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Protestant Churches in China
If you visit China and ask where the local Methodist or Presbyterian or Baptist or Anglican church is, you will find that no such thing exists.  Instead, you will be directed quite simply to “the Protestant church”, which today is post-denominational.
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On the eve of the Communist victory in 1949, there were over 150 mission agencies from approximately a dozen countries active in China, from just about every denomination and church background imaginable. After 1949 these foreign missionaries left China and Chinese Christians suddenly found themselves on their own, in charge of their own affairs, and as a very small and divided minority in the middle of an atheist Communist society.  If they were to survive, Chinese Christians knew they had to reconcile any differences, come together and work out a way to co-exist with the huge non-Christian majority around them.  There had already been voices in China calling for an independent, indigenous Chinese church since the late 19th century and in the early 1950s this vision came in to being with the launch of the Three Self Patriotic Movement or TSPM.  This movement advocates the independence of Chinese churches from outside control; Chinese churches should be self-supporting, self-governing and self-propagating.

Along with other religious believers in China, Chinese Christians suffered persecution and imprisonment during the political campaigns of the late 1950s through to the late 1970s.  During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) Christians had to go underground and practise their faith in secret.  At the end of this period which the Chinese government now recognises as the “ten lost years”, churches re-emerged and set about rebuilding themselves.  Part of this involved[image: image2.png]


 the establishment of the China Christian Council (CCC) in 1980.  The CCC is not itself a “church” but more an umbrella body which seeks to unite Protestant Christians in China and provide services such as printing bibles and other religious literature, drafting church orders and a catechism, training ministers and lay church leaders and being the voice of Protestant Christians in China on national bodies and also on overseas church bodies, such as the World Council of Churches.

Together, the TSPM and the CCC are sometimes called the liang hui or two national Christian bodies in China.  The Chinese government requires that all social gatherings and organisations in China register with the local authorities, and this applies to churches too.  Usually, though not always, churches that register with the government also identify themselves with the TSPM/CCC.  Such churches and congregations worship and conduct their religious life quite freely and openly and also enjoy the protection of the law as provided in the 2005 Regulations on Religious Affairs.  
Some Protestant groups in China choose not to register with the state for a variety of reasons.  Sometimes they have theological objections, wishing to keep a strict separation between church and state.  Sometimes they have personal or historical grievances against individual members of a locally registered group.  Sometimes they haven’t fulfilled the requirements for registration, which include things like having a fixed meeting point, an established management and financial system, an ordained minister, etc.  In rural areas, many congregations do not register not because they are anti-government but because they don’t see a pressing need.  In such areas, religious believers and local government officials may often be related in some way, and congregations are very poor.  Christians there don’t want the expense or bother of registration, and local officials don’t necessarily press them about registration.

Unregistered churches in China, because of their illegal status, are quite vulnerable, open to harassment and attempts by police to shut them down and curb their illegal activities.  For this reason, some unregistered churches do not operate publicly or openly.  It can be difficult to know much about them, how many there are or what they are teaching and doing. 

One thing is certain, the church is growing in China.  In 1949, there were only 700,000 Christians in China.  Today, the China Christian Council estimates that there are about
20 million, and some estimates place the figure even higher.  As most Chinese people live in rural areas, most Christians are to be found there too, and the vast majority of Christians (over 75 percent) are women.

Why is the church in China growing so fast?  There are a number of reasons.  Many are coming to faith because they are seeking something to believe in and are disillusioned with alternatives; they are attracted to Christianity’s moral teachings and also its emphasis on hope and redemption.  Some come to faith because they have tried praying to God and received what they see as an answer to prayer in terms of help with difficulties in life or maybe the curing of an illness.  For some young people, becoming a Christian is kind of a new fashion, where the faith is associated with the freedom and modernity of western nations.  

However, in the vast majority of cases, people are coming to faith because of the compelling witness of ordinary Chinese Christians.  Christians in China are passionate about their faith and talk about it enthusiastically with friends, neighbours, colleagues and basically anyone who will listen.  In the midst of difficult lives and the confusion of a constantly changing[image: image3.jpg]


 society, many Chinese find this kind of zeal and enthusiasm both comforting and attractive, and they are encouraged to find out more.

While a cause for celebration and worthy of observation, church growth in China is not without its problems.  The church is struggling to keep pace with the vast numbers of new believers in terms of training enough ministers and lay leaders to pastor and guide this growing flock.  In many locations, particularly in rural areas, congregations are led by untrained and largely uneducated lay leaders, and this can often give rise to questionable teachings and even the formation of heretical cults in such places.  More and better theological education is therefore urgently needed in the church in China today.  For more about Protestant churches in China, go to www.amitynewservice.org or visit the website of the China Christian Council www.ccctspm.org. 
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DID YOU KNOW?


Chinese people view Catholic Christians and Protestant Christians as members of two entirely separate religions!  The Chinese word for Protestantism is also the word used for Christianity (ji du jiao or Teaching of Christ), whereas the word used for Catholicism is tian zhu jiao or Teaching of the Heavenly Lord.  The two branches of Christianity also use different words for some biblical figures and Christian concepts such as God.  Given this linguistic state of affairs, a Chinese speaker of English might innocently ask you the question: “Are you a Christian or a Catholic?”











