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Editorial

Dear Readers, 
The third issue in 2019 of Religions & Christianity in Today’s China (中国宗教评论) con-
tains besides the regular News Update on religions and Christianity in China three further 
articles:

We continue with the publication of the “Statistics on Religions and Churches in the 
Peoples’ Republic of China – Update for the Year 2018” by Katharina Wenzel-Teuber, with 
details and trends on the various numerically meas urable developments in the religions 
of China. In this issue we publish “Part 2: Religions and Religiosity in General” with the 
following two aspects: “New Official Figures on the Religions in China in the White Paper 
on Freedom of Religious Belief ”; as well as “Spatial Distribution of Registered Religious 
Sites in the Atlas of Religion in China.”

With Fr. Bernardo Cervellera’s (editor-in-chief of AsiaNews, Rome) article “Religious 
Policy in China before and after the Sino-Vatican Agreement” we start with the publica-
tion of the contributions to the 10th European Catholic China Colloquium “Laudato Si’ 
and Technoscience – Implications with Focus on the Church in China.” The Colloquium 
was organized by the China-Zentrum and took place in Siegburg/Germany from 30 Au-
gust – 1 September 2019. We will publish a detailed conference report as well as further 
contributions in the next issues of RCTC. 

The issue concludes with an obituary by Dr. Barbara Hoster (Monumenta Serica Insti-
tute) on Irene Eber, Louis Frieberg Professor Emeritus of East Asian Studies at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem and Senior Fellow at the Harry S. Truman Research Institute, 
who died in Jerusalem on 10 April at the age of 89. “With her, Sinology loses a respected 
researcher of Chinese intellectual history, literature and religions, especially Judaism in 
China and the role of the Bible in Chinese-Western cultural exchange.”

Religions & Christianity in Today’s China is freely available on the website of the 
 China-Zentrum, www.china-zentrum.de. Additionally, readers who subscribe to Reli-
gions & Christianity in Today's China will regularly receive e-mail updates providing web 
links to the contents of each newly published issue. – The China-Zentrum is a non-profit 
or ganization. For the publication of Religions & Christianity in Today’s China we are de-
pendent on the generosity of our friends and  readers. In order to help us cover inevitable 
costs, we would be very grateful if you could consider sending a voluntary contribution.

Sankt Augustin, September 2019      The Editors
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News Update on Religion and Church in China 
March 26 – June 28, 2019

Compiled by Willi Boehi, Katharina Feith, Isabel Friemann (China InfoStelle), 
Jan Kwee, Gregor Weimar SVD and Katharina Wenzel-Teuber 
Translated by David Streit SVD

The “News Update on Religion and Church in China” appears regularly in each issue of Religions & Chris-
tianity in Today’s China (RCTC). Since the editorial staff learns of some items only later, it can happen 
that there are chronological overlaps between “News Updates” of two consecutive issues of RCTC. In these 
cases stories referred to in earlier “News Updates” will not be repeated. All “News Updates” can be found 
online at the website of the China-Zentrum (www.china-zentrum.de). – The last “News Update” (RCTC 
2019, No. 2, pp. 3-20) covered the period November 14, 2018 – March 29, 2019.

Politics in General

June 2, 2019: 

China breaks its silence over Tian’anmen

AsiaNews said that after a speech at the 18th Asia Security Summit in Singapore (May 31–June 2), Gen-
eral Wei Fenghe, the Chinese defense minister, commented on one participant’s question about the use 
of military force at Tian’anmen Square 30 years ago. According to AsiaNews, this is the first time that 
Beijing has publicly commented on the events of June 4, 1989. It quotes General Wei as saying that he 
does not understand why people continue to say that China has not handled the events correctly. “That 
incident was a political turbulence and the central government took measures to stop the turbulence,” 
he said. As a result, stable development in China became possible for the next three decades. The South 
China Morning Post added that General Wei used the same principle to justify China’s re-education 
camps (“vocational training centres”) in Xinjiang.
At the same time, AsiaNews reported that the software in the censorship system had been further de-
veloped in the run-up to June 4 in order to be able to better control content on the Internet for that day. 
In addition, mothers of victims and activists of Tian’anmen would continue to be kept under observa-
tion. In this context, UCAN reported on a conference of Taiwanese scholars and advocates of democ-
racy (May 18–20 in Taiwan) who want to counter China’s increasingly successful use of its so-called 
“sharp power” (the ability of governments to manipulate public perceptions of certain themes) to in-
fluence the presentation and awareness of the Tian’anmen and other events in the world. According to 
Larry Diamond, a political sociologist from the Hoover Institution at Stanford University and  others, it 
would be a threat to democratic societies if China were to succeed in its manipulation (AsiaNews May 
22, 30; June 3; South China Morning Post June 3; UCAN May 24).
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Religious Policy

April 18, 2019:

The five recognized religions adopt a call for patriotic activities on 
the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the founding of the state

At the 8th session of the “Joint Conference of National Religious Organizations” in Beijing, official 
religious leaders, for the occasion of the upcoming 70th anniversary of the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China (October 1), adopted a “Joint Initiative for Launching Patriotic Education and Edu-
cational Activities Among Religious Circles Under the Main Theme of ‘Strengthening the New Era, 
Building the Chinese Dream Together’.” Among other things, the religious masses should be guided in 
establishing a correct picture of history and in strengthening their identification with the great father-
land and the Chinese Communist Party, the Joint Initiative says. Another topic of educational activities 
should be the observance of laws: there should be no places, people or religions that are outside the law, 
the religious leaders propose in their joint document. In this context, they also call for adherence to 
the principle of independence, autonomy and self-government and the [constitutional] principle that 
“Religious bodies and religious affairs are not subject to any foreign domination.” The sinicization of 
the religions was another item on the educational program (http://zytzb.gov.cn April 19).

May 24, 2019:

The Communist Party’s United Front Department of Hubei  
reports on the successful propagation of the “Four Enter,” “Eight 
No’s” and “Three on the Wall” campaigns in religious sites of the 
Province – This includes “No illegal admission of minors”

According to a report on the 
website of the Central United 
Front Department, these ac-
tions were launched in 2018 and 
have now been implemented in 
90% of the sites for religious ac-
tivities in Hubei Province. The 
“Four Enter” (四进) campaign 
was already reported in 2018 (see 
RCTC 2018, No. 3, pp. 8-10, 12; 
No. 4, pp. 6-7). Under this cam-
paign, the national flag, consti-
tution and laws, socialist core 
values and the outstanding tradi-
tional Chinese culture should en-
ter every religious site. Accord-
ing to the report, “Eight No’s” (八
无) means that in religious sites 
there are to be no illegal publica-
tions, no superstitious activities, 
no expensive incense offerings, 

Church house with priest’s residence in the Diocese of Sanyuan, 
Shaanxi Province, 2019. The six round cartouches on the wall of the 
house contain the 12 socialist core values. Photo: Archives.



5

News Update on Religion and Church in China

Religions & Christianity in Today's China, Vol. IX, 2019, No. 3 

no false Buddhist or Daoist monks or nuns, no irregular holding of training courses, no irregular 
admission of minors (无违规吸纳未成年人), no neglect and no commercial activities. “Three on the 
Wall” (三上墙) refers to three texts that have to be displayed on the wall in all religious sites; these texts 
are the “Regulations on Religious Affairs,” “Socialist Core Values,” and “Standards for the Creation of 
Harmonious Temples, Mosques, and Churches.” 
The Xugu Subdistrict of Wuhan City, Hubei Province, held a meeting on April 3 to regulate not only the 
sites for religious activities but also the ancestral halls (祠堂). According to a report on the local govern-
ment’s website, during the meeting it was said that all ancestral halls in the subdistrict have to “remove 
the religious atmosphere, develop traditional culture and create a red cultural front”  (chinacatholic.cn 
May 27; hubei.church.com May 31; m.chinaislam.net May 24; whxinzhou.gov.cn April 4; zytzb.gov.cn 
May 24).

May 27, 2019:

The Party gathers religious leaders in Confucius’ birthplace to 
honor “the outstanding traditional culture of China”

On May 27, a five-day course on “Study and Experience of Outstanding Chinese Culture” attended by 
100 religious representatives from all over China was opened. Organizer of the course was the Central 
Unit Front Department (UFD) of the Communist Party of China, the venues included the homes and 
temples of the philosophers Confucius and Menzius. The opening session was addressed by Wang 
Zuo’an, Vice-Minister of the United Front and Director of the National Religious Affairs Administra-
tion, as well as chairpersons or vice-chairmen of the national umbrella organizations of the five reli-
gions. According to a report on the UFD website, this was “the country’s first ever collective honor paid 
to China’s outstanding traditional culture by religious leaders, and it was also a common expression of 
the high degree of identification and conscious merging with China’s culture.” Among the educational 
objectives for the religions mentioned in the UFD article are classical virtues such as benevolence, 
honesty, justice and filial piety, but above all well-known demands of religious policy such as patri-
otism and adherence to leadership by the party. The principle of the independence of religions and the 
resolute resistance to foreign infiltration by means of religion were repeatedly emphasized (Tongzhan 
xinyu as reported on lhtzb.cn May 27; Associated Press May 28).

June 19, 2019:

Global Times reports visits by religious leaders to sites of the 
Communist revolution on the occasion of 70 years of People’s 
Republic

Islamic representatives from Shaoyang in Hunan Province visited Jinggangshan Mountain, the “cradle 
of the Chinese revolution,” and then visited Mao’s hometown of Shaoshan, wrote the Global Times, a 
newspaper close to the Party. The paper cited a report by the Chinese Islamic Association that said 
Muslims should “learn about China’s revolutionary past and cherish the present happy life that was 
bought with the blood and lives of countless martyrs.” According to the Global Times, other Hubei 
religious representatives also made such “patriotic education tours”: Daoists in April, Buddhists and 
Christians in June (Global Times June 19).
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June 25, 2019:

AsiaNews publishes Letter of Commitment issued by the Fujian 
authorities to be signed by persons in charge of religious sites – 
No admission of minors, no unauthorized foreign contact

By signing the document, religious leaders must promise, among other things, to keep minors from 
entering the church; not to organize courses for them and to avoid contact with foreign powers; not 
to accept appointments from abroad, not to provide accommodation to foreigners and not to travel 
abroad without permission. In addition, all forms of dissemination of the faith outside approved sites 
for religious activities (including through the Internet) are prohibited. The document does not seem to 
be specific to a particular religion. 
Fr. Bernardo Cervellera, editor of AsiaNews, described the document as a “startling example” of the 
Chinese government’s policy of isolating priests and bishops from both the official and unofficial 
Churches from the universal Catholic Church and “chain[ing them] to the party wagon, which, though 
bestowing a minimum freedom of worship (controlled!), strips them of all momentum of evangeli-
zation.” According to Cervellera, this is happening not only in Fujian, but also in Henan, Hubei and 
Zhejiang (AsiaNews June 25). 
For the Chinese text and an English translation of the “Letter of Commitment for Responsible Persons 
and Religious Personnel of Sites for Religious Activities” see www.asianews.it/news-en/Suffocating-
the-Chinese-Church-with-independence,-while-applauding-the-China-Vatican-agreement-47373.
html.

Folk Religion

April 9, 2019:

Xinhua Daily reports the demolition of more than 5,900 “illegal” 
shrines to Tudigong

According to the Xinhua Daily, 5,911 “illegal” shrines of the earth god Tudigong (土地公) were demol-
ished in the city of Gaoyou in eastern Jiangsu Province between February and March. BBC Monitoring 
talks about this as part of a six-month “local clean-up campaign,” and carries a quote from the Xinhua 
Daily from government official Yan Jianjiang. He said that, basically, the shrines were built illegally 
and were taking up a large amount of rural farm land and urban public facilities. The Global Times 
mentions in its report that aside from the illegality of the buildings, the cost of maintaining such tem-
ples played a role in the decision to demolish them. The paper quoted the deputy mayor of Ganduo, 
Gaoyou, as saying that a temple could cost as much as 480,000 yuan (about 62,000 euros). He added 
that the construction and maintenance of such a “luxury temple” would be a great financial burden for 
the faithful. 
Despite these justifications by the government, there was outrage over the demolitions on the part 
of many Chinese social media users who, according to BBC Monitoring, loudly protested that while 
“foreign” religions were apparently tolerated, their “own” popular religions were suppressed and disre-
garded (BBC Monitoring April 16; Global Times April 18; Xinhua Daily April 9).
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Daoism

April 26–28, 2019:

The team of the project “Modern Construction of a System of 
Daoist Teachings” begins its work

According to a report posted on the website of the Institute of World Religions (IWR), the project 
“Modern Construction of a System of Daoist Teachings” (道教教义体系的现代建构) was initiated by 
the Chinese Daoist Association; it is headed by Lu Guolong, a researcher of the IWR located within the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. According to this report, the project working group met for the 
first time from April 26–28 in Beijing. The working group discussed the compilation of comprehensive 
interpretations of the Daoist scriptures, the teachings, the rites and a general history of Daoism, which 
is apparently the task with which the group has been charged. As the report explains, Daoist thinking 
accumulated throughout history is complex, therefore there is a need for the construction of a new 
system to adapt Daoism to modern society. Throughout Daoism’s history there have been numerous 
efforts to systematize Daoist teaching, the report claimed; it will be the task of the project to “comb 
through” the extensive system and give its teachings an ordered coherence. Daoist doctrine should 
be reinterpreted, in continuation with Daoist tradition, yet always maintaining an openness to the 
achievements of modern science, said the report (Zhongguo minzu bao May 7 from www.iwr.cass.cn).

June 7–8, 2019:

Representatives of the Chinese Daoist Association (CDA) attend 
celebrations marking the 25th anniversary of the “Daoist Church 
of Italy” – Daoist-Catholic encounters

The CDA’s five-member delegation was headed by CDA Secretary General, Master Zhang Fenglin. It 
had been invited by Vincenzo di Ieso (Daoist name Master Li Xuanzong), leader of the Chiesa Taoista 
d’Italia, which was celebrating its 25th anniversary. 
Part of the jubilee program (see: http://daoitaly.org/25--anniversario-della-fondazione.html) in the 
morning of June 7 was the “First Catholic-Daoist Seminar in Europe” on the theme of “Religions at the 
Service of Humanity.” It took place at the Pontifical Theological Faculty of Southern Italy in  Naples, 
which was also co-organizer. In the afternoon, an International Daoist Congress was held. At the Con-
gress, among others, was Feng He, head of the International Department of the CDA, who spoke on 
the state of preparations of the CDA for the establishment of a World Taoist Federation (世界道教联

合会). 
The next morning there was a “diplomatic encounter” of the international Daoists with the Archbishop 
of Naples, Crescenzio Cardinal Sepe, who from 2001 to 2006 was Prefect of the Vatican Congregation 
for the Evangelization of Peoples. There followed a Daoist liturgy with instruction in the Daoist “Tem-
ple of the Great Harmony” in Caserta. During the jubilee program, the Chinese delegation was joined 
by Karine Martin, Chair of the French Daoist Association, Pedro G. Murcia Casas, Vice-Chairman of 
the Daoist Association of Spain, and Lee Ziling, Vice Secretary of the “Taoist Mission” of Singapore 
(corrieredisannicola.it June 12 ; daoisms.org June 12.; gazzettadinapoli.it June 5; mzb.com.cn June 21). 
As early as 2017, during the 4th International Daoism Forum in Hubei Province, there was talk of es-
tablishing a World Taoist Federation, triggering different reactions; see China heute 2017, No. 2, p. 72 
(in German).
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Buddhism

March 27, 2019:

State Council publishes White Paper “Democratic Reform in Tibet 
– Sixty Years On” 

March 2019 – depending on one’s point of view – saw the 60th anniversary of the Tibetan uprising, the 
flight of the Dalai Lama and the occupation of Tibet by the Chinese troops, respectively the “demo-
cratic reform” of Tibet. On this occasion, the State Council of the PRC once again published a “White 
Paper” on Tibet. Similar to the Tibet White Paper of the State Council of September 2015, it sets out 
the official Chinese view of events and achievements since then. 
The South China Morning Post commented that China’s central government had still stated in the White 
Paper on the 50th anniversary of 2009 that it “will always keep its door open for the 14th Dalai Lama 
to return to a patriotic stand.” This is no longer the case in the new White Paper. 
Chapter VIII of the new White Paper deals with “Protection of the Freedom of Religious Belief.” It 
states, among other things, that the “Living Buddha reincarnation” has been respected by the state and 
further institutionalized by the “Measures on the Management of the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas 
of Tibetan Buddhism” of 2007. By 2018, 91 incarnated Living Buddhas had been confirmed, the paper 
says (White Paper 2019 at http://english.scio.gov.cn/node_8011085.html; South China Morning Post 
March 28; on the Tibet White Papers of April 2015 and September 2015 see RCTC 2015, No. 3-4, p. 8, 
38).

June 11, 2019:

Radio Free Asia: Thousands of monks and nuns expelled from the 
Tibetan Buddhist center Yachen Gar 

According to Radio Free Asia (RFA), citing unidentified Tibetan sources, in May of 2019 a new wave 
of expulsions began in the monastic center of Yachen Gar, located in Pelyul County, Kardze (Chin. 
Ganzi) Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province. An estimated 3,500 monks and nuns have since 
been forced by the authorities to leave the center, RFA reported. The expulsions mainly concerned 
monks and nuns who are not from Sichuan. 600 Chinese officials have been permanently stationed in 
the monastery complex, the report said. 
According to Buddhistdoor Global, the Yachen Gar monastery and educational institute is linked to the 
Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism and was founded in 1985 by Abbot Achuk Rinpoche (d. 2011), 
one of the highest ranking Nyingma masters in Tibet. Until a few years ago, an estimated 10,000 nuns, 
monks and lay practitioners are said to have lived there, including many Han Chinese. 
As early as 2016 and 2017, expulsions from Yachen Gar were reported. In those years, 4,800 monks and 
nuns from the Buddhist academy and monastery Larung Gar in Sertar County, also Kardze Prefecture, 
were expelled and key posts of both institutions were filled with party cadres (buddhistdoor.net June 
12; rfa.org June 11; see RCTC 2016, No. 4, pp. 3-4, and 2017, No. 4, pp. 8-9).

June 22, 2019:

Government recognized Panchen Lama is elected Chairman of 
the Buddhist Association of the Tibet Autonomous Region

As reported by Xinhua, the 29-year-old Panchen Lama Gyaltsen Norbu replaces Zhukang Tubdanke-
zhub, who has held this position since 2003. Eighteen others were elected vice presidents. In mid-May 
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2019, the official Panchen Lama, together with a Chinese Buddhist delegation, traveled abroad for the 
first time – to Thailand (Buddhistdoor Global June 26; China News Service June 10 as reported at BBC 
Monitoring June 11; Xinhua June 24). 
Gyaltsen Norbu was installed by the Chinese state in 1995 as the 11th Panchen Lama; the reincarnation 
recognized by the Dalai Lama, Gendun Choekyi Nyima, disappeared in 1995 and has not been seen 
since. The Panchen Lama is the second highest figure in the Gelug School of Tibetan Buddhism after 
the Dalai Lama.

Islam

May 7, 2019:

The Guardian: More than two dozen mosques in Xinjiang have 
been completely or partially destroyed since 2016

The newspaper based its report on an investigation by the Guardian and the research network Belling-
cat. According to the newspaper, the locations of Xinjiang mosques, which had been identified with the 
help of former residents, researchers and mapping tools, were checked using satellite imagery. Of the 
91 sites analyzed, 31 mosques and two large shrines had suffered significant structural damage between 
2016 and 2018, the Guardian said. 15 of these mosques and the two shrines appear to have been com-
pletely or almost completely razed to the ground. Gate houses, domes or minarets had been removed 
from the other damaged mosques. According to the Guardian, the sites affected by the devastation 
include the Imam Asim shrine, a popular pilgrimage site, the Jafari Sadiq shrine and the mosque in the 
center of the old town of Kargilik in southern Xinjiang (The Guardian May 7).

June 12, 2019:

Chinese Islamic Association publishes revised rules on the  
administration of mosques and religious personnel – New code 
of conduct for imams

The four documents had already been passed “in principle” on January 7, 2019, at a meeting of the Stand-
ing Governing Board of the Chinese Islamic Association (CIA). The 2006 versions of the “Meas ures for 
the Democratic Management of Mosques” (清真寺民主管理办法), the “Measures for the Accredita-
tion of the Status of Islamic Religious Personnel” (伊斯兰教教职人员资格认定办法) and the “Mea-
sures for the Appointment of Key Religious Personnel of Sites for Islamic Activities” (伊斯兰教活动场

所主要教职人员聘任办法) have been revised (revised texts can be found at www.chinaislam.net.cn/
cms/news/xhxw/201906/20-13290.html, www.chinaislam.net.cn/cms/news/xhxw/201906/20-13287.
html and www.chinaislam.net.cn/cms/news/xhxw/201906/20-13288.html). 
Newly written was a “Code of Conduct for Islamic Religious Personnel” (伊斯兰教教职人员行为守

则) (www.chinaislam.net.cn/cms/news/xhxw/201906/20-13289.html). It contains norms of behavior 
in seven pairs of terms, including “promoting the middle way, resisting extremism.” According to a 
CIA’s accompanying commentary, the four new documents are a concrete expression of adherence 
to the sinicization of Islam, which, like the socialist core values, entered into the documents as a new 
commitment under Xi Jinping (chinaislam.net.cn June 19; Zhongguo Musilin 2019, No. 1, pp. 9-10, 12).
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Orthodox Church

May 29, 2019:

Meeting of the Russian-Chinese working group for contacts and 
cooperation in the religious sphere

The Moscow Patriarchate’s Department for External Church Relations (DECR) reported that the bi-
lateral meeting took place in Moscow. On the Russian side, Metropolitan Hilarion, head of the DECR, 
V. Nazarenko, deputy head of the Russian Presidential Directorate for Foreign Policy, several repre-
sentatives of the Council of Muftis in Russia, Dmitry Petrovsky of the DECR and others took part in the 
encounter. On the Chinese side, a delegation from the National Religious Affairs Administration led 
by Wu Guosheng came to the meeting. The delegation included representatives from China’s Buddhist, 
Daoist and Islamic associations. It was the 7th meeting of this working group thus far. The 6th meeting 
took place on March 23, 2018 in Beijing, the first on June 8, 2011 in Moscow (mospat.ru May 30).

Protestantism

April 8, 2019:

Celebration of the 40th anniversary of the reopening of churches

April 8, 2019 was celebrated as the 40th anniversary of the reopening of Protestant churches in China 
after the Cultural Revolution. That day in 1979 in Ningbo the first church was allowed to held an offical 
service. During a series of festivities, Pastor Wu Wei, President of the China Christian Council, as well 
as his deputy, Pastor Shan Weixiang, gave speeches. Mr. Kua Wee Seng, director of United Bible Soci-
eties China Partnership, also attended the events. The ordination of 39 local church workers became a 
highlight of the anniversary. 
The Shanghai Christian Council released a book and film celebrating the 40th anniversary of the re-
opening of churches in co-operation with former chairman, Pastor Shen Xuebin, now vice president 
of the National Christian Council in charge of foreign relations, and in November 2018 newly elected 
chairman Ms. Pastor Xu Yulan. The book highlights the steady growth of the communities and the 
integration of many international denominations into the profile of the city (Shen Xuebin, Tongxiang 
Shanghai jidujiaojie jinian gaige kaifang 40 zhounian, Dec. 2018; Film Shanghai Jidujiao, Shanghai 
TSPM/CC). 
The number 40 is of great symbolic significance for the churches in China and is interpreted as the 
blessing of the Holy Spirit. It stands in relation to the 70th anniversary of the People’s Republic, which 
is also celebrated this year (chinasource.org April 16 according to China Christian Daily). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

April 24–26, 2019:

Justin Welby, Archbishop of Canterbury, in China

At the invitation of the government authorities for religious affairs and the China Christian Council 
(CCC), a five-member delegation from the Anglican Church of England visited Beijing and Shanghai. 
It was the second trip to China by the Archbishop since his inauguration in 2013. At the request of 
his wife, Caroline Welby, a visit to the “Light of Grace-Nursing Home” run by the Shanghai Chris-
tian Council was on the agenda – both visitors and hosts emphasized the great task of future care 
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for the elderly in both countries. Pastor Wu Wei, President of the CCC, welcomed the delegation at 
a major exchange meeting at the headquarters of the national church leadership, a meeting which 
was also at tended by senior cadres of the Shanghai Bureau of Religious Affairs. Other participants 
from the Chinese side included Pastor Kan Baoping, Pastor Shen Xuebin, Mr. Gu Mengfei, Depu-
ty Secretary-General of the Three-Self Movement, and Ms. Gu Jingqin, Head of Overseas Relations. 
Pastor Wu explained how thoroughly Chinese Protestants in all churches are now studying the new 
Regulations on Religious Affairs and that they are actively traveling in the direction of Sinicization. 
Archbishop Welby said that the Christian world community can learn a lot from the Chinese Church. 
He in vited his hosts to the Lambeth Conference in the summer of 2020 in Canterbury (AsiaNews April 
11; ccctspm.org April 26, 29). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

Mid-June 2019:

Pastor Wang Yi’s wife released from custody

Jiang Rong, the wife of well-known human rights lawyer and evangelical pastor Wang Yi, who was 
arrested in December along with her husband and about 10 other community members of the Cheng-
du Early Rain Covenant Church, was released on bail in mid-June. A member of the parish, Mr. Li 
Xiaofeng, was released with her. Pastor Wang Yi is still in jail, as far as is known, without having access 
to a lawyer. Since no information is known about Jiang Rong’s health, people close to her assume that 
she is under close scrutiny and cannot communicate freely. During the night of 9 to 10 December 2018, 
around one hundred people were arrested and interrogated by the police; most were released quickly 
(AsiaNews June 14; see RCTC 2019, No. 2, pp. 10-11). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

June 12-19, 2019:

Commission of the World Council of Churches meets in Nanjing

From June 12 to 19, the World Council of Churches (WCC) Faith and Order Commission met in Nan-
jing, invited by the China Christian Council. Over 50 participants from more than 30 countries met 
for exchange in three study groups on the topics of ecclesiology, moral judgment and justice and peace. 
Time for discussion followed. The China Christian Council has been a member of the WCC since 1991. 
Following a meeting of the Commission of Churches on International Affairs in November 2012 and a 
meeting of the WCC Executive Committee in November 2016, this was the third major conference of 
the World Council of Churches in China. In addition, in January 2018, a delegation of the WCC headed 
by Secretary-General Olav Fykse Tveit visited China to kick off the celebration of the 70th anniversary 
of the WCC (ccctspm.org June 25; oikoumene.org June 25; see RCTC 2018, No. 2, p. 14). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

Catholic Church

March 26, 2019:

Xinde (Faith Weekly) reports on a new museum about the  
Catholic fishermen of Wuxi

Already in March 2018, an exhibition hall on the culture of the Catholic fishermen of Wuxi (Jiangsu 
Province) was opened. As an article in the Catholic newspaper Xinde (Shijiazhuang) reports, most of 
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the Catholics of Wuxi were originally fishermen and lived in boats. Over time, they moved ashore and 
only a few are still engaged in fishing. As the old traditions threatened to be forgotten, it was important 
to preserve the ancient objects and photos of their earlier special way of life and the piety of Wuxi’s 
Catholic fishermen, the article said. Therefore, the parish of Wuxi, led by their pastor Fr. Guo Man-
dong, decided to open a museum. In 2016, parishioners began to interview old people, collect objects 
and build a boat model. On March 1, 2019, Zhang Li, directress of the Propaganda Department of 
Liangxi District, Wuxi City, inspected the museum, gave it a positive rating and called for the preser-
vation of Wuxi’s intangible cultural heritage (Xinde 2019, No. 12, March 26).

April 2019:

Official bodies of the Henan Catholic Church begin applying new 
measures for the annual [especially political] review of the  
clergy – Removal from office of religious personnel found  
organizing courses for minors

A priest from Henan told UCAN that in April, the Catholic “Two Bodies” (Patriotic Association and 
Church Affairs Commission) of Henan Province contacted him to conduct a review. Related docu-
ments consist of “Measures for the Annual Review of Catholic Religious Personnel of Henan Prov-
ince” (河南省天主教教职人员年度审核办法) with attached “Annual Assessment Form.” According 
to the form, the annual review covers the following areas: 1. Love for country and Church (evaluation 
criteria: adherence to Sinicization and the principle of independence); 2. moral quality (socialist core 
values, social morality); 3. respect of the laws; 4. compliance with Church regulations; 5. fulfillment of 
the duties of service; 6. theological knowledge; 7. health status; 8. service to society (cooperation with 
party and government, social services). For each area 10 or 15 points can be achieved, with the maxi-
mum total score of 100. A score of 55 and below means “unqualified.” The result of the examination 
is stamped in the official certificate for religious personnel. If a cleric (or religious Sister) achieves a 
score of “unqualified” two years in a row, he (or she) will temporarily be deprived of ministerial duties, 
according to the “Measures for the Annual Review.”
At the same time, UCAN reported that at a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Catholic “Two 
Bodies” of Henan on December 28, 2018, “Measures for the Administration of Catholic Religious Per-
sonnel of Henan Province” (河南省天主教教职人员管理办法) had been adopted. Paragraph 11 of 
this extremely restrictive document states that the status of a religious professional is to be revoked if 
one of 14 listed acts is present, including: 2. “did not participate in the review for religious officers”; 
5. “held some kind of course or activity, such as holiday course, attended by minors”; 6. “violated the 
principle of independence, autonomy and self-government [...]”; 8. “without the permission of the 
religious authorities has unauthorizedly organized educational activities of any kind”; 9. unauthorized 
participation in studies, further education or conferences abroad or in courses organized by foreigners 
in China; 10. “has accepted the appointment to an ecclesiastical ministry by a foreign religious organi-
zation or individual (including foreigners in China).”
Both documents were available to UCAN and also to the editors of China heute and RCTC. Catholics 
from China told UCAN that these were currently “the most stringent administrative regulations for 
religious personnel throughout China” (china.ucanews.com April 26; UCAN April 30).
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From April 2019:

Diocese of Mindong: Bishop Guo can officially celebrate the 
Chrism Mass, but later withdraws his application for state  
recognition because the authorities use it to put pressure on his 
priests

As part of the Sino-Vatican agreement on episcopal nominations of 22 September 2018, Bishop Guo 
Xijin (until then Ordinary recognized by the Pope in the underground) accepted to step down at 
the request of Rome and accept the post of auxiliary bishop, so that Bishop Zhan Silu, hitherto not 
recognized by the Pope, could become the Ordinary of Mindong Diocese – a ‘sine-qua-non’ for the 
acceptance of the Sino-Vatican agreement from Chinese side. Even the priests of the diocese in the 
under ground were apparently ready to cooperate with Bishop Zhan (see RCTC 2019, No. 2, pp. 11-12, 
16). In the Diocese of Mindong (Fujian Province), the majority of priests and faithful belong to the 
underground. 
However, in early April 2019, Bishop Guo told UCAN that the authorities were only prepared to accept 
him as auxiliary bishop if he accepted the principle of an independent, autonomous and self-governed 
Church and applied to join the Chinese Catholic Bishops’ Conference [which has incorporated this 
principle in its Statutes] and its subordinate Catholic Church Commission for Religious Affairs of the 
Province; but he would not do that. Surprisingly, however, on April 18 Auxiliary Bishop Guo, wearing 
episcopal insignia, was allowed to concelebrate together with Bishop Zhan and all priests (includ-
ing those from the underground) the obligatory Chrism Mass of the diocese on Holy Thursday. Vati-
can News commented that this was a “positive and encouraging sign” for the Sino-Vatican dialogue. 
AsiaNews suspected on April 18 that the Vatican and the Chinese central government had probably 
intervened to rescue the agreement. 
On June 18, AsiaNews announced that Bishop Guo was allowed to concelebrate the Chrism Mass be-
cause (according to Bitter Winter on April 17) he had signed the request for state recognition requested 
by the religious authorities, but in a modified form – agreeing that he would obey Bishop Zhan and 
obey the laws but would not follow the principle of independence or the Patriotic Association (PA). 
According to AsiaNews, the religious authorities refused to release the amended document signed by 
Guo and submitted the underground priests of Mindong to intense pressure to join the PA, by leading 
them to believe that Bishop Guo had already done so. Finally, Bishop Guo (according to Bitter Winter 
on May 24) sent a letter to the Fu’an Public Security Office, the Fu’an Religious Affairs Bureau and 
Bishop Zhan, in which he withdrew his application for government recognition. In the letter, Msgr. 
Guo said, according to AsiaNews: “The government has already decided to persecute priests who refuse 
to sign the request [for membership in the PA]. If I am unable to protect them, it is pointless for me to 
be recognized as an auxiliary bishop. I am willing to face persecution together with the other priests.” 
According to AsiaNews sources, Mindong was supposed to have been a “pilot project” for the imple-
mentation of the Sino-Vatican agreement (AsiaNews April 3, 18; June 18; bitterwinter.org June 10; 
UCAN April 5; Vatican News April 18). 

April / May 2019:

Reports on official demolition orders for churches in Handan and 
Yujiang

In May, UCAN reported that Handan Diocese of Hebei Province had received notification from the 
authorities that churches, crosses and church signs that had been erected without permission had to 
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be demolished; the unconfirmed information circulated that 24 churches were on a demolition list. So 
far, however, only in the village Shenliu had the church cross been removed on May 6-7, 2019. A source 
told UCAN that in the past the Diocese of Handan had to submit for church construction only the land 
registry and the permission of the Religious Affairs Bureau; today, a more extensive procedure with 
construction permission etc. is required; this would now be used by the authorities as a pretext to crack 
down on churches which had been built earlier. According to UCAN, signs at the Nanmenli Church 
and other churches in Handan have recently been posted saying “Access to minors prohibited, party 
members not allowed to believe in religion.” 
In the underground Diocese of Yujiang, Jiangxi Province, the unregistered Annunciation Church in 
Nanfeng County received a demolition notice on May 1, according to UCAN. The church had been 
closed for worship since Christmas. The priests and the faithful are said to have previously refused to 
join the Patriotic Association. It is unknown whether the announced demolition has in the meantime 
taken place. 
On the other hand, Gianni Valente reported in Vatican Insider that in the Catholic village of Shizhuang 
in Baoding Diocese, after a “reconciliation Mass” on March 3, 2019, official and unofficial Catholics 
of the village had, with approval of the authorities, jointly converted an old factory into a makeshift 
church (AsiaNews April 30; May 7; china.ucanews.com May 8, 15; June 4; UCAN May 13, 17; June 5; 
Vatican Insider April 5).

April 9 and 11, 2019:

First election of bishops since the conclusion of the Sino-Vatican 
Agreement on the Appointment of Bishops in the Dioceses of 
Jining and Hanzhong

In the Diocese of Jining (Inner Mongolia), the former Vicar General of the Diocese, Fr. Anthony Yao 
Shun, was elected candidate for the post of local bishop. Fr. Yao Shun, a priest in his fifties, has earned 
a master’s degree in liturgy in the United States. The election was overseen by Bishop Meng Qinglu of 
Hohhot. The bishopric of Jining has been vacant since the death of Bishop Liu Shigong in 2017. The 
diocese has about 70,000 faithful, 31 priests and 12 religious sisters. 
In the Diocese of Hanzhong (Shaanxi), 44-year-old Fr. Stephen Xu Hongwei was elected Coadjutor 
Bishop. He completed a master’s degree in theology in Rome and worked for some time in Canada. 
Bishop Dang Mingyan of Xi’an presided over the election. Hanzhong Diocese is led by 85-year-old 
Bishop Yu Runshen, with some 9,000 faithful, 24 priests and 8 sisters. 
Both elections were held in hotels. According to sources from UCAN, the election in Hanzhong took 
place under heavy pressure by the authorities, with around a hundred police and government officers 
present. In both cases only one candidate was proposed. Both candidates had been appointed by the 
Pope before the Sino-Vatican Agreement, so that the elections were judged by local Church sources 
as a formality (to comply with the official Chinese procedure). In the opinion that Fr. Sergio Ticozzi 
expressed in the South China Morning Post, this was a positive sign that China had accepted the candi-
dates approved by the Pope (South China Morning Post April 16; UCAN April 12). 
[Addition after the editorial deadline of this News Update (10 July): The two candidates were conse-
crated on August 26 and 28, 2019 respectively. There have been no other episcopal elections so far.] 
Around 40 episcopal sees in Mainland China are currently vacant.
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April 14, 2019:

Once again, an underground priest of the Diocese of Xuanhua in 
Hebei is arrested

According to UCAN, citing a source from the diocese, shortly after Palm Sunday Mass, Fr. Peter Zhang 
Guangjun was dragged from his car by government officials in civilian clothing after they had smashed 
the car’s windows. The next day, the Xuanhua authorities allowed people from the diocese to meet the 
detainee. According to UCAN, Zhang is responsible for a parish of 10,000 believers and had previously 
been detained for two months in 2011. On March 29 and 28, 2019 respectively, Coadjutor Bishop Cui 
Tai and Vicar General Fr. Zhang Jianlin had already been “taken away” from the same diocese, without 
giving any reason; they were still being detained as of April 16 (UCAN April 16; see RCTC 2019, No. 
2, p. 15-16). 
On May 8, 2019, Su Tianyou made an appeal in UCAN for information about his now 87-year-old 
uncle, Bishop Su Zhimin of Baoding, Hebei, who has been in detention since 1997. He was last seen in 
2003 and it is not even known whether he is still alive.

May 2019:

Authorities are putting pressure on the Dioceses of Fengxiang 
and Fuzhou to join the Patriotic Association

On May 11, 2019, the first Assembly of Catholic Representatives of Baoji City was held in Fengxiang, 
Shaanxi Province, and Bishop Li Huiyuan (not yet recognized by the government) was elected first 
chairman of the Patriotic Association (PA) of Baoji. The same day, the Patriotic Association of Feng-
xiang County, which belongs to the City of Baoji, was also founded – as reported on the website of 
the official Catholic governing bodies of Shaanxi. The founding of the two branches of the Patriotic 
Association was preceded by great pressure on Fengxiang Diocese: On April 4, 2019, the authorities 
demolished the church of Qianyang, and according to AsiaNews, the authorities planned to demolish 
at least four other churches in the diocese. The longtime Bishop of Fengxiang, Lukas Li Jingfeng, who 
died in 2017, had worked in the underground for a long time and was able to prevent the founding of 
a Patriotic Association even after his recognition by the government. 
On May 29, UCAN reported that all priests, especially senior pastors, of the Diocese of Fuzhou, Fujian 
Province, had been asked to join the PA. In the Diocese of Fuzhou the underground is very strong. 
Meanwhile, the priests of Fuzhou Diocese are not permitted to leave the country, according to a local 
source. UCAN was in possession of a Church document sent to the Diocese of Fuzhou stating that 
Church groups under pressure from local authorities should point out that negotiations were currently 
underway between China and the Holy See, as to whether underground priests would have to join the 
PA (AsiaNews April 4, 10; china.ucanews.com May 29; sxtzj.org May 15; UCAN June 3).

May 7, 2019:

Huiling charitable institution commemorates the late Jean  
Vanier, founder of the Ark

Huiling, a Community-based Service for people with intellectual disabilities and autism, praised the 
work of the founder of Christian “L’Arche” (ark) communities, where people with and without intellec-
tual disabilities live together. Jean Vanier died at the age of 90 near Paris. He founded the first L’Arche 
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community in 1964 in a village north of Paris. Today, there are around 150 L’Arche communities world-
wide with about 5,000 members in 35 countries. In 1971, Vanier founded the ecumenical movement 
“Faith and Light,” which is also worldwide. 
Meng Weinuo, the founder of Huiling, was inspired by the L’Arche movement. She met Jean Vanier 
personally in May 2013 in France. Meng founded the charity 30 years ago together with priests of 
the PIME missionary institute. Today, the non-governmental organization operates in 20 locations in 
 China. At the end of 2013, Huiling and L’Arche signed a partnership agreement. L’Arche supports Hui-
ling through training courses as well as spiritually (katholisch.de May 7; UCAN May 29).

June 8, 2019:

Underground Bishop Li Side of Tianjin has died

Bishop Li Side died in a hospital in Jizhou after suffering a stroke in mid-May. – Bishop Li was born 
on October 2, 1926 in Zunhua, Tangshan, Hebei Province into a family with a long Catholic tradition. 
In 1940 he entered the minor seminary and in 1949 the major seminary in Beijing. On July 10, 1955 
he was ordained a priest of the Diocese of Tianjin. He spent many years in prison. On June 15, 1982, 
he was consecrated Bishop of Tianjin without government permission. In 1989 Bishop Li was arrested 
again after participating in the founding assembly of an underground bishops’ conference. Since 1992 
he had been under house arrest in the remote mountain village of Liangzhuangzi in Jixian County 
(since 2016, Jizhou District), 60 km from Tianjin, where a large number of faithful and priests visited 
him. Many sought his advice. Bishop Li was very much concerned with priestly vocations and voca-
tions to religious life. In 1994, he founded the Order of the Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary. 
After his death, Bishop Li lay in state in the morgue in Jizhou, not in the Cathedral of Tianjin. He was 
also buried in Jizhou under strict government control on 10 June. Underground Coadjutor Bishop of 
Tianjin, Bishop Shi Hongzhen, was not allowed to attend the funeral. He too has been under house ar-
rest for many years in a small parish on the outskirts of Tianjin under a highway bridge. – The Diocese 
of Tianjin has about 60,000 faithful, 65 priests and two Sisters’ communities with about 70 Sisters. In 
2006, the official Bishop of Tianjin, Bishop Shi Hongchen, died. He came originally from the under-
ground and was ordained auxiliary bishop by Bishop Li Side in 1982. As far as the government was 
concerned, since 1992 he functioned as Bishop of Tianjin. After his death many priests of the official 
Church also sought contact with Bishop Li (Agenzia Fides June 24; AsiaNews June 10; UCAN June 12).

Sino-Vatican Relations

April 29 to October 7, 2019: 

Vatican present with a pavilion at the International Horticultural 
Exhibition in Beijing

According to Vatican News, the Holy See is participating in this year’s International Horticultural Ex-
hibition in Beijing with its own pavilion. This was confirmed on 17 April by Lu Kang, Chinese Foreign 
Ministry spokesman, according to the Global Times. He also said that Cardinal Gianfranco Ravasi, 
President of the Pontifical Council for Culture, will take part in some “relevant activities.” According 
to Lu Kang – the People’s Daily reports – about 110 countries, regions and international organizations 
have confirmed their participation in the International Horticultural Exhibition. Lu emphasized that 
China and the Vatican have been steadily working to improve relations since the agreement last fall 
(Global Times April 17, People’s Daily April 18, South China Morning Post April 17; Vatican News April 
10).
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May 22, 2019:

Pope calls for the World Day of Prayer for the Church in China on 
May 24

At the close of the general audience in St. Peter’s Square on May 22, Pope Francis recalled the feast day 
of Mary Help of Christians, which his predecessor had ordained as the day of prayer for the Church in 
China. He said, “Next Friday, May 24, we are celebrating the feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary Help of 
Christians, especially venerated in China at the Shrine of ‘Our Lady of Sheshan’ near Shanghai. This 
beautiful occasion allows me to express my special closeness and affection to all Catholics in China 
who continue to believe, hope and love, under daily labors and trials. Dear Catholics of China, Our 
Heavenly Mother helps you all to be witnesses of charity and brotherhood, always united in the com-
munion with the universal Church. I pray for you and bless you. Let us pray together to the Mother of 
God: Hail Mary ...”
As the Belgian Verbiest Institute reported, three groups from China and Taiwan greeted the Pope at this 
general audience: 28 parish priests from mainland China attending a training course at the Verbiest In-
stitute in Leuven; three brothers of the Shanghai “underground” Zhu family (two of whom are priests) 
together with other Shanghai believers; and Fr. Paulin Kubuya SX, responsible for inter-religious dia-
logue at the Taiwan Bishops’ Conference, with a group of Buddhist monks from Taiwan (vatican.va 
May 22; Verbiest Update No. 47, May 2019).

May 12, 2019:

Party-friendly newspaper Global Times for the first time ever  
publishes interview with the Vatican’s Cardinal Secretary of State 

The English-language Chinese newspaper which aims at a foreign readership asked Cardinal Pietro 
Parolin about the continuation of the Sino-Vatican dialogue (answer: “The channels of communica-
tion are working well”), and about the opposition to this dialogue within the Church. The interviewers 
also asked about the Cardinal’s opinion on sinicization and inculturation, and about possible areas of 
Sino-Vatican cooperation. At the end of the interview, Parolin sent greetings from Pope Francis to the 
leaders and people of China. He added that “The Holy Father asks Catholics in particular to undertake 
with courage the path of unity, reconciliation and a renewed proclamation of the Gospel.” The inter-
view was conducted by Francesco Sisci and Global Times reporter Zhang Yu (see text of the interview 
at www.globaltimes.cn/content/1149623.shtml?from=singlemessage&isappinstalled=0).

May 28 to July 14, 2019: 

“Diplomacy of art” – Sino-Vatican special exhibition “Beauty 
Unites Us” in the Palace Museum, Beijing

The special exhibition in the Forbidden City in Beijing featured nearly 80 pieces of the approximately 
5,000 Chinese objects in the Vatican Museums in Rome. This exhibition had been in the planning since 
2017 (see RCTC 2018, No. 1, p. 17). Barbara Jatta, director of the Vatican Museums, spoke in this con-
text of the “diplomacy of art.” AsiaNews cites Jatta as saying that there is a shared awareness that there 
is a universal language, that of beauty. This language is “a powerful appeal to harmony and unity,” Jatta 
said. The South China Morning Post described the objects from Rome as being primarily donations 
from early China missionaries or gifts from the Chinese emperor to the pope. In addition to the objects 
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from Rome, in an act of “great friendship and generosity,” according to AsiaNews, also exhibited were 
works by Chinese Catholic artists from the Palace Museum in Beijing, including Wu Li (1632–1718) 
and Giuseppe Castiglione SJ (1688–1766). 
This form of cultural exchange between Rome and Beijing was seen by observers as a delicate effort to 
gradually improve relationships (AsiaNews May 28; South China Morning Post May 28).

June 18, 2019: 

First lecture on Pope Francis at a Chinese university

The semi-official Global Times reported that Benoît Vermander, a professor of religious studies at Fu-
dan University in Shanghai, gave a lecture on Pope Francis and his ideas for the future at Beijing 
University on June 18. In his lecture, Prof. Vermander tried to explain the Pope’s global perspectives 
on caring for the poor and marginalized, and explained the theological, ecclesiastical, social and envi-
ronmental issues that also concern the Pope in this regard. According to the Global Times Vermander 
said that a better understanding of the Pope’s global prospects could improve cooperation between the 
Vatican and China on issues such as migration, environmental protection and education for peace. The 
lecture, organized by the History Department of Beijing University, was attended by 40 students and 
faculty. There was also a lecture “Growing in Friendship – A Perspective on Sino-Vatican Relations” 
by P. Antonio Spadaro SJ, editor-in-chief of La Civiltà Cattolica magazine, scheduled for June 20 at the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (Global Times June 19).

June 28, 2019:

“Pastoral Guidelines of the Holy See Concerning the Civil  
Registration of Clergy in China” published

Nine months after the signing of the Provisional Agreement between the Holy See and the People’s 
Republic of China on the Appointment of Bishops, the Holy See, upon requests from Chinese bishops, 
has issued guidelines clarifying several points. In these guidelines the Holy See requests, among other 
things, “that the civil registration of the clergy take place in a manner that guarantees respect for the 
conscience and the profound Catholic convictions of the persons involved” and “that no intimidatory 
pressures be applied to the ‘non official’ Catholic communities.” The document says that “the Holy See 
continues to dialogue with the Chinese Authorities about the civil registration of Bishops and priests in 
order to find a formula that, while allowing for registration, would respect not only Chinese laws but 
also Catholic doctrine.” At the same time, “the Holy See understands and respects the choice of those 
who, in conscience, decide that they are unable to register under the current conditions,” the guide-
lines say (see text of the guidelines in Italian, English and Chinese at http://press.vatican.va/content/
salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2019/06/28/0554/01160.html; cf. China heute 2019, No. 2, pp. 72-73 
[in German]).

Hong Kong

April 24, 2019:

Hong Kong: Nine leaders of the Umbrella Movement convicted

On April 9, nearly five years after the protests in the fall of 2014 for more democracy, free elections 
and greater independence from China, a Hong Kong court has convicted nine leaders of the Umbrella 
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Movement for incitement or for conspiring to incite public disorder. The movement had virtually para-
lyzed public life for 79 days in 2014. 
The founders of the Occupy Central movement, law professor Benny Tai, retired sociologist Chan 
Kin-Man and Baptist minister Chu Yiu-Ming were sentenced to 16 months in jail, with 75-year-old 
Rev. Chu being given a two-year suspended sentence. Raphael Wong Ho-ming, vice-chairman of the 
League of Social Democrats, and deputy Shiu Ka-chun received a sentence of eight months. Former 
parliamentarian Lee Wing-tat and former 26-year-old student leader Eason Chung Yiu-wa were given 
an eight-month sentence followed by probation for two years, and former 25-year-old student leader 
Tommy Cheung Sau-yin was sentenced to 200 hours of community service. The sentence for MP Tanya 
Chan was suspended due to serious health problems. 
On the evening of April 24, as four of those convicted were serving their sentences, more than 1,000 
people held a vigil in front of the Lai Chi Kok Reception Centre. Cardinal Joseph Zen was among those 
present. He said he would visit the detainees on a regular basis. 
The trial has received severe criticism from local and international human rights groups, including 
Amnesty International. The Commission for Justice and Peace of the Diocese of Hong Kong warned in 
a statement that this was “a great setback to the democratic movement of Hong Kong” (AsiaNews April 
9, 24; Hong Kong Sunday Examiner May 4; sueddeutsche.de April 24; UCAN April 25).

Since April 28, 2019:

Protests against Hong Kong’s extradition bill

Since April 2019, demonstrations have repeatedly taken place in Hong Kong, protesting against the 
“Fugitive Offenders and Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Legislation (Amendment) Bill 
2019” proposed by the Hong Kong Government. As the open letter from the Justice and Peace Com-
mission of the Hong Kong Diocese has clearly stated, if the amendments to the law were to become 
final, individuals from Hong Kong could be extradited to any other country, even if no such agreement 
has been reached with their respective countries or their countries have not yet signed the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (for details, see the article in China heute 2019, No. 2, pp. 
73-75 [in German], and the text of the open letter of the Justice and Peace Commission of the Hong 
Kong Diocese at www.asianews.it/news-en/Against-extradition:-Hong-Kong-Justice-and-Peace-in-
vokes-solidarity-of-Catholics-worldwide-and-the-G20-47391.html).

June 4, 2019: 

Commemorative events for the 30th anniversary of Tian’anmen 
in Hong Kong

The Catholic Church in Hong Kong has organized an exhibition from May 18 to 26, 2019, on the role of 
the Catholic Church during the events on Tian’anmen Square in 1989. UCAN reported on this exhibi-
tion, which included the experiences of those days of Biddy Kwok, who is chairwoman of the Commis-
sion for Justice and Peace in the Diocese of Hong Kong, and Fr. Louis Ha from the same diocese. Both 
had participated in the Hong Kong protests and prayers in solidarity with the students in Beijing. In 
addition, Fr. Louis Ha had helped journalists returning from Beijing to find a place in Church buildings 
to work on their reports from Tian’anmen Square. Joseph Cardinal Wu, then bishop of Hong Kong, 
regarded the student movement as a peaceful and rational search for democratic reforms.
On June 4, 2019, a vigil was held in Hong Kong commemorating the estimated 2,000 “martyrs” of 
Tian’anmen – the exact number of victims is very difficult to establish due to strong censorship of 
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Tian’anmen in China. AsiaNews reported that, according to the Hong Kong authorities, at least 180,000 
people attended the event at the Victoria Park. 
An 18-minute documentary produced by Bitter Winter on Tian’anmen and religious persecution es-
tablishes a link between the massacre and the rise in the number of religious adherents, as well as the 
government’s attempt to quell it. The documentary shows that disillusion with their government after 
Tian’anmen led many Chinese to turn to religions in search of hope. 
At a conference at Purdue University on the topic of Christianity and Social Activism in Chinese Soci eties, 
Yang Fenggang of Purdue University has filmed video footage of Chinese Christians who had person-
ally witnessed Tian’anmen (see: https://mailchi.mp/f20724185306/yb1s7o9khi-2937369?e=d5f83e7f48; 
AsiaNews June 4; Bitter Winter May 18; CRCS E-Newsletter No. 53, June 4, 2019; UCAN May 22; June 
4).

June 12, 2019:

“Colloquium of the Six Religious Leaders of Hong Kong” at Papal 
Audience

The Colloquium of the Leaders of the Six Religions of Hong Kong – Buddhism, Daoism, Protestantism, 
Catholicism, Islam and Confucianism – on the occasion of its 40th anniversary visited the Holy See for 
the first time. The Hong Kong religious leaders met Pope Francis at the general audience on June 12 
and visited the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. Members of the colloquium have been 
meeting twice a year for forty years and also have many gatherings to discuss specific issues that affect 
the people living in Hong Kong – said Cardinal John Tong, Administrator of the Catholic Diocese of 
Hong Kong, to Vatican News (June 14).

Taiwan

May 1, 2019:

Taipei: Longshan Temple prohibits candles

One of the oldest and certainly the most popular temples of Taipei, the Longshan Temple, banned the 
sale and use of candles in its extensive premises as of May 1, 2019. This drastic measure was decided 
upon not only due to the effects of air pollution, but above all because of the shock aroused around 
the world by the devastating fire that struck Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral. As a visible signal to the 
pilgrims, the stands for the burning of candles have disappeared. However, a representative of Wanhua 
District where the temple is located did not rule out the introduction of electric candles. There are no 
plans to ban the traditional burning of incense sticks, he said. Since 2017, however, only one joss stick 
per person is allowed in order to limit the emission of particulate matter. In August of 2014, the Xing-
tian Temple in Taipei was the first to mandate a total ban on the use of traditional joss incense sticks 
(CNA after focustaiwan.tw April 25). Willi Boehi 

May 17, 2019:

Taiwan is the first country in Asia to legalize same-sex marriages

The Taiwanese parliament passed a law that from May 24 allows homosexual couples over the age of 
18 to officially register their marriage, to adopt their partner’s biological children, to have joint health 
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insurance and to inherit their spouse’s goods. That is, they are equal to other married couples with re-
gard to tax law, insurance and the custody of children. On May 17, the day the law passed, thousands 
of supporters gathered around the parliament building with signs and flowers and applauded loudly. At 
the same time, there were thousands protesting against the law. President Tsai Ing-wen congratulated 
homosexuals, saying they now have “the blessing of society.” At the same time, she thanked all those 
who have supported the law even though they have different views on the subject. 
The legalization of same-sex marriage was one of Tsai’s campaign promises, but is also criticized by 
many groups in Taiwan. In a referendum held in November 2018 – which had come about after pres-
sure from opponents of same-sex marriage, including Christians and Buddhists – 7.65 million voters 
supported the current definition of the Civil Code, which envisages marriage between men and women 
only; 2.9 million voted against. The Taiwanese Constitutional Court, however, had decided in 2017 
that the then legal form of the marriage – that is, marriage exclusively between men and women – vio-
lated the principle of equality. The court gave the government two years to redraft the legislation, with 
the two options of opening up marriage for all or creating a registered partnership. If the legislature 
does not comply with this, “the court still declares marriages between same-sex partners valid,” said 
the Frankfurter Rundschau of May 25, 2017. The new law does not allow the marriage of a Taiwanese 
citizen with a partner from a country where same-sex marriage is not legal (AsiaNews May 17; Süd-
deutsche Zeitung May 17; see also RCTC 2019, No. 1, p. 19).

Singapore

May 20, 2019: 

Opening of a multi-religious temple in Singapore

The Independent from Singapore reported in April on the opening of a multi-religious temple in Sin-
gapore scheduled for May 20, 2019. The article said that this temple is evidence of Singapore’s religious 
diversity. – On June 28, a video titled “THK Temple Opening” was uploaded to YouTube, introducing 
this new temple and also the “‘Voluntary Welfare Organization’ THK” and its goals behind this project. 
THK stands for the Thye Hua Kwan Moral Society, which, according to its chairman Lee Kim Siang, 
quoted by the newspaper, is deeply committed to respecting the different denominations. In addition 
to a prayer room, in which digital tablets with religious texts of various religions are available, there is 
also a “hall of filial piety” in the building, where it is possible to set up a tablet with the genealogy of 
ones deceased ancestors. Conferences on inter-religious dialogue are also planned (The Independent 
April 22; YouTube June 28).

This “News Update” was first published in China heute 2019, No. 2, pp. 78-86 (in German). Unless 
otherwise indicated, all source references in the “News Update” refer to the year 2019.
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Statistics on Religions and Churches in the People’s 
Republic of China – Update for the Year 2018 
Part 2: Religions and Religiosity in General

Katharina Wenzel-Teuber 
Translated by Jacqueline Mulberge SSpS

Our annual compilation of figures and data regarding the life of the religions in the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in its second part,1 which is on religions and religiosity in general, 
brings first of all new official figures on China’s religions. It then presents the attempt of 
the Atlas of Religion in China, published in 2018, to map the spatial distribution of the 
religious sites of the five major religions in the 31 provinces of China.

1. New Official Figures on the Religions in China in the White  
Paper on Freedom of Religious Belief

In 2018, for the first time in 21 years, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China 
published a White Paper on Freedom of Religious Belief, which also contains new official 
figures of China’s religions. A comparison with the figures of the first White Paper on 
Freedom of Religious Belief from 1997 is interesting here (see Table 1). 

As Table 1 shows, in the 2018 White Paper all figures for religions are higher than the 
1997 figures – in some categories actually significantly higher. 

The first salient fact is that the Chinese State estimated the number of Chinese citizens 
believing in a religion as twice as many in 2018 as in 1997. On this Chen Zongrong, for-
mer deputy head of the State Administration for Religious Affairs and now secretary gen-
eral of the United Front Department of the Central Committee of the CP of China, made 
the following statement at a press conference on April 3, 2018:

The figure of 100 million people in the 1997 white paper was actually from the 
estimates by the late Premier Zhou Enlai when he met with Pakistani and Indo
nesian Islamic delegations in the 1950s. He said at the time that there were several 
tens of millions of religious followers in China, and if they added those who held 

 This article was first published under the title “Statistik zu Religionen und Kirchen in der Volksrepublik China. 
Ein Update für das Jahr 2018. Teil 2: Religionen und Religiosität allgemein” in China heute 2018, No. 2, pp. 
93-101. In addition to the two chapters translated here, the German version further presents the results of two 
surveys dealing with political aspects of the religiosity of Chinese university students, and one survey conducted 
in the rural areas of Qufu on religious belief as social capital of the aged.

1 “Part 1: Catholic Church” has already appeared in RCTC 2019, No. 2, pp. 21-30. 
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beliefs in their hearts instead of going to temples, all of them could make up al
most 100 million people. From that time until the publication of the white paper 
in 1997, we all cited the saying of Premier Zhou. I want to explain two points on 
this issue:

First, the statement itself is an estimated statistic. It is an approximate figure. At 
that time, China’s total population was more than 600 million. From the 1950s to 
the present, the total population of China has more than doubled. With more than 
1.3 billion people, the population has grown substantially. For various reasons, 
after so many years of development, coupled with population growth, it is natural 
for the number of religious believers to grow.

Second, especially after reform and opening up was implemented, China has re
stored its policy of freedom of religion. As the breadth and depth of opening up to 
the outside world have been enlarging, all religions have had some growth respec
tively. It is very natural. Therefore, to still use the saying from the 1950s is not in 
line with the development in reality. Now the number of nearly 200 million people 
in the white paper is the number offered by the five major religions in China, 
which conducted statistics on their own, while we had data from the academic 
research institutions, statistical agencies, and sample surveys. The number was 
agreed on and recognized by various parties after we compared data from the two 
main sources (religions’ own math and civil survey data). The nearly 200 million 
people are the number of religious followers who basically often go to religious 
sites and participate in religious activities.2

The old figure of 100 million adherents of a religion is, therefore, an estimate made in the 
1950s and the new figure of 200 million is primarily attributed to the doubling of the total 
population since the 1950s. Thus, according to official State estimates, the percentage of 
adherents of a religion in the population has not increased since the 1950s. 

With regard to the individual religions, the steep increase in the number of adherents 
of Protestantism is particularly striking: from 10 million in the 1997 White Paper to 38 
million in the 2018 White Paper. Here the official State view has at least partly adapted to 
the fact that the number of Protestant Christians in China has risen very sharply in recent 
decades. This increase of the official figure for adherents of Protestantism in China came 
gradually: For a long time, based on the results of a household survey published by the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in 2010, the figure of 23 million Protestant Christians 
had been mentioned in official texts.

Regarding the figures for religious personnel, sites for religious activities and institutes 
for religious education, the 2018 White Paper stresses several times that these refer to per-
sonnel, sites or institutes registered with the State. Thus, the fact that figures in the White 
Paper of 2018 are higher than those of 1997, may, in addition to the actual increase, also 
mean that a higher percentage of officials or sites are now registered.

2 “SCIO briefing on China’s protection of the freedom of religious belief White Paper,” http://english.scio.gov.
cn/pressroom/2018-04/06/content_50826643.htm and www.scio.gov.cn/xwfbh/xwbfbh/wqfbh/37601/38162/
wz38164/Document/1626482/1626482.htm.
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2018 White Paper 1997 White Paper

Religions in 
total

Religious believers nearly 200 million over 100 million

Religious personnel 380,000 300,000

Sites for religious activities 144,000 85,000

Institutes for religious 
education

91 74

Religious organizations 5,500 (including seven on the 
national level)

3.000

Buddhism Believers numerous, but it is difficult 
to accurately estimate their 

numbers

[not given]

Religious personnel 222,000 200,000 (including 120,000 monks 
and nuns and more than 1,700 Living 

Buddhas of Tibetan Buddhism; 
10,000 Theravada-Buddhism)

Sites for religious activities 33,500 (including 28,000 Han 
Buddhism, 3,800 Tibetan 

Buddhism, 1,700 Theravada 
Buddhism)

13,000 (including 
3,000 Tibetan Buddhism,

1,600 Theravada Buddhism)

Institutes for religious 
education

41 [not given]

Daoism Believers numerous, but it is difficult 
to accurately estimate their 

numbers

[not given]

Religious personnel 40,000 25,000

Sites for religious activities 9,000 1,500

Institutes for religious 
education

10 [not given]

Islam Believers = population of 
the 10 minority ethnic 
groups with a Muslim 
majority

more than 20 million 18 million

Religious personnel 57,000 40,000

Sites for religious activities 35,000 30,000

Institutes for religious 
education

10 [not given]

Catholicism Believers 6 million 4 million

Religious personnel 8,000 4,000

Sites for religious activities 6,000 in 98 dioceses 4.600

Institutes for religious 
education

9 [not given]

Protestantism Believers 38 million 10 Mio.

Religious personnel 57,000 18.000

Sites for religious activities 60,000 12.000 churches and 
25.000 meeting places

Institutes for religious 
education

21 [not given]

Folk belief Adherents China has many folk beliefs 
which are closely linked to local 

cultures, traditions and cus-
toms, in which a large number 

of people participate

[not mentioned]

Table 1: Figures on Religions in China According to the White Papers on the Freedom of Religious Belief Pub-
lished by the State Council of the People’s Republic of China in 2018 and 1997 – A Comparative List

Figures and remarks taken from State Council 2018 and State Council 1997, own compilation.
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The term “religious organizations” (zongjiao tuanti 宗教团体) refers to the state-imposed 
umbrella organizations (mass organizations) of the five religions at the national and local 
levels. Their number has almost doubled in the last 21 years. This reflects the declared will 
of the authorities to strengthen the “self-construction” of the patriotic structures of the 
five religions.

An innovation in the White Paper of 2018 is that, in addition to the five recognised reli-
gions, the existence of “many folk beliefs” in China is mentioned. Whereas in earlier years 
folk belief in the People’s Republic of China was forbidden as “feudalistic superstition” 
(albeit partly tolerated), some of its forms are now more appreciated by the authorities – as 
an indigenous tradition and counterweight to the spread of Protestantism – and there are 
local attempts to give it legal status.

2. Spatial Distribution of Registered Religious Sites in the Atlas of 
Religion in China

The data presented below are also based on official figures from 2004, which were further 
processed by a research team in the USA.

Sociologist Yang Fenggang, Director of the Center on Religion and Chinese Society 
(CRCS) at Purdue University in Lafayette, Indiana, has set himself the task of quantifying 
China’s religious landscape and has been publishing on the subject for many years.3 In 
2018, he published with Brill in Leiden an Atlas of Religion in China. Social and Geographi
cal Contexts (in the following cited as Yang 2018).4

This atlas – as its author states in the “Introduction” – “maps the officially registered 
venues of five major religions – Buddhism, Christianity (Protestant and Catholic), Dao-
ism, and Islam – at the national, provincial, and county levels,” it also contains informa-
tion on the “grey” (semi-legal) and “black” (from the government’s point of view illegal) 
religious market in China.5 

Yang describes the origins of the data processed in the atlas: In 2009, Dr. Bao Shuming 
of the China Data Center at the University of Michigan offered him a data set of 72,887 
religious sites in all 31 provinces or province-level regions and municipalities of China, 
which was “extracted from a 2004 Chinese Economic Census.”6 From the outset, Yang 

3 See for example the results of the Chinese Spiritual Life Survey (CSLS) presented by Yang Fenggang in 2010, 
which were also discussed in Wenzel-Teuber 2012, pp. 30-36. In 2014 Yang made the controversial prognosis that 
“China is destined to become the largest Christian country in the world very soon,” with a figure of 160 million 
Christians in 2025 and 247 million in 2030. On Yang’s reasons for his estimate and the contradiction to it from 
the official Chinese side see Wenzel-Teuber 2015, pp. 32-33.

4 In the meantime, the Center on Religion and Chinese Society (CRCS) at Purdue University has launched an “On-
line Spiritual Atlas of China” (OSAC) in order to complement the printed Atlas of Religion in China. According to 
an introduction at www.globaleast.org, the data in the OSAC will be updated periodically. Users are welcome to 
contribute information. See www.globaleast.org/map/index.html for direct access to the online atlas.

5 Yang 2018, pp. 1-2.
6 Yang 2018 does not provide any details on this census. It probably refers to the National Economic Census (全国

经济普查), which was conducted for the first time in 2004; see website of the National Bureau of Statistics: www.
stats.gov.cn/tjsj/tjgb/jjpcgb/ – The introduction to the online version of the atlas at www.globaleast.org explains: 
“China’s 2004 Economic Census, unlike subsequent years, considered religious sites as economic units, providing 
a name, location, leaders’ name, relative size, and reported annual income for over 72,000 religious sites.” This 
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said, it had been clear to him and his team that this list would not provide a comprehen-
sive overview of all religious sites in China, partly because the 2004 Economic Census 
only considered sites registered with the authorities, and also because it disregarded many 
sites whose annual income was too small to record. Nevertheless, they decided to process 
these data because they “did enable us to study the spatial distribution of religions in ways 
not previously possible.” Between 2010 and 2017, Yang and his team carried out a cleaning 
of the data, which was necessary because geographical data, addresses, etc. provided in the 
census were often ambiguous. The adjusted data set was then used to create the atlas.7 Yang 
describes this as a “first attempt,” which may lead to more and better scholarly studies of 
religion in contemporary China.8

In “Part 2” the atlas contains a map for each province showing the distribution of the 
religious sites of the five religions, as well as a two-part diagram of the “Distribution of 
religious sites by prefecture.” For each province, these two-part diagrams show the num-
ber of religious sites at the prefectural level by county or city district in a bar chart and 

would also explain why Yang and his team used data from 2004 and not from more recent years for their atlas 
project.

7 Yang 2018, p. 5. For three regions - Beijing, Tianjin and Hainan Province – “the underreporting of religious sites 
in the 2004 census” was “most conspicuous”; therefore, the team supplemented the 2004 Economic Census data 
with additional information they had collected themselves. The maps for Beijing, Tianjin and Hainan are based 
on these supplemented data sets, but for financial reasons the procedure could not be applied to other provinces. 
Ibid., p. 6.

8 Yang 2018, p. 7.

Map of the People’s Republic of China: Provinces, Direct-Controlled Municipalities and Autonomous Re-
gions. Map: d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=27749&lang=de
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Table 2: Percentage of Registered Sites for Religious Activities According to Province and Religion, Based on 
Data of the 2004 Chinese Economic Census Processed for the Atlas of Religion in China

Province / Metropolis / 
Autonomous Region

Percentage of the five religions in proportion to the registered sites for 
religious activities per province / metropolis / autonomous region

Buddhist Daoist Muslim Protestant Catholic

Beijing* 21.1% 10.5% 37.6% 16.5% 14.3%

Tianjin* 10.2% 50.8% 23.7% 15.3%

Hebei 12.3% 4.1% 33.2% 7.6% 42.8%

Shanxi 37.7% 3.7% 4.2% 29.3% 25.1%

Inner Mongolia 20.0% 0.4% 23.9% 38.5% 17.2%

Liaoning 24.1% 3.9% 7.4% 58.7% 5.8%

Jilin 7.8% 0.9% 6.5% 80.9% 3.8%

Heilongjiang 15.1% 1.4% 10.3% 65.1% 8.1%

Shanghai 28.4% 9.1% 3.0% 33.2% 26.3%

Jiangsu 26.3% 4.3% 2.4% 64.8% 2.1%

Zhejiang 38.9% 24.8% 0.1% 32.8% 3.4%

Anhui 23.0% 1.4% 3.3% 69.7% 2.5%

Fujian 49.5% 19.1% 0.1% 26.5% 4.7%

Jiangxi 55.3% 14.3% 0.2% 27.5% 2.6%

Shandong 2.3% 1.8% 31.0% 56.2% 8.7%

Henan 6.1% 4.7% 17.1% 70.7% 1.4%

Hubei 65.5% 17.8% 2.7% 11.5% 2.5%

Hunan 68.9% 16.2% 3.3% 10.9% 0.6%

Guangdong 55.8% 7.7% 0.3% 27.5% 8.7%

Guangxi 38.3% 9.9% 39.7% 12.1%

Hainan* 33.3% 6.1% 3.0% 54.5% 3.0%

Chongqing 59.6% 6.6% 1.8% 19.3% 12.7%

Sichuan 79.9% 7.1% 6.7% 3.7% 2.6%

Guizhou 43.2% 3.8% 20.1% 27.6% 5.3%

Yunnan 34.4% 5.3% 26.8% 32.6% 0.9%

Tibet Auton. Region 99.8% 0.2% 0.1%

Shaanxi 22.1% 16.0% 8.6% 31.6% 21.7%

Gansu 10.2% 8.8% 77.3% 3.2% 0.5%

Qinghai 31.9% 2.4% 65.1% 0.5% 0.1%

Ningxia 5.5% 1.8% 92.1% 0.4% 0.2%

Xinjiang 0.2% 0.0% 99.4% 0.4% 0.1%

Table compiled by KWT according to data from Yang 2018: p. 77, Figure 9 (Beijing); p. 82, Figure 10 (Tianjin); p. 
86, Figure 11 (Hebei); p. 92, Figure 12 (Shanxi); p. 96, Figure 13 (Inner Mongolia); p. 101, Figure 14 (Liaoning); p. 
106, Figure 15 (Jilin); p. 110, Figure 16 (Heilongjiang); p. 116, Figure 17 (Shanghai); p. 120, Figure 18 (Jiangsu); 
p. 125, Figure 19 (Zhejiang); p. 132, Figure 20 (Anhui); p. 136, Figure 21 (Fujian); p. 141, Figure 22 (Jiangxi); p. 
145, Figure 23 (Shandong); p. 151, Figure 24 (Henan); p. 156, Figure 25 (Hubei); p. 160, Figure 26 (Hunan); p. 
165, Figure 27 (Guangdong); p. 168, Figure 28 (Guangxi); p. 172, Figure 29 (Hainan); p.178, Figure 30 (Chong-
qing); p. 182, Figure 31 (Sichuan); p. 187, Figure 32 (Guizhou); p. 192, Figure 33 (Yunnan); p. 196, Figure 34 
(Tibet Autonomous Region); p. 202, Figure 35 (Shaanxi); p. 206, Figure 36 (Gansu); p. 211, Figure 37 (Qinghai); 
p. 215, Figure 38 (Ningxia); p. 220, Figure 39 (Xinjiang).

* Data of the 2004 Chinese Economic Census supplemented with additional information by Yang Fenggang’s  
   team.
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the [resulting] percentage of the [sites of] individual religions [in proportion to the total 
number of recorded religious sites] in each province in a pie chart.9 

Although, as also Yang admits, the informative value of the data set has its limitations, a 
look at the results is interesting. For the purposes of the present statistics, the percentages 
from the pie charts printed in the atlas for each province, which indicate the proportion of 
religious sites by religion, have been compiled into a table (see Table 2).

A look at Table 2 shows very large differences in the percentage of the five religions in 
the various provinces of China. In some cases, this is in line with expectations – such as 
the dominance of Buddhism in the Tibet Autonomous Region and neighbouring prov-
inces with Tibetan autonomous prefectures; the dominance of Islamic sites in Xinjiang, 
Ningxia or Gansu; and the strong presence of the Catholic Church in Hebei. More sur-
prising is the relatively high percentage of Islamic sites in Tianjin, Beijing, Shandong and 
Hebei or the dominance of Protestant sites in the three north-eastern provinces of China. 
The proportion of Daoist sites exceeds 10% in only seven provinces. 

Official, nationwide data for the local distribution of officially registered sites for reli-
gious activities have so far only been publicly available for Buddhism and Daoism in the 
online database of the National Religious Affairs Administration (NRAA). As far as a first 
comparative look shows, concerning the relative distribution of registered Buddhist and 
Daoist sites the data from the NRAA’s online database seem to support the plausibility of 
the results of Yang’s atlas.10

Table 2 illustrates some regional features of China’s religious map. However, like the on-
line database of the NRAA, it may reflect not only differences in the reality of the religions 
in 2004, but also in the registration practice of the respective local authorities.

List of Sources and Abbreviations

NRAA: National Religious Affairs Administration (Guojia zongjiao shiwuju 国家宗教事

务局)
NRAA database 2018: Zongjiao jichu xinxi chaxun 宗教基础信息查询 (Information on 

Basic Data of the Religions, www.sara.gov.cn/zjjcxxcx/index.htm), with sub-data-
banks Zongjiao yuanxiao jiben xinxi 宗教院校基本信息 (Basic Data on Institutes 
for Religious Education, www.sara.gov.cn/old/zjxycs/index.htm) and Zongjiao 

9 Cf. Yang 2018, p. 6. Unfortunately, the captions of the individual maps and graphics in the atlas lack references 
regarding the respective data source; the information has to be taken from the above-mentioned “Introduction” of 
the atlas. 

10 The results of a query of the data from the NRAA’s online database conducted in 2016 which takes into consid-
eration the distribution according to province can be found in Wenzel-Teuber 2016, p. 27, Table 1; this table 
also shows very large regional differences in the numerical ratio of Buddhist to Daoist sites. For experimental 
pur poses, for four regions the author compared the numerical ratio of Buddhist and Daoist sites as given in the 
figures of the NRAA’s 2016 online database (hereafter: O) with the figures shown in the bar charts in Yang’s atlas 
(hereafter: A). The numerical ratio of the Buddhist to the Daoist sites was similar in each case. In Fujian it was 
3.7:1 (O) resp. 2.8:1 (A), in Shaanxi 1.4:1 (O and A), in Shanghai 3.4:1 (O) resp. 3.1:1 (A), and in Sichuan 9.8:1 
(O) resp. 12:1 (A). The absolute figures of the online database retrieval of 2016 are significantly (sometimes sev-
eral times) higher than those of the atlas, but this could also be explained by the fact that the atlas uses older data 
from 2004. The number of registered religious sites has increased significantly in recent decades, as the compari-
son of the 1997 and 2018 White Papers shows. 
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huodong changsuo jiben xinxi 宗教活动场所基本信息 (Basic Data on Sites for 
Religious Activities, www.sara.gov.cn/old/csjbxx/index.htm), last data retrieval on 
Feb. 27, 2018. At the time when this article was prepared (about July 1-12, 2019), 
the website of the NRAA with the database was not accessible.

State Council 1997: Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of 
China, White Paper “Freedom of Religious Belief in China,” English version at 
www.china-embassy.org/eng/zt/zjxy/t36492.htm.

State Council 2018: Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic 
of China, White Paper “China’s Policies and Practices on Protecting Freedom of 
Religious Belief,” English version at www.china.org.cn/government/whitepaper/
node_8004087.htm. 

Wenzel-Teuber, Katharina 2012, “People’s Republic of China: Religions and Churches. 
Statistical Overview 2011,” in: RCTC 2012, No. 3, pp. 29-54.

– 2015, “2014 Statistical Update on Religions and Churches in the People’s Republic of 
China,” in: RCTC 2015, No. 2, pp. 20-41.

– 2016, “2015 Statistical Update on Religions and Churches in the Peoples’ Republic of 
China,” in: RCTC 2016, No. 2, pp. 20-43.

Yang Fenggang 2018, with assistance from J.E.E. Pettit, Atlas of Religion in China. Social 
and Geographical Contexts, Leiden – Boston: Brill. Related online project (“Online 
Spiritual Atlas of China”) at www.globaleast.org.
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Religious Policy in China before and after the  
Sino-Vatican Agreement

Bernardo Cervellera1

Churches closed or destroyed; crosses torn down 
from bell towers or ripped from the walls of the 
churches; domes razed to the ground; ancient 
statues of shrines seized; religious signs removed 
from inside and outside homes; priests driven out 
of their ministry; others forced to return to their 
village of origin; young people under the age of 18 
blocked and stopped in front of churches because 
they are not allowed to enter or receive any reli-
gious instruction.

These are some of the realities of life in the Cath-
olic Church in China. For some Chinese priests it 
is a new cultural revolution, perhaps without the 
original iconoclastic fury and chaos. In reality, 

these situations respond to a very precise project, 
which is not at all chaotic, indeed pursued with precision and systematic capillarity and it 
began several years ago.

The New Regulations

These forms of suppression have become even more common since the promulgation of 
the New Regulations on Religious Activities. Issued on February 1, 2018, these regulations 
are characterized by: 
1.  a negative view of religions, such as possible sources of terrorism, ethnic and national 

divisions, threats to national security and the health of citizens, ... (see in particular 
Chapter VIII of the New Regulations);

 The following text is the contribution of Fr. Bernardo Cervellera PIME (editor-in-chief of AsiaNews, Rome) to 
the 10th European Catholic China Colloquium “Laudato Si’ and Technoscience – Implications with Focus on 
the Church in China,” Siegburg/Germany, 30 August – 1 September 2019. We will publish a detailed conference 
report in the next issue of RCTC. Bernardo Cervellera’s text was first published in Asianews on 12 September 
2019 (www.asianews.it/news-en/Religious-policy-in-China-before-and-after-the-Sino-Vatican-agreement-47980.
html). There you can find the article in English, Italian, Chinese and Spanish; passages in these AisaNews versions 
are linked to further Asianews articles for reference.   

Photo: Archiv China-Zentrum.
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2.  the affirmation that the exclusively top-down control exerted by religious affairs of-
fices at all levels – national, provincial, county, city or village – alone renders a reli-
gion livable and acceptable. The representatives of the religious affairs offices at all 
levels are continuously invited to “work,” “organize,” “verify,” “control” the work of 
the communities of the faithful (see art. 6, 26, 27);

3. new provisions not only regarding the construction of places of worship – which 
require permits at diverse levels: local, provincial, national – but also the erection of 
crosses, statues, their dimensions, colors and positions. These must also be verified 
and receive the permission of the religious affairs office (articles 29-30). In any case, 
“the construction of large religious statues outside temples and churches is prohibit-
ed.”

4.  New areas of control, concerning texts posted on the internet, which must have the 
permission of the government authorities and “must not contain prohibited contents” 
(articles 47-48), with a ban on live streams of any religious ceremony;

5. the perennial requirement to register religious personnel (priests and bishops), de-
manding they commit to support independence, self-governance, self-financing;

6. a new data: massive fines (up to 200 thousand – 300 thousand yuan) if there are reli-
gious activities in unregistered places and with unregistered personnel, including the 
seizure of the building in which illegal gatherings take place (see art. 64).

Precisely these fines and the possibility of the expropriation of buildings where unreg-
istered (illegal) religious gatherings take place prompted many unofficial priests to im-
mediately advise their faithful not to gather anymore, as it involved a serious economic 
risk that would profoundly damage the communities.

Indeed, the New Regulations (NR) seem to be aimed primarily at eliminating the ex-
perience of unofficial communities. Immediately after the launch of the NR, for sev eral 
months police and representatives of the Religious Affairs Office held a succession of 
meetings with bishops, priests and lay faithful of the underground communities to “drink 
a cup of tea” and “advise” them to register in the official communities. This would explain 
the “forced vacations” of Wenzhou’s bishop, Msgr. Peter Shao Zhumin, and the indoctri-
nation lessons for priests in Hebei, Henan, Inner Mongolia, ...

Zero Tolerance for Underground Communities

It now appears that there is “zero tolerance” for unofficial communities. Hebei, Henan, 
Zhejiang, Fujian are among the most affected areas. One example among the many is 
the fate of at least 10 churches in the diocese of Qiqihar, all closed, and with some priests 
driven out and forcibly taken back to their villages of origin.

Since the end of September 2018, at least seven churches and their communities have 
been suppressed in that diocese, whose bishop, Msgr. Joseph Wei Jingyi, is recognized 
by the Holy See, but not by the government. Members of the United Front, police, repre-
sentatives of the Religious Affairs Office entered churches while mass was being celebrated, 
interrupted liturgical services, drove the faithful away, threatened them and decreed the 
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closure of the communities. The penalized communities are those of Shuang Fa, Zhang-
zhou, Feng Le, Wu Yuan, Wu Da Lian Chi, Tong Bei, Jia Ge Da Qi.

Some priests were asked to leave the area or face being forcibly expelled. The suppressed 
communities are all “underground,” that is they are not registered. However, they had 
lived in good relations with local authorities for years, which easily turned a blind eye to 
their gatherings.

Another key example is what is happening in Henan, where the government recognizes 
almost none of the dioceses – minus Anyang – and where the campaign to destroy under-
ground communities and register priests is very strong.

In April 2018 a church was destroyed in Hutuo (Xicun, Gongyi), in the diocese of Luo-
yang. In the same diocese, a few days later, the tomb and tombstone of the underground 
bishop Msgr. Li Hongye (1920–2011) were desecrated. The faithful think that the violence 
against the tomb is because there were signs of his episcopal office, which was not recog-
nized by the regime, on the tombstone.

On April 28 last, the local authorities of Weihui, in the Diocese of Anyang, destroyed 
the huge iron crosses that towered over the two bell towers. Two videos of the operation, 
sent to AsiaNews, show technical staff removing one of the crosses on tall cranes. Dozens 
of police officers are deployed in the churchyard to prevent possible protests or resistance. 
Many faithful, impotent against abuse, knelt on the steps of the churchyard to pray and 
sing. The faithful remained in prayer throughout the day.

Control of Official Communities

Even the official Church is suffering from tighter and more intolerant controls. A few 
examples: on the night between 6 and 7 May 2019, the demolition of the Catholic church 
of Shen Liu village in the diocese of Handan (Hebei) began. So far, the destruction has 
limited itself to removing a huge cross from the bell tower, but soon the walls will be torn 
down. Local authorities have motivated their decision because the church and the cross are 
“too visible” from the nearby highway and passing cars can be distracted by the Christian 
symbol and the building. They also say that the church does not have all building permits. 
The faithful claim instead that the church – which belongs to the official community – was 
built with the permission of the Religious Affairs Office. According to some priests of the 
diocese, the local government has already planned the destruction of 23 other churches, 
all belonging to the official community.

In July and August 2018, two (official) churches were destroyed in the name of urban 
planning – in Qianwang and Liangwang (Shandong); their land was seized for building 
development without any compensation.

In October 2018, two shrines dedicated to Our Lady were dismantled and destroyed by 
the Chinese authorities. They are the shrine of Our Lady of the Seven Sorrows in Dong’er-
gou (Shanxi), and of the shrine of Our Lady of Bliss, also known as “Our Lady of the 
Mountain” in Anlong (Guizhou).

Some faithful told AsiaNews that the Dong’ergou shrine was [partly; the editors] de-
stroyed in the name of “sinicization:” the authorities declared that there were “too many 
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crosses” and “far too many decorations which exceeded all limits” and for this reason, they 
had to be removed and destroyed.

The shrine of Our Lady of the Mountain in Anlong was destroyed because the authori-
ties declared that it lacked the necessary permits for construction.

Priests and bishops are victims of this crackdown: Fr. Liu Jiangdong, of Zhengzhou 
(Henan), has been expelled from his parish since October 2018 and banned from living 
as a priest, for daring to organize meetings with young people even under the age of 18, in 
contravention of the ban on giving religious education to minors.

It is also worth remembering here – even if his case pre-dates the NR – Msgr. Thaddeus 
Ma Daqin, bishop of Shanghai, in solitary confinement and under house arrest since 2012 
for daring to detach himself from the Patriotic Association. Even his rethinking was of no 
use because the PA “does not trust him.” 

Sinicization

The control over the life of the Church also takes place through “sinicization,” which while 
highlighting the need to inculturate the faith, exalts a nationalist patriotism disrespectful 
of faith and its expressions. In the name of “sinicization,” the Church must not only assim-
ilate to Chinese culture, and express its beliefs with Chinese categories, but must develop 
theologies, history and works of art according to Chinese culture. The ultimate verifica-
tion of this process rests with the Patriotic Association.

The push towards inculturation has also become iconoclasm and destruction of works 
of art from the past (“too Western”), external and internal decorations of churches, elim-
ination of crosses from bell towers, destruction of domes and facades “not in Chinese 
style.” Even the couplets that express greetings for Chinese New Year must be devoid of all 
religious signs or phrases, in favor of the Chinese (atheist?) style. It is also forbidden for 
churches to sell couplets with religious expressions; the faithful are forbidden to display 
them in front of their homes.

Xi Jinping launched the theme of sinicization back in 2015. After an analysis of the 
situation, in which the Chinese Communist Party feared a fate similar to the USSR, on 
May 20, 2015, in a meeting with the United Front, Xi decreed that religions must “become 
synonymous” if they want to continue living in China. The same concept was reiterated at 
a national meeting on religious affairs in April 2016, and then led to his notes on religions 
at the 19th Congress of the CCP, in October 2017.

For Xi Jinping, sinicization means:
1. assimilation of religions to Chinese culture “eliminating external influences” from the 

cultural point of view;
2. independence from any foreign influence;
3. submission to the Chinese Communist Party2 and its leadership.

2 According to the People’s Daily of April 24, 2016, in his speech on religions, Xi Jinping reaffirmed that the Party 
has to “effectively” and “forcefully” guide all religions, and to “firmly grasp hold of the leading role of all religious 
works.” They must “adhere to the leadership of the party, strengthen the party’s position in office,” and “serve the 
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In this way, we understand why the communities are obliged to hoist the flag of China on 
every religious building, to sing patriotic hymns before functions, to hang a portrait of Xi 
Jinping even on the altars all in the name of patriotism and support for the Party.

It also includes another element: the destructions that take place in China are not only 
the result of the zeal of some local authorities, but reflects the support of the leaders at a 
national level and of the supreme leader, exalted as “the heart of the leadership.”

Sinicization is a way to eradicate the Church’s public presence. This is made evident by 
the notes of an internal PA meeting (received in recent days), where a future line dictates 
that churches not be “monumental,” not visible from crossroads or major roads, “do not 
have western features (Romanesque, Gothic, Arabic, ...),” do not host any social function 
(for example: aid to pensioners, kindergartens for children, etc.). In short: by preserving 
a minimum freedom of worship, the place of worship and its charity become increasingly 
invisible.

The China-Vatican Agreement

The Provisional Agreement between China and the Holy See, signed on September 22, 
2018, did not change this situation of control and suffocation. It is true that the agreement 
is somewhat of a conquest, given that for the first time in the history of modern China the 
Pope is recognized as head of the Catholic Church also in China. At least, this is what the 
Vatican said, but we do not know what is written in the text of the agreement because, to 
date, it has never been published.

However, last December, Wang Zuo’an, deputy director of the United Front and former 
director of the State Administration for Religious Affairs, stressed once again that the 
principles of independence and self-management will not be eliminated “at any time and 
under any circumstances.”

According to what the Pope would have said to an underground bishop (Msgr. Guo Xi-
jin), if the agreement was not signed, China threatened to ordain 45 illegitimate bishops, 
“independent” from the Holy See, creating the basis for a true schism. Therefore, the 
agreement was blackmail.

It should be noted that immediately after the agreement was signed, in many regions of 
China the United Front and the Patriotic Association held meetings for priests and bishops 
explaining to them that “despite the agreement” they had to work for the implementation 
of an independent Church. The destruction of crosses, churches, indoctrination sessions, 
arrests continued just as before the agreement.

After the Agreement

After the agreement, one can see the rigor with which the civil registration of the clergy 
is being carried out, rendering priests and bishops veritable State officials, defenders of 

highest interest of the state and the overall interest of the Chinese nation: supporting the leadership of the CPC, 
supporting the socialist system, and adhering to the socialist way with Chinese characteristics.”
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the religious policy of the State. The example comes from a document sent to us from 
Fujian, entitled “Letter of commitment for those responsible for places of worship and for 
consecrated persons.” If you sign this document, the priest can be pastor and exercise his 
ministry, within the limits provided; otherwise, he will remain unemployed and can be 
sent back to his home. The same for the sisters, the “consecrated persons” (in China the 
government does not allow male religious life).

Among the most striking factors:
1. Adhering to the fact that we must “prohibit the entry of minors into the church,” or 

“not organize education courses for minors.” It must be said that this prohibition, as 
well as being contrary to the Gospel (see Matthew 19, 14), is also contrary to the Chi-
nese constitution, which guarantees religious freedom without setting any age limit.

2. In the name of independence, it is necessary to “consciously boycott foreigners’ in-
terventions; not to contact foreign powers, not to welcome foreigners, not to accept 
interviews, formations or invitations to conferences abroad.” In practice: remain 
isolated and not share the faith with other Catholics scattered around the world. This 
also contravenes the UN Conventions on religious freedom and civil rights, which 
Beijing signed on 5 October 1998, but has never ratified.

3. There are a number of limits to evangelization: you cannot sing without permission; 
or display – even at home! – “manifestos and insignia” with “evangelical purposes;” 
you cannot post about religious topics online; you cannot speak about religion in 
hospital visits to the sick …

The problem is that in the past this was the government’s policy towards religions, with 
which it sought to stifle a body that was too alive, which submitted with difficulty to state 
rules. Now the government requires priests and bishops not only to obey, but also to be 
advocates of government policy, active participants in the persecution and suffocation 
of the life of the Church.3

The Vatican Guidelines for the Civil Registration of the Clergy

Immediately after the agreement, Pope Francis sent a Message to the Chinese faithful and 
to the universal Church in which he wished that all the faithful work for reconciliation 
among themselves, in universal communion, with the Chinese government and society.

A year after the agreement was signed, there appear to be more signs of division and 
opposition.

Even before the agreement, the underground communities declared that they were 
“forgotten” by the Holy See because they did not take into account their experience of 
refusing to join the PA or support the independence of the Church. With the new forms 
for the registration of the clergy, which demand they underwrite independence, they find 
themselves even more embarrassed than before.

3 The government also asks the population to take an “active part” in Church control, offering benefits and cash 
prizes to anyone who denounces illegal religious activities and carries out espionage work. For now, we know of a 
document released in Guangdong, but there is also a website in Hebei, which invites the population to denounce 
all illegal religious activities (see UCAN July 18, 2019).
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The greatest hindrances are due:
1. to the fact that the government, emboldened by the signing of the agreement, at-

tempts to blindside the underground faithful, saying that “even the Vatican agrees 
with us;”

2. in the Vatican documents, in the comments on the agreement, in the total reception 
of the seven excommunicated bishops, the underground faithful see a “history pass-
ing over” their position.

Many official priests are also discontent with an agreement that does not give greater reli-
gious freedom, but rather renders priests and bishops “State officials.” In addition, priests 
and bishops, instead of enacting gestures of reconciliation with the underground commu-
nities, are taking on the role of functionaries disinterested in their fate, and even go so far 
as to accuse the underground counterparts of “not following the pope.”

A silent persecution is taking place in the universal Church all in the name of the agree-
ment and the “patience” that must be shown towards Beijing. The expected response is 
that “everything is fine” and those who denounce persecutions are accused of doing so for 
“ulterior motives.”

In recent months, second thoughts on the agreement and on the way in which it is im-
plemented seem to be emerging from the Vatican.

In an interview with Vatican News (dated 3 February 2019), Card. Fernando Filoni was 
the first in the Vatican world to admit that there are “perplexities” in the agreement and 
that the government “forces” membership of the PA, instead of leaving this membership 
“optional,” as it should have been in the agreement.

He also criticizes a “patriotism” based on a selfish and closed nationalism, while sup-
porting true patriotism and service to the country.

On June 28, 2019, “the Holy See” published the document titled “Pastoral Guidelines 
for the Civil Registration of the Clergy in China.” It admits to “difficulties” in the imple-
mentation of the agreement. In a somewhat indirect way, it notes priests and bishops are 
subject to violence and constrictions that are contrary to Catholic doctrine, “despite the 
commitment given by the Chinese authorities to also respect Catholic doctrine.”

The document then urges patience and reconciliation between the official and under-
ground communities, respecting the respective choices, hoping that the future bring 
greater clarification with the Chinese authorities.

For several official and underground priests, the document is “ambiguous” because it 
allows everyone to decide on their own without indicating any “regula fidei.”

Furthermore, as one of my confreres pointed out, the text of the Guidelines “does not 
take into consideration the factual data of the restrictions in force on the structures of the 
Church and above all on the life of Catholics (in particular for young people under 18 
years of age) and of undue measures in the name of ‘sinicization.’ Above all, it does not 
seem to realize the clear intent of the Chinese authorities to reduce the Church to a state 
institution and the clergy to state officials.”

From the Chinese state, it is clear that with the agreement it is implementing what was 
established already in 1982 with the famous Document 19: under which the Party ended 
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its attempts to eliminate religions, because every initiative of this type is counter-produc-
tive. Rather the Party claims the right to take total control of religions.

From this point of view, what happens with the registration of religious personnel is in 
line with this project and the fact of having recognized the Pope as “head of the Catholic 
Church” or better of the “Vatican” does not change their vision in the slightest way: the 
Chinese Church belongs to the State and no “foreign power” can say anything about it, 
without being accused of “meddling in China’s internal affairs.”

On the other hand, the silence on the part of the Vatican and of the World Church 
regarding the persecution, destruction, prohibitions, confirms Beijing in its vision: the 
Chinese Church is a national Church that belongs to the State alone.



Religions & Christianity in Today's China, Vol. IX, 2019, No. 3, pp. 38-42, ISSN: 2192-9289 · www.china-zentrum.de 38

In memoriam 
Irene Eber (1929–2019)

Barbara Hoster 
Translated by Jacqueline Mulberge SSpS

Irene Eber, Louis Frieberg Professor 
Emeritus of East Asian Studies at the He-
brew University of Jerusalem and Senior 
Fellow at the Harry S. Truman Research 
Institute, died in Jerusalem on 10 April 
at the age of 89. With her, Sinology loses 
a respected researcher of Chinese intel-
lectual history, literature and religions, 
especially Judaism in China and the role 
of the Bible in Chinese-Western cultural 
exchange.

At Home in Many Worlds was the title of 
a commemorative publication dedi cated 
to her in 2009 by colleagues, students 
and friends on the occasion of her 80th 
birthday.1 Irene Eber owed her ability to 
be at home in many worlds and cultures 
to her multilingualism – she spoke Eng-
lish, Polish, German, Yiddish, Hebrew 
and Chinese. The beautiful title, how-
ever, conceals the sorrowful path that led 
to this cosmopolitanism: Irene Eber was 
born on 29 December 1929 in Halle an 
der Saale as the second daughter of Jew-
ish parents and she initially had a shel-
tered, middle-class childhood. Since her 

 This article was first published in China heute 2019, No. 2, pp. 75-77 (in German)
1 Raoul David Findeisen – Gad C. Isay – Amira Katz-Goehr – Yuri Pines – Lihi Yariv-Laor (eds.), At Home in 

Many Worlds. Reading, Writing and Translating from Chinese and Jewish Cultures: Essays in Honour of Irene Eber, 
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2009. This commemorative volume contains contributions on the distinguished person 
as well as articles on Chinese philosophy, literature, Chinese Bible translations and Judaism in China, and a bibli-
ography of Irene Eber’s publications up to 2008.

Irene Eber in her study in Jerusalem, 2018.
Photo printed by kind permission of her daughter 
Miriam Eber.
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father Yedidia Geminder came from Poland,2 the family was expelled there by the Nazis in 
1938 and stayed with relatives in his hometown Mielec – the first traumatic break in the 
life of Irene Eber. The family lived in Mielec until the deportation of all Jews from there in 
March 1942. She documented her personal odyssey, which led finally to the USA via vari-
ous stations in Poland and post-war Germany, in her impressive book The Choice: Poland, 
1939–1945.3 She owed her survival to former Polish neighbours in Mielec, who took the 
twelve-year-old in after her escape from the Dębica ghetto and hid her in a chicken coop 
for almost two years.

Despite her childhood and youth, marked by flight and persecution, and despite mini-
mal educational opportunities during that time, Irene Eber later achieved an impressive 
career. After studying Asian Studies and History, she earned a doctorate in 1966 from the 
Claremont Graduate School (now University) in California with a thesis on the Chinese 
intellectual Hu Shi 胡適 (1891–1962) and his political thinking.4 The dissertation was not 
published in its entirety, but appeared in excerpts in various journals, including Monu-
menta Serica.5

In addition to Chinese intellectual history, Irene Eber devoted herself to Chinese lit-
erature, both classical and modern. With Voices from Afar: Modern Chinese Writers on 
Oppressed Peoples and Their Literature, she produced a ground-breaking study on the role 
of translations of Western literature in 20th century China, dealing in particular with the 
reception of Polish, Irish, Yiddish and Afro-American writers in China against the back-
drop of contemporary and literary upheavals.6 This monograph is based on two questions 
that Irene Eber was to repeatedly address in her research life: How are ideas conveyed 
through translation from one culture to another and how do minorities live (survive) in a 
majority society?

Irene Eber also established herself as a translator by translating the lectures of the im-
portant German sinologist Richard Wilhelm (1873–1913) on the Chinese Book of Changes 
(Yijing 易經) into English.7

2 See the biographical entry on Yedidia Geminder in the “Gedenkbuch für die Toten des Holocaust in Halle,” www.
gedenkbuch.halle.de/gbdatensatz.php?num=116 (accessed on July 1, 2019). Irene Eber’s father was executed in 
Poland, her mother Helene and her sister Lore survived the Holocaust because they were on Schindler’s famous 
list.

3 New York: Schocken Books 2004. Published in German with the title Ich bin allein und bang: Ein jüdisches Mäd-
chen in Polen 1939–1945, from the English by Reinhild Böhnke, Munich: Beck 2007.

4 “Hu Shih (1891–1962): A Sketch of His Life and His Role in the Intellectual and Political Dialogue of Modern 
China,” Dissertation, Los Angeles, Claremont Graduate School and University Center, 1966. Her supervisor was 
Chen Shouyi 陳受頤 (1899–1978), a scholar who was a personal friend of Hu Shi.

5 “Hu Shih and Chinese History: The Problem of cheng-li kuo-ku,” in: Monumenta Serica (MS) XXVII (1968), pp. 
169-207.

6 Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies, University of Michigan, 1980. An article on this research topic appeared 
several years earlier, also in Monumenta Serica: “Poland and Polish Authors in Modern Chinese Literature and 
Translation,” in: MS XXXI (1974–1975), pp. 407-445.

7 Lectures on the I Ching: Constancy and Change, Princeton University Press 1979, last published 2014. The title of 
the German original is: Richard Wilhelm, Wandlung und Dauer: Die Weisheit des I Ging, Düsseldorf et al.: Die-
derichs 1956.
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In 1983 she organized an international conference on Confucianism at Hebrew Univer-
sity in Jerusalem, where she had moved in 1969. She published the contributions in the 
volume Confucianism: The Dynamics of Tradition.8

Irene Eber’s interest in minorities focused on the history of Judaism in China and the 
interrelations between Jewish and Chinese culture. A fundamental article on the identity 
and assimilation of the Jewish community in Kaifeng during the Song period appeared in 
1993 in Monumenta Serica.9 Irene Eber had also already dealt with Kaifeng and the early 
days of Judaism in China in various other articles.

Irene Eber was a welcome guest at international conferences. She also participated in 
the international conference “From Kaifeng to Shanghai – Jews in China” organized by the 
Monumenta Serica Institute and the China-Zentrum in 1997 in Sankt Augustin, where 
she contributed to the more recent history of Judaism in China, namely the flight of thou-
sands of European Jews to Shanghai during the period of National Socialism.10 Years later, 
from a biographical perspective, she once again devoted herself to Jewish emigration to 
Shanghai with the bibliophile and richly illustrated volume Voices from Shanghai. Jewish 
Exiles in Wartime China,11 in which she made poems and essays from German and Yid-
dish magazines in Shanghai as well as diary entries and letters from Jewish migrants avail-
able in English translation – a sensitive and touching testimony to Jewish exile literature in 
China and to the “Jewish condition of homelessness” (p. 86) experienced as universal. At 
the age of more than eighty, Irene Eber published another historical work about the Jews 
in Shanghai, the monograph Wartime Shanghai and the Jewish Refugees from Central Eu-
rope: Survival, Co-Existence, and Identity in a Multi-Ethnic City.12 Shortly before her death, 
she published a final title on this subject, a collection of historical documents on the Jew-
ish refugees in Shanghai.13 Against the backdrop of her own biographical experiences of 
flight and persecution, it is not surprising that she dealt intensively with the Jewish flight 
to Shanghai throughout her life.

Another important research focus of Irene Eber was the translation and reception of 
the Bible in China and the role this not only religious but also literary work played in 
the various upheavals of recent Chinese intellectual history. She presented two important 
monographs on this topic: The conference volume Bible in Modern China: The Literary 
and Intellectual Impact, which emerged from a conference she organized at Hebrew Uni-
versity and was published in 1999 in the Monumenta Serica Monograph Series,14 and 

8 New York: Macmillan 1986.
9 “K’aifeng Jews Revisited: Sinification as Affirmation of Identity,” in: MS XLI (1993), pp. 231-247. Abbreviated 

reprint in: Jonathan Goldstein (ed.), The Jews of China, Volume One: Historical and Comparative Perspectives, 
Armonk, NY – London: Sharpe 1998, pp. 22-35, with the title: “Kaifeng Jews: The Sinification of Identity.”

10 Published with the title “Flight to Shanghai 1938–1939 and Its Larger Context,” in: Roman Malek (ed.), From 
Kaifeng ... to Shanghai: Jews in China, Monumenta Serica Monograph Series, vol. 46, Nettetal: Steyler Verlag 2000, 
pp. 417-432.

11 Chicago – London: University of Chicago Press 2008.
12 Berlin – Boston: De Gruyter 2012.
13 Jewish Refugees in Shanghai 1933–1947: A Selection of Documents, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht 2018.
14 Edited by Irene Eber, Sze-kar Wan and Knut Walf in collaboration with Roman Malek, Nettetal: Steyler Verlag. 

The book was also published in a shortened Chinese translation: Shengjing yu jindai Zhongguo 聖經與近代中國, 
Hong Kong: Chinese Bible International 2003.
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the study The Jewish Bishop and the Chinese Bible. S.I.J. Shereshevsky (1831–1906).15 The 
first title contains various contributions on the translation of the Bible in China and its 
literary and intellectual reception and appropriation from the 18th to the 20th century.16 
The second book could be described as her opus magnum and at the same time as a fusion 
of her two research topics “Jews in China” and “Bible in China.” It deals with the person 
and work of Samuel Isaac Joseph Schereschewsky, a Jew and Bible translator from Lithua-
nia. After his conversion to Christianity he was active as a missionary of the American 
Episcopal Mission in China and was even ordained bishop of Shanghai. His translation of 
the Old Testament (Jiuyue quanshu 舊約全書) from Hebrew into the North Chinese col-
loquial language (guanhua 官話), published in Beijing in 1875, was one of the most read 
Bible translations in China until the appearance of the Protestant Union Version (1919), on 
which it exerted a great influence. 

In addition to Schereschewsky, Irene Eber also dealt with a second personality of Jewish 
origin and his role in Chinese-western intercultural encounters: the philosopher Martin 
Buber (1878–1965) and his reception of Daoism. For this she published, again in Monu-
menta Serica, the article “Martin Buber and Taoism,” in which she deals with Buber’s 
examination of Daoist ideas in Daodejing 道德經 and in the Zhuangzi 莊子.17 She also 
published a volume on Buber’s writings on China as part of the complete edition of his 
works.18

The anthology Chinese and Jews, Encounters between Cultures, published in 2008, which 
she had also published in Hebrew a few years earlier and which unites several of her arti-
cles published in various journals, provides a good insight into the breadth of Irene Eber’s 
research.19

Her connection with the Monumenta Serica Institute is evidenced not only by her vari-
ous publications in the Institute’s publications, but also by her correspondence with the 
then editor-in-chief Roman Malek. To his 2017 Festschrift Rooted in Hope she contributed 
the article “Translating King David” by comparing two Chinese versions of the biblical 

15 Leiden et al.: Brill 1999.
16 Irene Eber’s article there, “The Interminable Term Question,” pp. 135-161, deals with the Protestant controversy 

over the appropriate translation of biblical terms into Chinese in the second half of the 19th and first half of the 
20th centuries.

17 MS XLII (1994), pp. 445-464. This article recently appeared in a Chinese translation in Huang Mei-ting 黃渼
婷 – Wei Siqi 魏思齊 (eds.), Xifang yu Laozi de xiangyu: Huayi xuezhi Laozi lunwen Zhongyi jingxuan ji 西方與
老子的相遇－《華裔學志》老子論文中譯精選輯 (The Encounter of the Western World and Lao Zi: Chinese 
Translations of Selected Articles on Laozi in Monumenta Serica), New Taipei City: Fu Jen daxue chubanshe 2019, 
pp. 77-100.

18 Martin Buber Werkausgabe. Band: 2.3, Schriften zur chinesischen Philosophie und Literatur, edited, introduced 
and commented by Irene Eber, Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus 2013. The volume essentially collects Buber’s 
transmissions of “Speeches and Parables” from the Zhuangzi and “Chinese Ghost and Love Stories” from the Qing 
Dynasty work Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋志異 (Strange Stories from the Liao Studio) by Pu Songling 蒲松齡. Buber 
relied for this on the English translations of Herbert Giles and collaborated with Chinese colleagues.

19 London – Portland, OR: Vallentine Mitchell. The Hebrew edition Sinium yi Yehudim: mifgashim ben tarbuyot 
appeared in the Bialik Institute in Jerusalem in 2002.
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story of King David (Samuel 1 and 2) in the translation by Shereshevsky and the Protes-
tant Union Version.20

Personally, Irene Eber was characterized by a modest and likeable appearance, coupled 
with great expertise and clarity of language and thought. In an interview in the docu-
mentary “The Journey – The Way of Irene Eber,” she said regretfully about her life and 
education: “I am running behind. I have lost time and I’ll never catch up.”21 But given the 
years lost during the war and the persecution, Irene Eber has left behind an admirably rich 
sinological work that will live on.

20 Barbara Hoster – Dirk Kuhlmann – Zbigniew Wesołowski (eds.), Rooted in Hope: China – Religion – Christianity. 
Festschrift in Honor of Roman Malek S.V.D. on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday, Abingdon, Oxon – New York: 
Routledge 2017, vol. 2, pp. 609-616.

21 The impressive film was made in 2015 by two students at the European School of Journalism in Halle, Evi Lem-
berger and Maria Göckeritz, and can be seen under the following link:  
www. youtube.com/watch?v=0zacxVPQNeY (last accessed August 15, 2019).
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