CHINA'S CHRISTIAN MILLIONS

by Tony Lambert

Chapter one: Seeds of Revival - a preface

The year was 1868. The port of Wenzhou on China`s southeastern coast had escaped the ravages of the pseudo-Christian Taiping Rebellion which had devastated southern and central China over the previous decade. The Taipings, who had read a few Christian tracts and created a weird mish-mash of Old Testament religion and native Chinese folk belief, had smashed every Buddhist and Taoist temple in their path. But Wenzhou had been spared. As a result, when George Stott of the China Inland Mission first set foot in the city in 1868, the place was full of temples and idols. Like the apostle Paul nearly two millennia earlier, his heart was stirred within him.

But preaching the gospel was no easy matter. China had only recently opened up its coastal ports to western missionaries as a result of the `unequal treaties` which had been forced upon her by Great Britain and other European powers following the iniquitous Opium Wars. Chinese officialdom was edgy and hostile and often stirred up the local populace to riot and attack missionaries. However, eventually George Stott secured a foothold, renting a modest room which he turned into a school room to attract local boys. There he taught the `three Rs` and, of course, the Bible.

Gradually, opposition was broken down. George Stott was no threat. A quiet, polite Scotsman, he dressed in a Chinese gown and slippers to blend in as best he could. Moreover, he had only one leg. His wooden peg doubtless attracted merriment and curiosity from the local lads. Some began to show genuine spiritual interest.

A few years passed. Some new believers were baptised and a small church was formed. One of the young Chinese boys who believed was himself handicapped. Paralysed down his left side he could walk only with some difficulty, however this did not quench his hunger for God, nor dampen the clear call to preach which he eventually felt. He became the first native Chinese evangelist in Wenzhou. The gospel spread, and a decade later the China Inland Mission built a large church capable of seating several hundred in the centre of the city. Unlike some of the gothic cathedrals placed insensitively by some western missions in other Chinese cities, this church was built in Chinese style. Its low, graceful Chinese roof seemed to say that, after all, the true gospel was no threat to China and the message of Jesus could make itself authentically heard in Chinese dress.

Decades passed. In 1911 the Manchu dynasty collapsed and was replaced by a Republic. High patriotic hopes were dashed as the country soon fell apart among avaricious war-lords. It was not unknown for the downtrodden peasants to have to pay taxes a century in advance. The age-long miseries of famine and flood were capped by the Japanese invasion in the 1930s. Millions moved west in a tidal wave of refugees to escape their cruelties. The war ended in 1945 only to be quickly succeeded by a drawn-out civil war between the Nationalist government forces of Chiang Kai-shek and the disciplined peasant troops of the Chinese Communists, led by Mao Zedong.

In 1949 when Mao finally triumphed and declared the `People`s Republic`, the church in Wenzhou had survived more than seven decades of tribulation. Several thousand Christians still worshipped in the city and in the surrounding smaller towns and rural villages. But greater testing was to follow. By 1952 foreign missionaries had all had to leave. The Chinese church had to stand alone. A series of intense political campaigns squeezed the church into submission. Pastors were politically `re-educated` and many sent to labour-camps as `rightists` and `counter-revolutionaries`. By 1958 most churches were closed. In 1966 Mao unleashed the fanatical Red Guards. The last few churches in Wenzhou were closed down, as happened across China. Wenzhou was declared an `atheistic zone` and intensive efforts were undertaken to wipe away the very thought of God from the minds of the people, and especially the young.

For more than two decades (1958-79) the church in Wenzhou disappeared into deep darkness. Overseas, many academics and even missionary researchers agreed with the words of one American professor who, in 1973, stated: ‘The evangelicals` few Chinese converts were swallowed up by history, leaving scarcely a visible trace.’

But he was wrong.

The church now: an explosion of gospel witness

In the summer of 1997 I visited Wenzhou. The city has taken full advantage of the economic reform programmes initiated by Deng Xiaoping since the early 1980s. Unlike many Chinese cities, it is clean and neat, evidence of civic pride. Wenzhou is famous for its entrepreneurs who have helped raise living standards to among the highest in China, comparable with Shanghai or Canton. The peasants in the surrounding rural areas are also among the most prosperous in the entire country, building two or three storey villas, often decorated with ornamental tiles showing traditional Chinese landscapes. But I had come mainly to see what evidence there was of the survival of the church.

The former CIM church was still in the centre of the old city, overlooking a busy street market where farmers sold every conceivable kind of fresh meat, fish and vegetables. A Bible verse (John 3:16) inscribed on the wall, was a witness to the teeming passers-by, as was a large red cross gracing the traditional Chinese roof. I walked inside a rather dilapidated courtyard to attend the Sunday morning service to find over a thousand Chinese crowded into the main worship hall. The hymns were rousingly sung, a sermon lasting nearly an hour (common in China today) was preached, and then several hundred Christians remained behind for a communion service.

The pastor, quite a young man, invited me to stay for lunch. He told me the church had been re-opened in 1979 after the debacle of the Cultural Revolution. Today, in the entire Wenzhou Municipality which has six million inhabitants there are more than 600,000 evangelical Protestants – ten per cent of the population! Wenzhou, which only three decades ago was an `atheistic zone` is now popularly known among Chinese Christians as the `Jerusalem of China`.

Today greater Wenzhou has over one thousand church buildings officially open for worship. In addition there are over 1,100 registered `meeting-points` which are more simple venues for worship, often in rural areas, but also usually attended by hundreds of people. Then there are also many unregistered house churches which meet more clandestinely. In less than two decades there has been positive explosion of gospel witness across the entire region.

The packed congregation at the former CIM church was proof of the continuing, growing evangelism in the heart of the city. In fact, there are so many new believers that the church, now over a century old, is bursting at the seams. There are plans to knock it down and erect a much bigger, modern building to accommodate the thousands of believers. A pity, in that a historic monument of the early mission days will disappear. But no doubt George Stott and his Chinese helpers would heartily approve.

A church every kilometre

It is in the rural areas that the revival is most apparent. I hired a taxi and travelled outside the city for some fifty miles, to visit two large towns, passing through many villages and townships on the way. After a ferry crossing we found ourselves in the main township of Yongjia, a satellite county which is part of the Greater Wenzhou Municipality. On a small hill a gigantic church towered above the other modern blocks of flats, offices and shops. Large Chinese characters over the entrance gate proclaimed `the Gate of Salvation` - the name of the church. I was greeted by a friendly, elderly hunchbacked man who was one of the elders of the church. He showed the interior of the church with pews and a gallery to seat 1,000 people. The church was beautifully built in marble-like stone. Proudly he told me that not a penny had been given by the government towards the cost, which had been `very expensive`. It had all come from the free-will donations of the local farmers and workers. The church was at least 150 feet high with a huge red cross raised on its Italianate-style cupola. ‘Look across the valley’ the elder said. I did so, to see an even more enormous church rearing out of the rice-fields only half-a-mile away. He beamed: ‘Here, every kilometre or so we have built a new church!’

This was no exaggeration. Over the next four hours driving through the region I must have seen more than a dozen churches, and doubtless missed as many more, in every village and hamlet we passed through. Nearly all appeared to have been erected in the past decade. Just as remarkable was the open Christian witness of many of the local inhabitants who had pasted Bible verses and crosses over their doors. Some modern blocks of flats had ‘Emmanuel’ engraved in large Chinese characters on their fancy tiled facades.

The elder told me that Yongjia County with a total population of 730,000 has a registered evangelical Christian (adult) population of 130,000 souls. This does not include children under eighteen, nor, presumably, many unregistered house church believers.

The implications are staggering - here in the lush, southern Chinese countryside on the outskirts of a modern, port city, 18 per cent of the population are officially recognised to be Bible-believing Christians!

One may ponder further - where in Britain, or for that matter the whole of western Europe, is there such a high percentage of evangelical Christians in a comparable large concentration of population? Nowhere, to my knowledge.

God’s miracle

Who could have imagined in their wildest dreams that the seed originally sown by a one-legged Scotsman and a paralysed Chinese boy would over a century later bear such fruit? Here was evidence that God has done something special in China in recent years. In the West we have talked about revival and some of us have prayed and yearned for revival. But in China the evidence of widespread revival was apparent, even in the cold statistics. God, in an area which twenty years ago was an `atheistic zone` with not a single church open, had worked a miracle of saving grace, raising up a glorious church.

But why Wenzhou? Why China? This book is an attempt to answer these questions. I hope to give you an overview of the scale of the revival across China since the Cultural Revolution thirty years ago. Based on interviews with Christians in twenty-five of China`s thirty provinces drawn from a wide spectrum of both registered and unregistered churches, I will give you direct evidence of the scale of the spiritual awakening. I will even quote what the Communist Party itself has admitted on occasion about the growth of the church. Then I plan to give some reasons why God has been pleased to work in this amazing way, sharing what Chinese believers themselves have told me. We may close with some sobering truths that the church in the West needs to learn from our Chinese brothers and sisters. There is no need to sensationalise or exaggerate - the truth speaks for itself.

