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WESTERN PROTESTANT MISSIONS AND MODERN

CHINESE NATIONALIST DREAMS

6'2 Lian Xi 788

In the emergence of nationalism in China during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, the role of Protestant missions was an ambigu-
ous one. From its beginning in 1807, the missionary enterprise was part
of a broader “Western invasion”—as John King Fairbank puts it—of the
Middle Kingdom." In their eagerness to wage war on native beliefs and
values, in lending their hands to the negotiating of unequal treaties, and
in their frequent appeal to gunboat diplomacy to settle disputes with local
authorities for the sake of the Gospel and of their converts, missionaries
found themselves implicated in a Western assault on Qing & society, its
imperial system, and the Chinese nation itself.? As Griffith John of the
London Missionary Society (LMS) reminded the first General Conference
of Protestant missionaries in 1877, “We are here to do battle with the
power of darkness, to save men from sin, and conquer China for Christ”.?
Likewise, in the early twentieth century, an official missionary survey of
Protestant work in the country was published under the title The Christian
Occupation of China.* At times such bellicosity was not merely religious:

This article grew out of a paper I presented in
August 2006 atan Oxford Round Table meeting
on China and the West. Research for it as part
of a broader project on Christianity in modern
China was made possible by Faculty Research
Grants from Hanover College. I wish to thank
the anonymous readers and editors of East
Asian History for comments and suggestions
that helped me in its expansion and revision.
[ also appreciate the professionalism and
vigilance of the journal's copyeditors, which

/helped me ready this article for the press.

! “Introduction,” in John King Fairbank’s 7he
Missionary Enterprise in China and America
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974),
pp.2-3. See also Arthur H. Smith, The Uplift of
China (New York: Laymen’s Missionary Move-
ment, 1907), p.186. In that popular book, Smith
admitted that toleration of Christianity by the
Qing government was included “in a conven-
tion dictated at the point of the sword”.
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2 Condemnations of missionary involvement

in Western imperialism dominated scholar-
ship produced in the People’s Republic of
China on Christian missions until the 1980s.
See for instance, Gu Changsheng, Chuan-
Jiaoshi yu jindai Zbhongguo [Missionaries
and Modern China] (Shanghai: Shanghai
renmin chubanshe, 1981), pp.060-8. Leading
Western scholars have also called attention
to such involvements. See Jessie G. Lutz,
Chinese Politics and Christian Missions:
The Anti-Christian Movements of 1920-28
(Notre Dame: Cross Cultural Publications,
1988), p.21. Lutz points out, “Following
the Opium War of 1839-1842, Karl Giitzlaff
assisted in negotiating the British treaty,
Peter Parker and Elijah Bridgman did the
same for the U.S., and JM. Callery for the
French”.

3 Griffith John’s statement is from his 1877
article “Salvation from Sin, the Great Need of
the Chinese,” quoted in Jessie G. Lutz, ed.,
Christian Missions in China: Evangelists of
What?(Boston: Heath & Co. 1965), p.11.

Milton T. Stauffer, ed., The Christian
Occupation of China: A General Survey of
the Numerical Strength and Geographical
Distribution of the Christian Forces in China
Made by the Special Committee on Survey
and Occupation, China Continuation com-
mittee, 1918-1921(Shanghai: China Continu-
ation Committee, 1922).

4
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% See Edward V. Gulick, Peter Parker and
the Opening of China (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1973), pp.187-93; Jonathan
D. Spence, To Change China: Western
Advisers in China (New York: Little, Brown,
and Co., 1969), pp.54-5.

6 [use the term “nationalism” in abroad sense

to refertoa preoccupation with, and a primary
commitment to, the survival of the Chinese
state and the foundations of its political and
social order. See Benjamin Schwartz, InSearch
of Wealth and Power: Yen Fu and the West
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964),
p.19-20; Jerome B. Grieder, Intellectuals and
the State in Modern China: A Narrative His-
tory(New York and London: The Free Press,
1981), p.209; William Kirby, “Foreword,” in
Chinese Nationalism in Perspective: Histori-
cal and Recent Cases, eds CX. George Wei
and Xiaoyuan Liu (Westport and London:
Greenwood Press, 2001), pp.1-2. Kirby
refers to the popular view among historians
in China that the rise of Chinese nationalism
(in the sense of what has been termed “state
nationalism” as opposed to “cultural national-
ism” or what John King Fairbank has called
“culturalism”) can be dated to 1895, in the
aftermath of the country’s disastrous defeat
in the Sino-Japanese War. See John King
Fairbank, China: A New History (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1992), p.25, for
discussion of traditional Chinese “cultural-
ism”. It should be noted that other scholars,
from Ernest Gellner in the 1960s to Prasenijit
Duara in recent years, have questioned the
very basis of nationalism—which, according
to the former, “invents nations where they
do not exist” (Gellner, Thought and Change
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964],
p.169, as quoted in John Fitzgerald, Awaken-
ing China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the
Nationalist Revolution [Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 19901, p.39). To Duara, just
as “national history secures for the contested
and contingent nation the false unity of a
self-same, national subject evolving through
time" (Rescuing History from the Nation:
Questioning Narratives of Modern China
[Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1995], p.4), nationalism, despite its “trans-
national origins”, “produced” its supposed
“historical and contemporary distinctive-
ness”. See Prasenjit Duara, Sovereignty
and Authenticity: Manchukuo and the East
Asian Modern(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield

LIAN XI

upon becoming the United States commissioner to China in 1856, the
former American Presbyterian medical missionary Peter Parker pressed
for a “triple alliance” with Britain and France to force China into further
concessions. He also urged his government to occupy the island of
Formosa (Taiwan &) to balance British colonial interests in Singapore
and Hong Kong—a position so extreme that President Franklin Pierce
ordered him recalled.’

On the other hand, it is important to recognize that Protestant mis-
sions facilitated, and in many instances helped inspire, the growth of
Chinese nationalism. In fact, as we shall see, the earliest aspirations for
a modern nation-state can be found among those who came under mis-
sionary influence, decades before the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95
precipitated—as many scholars have noted—a broad patriotic movement
among the educated elite.® And it was often in the employ of, or contacts
with, missionaries, or as a result of overseas experience made possible
by their missionary friends, that young Chinese in the post-Opium War
period acquired their first-hand knowledge of the West.” That knowledge
shattered the self-contained Chinese universe, and made possible the con-
ception of China as a nation among nations. As Paul A. Cohen points out,
the exposure that these Chinese had to the West and the grudging respect
they developed toward Western nations separated them from the “pre-
nationalistic xenophobes” who knew only resentment. “Cosmopolitan in
outlook, nationalists before their time,” the attachment of a new breed of
“treaty port Chinese” was “less to Confucian culture than to the Chinese
nation”.? Consequently, many of them became reformers or, by the end
of the nineteenth century, revolutionaries dedicated to saving their coun-
try through Westernization. However, before the collapse of the Qing

/Publishers, 2003), p.4. Seealso Rebecca E. Karl,
Staging the World: Chinese Nationalism at the
Turn of the Twentieth Century(Durham: Duke
University Press, 2002), p.7. Karl argues that
in the late Qing period, nationalistic Chinese
intellectuals were “trapped in a rhetoric of
exclusivity and pure authenticity”. In the
present study, I do not address the validity (or
lack thereof) of nationalism as an ideology. I
have focused instead on the rise of modern
Chinese nationalism as a historical phenom-
enon—on the making of those dreams, not

how meaningful or deluded they were.

7 1t should also be noted that missionary

influence extended beyond the Protestant
community. See Adrian A. Bennett, Missionary
Journalist in China: Young . Allen and His
Magazines, 1860-1883(Athens: The University
of Georgia Press, 1983), pp.236-37. Bennett
points out the Kang Youwei purchased all the

/issues of Young J. Allen’s Wanguo gongbao
while on a visit to Shanghai in 1883, before he
returned to Canton to formulate his proposals
for a better society, and that ideas in Wanguo
gongbao were “echoed in the writings of
Chinese in the treaty ports” and “provided the
first contact of many Chinese literati with a
new intellectual challenge”.

s Cohen, Between Tradition and Modernity:
Wang T'ao and Reform in Late Ch'ing China
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974),
pp.02, 75-0. See also Lutz, Chinese Politics
and Christian Missions, p.26. Lutz points
out that “evangelistic work, as it expanded
into educational, medical, and social service
activities, had necessitated recognition of other
civilizations with competing ideologies and
values” and therefore helped shape national-
ist awareness.
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dynasty, the modernizing efforts of Christian nationalists inevitably ran
up against the intransigence of traditionally minded rulers and as a result
bore few tangible fruits.

In the political chaos following the collapse of the Qing in 1911, major
players in Republican-period politics, and some leading intellectuals,
found themselves turning to Protestant Christianity, which was touted by
Western evangelists and their Chinese counterparts as the “only hope for
China”, a faith capable of regenerating the spirit of the nation, and a system
of values that could mold a new progressive citizenry. At a time of con-
tinuing foreign dominance, it was also opportune for ambitious Chinese
power brokers to don Protestant piety in order to court the support of “the
Christian West”.” It is this tangled relationship between missions,
Protestant Christianity, and Chinese nationalism (not untainted by war-
lord politics) that I explore here. In the end, as we shall see, Protestant
and pro-Christian patriots often came to find their nationalist hopes
misplaced, and the Christian formula for saving China irrelevant. Their
search moved beyond Christianity as the goal of nation-building remained
elusive through the rest of the Republican period.

For the Redemption of China

From the onset of the Chinese encounter with Western Protestant
missions, conversion held the promise of more than personal salvation.
Liang Fa #% (Liang A-fah, 1789-1855) a printer who had worked for the
pioneer missionary Robert Morrison and who was won over to the new
faith in 1816 while in the employ of Morrison’s colleague William Milne,
found Christianity to be a greater force for reforming Chinese society than
native traditions. In that pre-nationalistic age, his Good Words to Admon-
ish the Age (Quanshi liangyan #itt B 5), printed in 1832 and widely
considered as one of the most complete early Chinese statements of
evangelical doctrine, offered Protestant monotheism as a blueprint for
the redemption of society.'? If everyone in the country believed in God,
he wrote, “the poor would be peaceful and the rich good and virtuous”.
Were those in power to obey God’s decrees, “rulers would also be able to
govern and the officials remain loyal. Fathers would be merciful and sons

filial ... . There would be the blessing of eternal peace”.11

It was promises like these from Liang’s book that helped kindle the
millenarian dreams of Hong Xiuquan #t% % (1814-64) in the 1840s, and
plunged him by 1850 into a fiery quest to rid his country of “Manchu
demons” and establish the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom (7aiping Tianguo
KFERKED on earth. For Hong, the self-proclaimed younger brother of
Jesus, a Chinese society remade through God’s commandments would
usher in the age of “Great Peace”. The Land System of t he Heavenly Dynasty
(Tianchao tianmu zhidu KEJHRBAHIE), published by the Taiping in

201

? Lutz, Chinese Politics and Christian Missions,
p.21. As Lutz points out, “the phrase, the Chris-
tian West, was more than common parlance,
for England and other nations reckoned on
the support of an established church”.

10" See P. Richard Bohr, “Liang Fa's Quest for
Moral Power,” in Christianityin China: Early
Protestant Missionary Writings, eds Suzanne
Wilson Barnett and John King Fairbank
(Cambridge:Harvard University Press, 1985),
pp.36-41.

1 Liang Fa as quoted in Bohr, “Liang Fa’s
Quest for Moral Power,” p.44
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12 “Tjanchaotianmu zhidu,” inFranz Michael,
The Taiping Rebellion: Historyand Documents
(Seattle: University of Washington Press,
1971), Vol .2, pp.313-14.

13 gee Jonathan D. Spence, God'’s Chinese
Son: The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom of Hong
Xiuquan (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996),
pp.269-70, 274, 277

14 Jonathan D. Spence, The Searchfor Modern

China,2nd ed. (New York and London: W. W,
Norton, 1999), pp.199-201; W.A.P. Martin,
A Cycle of Cathay, or China, South and
North, with Personal Reminiscences (New
York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1890),
pp-293-94, 299, 311.
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Nanjing Fg5 in 1854, decreed a Christian utopia that would fulfill the
ancient Chinese dream of the “Great Harmony” (datong KI[a)):

There being fields, let all cultivate them,; there being food, let all eat; there
being clothes, let all be dressed; there being money, let all use it, so that
nowhere does inequality exist, and no man is not well fed and clothed ...
for the whole empire is the universal family of our Heavenly Father.'?

In the later years of the movement, Hong Ren'gan #{ZFF, cousin of
Hong Xiuquan and enfeoffed as “Shield King” after he joined the rebels
in Nanjing in 1859, proposed reforms that promised the fashioning of
a modern nation-state under Taiping rule. Hong Ren’gan had worked
and studied with missionaries in Hong Kong in the 1850s, notably James
Legge, the great missionary-Sinologue, and was the only Taiping leader
who understood the need for Western-style reform to turn the rebel-
lion into an attempt to build a state. He briefed the “Heavenly King” on
the main attributes of Western powers and cautioned against the use of
“insulting expressions” in diplomatic exchanges. Among the changes he
called for was the creation of a system of postal services, banks, five- to
ten-year patents, and life and property insurance, as well as a network
of news-papers. He also urged an end to slavery and infanticide. As we
know, none of those reforms was carried eut.!> By 1864, the Messianic
movement, which had destroyed at least twenty million lives in fourteen
years, had come to an end.

Treaty-Port Chinese and Proto-Nationalism

In the 1860s, following China’s defeat in its second war with Britain
—often referred to as the “Second Opium War’—the Qing government
initiated what became known as “Self-Strengthening” efforts at modernis-
ing the country. Under the auspices of the Office of General Management
of International Affairs (Zongli Yamen #8821 F), which opened in 1861,
the Interpreter’s College (Tongwen Guan [8] ), the first imperial insti-
tution to teach English and French, was inaugurated in Beijing in 1867. Its
director was Xu Jiyu {&# & (1795-1873), a former governor-general of
Fujian &% and Zhejiang #ffiT provinces who had learned about the West
from American missionaries and who was a great admirer of both George
Washington and the republican government of the United States. When Xu
retired in 1869, the American Presbyterian missionary W.A.P. Martin suc-
ceeded him. Martin had recently earned a doctorate from Indiana Univer-
sity; his translation of Henry Wheaton’s Elements of International Law in
1803 helped introduce the new understanding of China as a nation among
nations and—after it was polished by the Chinese staff of Prince Gong #&
BT (1833-98) into a more elegant literary form—became a standard text
distributed by the imperial court to provincial governors.14
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Outside the capital, some of the most important early advocates of
sweeping reform were educated Protestant converts in coastal provinces
who had had significant exposure to Western culture. These included
Yung Wing (Rong Hong %[, 1828-1912), the first Chinese to graduate
from an American university, and Wang Tao FE#k (1828-97), who
pioneered journalism in China. Both of them had personal contact with
Hong Rengan in the 1850s and apparently shared the same outlook on
effective modernization. After Hong joined the Taiping rebels in 1859,
they separately made trips to meet with Taiping leaders in Nanjing and
“submitted proposals designed to further the Taiping cause”. Unlike
Hong, however, in the end they did not throw in their lots with the Tai-
ping but chose instead to seek modernization under the Manchu rule.

Born in Xiangshan #& Il county, Guangdong B&S province, Yung
Wing received an early Christian education from the wife of Prussian
missionary Karl Giitzlaff before he attended the Morrison Education
Society school, first in Macao, then in Hong Kong. In 1847, when Samuel
R. Brown, the head teacher of the Morrison school, returned to the US, he
took Yung Wing, by then a convert. Yung Wing studied first at Monson
Academy in Monson, Massachusetts, before entering Yale.!> In his search
for financial support for his studies at Yale, he was advised by Brown
to apply for a contingent fund which stipulated that he would study for
the ministry and after graduation return to China as a missionary.
(Producing a Western-educated native evangelist would fulfill the dream
of any mission.) He refused, explaining that, “I wanted the utmost freedom
of action to avail myself of every opportunity to do the greatest good in
China ... . In such a vast empire, there can be hardly any limit put upon
one’s ambition to do good, if one is possessed of the Christ-spirit ... ”. A
pledge of that character, he added, would “prevent me from taking advan-
tage of any circumstance or event that might arise in the life of a nation

like China, to do her a great service”.1

Somehow, Yung Wing was able to complete his education and
graduated from Yale in 1854. In that same year, he returned to China and
served successively as interpreter and assistant to Western mission-aries and
as a tea merchant. In 1864, he was sent by Zeng Guofan % E# (1811-72), a
leading architect of the Self-Strengthening movement, to the US to purchase
machinery for the future Jiangnan Arsenal (Jiangnan zhizao zongju {L.F#
3% ) near Shanghai. He subsequently became a notable advocate of
reform in the late Qing period and in 1872 led the first Chinese educational
mission (including 120 boys aged twelve to fourteen) to study in Hartford,
Connecticut. The famous failure of that mission reflected the broader fate
of late-Qing reform, in the face of which Yung Wing was powerless. The
Christian influence he came under—and his American education made
possible by missions—had nourished his nationalist dreams, but the time
for their fulfillment had not come. In 1898, Yung Wing made one of his
last attempts at modernizing China when he joined the inner circle of
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15 Cohen, Between Tradition andModernity,
pp.245-406;Kenneth S. Latourette, 4 History of
Christian Missions in China (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1929), pp.221-22. The
Morrison school opened in Macao in 1839
but was later moved to Hong Kong.

= Yung Wing, My Life in China and America

(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1909),
pp.34-6.
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Y Timothy Richard, Forty-Five Years in
China, Reminiscences(New York: Frederick
Stokes, 1910), pp.263-60. See also Cohen,
Between Tradition and Modernity, pp.245—
46.

= Cohen, Between Tradition and Modernity,
pp.13, 19-21. The Chinese name of the press
was Mohai Shuguan.

12 Norman J. Girardot, The Victorian Trans-
lation of China: James Legge's Oriental
Pilgrimage (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2002), p.500.

2y Cohen, Between Tradition and Modern-
ity, pp.58-01; Girardot, Victorian Trans-
lation of China, pp.01-3.

oAl Cohen, Between Tradition and Modern-
ity, p.60.

22 Ibid., p.75. He was assisted in that by He
Qi and Wu Tingfang.
23 Ibid, pp.76-8.

24 Ihid, pp.29, 232-33. To him, the source
of national strength of Western countries
was the “unanimity of sentiment prevailing
between ruler and ruled” (a belief echoed
by Sun Yat-sen in his 1894 proposal to Li
Hongzhang). He wrote, “If the system of
the Western nations prevailed in China, the
entire population would rise up and come
to China’s defense”.
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the radical reformers led by Kang Youwei B % (1858-1927) and Liang
Qichao P R{#B.(1873-1929) Kang had also consulted the British Baptist
missionary-scholar Timothy Richard and invited him to be one of the
advisors to Emperor Guangxu Y:#& (1871-1908). (Richard in turn recom-
mended that the Chinese government engage Japan’s Ito Hirobumi {F
1832 (1841-1909) as an advisor). The debacle of the Hundred Days Reform
must have shattered Yung’s dreams. In 1902, already an American citizen,
he returned to the US, his adopted country.!’

Wang Tao, a contemporary of Yung Wing, had a traditional education
in his childhood and was steeped in the Confucian textual heritage before
he, too, was exposed to Western ideas through missionaries. He grew up
near Suzhou &/ and, in 1845, at the young age of seventeen, passed the
first level of examination to earn a licentiate’s degree (shengyuan 4 B),
but failed in the next level of examination the following year. In 1849,
the prospect of becoming a scholar-official having dimmed for him, Wang
accepted the invitation of British missionary Walter Henry Medhurst to
serve as a Chinese editor at the LMS press in Shanghai. By 1854, Wang was
receiving communion and helping his missionary employers distribute
Bibles and other Christian literature—apparently doing so without inter-
rupting his routine visits to local brothels.'®

In 1862, Wang Tao left Shanghai for Hong Kong to assist James Legge
in his translation of the “entire books of Confucius”. Like Hong Rengan in
the previous decade, Wang came under the influence of the Scottish-born
LMS missionary even as he worked as “Legge’s classical mentor and col-
league”.’® He remained in Legge’s employ for the better part of a decade
and in 1867 traveled to England to join Legge, who had returned home
because of poor health. He stayed about two and a half years in Europe
while continuing to offer his assistance to Legge. (In 1873 Legge returned
to England for good, and went on to become the first Chinese professor
at Oxford.)®

By that time, according to Paul A. Cohen, Wang Tao’s uncommon
knowledge of the West and the respect he had developed for its modern
institutions had already launched him “on the difficult journey from a
culturalistic to a nationalistic view of the world”.?' He had also discovered
an alternative route to fame and success outside officialdom. In 1864, he
started his own newspaper, The Chinese Mail (Huazi ribao #F H#), one
of the most successful and long-lived of all Chinese-language dailies (it
did not cease publication until 1940).%% In 1874, Wang began publication
of the Universal Circulating Herald (Xunhuan ribao 1R H#?), the first
successful Chinese daily completely under native auspices, and used his
editorials to criticize Qing policies and to advocate reform.?® He
championed a “cosmopolitan, openminded nationalism” and urged that
China should undergo “limited ‘Westernization™ if she was to rid herself
of Western control.?* He remained a practicing journalist until the end
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of his life. In the early 1890s, he contributed regularly to A Review of the
Times (Wanguo gongbao B EIZA#R), the missionary periodical founded
by Young J. Allen, which had by that time become an influential stimu-
lus to Chinese reformist thinking.? Wang remained a church member,
although in the judgment of his biographer Henry MacAleavy, “his mind

never received the slightest tincture of Christianity”.26

The Christian “Father of the Republic”

In 1894, on his way to present a proposal on reform to Li Hongzhang
ZEIBEE (1823-1901), the leading Qing statesman who served as both a
grand secretary and governor-general of the capital province, Sun Yat-sen
FRI&Al (Sun Yixian, usually known in Mandarin as Sun Zhongshan #&
(L, 1866-1925) made a stop in Shanghai and met with Wang Tao, then a
prominent elderly reformer who, like himself, was a baptized Christian.
Wang helped Sun polish his writing and also wrote a letter of introduc-
tion to a member of Li's staff.?” In fact, the call in Sun’s proposal for a
greater role for the people—particularly those acquainted with Western
learning like himself—in the political process bears a close resemblance
to Wang's long-time advocacy of a participatory political system.28 As in
the case of Wang Tao, Sun’s embrace of Western-style reform began with
his encounter with Protestant missions. However, unlike Wang Tao, Sun’s
failure to bring about political reform plunged him into the career of a
revolutionary.

Born in 1866 in Xiangshan — the same county where Yung Wing grew
up—Sun went to join his elder brother Sun Mei f#/8 in Hawai'i in his
early teens and was enrolled in an Anglican mission school. In 1882, he
moved to Oahu College, run by American Congregationalists. Sun’s plan
to “join the church” angered his brother, who in 1883 sent him back to
his home village Cuiheng 2% . The sixteen year old had been exposed
to Western beliefs and now found himself provoked by what he saw as
idolatry in the village. Like Hong Xiuquan almost half a century earlier,
he “created scandal by attacking the local temple”. With the help of a
friend, he “vandalized the wooden statues of the protective deities”. (In
fact, Sun’s friends in Hong Kong nicknamed him Hong Xiuquan.) In 1884,
Sun was baptized by Dr Charles Hager, an American Congregationalist,
and soon started to accompany him on his missionary tours. Hager seems
to “have expected Sun to make a brilliant career as a preacher”, and Sun
apparently encouraged him in this idea.? In that same year, he was
baptized and, in place of his birth name, Sun Wen X, was given a new
name, Yat-sen #{l.%°

From 1887 to 1892, Sun attended the College of Medicine for Chin-
ese in Hong Kong, which was attached to the Alice Memorial Hospital
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administered by the LMS. There he developed a lasting friendship with
Dr James Cantlie, a Scottish-born medical missionary and director of the
College. According to Sun’s biographer, Marie-Claire Bergére, of all the
missionaries, Cantlie had the greatest influence on Sun.?! In 1894, having
failed in his efforts to persuade the Qing court to modernize its political
institutions and facilitate the political participation of the people, Sun
founded the Revive China Society (Xingzhong Hui E1H1€) in Hawaii. He
was soon back in the Canton—Hong Kong area to organize the revolution-
ary movement. As it turned out, most of his support came from a solid and
well-organized network of Chinese converts to Christianity.>? In staging
the unsuccessful Canton Uprising of 1895, Sun used a Christian bookshop
(with a Presbyterian chapel in its back room) as his headquarters and
an arms cache. In fact, at the turn of the century, most of the leaders
of the Hong Kong Revive China Society, the inner circle of the nascent
revolutionary movement, were Christians—products of the educational
enterprise of Western missions.>> As Bergére points out, for the humble
folk who had been drawn to mission schools, “Christianity represented the
religious aspect of their faith in the ideologies, institutions, and methods
of government of that Western world” 3

In 1896, while he was on the run from the Qing authorities following
the failed Canton uprising, Sun was briefly kidnapped and imprisoned in
the Chinese Legation in London. He managed to persuade George Cole,
the Legation’s steward, to pass on a message to his friend Dr Cantlie
(whose house was nearby). To arouse Cole’s compassion, Sun compared
himself to the Christians of Armenia who were then being persecuted by
the Turks. (His persuasion was aided by the twenty pounds sterling that
he handed Cole.) After a week, news of Sun’s kidnapping finally reached
Cantlie (and through him the media).?> Sun’s dramatic release reinforced
his sense of being part of a grand design that marked him for the role of
saving China. “I owe everything to the great favor of God,” he wrote to a
pastor and former tutor. “Through the Way of God I hope to enter into the
Political Way.” And he declared later, “I ... belong ... to the Christianity

of Jesus who was a revolutionary”.36

Meanwhile, he stayed on in London and, in the reading room of the
British Museum, encountered the works of Karl Marx and Henry George.37
A relatively obscure American social reformer, Henry George had authored
Progress and Poverty (1879) in which he proposed the “single tax” remedy
for social inequity. According to him, unearned economic rent—the ever
greater returns on the land reaped by its owner—should be placed at the
disposal of the state and distributed according to public interest. A lifelong
Episcopalian, George had secularized his early millenarian hope into a
belief in the triumph of justice. Sun later based his own solution to China’s
land problem on George, and envisioned a similar policy of “equalization
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of landownership”—the “Minsheng Principle” (JR4:, or People’s Liveli-
hood)—which would direct most of the projected increment in land value
to the state. The result would be a “prosperous people” and the “richest
nation on earth”. It is likely that George’s Christian and democratic ideas
had struck a chord in him.*®

When the revolution broke out in 1911, the mainstream of the nation-
alist movement, both within and outside the Christian community, was
already seeking China’s salvation through drastic Westernization—beyond
the formulation “Chinese learning for essence; Western learning for func-
tion” (Zhongxue wei ti, xixue weiyong P 588 12 % []). Many of those
who had held prominent positions in the Qing government were also
quick to switch to the side of the revolutionaries and favored the introduc-
tion of democratic institutions and social reform. The chief representative
of the revolutionaries who negotiated the abdication of the last emperor
was Wu Tingfang fRiE} (1842-1922), China’s minister to Washington
from 1907 to 1909. In his early years, Wu became a convert and entered a
missionary college in Hong Kong before going on to study law in London.
A prominent advocate of reform under the Manchus, he became a close
follower of Sun Yat-sen after the Revolution and held a number of major
offices in the new government during the first decade of the Republican
period.*

It was a hopeful time, when, for many, Christian ideals and the nation-
alist spirit were intertwined. Sun himself attributed the “essence” of the
revolution to “the teachings of the Church” and added, “it is the Church,
not my efforts, that is responsible for the Republic of China”.*’ In a speech
made at a meeting of the Christian Alliance of Canton in May 1912, Sun
Yat-sen called on Christians to give full play to their religious faith,
“helping to shoulder the national responsibilities so that we can attain
perfection in both politics and religion”.*! Such sentiments were echoed—
and often encouraged—by the missionary community. Even as Sun increas-
ingly lost his grip on Chinese politics in the 1910s and as the Republic
was about to slide into warlordism, missionaries continued to trumpet
Christianity as the beacon for the new nation. In those years, John R. Mott
and Sherwood Eddy, American YMCA leaders and world crusaders, made
several highly publicized evangelistic tours of China. In the company of
C.H. Robertson, a science lecturer from Purdue University who held his
audience spellbound with demonstrations of electricity, the gyroscope,
radio, and wireless telegraph, Eddy lectured on patriotism and on “Christ
as the only hope of China”, the guide for effective nation-building and
the panacea for the country’s political and social ills.** The essayist Lin
Yutang's #RiE % autobiography From Pagan to Christian contains the fol-
lowing account: while a student at St. John’s University in Shanghai, Lin
attended Eddy’s evangelistic meetings. “We had ... laughed at Sherwood
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Eddy’s revivalist tactics. One of his tricks was suddenly to pull a Chinese
flag (then of five colors) out of his coat pocket and declare that he loved

China.” He added, “Such melodramatics didn’t go with us”. %3

A Gospel for the Revolutionary and the Warlord?

There were some patriotic intellectuals, however, who took such
claims seriously. Chen Duxiu [&F (1879-1942), who founded La
Jeunesse(New Youth, Xin gingnian # 7 F) in 1915 and whom Mao Zedong
F 12 H lauded as the “commander-in-chief” of the May Fourth period, not
only called for the introduction of “Mr Science” and “Mr Democracy” (sai
xiansheng B4, de xiansheng F25E4) but also placed hope in West-
ern Christianity.44 For a while, he admired particularly Woodrow Wilson,
whom he regarded as a new-style Christian gentleman (junzi &F) capa-
ble of inspiring change in China and the world.*> In 1920, a year before
he became a founder and general secretary of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), he published an essay entitled “Christianity and the Chinese
People” (Jidujiao yu Zhongguo ren SEZEHPEIA), in which he advo-
cated the adoption of Christianity in China. He wrote:

Our attitude toward Christianity should not merely be one of superficial
understanding ... but one of deep-seated appreciation. We should try
to cultivate the lofty and majestic character of Jesus and imbue our very
blood with his warm sympathetic spirit. In this way, we shall be saved
from the pit of chilly indifference, darkness, and filth, into which we
have fallen.

By that time, Chen had already embraced communism but believed
that Christianity could be turned into a gospel for the oppressed, and
therefore wedded to the communist pursuit. As Lee Feigon suggests, an
important reason for Chen’s warmth toward Christianity was the con-
temporary examples of Christian socialism in Asia, particularly seen in
the Korean Independence Movement, in which radical Protestants often
played a prominent role.#” (Bertrand Russell observed that when he was
visiting China in 1920, in neighboring Korea “a Christian was practically
synonymous with a bomb-thrower”.*®) Even if Chen himself had not exactly
envisioned Christian bomb-throwers ushering in a new society in his own
homeland, he may well have seen a place for Christian nationalism in
China’s struggles. He decried politicians who “raise such catch-phrases as
‘Christianity to save the country’ to oppose a neighboring country”. (That
country was the Soviet Union, where the Bolsheviks had seized power in
1917.) He added,

They have forgotten that Jesus came not to save a country, but to save
the entire human race for eternal life. They have forgotten that Jesus
teaches us to love our neighbor as ourselves. They have forgotten Jesus’
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command to love our enemies, and to pray for our persecutors. They
attack communism as ‘the greatest evil of the future’, and ‘the doctrine
of chaos’. They have forgotten that Christianity is the Good News of the
poor, and Jesus is the friend of the poor.49

To be sure, Chen himself did not become a Christian. Nor did he hold on
to communism for long. He lost his position as the general secretary of the
CCP following Chiang Kai-shek’s ¥/1TH (1887-1975) violent suppression
of communists and labor activists in Shanghai in 1927, and was kicked
out of the Party in 1929. In his later years, he became disillusioned with
communism and turned again to Anglo-American ideals of democracy.

Throughout the 1910s and early 1920s, there were many who, like
Chen Duxiu, sought to extract what was useful in Western Christian civil-
isation and inject it into Chinese attempts at state-building. One who
cherished the dream of unifying the country and perhaps creating a
Christian republic was the warlord Feng Yuxiang {&E 4% (1881-1948).

Feng Yuxiang came from the province of Anhui Z#{. In his childhood
years, his family was caught in grinding poverty. Like many displaced North
China farmers in the late Qing, he drifted into army life. As he recalled in
My Life (Wode shenghuo FRJ4E®), in his early adolescence he resented
foreign domination of China and detested Christianity as a Western reli-
gion. When he was about twelve (and already a child soldier), he once
fired at a church and derived great satisfaction at the sight of its blackened
sign.’® On the other hand, he was appalled by official corruption under
the Qing and dismayed at the political chaos into which China descended
after 1911. In 1913, he attended several evangelistic meetings held in the
capital by John R. Mott, the founder and leader of the international Student
Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, who was crusading in major
cities in China. Feng was deeply moved by Mott’s message of—as he put
it—“universal love and altruism”. He added that Jesus’ association with the
lower classes such as “the carpenters and the fishermen ... fitted my taste
as a little pauper”. Furthermore, he was impressed by what he saw as the
exemplary morals and lifestyle of church members—their freedom from
opium addiction, foot-binding, and slothfulness, as well as their dedication
to education. It struck him that “if all the Chinese people are like this, the
country will by and by find a way out, and the society will also become
better”. He joined a Bible class conducted by a Methodist Episcopal min-
ister and, in 1914, was baptized.51

Following his conversion, Feng began to try to convert his officers and
soldiers. By 1918, Feng had become known as the “Christian General”. He
invited both Chinese chaplains and Western missionaries to conduct pro-
tracted evangelistic crusades in his camps, and thousands of Feng's men
were converted, even though many of them were illiterate and remained
oblivious of the Ten Commandments or the Lord’s Prayer.>? Feng fused
his religious and nationalistic passions. One missionary recalled that at
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one meeting, Feng offered a prayer. Before the second sentence, Feng’s
voice

... quivered with emotion, and soon there was weeping aloud ... . As
he went on...the whole hall became a scene of loud weeping ... . When
the general went on to pray for his beloved China ... he broke down
utterly and wept.

By the summer of 1920, Feng probably counted as many as 4,000 con-
verts in his forces. A few years later, when Feng’s army numbered tens of
thousands, it was reported to be about fifty percent Christian.’* According
to the general, his men

rise in the morning and sing a national air; then when they have come
back from drill and are ready for breakfast they always sing a grace. At
twelve o'clock noon all work stops and every soldier is asked to stand
with uncovered head and pray for his country.””

In late 1922, Feng’s army moved to Nanyuan F§4{, just outside Beijing,
The “Christian General” was now close to the center of China’s unpredict-
able political life. Missionaries in the capital were elated by the presence of
an army of Christian soldiers. Even Frank Joseph Rawlinson, a veteran mis-
sionary and seasoned editor-in-chief of 7he Chinese Recorder, was swept
off his feet when he visited Feng’s parade ground outside the capital a
week before Easter in 1923 and was told that “13,000 Christian soldiers”
were to be in the parade the following Sunday. “What a sight this mass of
men would be!” Rawlinson rhapsodized. “To see them would be to realise
that in spite of government chaos, financial famine, and military jealousies,
the Church in China is marching on and a new China is being born.”*

Feng was promoted to marshal in late 1923. The following year, in a
betrayal of his superior Wu Peifu RffF (1874-1939) (a leading militarist
in China) that stunned the nation and only deepened the political chaos,
Feng seized the capital and had himself appointed commander-in-chief
of the newly organized National People’s Army of the Republic of China
(Zhonghua Minguo Guominjun 1% RBEBEEE).> A few months later,
in spring 1925, Feng called a conference at Kalgan (Zhangjiakou 3RZK
1) for the organization of a “Christian Council” for his army. A plan was
drawn up for aggressive evangelism in the army. In a decree that recalled
the policy of the Taiping government, there was to be “a chaplain for every
1,000 men and a secretary for every 10,000 who would be responsible to
a Christian Council of seven secretaries under a Board of Directors con-
sisting of thirty-five officers and military officials”.>® Feng’s wife, a YWCA
secretary in Beijing, helped establish schools for officers’ spouses, who
were required to attend a three-month course to be instructed in Christ-
ianity.>> Apparently, the religious program helped instill much loyalty,
courage, and discipline into the “Christian army”. To Feng’s detractors,
however, such an embrace of Christianity was nothing but the work of
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a devious and calculating man who maneuvered his way into power—a
cynical move to “ingratiate himself with foreign imperialists, who held the
reins of power in China; and to manipulate his superstitious troops with
the help of pseudo-Christian symbolism, after the manner of the Taiping

leaders”. %

In late 1924, with Feng Yuxiang in control of the capital, Sun Yat-sen,
sick from liver cancer, made his final attempt at effecting a unification of
the country. He traveled to Beijing to meet with Feng, who had earlier
invited him to go there to “preside over the big plan”.(’l By that time,
however, Sun was not harboring any dream of a Christian republic. He
had already turned to the Soviet Union for help in China’s nationalist strug-
gles. Although Sun had earlier pinned his hopes for the reconstruction of
the country on generous political and economic support from the West,
“the attitude of the Powers during the next stages of the development,
especially in Paris in 1919 and in Washington in 1921-22, soon cured
Sun Yat-sen and his followers of their illusions”.%? Sun died in Beijing in
March 1925. On his deathbed, he wrote, “For forty years I have devoted
myself to the cause of the people’s revolution with but one end in view,
the elevation of China to a position of freedom and equality among the
nations ... ”. He acknowledged that “the work of the Revolution is not yet
done” and urged his comrades to follow his plans and strive on.% At the
private funeral service officiated by Timothy Tingfang Lew (Liu Tingfang
Z3EF5, 1891-1947), dean of theology at Yenching #&& University, the
mourners sang a favorite hymn of Sun’s, which captured the dark mood
toward the end of his life: “Abide with me, Fast falls the eventide; The
darkness deepens, Lord with me abide!” %

By the time of Sun’s death, militarists more powerful than Feng
Yuxiang had already moved into Beijing. In 1926, following his ouster
from the capital as a result of a new coalition between Wu Peifu and
Zhang Zuolin 5REZ (1875-1928), the Manchurian warlord, Feng left for a
period in Russia. In the late 1920s, he cooled toward the West and became
openly appreciative of the Russians’ renunciation of extraterritoriality and
the Boxer indemnity (which came in the Russian treaty of 1925).% In
March 1928, an American visitor to Feng’s headquarters in Kaifeng BA%f
noted that his soldiers still began the day with song, but to the tune of the
doxology were now set nationalist words reminding the troops of their
“sacred duty” to serve the country and that “imperialism is the enemy of
the nation”. Likewise, patriotic songs were now sung in lieu of grace.66
Feng insisted that he was still a Christian, but there were to be no more
revivals.%” As historian Kenneth S. Latourette observed, “It may have been
the failure of Christianity to achieve what he expected of it—constant
victory for himself and the early unification of the country—which cooled
his ardor”. In the eyes of many missionaries, he had turned “red”, and he
earned a new nickname, “the so-called Christian General”.%®
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Following Jesus “the Leader of a National Revolution”

In the 1930s, Feng Yuxiang gradually faded from the political scene.
Following the success of the Northern Expedition of 1926-27 against the
warlords, Chiang Kai-shek, commander-in-chief of the National Revolu-
tionary Army and self-appointed political heir of Sun Yat-sen, had formed
the Nanjing government in 1928 and nominally unified China. Chiang
himself became Chairman of the National Government. Born to a salt
merchant family in 1887 near the treaty port city of Ningbo 28}, Chiang
had, like many young patriots of the day, gone to Japan to study at a
military academy in 1908. There he joined the Revolutionary Alliance and
was introduced to Sun Yat-sen in 1910.%

In his early life, Chiang studied Confucian texts and worshiped tra-
ditional heroes, and was no admirer of the religion brought by Western
missionaries until late 1927, when he married Soong Mayling (Song Mei-
ling RE#, 1897-2003), a Wellesley College graduate and YWCA activist
in Shanghai E#. Soong was from a powerful Methodist family. Her two
elder sisters were respectively Sun Yat-sen’s widow (Song Qingling 7=
5, 1893-1981) and the wife of the financier Kong Xiangxi fL#£EE (Song
Ailing SRE#, 1889-1973). According to Qingling, the marriage resulted
from “opportunism on both sides, with no love involved”.”® That harsh
judgment may have resulted in part from the recent ideological break of
Sun’s widow from Chiang over his bloody betrayal of the communists in
the spring of 1927. It is certainly true that as the fragile Nanjing govern-
ment was coming into being, Chiang needed all the international help
he could get. Under the circumstances, it did not hurt if he could win
the goodwill and trust of Western Christian powers. In exchange for the
consent of Soong’s mother to the marriage, Chiang promised to “study
Christianity” and, in 1930, was baptized (after crushing a coalition of war-
lords that included Feng Yuxiang in the massive Battle of the Central
Plains [Zbongyuan Dazhan R KE]). Now those in the West who had
dreamed of a Christian republic in China found their hope rekindled by
Chiang’s conversion.

Clearly, Chiang’s marriage to Soong brought Christian influence to the
Guomindang BIE #. John Leighton Stuart, a prominent American Presby-
terian missionary who was to become the US ambassador to China in 1946,
wrote glowingly of the influence of the “teaching and example of Jesus”
on Chiang. Stuart also credited Chiang’s “saintly” mother-in-law and wife
for deepening the generalissimo’s spirituality, which helped mold him into
a noble patriot.”! Chiang’s biographer Robert Payne notes:

A certain Puritanism, derived from the Methodists and from the Young
Men’s Christian Association, was henceforth to color the Three Principles
of the People; Christian missionaries were to receive favored positions;
the dynamics of Christianity were to be harnessed once more, as in the
time of the Taipings, to the revolution. With the ardor of a convert Chiang
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Kai-shek diligently read the Bible and sought in it revelations of God’s
purpose toward himself and toward China.”?

In the early 1930s, as Chiang launched successive “bandit suppression”
campaigns against the CCP bases in rural China, most notably the Jiangxi
Soviet, the idea of a parallel ideological campaign “became crystallized” in
his mind. It would counter the communist struggle for social justice with
a program of “social and economic reconstruction” of his own, one that
would arouse the “national consciousness” and “enable China to resume
her position as a great nation”.”® At the heart of the scheme, however, were
the clichéd Confucian virtues of propriety, righteousness, incorruptibility,
and a sense of shame (Ii yi lian chi f8FREAL). Trumpeted as the New
Life Movement, it was launched in Nanchang &, the provincial capital
of Jiangxi {L 4, in February 1934. The shallowness of the campaign—and
its irrelevance to the woes in the Chinese society—were reflected in the
fanfare itself. There was a “torchlight procession through the streets of
Nanchang, with banners inscribed with the slogans of the new movement:

‘Don’t spit’, ‘Avoid wine, women and gambling’, ‘Kill flies and rats” 74

According to Madame Chiang, the New Life Movement was “like the
movement of Christ [which] is concerned with the poor, the oppressed,
the sick, and the little children”. In major centers of the national campaign,
missionary bodies were assembled and addressed by the generalissimo
and his wife. Typically, they pledged to work with the government and to
form joint committees to establish opium refuges and to combat foot-bind-
ing, tuberculosis, trachoma, and various local evils.”” As Payne observes:

The source of the New Life Movement [lies] ... in the doctrines of the
Methodist church with its belief in original sin, general redemption,
repentance, justification by faith, the witness of the Holy Spirit, and Chris-
tian perfection. Among these heterogeneous doctrinal foundations there
may be detected a considerable element of Calvinism ... . That [Method-
isml ... should have so influenced the leader of the Chinese nation on
the eve of a great war that he should yearn to see all China embracing
the religion, or at least those elements of it which could be translated into
Chinese, would seem at first sight Lmimaginable.7(7

In any event, the New Life Movement soon trickled away into trivialities,
but Chiang remained convinced of the rightness of his remedy for social
ills in China and was determined to remove the communist “cancer” before
confronting the growing threat from Japan. Calls for an end to civil war
and for a Nationalist alliance with the CCP against the Japanese--—¢ven
those from many of his own generals—were ignored. In a desperate move,
General Zhang Xueliang 382 & (1901-2001) staged a mutiny in Xi{'an 7§
7% in December 1936 and captured Chiang in an effort to force him into
reconciliation with the CCP. During the crisis in Xi'an, Chiang claimed to
have steeled himself and to have rejected any concession to his captors
by evoking the example of Jesus. In fact he presented a Christ-like image
of himself in his diary:
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LIAN XI

Jesus Christ was tempted by Satan and withstood him for forty days.
He fought against evil influences more strongly than I do today ... . I
must maintain the same spirit which led Jesus Christ to the Cross, and 1
must be7 7ready to meet any death which the mutineers may bring upon
me ... .

Chiang was released on Christmas Day, 1936, and emerged from the
crisis a hero. It appears that—Ilike Sun Yat-sen following his abduction in
London in 1896—the experience deepened Chiang’s sense of being at the
center of a divine scheme for China. In July 1937, just months after the
Xi'an Incident, the Japanese launched their full-scale invasion of China.
In April 1938, Chiang made an Easter radio speech to Chinese Christians
nationwide entitled “Why I believe in Jesus”, in which he articulated a
“firm faith in the ultimate triumph of right”. Chiang found a new mean-
ing for Christianity in the country’s fight for survival. He called Jesus
“the leader of a national revolution”. Just as the conquered Jews were
losing their will to resist the aggression of the Romans, he said, Jesus
“roused the nation, led the masses, and prepared the way for a people’s
revolution”. Chiang also called Jesus “the leader of a social revolution”
dedicated to “ridding society of its darkness and corruption” and “buildling]
the foundation of a new society”. As he looked toward the future of the
Chinese Revolution, he was “convinced that we cannot truly regenerate
our nation unless we have the spirit—the revolutionary spirit—of struggle

’ ' 7
and sacrifice such as we find in Jesus”.”®

It was an inspiring faith and a revealing statement. To him, the
fundamental relevance of Christianity was that it could be made part of
a nationalist ideology to sustain the Chinese struggles. Yet Chiang failed
to embrace a genuine social revolution and was unable to tackle the
injustices, the inequalities, and the rampant official corruption under the
Guomindang. As China’s crisis deepened through the 1930s and 1940s,
he seemed to be “‘removing himself further and further from an under-
standing of the real forces that moved the Chinese people”.” And in
spite of his profession of personal Christian faith, he grew increasingly
intolerant of Western ideologies in both their democratic and communist
forms. Perhaps dictatorship and the example of totalitarian states provided
a new inspiration, which harked back to traditional autocratic Chinese
rule. In fact, authoritarian predilections in him had never given way to
Methodist piety. They seemed to have coexisted in the 1930s. By 1943,
as he contemplated China’s place in an unpredictable postwar world,
Chiang was no longer seeing himself as a Christian revolutionary. Instead,
he championed a return to traditional Chinese values. In that year he
published China’s Destiny (Zhongguo zhi mingyun 18,2 &3 &), his most
significant political treatise. In it he rejected both Western liberalism and
communism as “nothing more than a dispute concerning Anglo-American
and Soviet ideologies in their imitated and distorted form”. As such they
“not only could not meet the needs of China’s national life, but they were
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also inconsistent with the inherent spirit of China’s culture”. His formula for
saving China was a neo-Confucian “moral reconstruction” and a return to
traditional ethical principles. In short, the spirit of the nationalist revolution
was to be reduced, once again, to “our people’s sense of propriety, right-
eousness, integrity and honor” ® Like Sun Yat-sen, Chiang would retain
his personal Christian faith through the rest of his life, a belief unshaken
by his loss to the communists in the Civil War that ended in 1949. But also
like Sun, the marriage of Christian and nationalist pursuits did not last.

Conclusion

As we have seen, Western missions and the Protestant faith they intro-
duced into China played a prominent if uncertain role in the modern
nationalist strivings of its people. They also inspired a dream—one that
was quite separate from that of the Western evangelists who had dedicated
themselves to conquering China for Christ.®! But the Chinese dream of
transforming Christianity into a vital force for nation-building was no closer
to reality than that of the missionaries. In the first half of the twentieth
century, those visionaries who had turned to the Protestant religion in
search of political dynamism as well as Western support for China’s nation-
alist efforts invariably found their hopes punctured. Some like Chiang
Kai-shek turned back to traditional Confucian morals for guidance in the
country’s modern struggles, while many others looked beyond Christianity
to the gospel of socialism and communism.

The outcome of the encounter between Protestant missions and
the nationalist pursuits of Chinese modernizers included in this study
highlights the incidental nature of that historical relationship, a theme
that—in the broader context of the involvement of Western advisors in
Chinese efforts since the 1600s—is discernible in Jonathan Spence’s classic
historical narrative To Change China. In the end, Chinese dreamers of a
modern nation-state often “shrugged aside” (to borrow Spence’s phrase)
the religion that the Western missionary enterprise had packaged into its
offering for China as they continued their search for an earthly paradise.®?
To varying degrees, misplaced hopes and opportunism on both sides
arose out of unusual historical circumstances, which placed Protestant mis-
sionaries and some of their prominent Westernized converts close to the
center of the political and social life in modern China. They were also fed
by frustrations—on the part of missionaries in the early twentieth century,
the frequently lukewarm Chinese response to the Protestant message of
individual salvation and, on the part of patriots under Christian influence,
the constantly thwarted search for a formula or a material force that would
aid China’s self-strengthening and modernization.

In the post-Mao era, particularly in the aftermath of the govern-
ment’s violent crackdown on the June Fourth student movement of 1989,
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there were rekindled hopes that Protestant Christianity would again be
the beacon of democracy and civil society in China. Amidst a surge of
interest in Christianity among students and other youths—spiritual heirs to
the May Fourth-era patriots—some Western evangelists once again rhap-
sodized that Christianity offers a “leading option” in a religious solution
to the problem of China.®® However, the surge was soon over, as those
who turned to the church for inspiration were quickly disappointed by
its shunning of political activism.® While Protestant missions in nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century China had in many ways acted as a
midwife of nationalist and modernizing schemes, the opportunity for that
historical role has passed. Meanwhile, Chinese nationalism—whether
ebullient, distressed, confident, or petulant—has come of age. In fact,
however problematic its claims to nationhood and however unsettled
it remains in its “hybrid form” (as Prasenjit Duara and John Fitzgerald
have reminded us),® for the country’s ruling party, “nationalism may be
the only belief that can maintain China’s unity and stability in a time of
tumultuous change” ® In the foreseeable future, as China’s quest for
power, prestige, and progress depends on an increasingly broad and
resourceful—and decidedly secular—engagement with the outside world,
there is little chance that Western Christianity will ever enter the dreams
of architects of a future China again.®’

8 Lin Zhibo, deputy director of the com-
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which lies beyond the scope of this article and
which awaits a different study.
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