in China].  It's very real, but it tends to be somewhat localized.  Your average Christian in China hasn't been threatened, and doesn't know anybody who's been beaten up.”
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We can support our Chinese Christian brothers and sisters best when we focus our prayers and our efforts on genuine cases of abuse, while recognising and rejoicing in how things are constantly improving and encouraging moves in that direction.
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