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Editorial

Dear Readers, 

Today we can present to you the forth 2021 issue of Religions & Christianity in Today’s 
China (中国宗教评论).

As usual, the issue includes the series of News Updates on recent events and general trends 
with regard to religions and especially Christianity in today’s China. 

Fr. Anton Weber SVD, born in 1937, worked from 1965 to 2000 as a missionary in 
Taiwan. In an interview in May 2021 entitled “Mission Experiences in Taiwan, with a 
Focus on the Indigenous Tsou People,” Fr. Weber shares his views and insights regarding 
his work in Taiwan, rich with personal encounters. For many years he was the Catholic 
pastor for the Tsou, who traditionally live in the Alishan mountain area near Chiayi in 
south-central Taiwan. Today this ethnic group has only about 6,500 members. Together 
with Tsou Catholics, Fr. Weber translated various Christian texts into the Tsou language.

This issue closes with an obituary for Bishop Stephan Yang Xiangtai 杨祥太, the Bishop 
Emeritus of Handan, Hebei Province, who passed away on 13 October 2021 at the age of 
98. With him, another great personality of the old generation in the Chinese Church has 
gone. 

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 Religions & Chris-
tianity 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 dependent 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, November 2021      The Editors
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News Update on Religion and Church in China  
June 17 – October 25, 2021

Compiled by Katharina Feith, Isabel Friemann (China InfoStelle), Katharina 
Wenzel-Teuber and Jan Kwee 
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 
2021, No. 3, pp. 3-19) covered the period March 16 – July 6, 2021.

General − Politics

July 17–31, 2021:

Flood disaster in Henan

Due to the heavy rains that fell in the Province of Henan in July, with an average rainfall of 449 liters per 
square meter, catastrophic flood damage has occurred there. Church organizations such as Jinde Char-
ities and the Amity Foundation have participated in the rescue and relief efforts with many volunteers 
delivering urgently needed donations in kind. Churches and other buildings of Christian communities 
also suffered great damage (amityfoundation.org Aug 12; www.jinde.org/Project/show/id/5163.html; 
xinhuanet.com Jul 21). – For more information, see China heute 2021, No. 3, pp. 139-141 (in German).

July 21, 2021:

Ministry of Education publishes plan on “children’s language 
homophony” (tongyu tongyin 童语同音): Kindergartens in ethnic 
areas must use Chinese beginning in September

The circular refers to a directive from Xi Jinping that education in the national common language 
(i.e. standard Chinese, putonghua) “must start from the baby.” In this way, the basis for lifelong de-
velopment will be laid, which will also help to consolidate the “sense of community of the Chinese 
nation,” the circular said. Specifically, from September 2021, all kindergartens in ethnic areas and rural 
(dialect) areas are to use the national common language in the care and education of children. The 
pre-school staff is to be trained for this gradually. Standard Chinese should be integrated into the 
every day life and games of the kindergartens in such a way that the children are encouraged to use it 
in conversation with adults and each other. Sponsorships between kindergartens in the east and west 
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of China are to be formed. Experiences with the model “one village, one kindergarten” in the Province 
of Sichuan are to be further evaluated. The text of the circular is to be found at www.gov.cn/zhengce/
zhengceku/2021-08/02/content_5629074.htm, English translation at https://bitterwinter.org/the-new-
preschool-directive-cul tural-genocide-now-starts-in-kindergarten. 
As the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy in Dharamsala reported, citing Chinese 
media, Sichuan province so far has established 4,884 “one village, one kindergarten” preschool edu-
cation centers and trained 16,000 Mandarin counsellors, enabling 278,800 minority children to learn 
Mandarin before school. Sichuan has three Tibetan autonomous prefectures, covering more than half 
of the area of the province.
Kindergartens in Inner Mongolia are also affected by the new directive. There were protests there as 
early as 2020 because of the abolition of Mongolian as the language of instruction in schools (see RCTC 
2020, No. 4, p. 4). According to U.S. broadcaster Radio Free Asia (RFA), the government in northeast 
China, where around 2.3 million Koreans live, has also introduced curriculum changes that will gradu-
ally phase out Korean-language instruction in schools. At least one county in Xinjiang no longer offers 
Uyghur-language instruction despite a majority Uyghur population, according to RFA. Individuals 
quoted in the reports saw this development as a violation of the Law on Regional Ethnic Autonomy 
(rfa.org Aug. 11; tchrd.org Sept. 17).

July 24, 2021:

Central Committee and State Council issue guidelines to reduce 
the burden of homework and extracurricular training on pupils in 
compulsory education

As is well known, the pressure on China’s students in the competition for good schools is enormous. 
According to the new guidelines, the quality of teaching and after-class care in schools should be im-
proved to such an extent that additional training (tutoring) outside school will no longer be necessary 
for the future and the financial burden on families will be significantly reduced. The problem of large 
differences in the level of education in schools, especially between town and country, is also to be 
tackled and the system of entrance examinations for senior middle school is to be reformed. The time 
required for written homework is limited to 60 minutes (elementary school) or 90 minutes (middle 
school), the guidelines say. At the same time, they announce massive steps against the lucrative tutoring 
market. Existing institutions that offer instruction in compulsory school subjects outside school must 
register as non-profit organizations and are not allowed to generate capital via the stock exchange. Tu-
tors may not use foreign teaching material; in addition, lessons are prohibited on public holidays and 
during the holidays, as well as for preschool children. According to Forbes, the three largest Chinese 
education companies lost US$ 16 billion in market value within an hour, after investors sold off shares 
following a leak of the new policy. 
Probably one goal of the new policy is to increase the birth rate, as many couples do not want to have 
more than one child because of the high cost of education. However, it is also about control of the 
teaching content: According to “Methods for the Administration of Out-of-School Teaching Material 
for Primary and Secondary School Pupils,” issued by the Ministry of Education on August 25, in addi-
tion to things like “denigration of the party” and “falsification of the party history,” also the “dissemina-
tion of religious doctrines, religious teachings, religious regulations as well as cults and feudal supersti-
tious thinking” are prohibited (关于进一步减轻义务教育阶段学生作业负担和校外培训负担的意

见 at www.gov.cn/zhengce/2021-07/24/content_5627132.htm; 中小学生校外培训材料管理办法 [试
行] at www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A29/202109/t20210902_558022.html; Forbes July 24; Bloomberg News 
July 25).
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August 27–28, 2021:

Central conference on ethnic work: Xi Jinping emphasizes 
strengthening the “sense of community of the Chinese nation”

According to Communist Party Secretary General Xi Jinping, forging a “sense of community of the 
Chinese nation” (中华民族共同体意识) is the main line of the Party’s ethnic policy, without which 
the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation cannot be achieved. All ethnic groups should identify 
closely with the great fatherland, the Chinese nation and culture, the CCP, and socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics. The equality of all ethnicities and the autonomous administration of ethnic  areas 
must be maintained while ensuring the unhindered enforcement of government decrees from the 
party’s central committee. Xi called for further dissemination of the “national common language and 
script” (i.e., Standard Chinese), with “scientific protection” of the languages and scripts of all ethnic-
ities, and for further purging of the “ideological poisons of separatism and religious extremism” (see 
official summaries of Xi Jinping’s speech at www.sara.gov.cn/zsjyw/360320.jhtml and www.news.cn/
english/2021-08/28/c_1310154568.htm). 
Xi had previously stressed the need for a sense of community of the Chinese nation. Researchers inter-
viewed by Radio Free Asia expressed concern that after Xi’s speech, the forced assimilation process of 
ethnicities would be further accelerated (RFA Sept. 7).
For the enforcement of Standard Chinese in preschool education in ethnic areas and in Tibetan Bud-
dhist education, see the entry above of July 21, 2021, and the entry of “From September 27, 2021” in 
the section “Buddhism.”

October 2–7, 2021:

Widespread flooding in Shanxi

In October, extremely heavy rainfall and a subsequent dam burst produced widespread flooding and 
landslides in Shanxi Province, causing catastrophic damage, including damage to church buildings. 
Christian organizations such as Jinde Charities and the Amity Foundation were very active in the 
rescue and relief efforts (amityfoundation.org Oct. 11; xinde.org Oct. 10). – For more information, see 
also China heute 2021, No. 3, pp. 139-141 (in German).

October 23, 2021:

“Family Education Promotion Law” passed

The fundamental task of family education – meaning the education of minors by parents or guardians 
– is to “consolidate morality and educate people [立德树人], to cultivate and practice the core social-
ist values, to spread the excellent traditional culture of the Chinese nation, revolutionary culture and 
advanced socialist culture, and to promote the healthy development of minors” – according to the new 
law (Article 3). The personal dignity of minors must be respected (Article 5.2). The guidelines for the 
content of family education (Article 16), “teaching minors to love the party, the country, the people, the 
collective and socialism” and “forging a sense of community of the Chinese nation” rank first – even 
before the education to kindness, honesty and helpfulness or healthy physical and psychological devel-
opment. Special mention is made of “healthy use of the Internet” as well as protection against bullying 
and abuse. The use of violence in the family is prohibited (Article 23). Possibly with a view to the many 
children “left behind” in rural areas or left to the care of grandparents, it is pointed out that parents 
should “raise their children personally” and, if they entrust others with the care, remain in regular 
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contact with them and the children (Articles 17.1, 21). Family education, school education and social 
education should be closely coordinated; the education authorities and women’s associations should 
set up a nationwide “family-school-society collaborative education mechanism” in urban and rural 
areas (Articles 5.4, 6.2). If residents’ committees, women’s associations, kindergartens and schools, etc. 
find that parents are not fulfilling their duties, they should criticize and educate them and, if necessary, 
ensure that they receive guidance on family education (Article 48). The All-China Women’s Federation 
commented that the law had elevated education in the family from a traditional “family matter” to an 
important “matter of state” in the new era.
In view of the increase in bans on the religious activity of minors in many parts of China, it should be 
noted that the law makes no mention of the separation of education and religion, nor does it prohibit 
religious education in the family; the term “religion” does not appear in the text. It is also interesting 
that the state encourages “companies, institutional units, social organizations and individuals” to carry 
out “activities of charitable services for family education” (Article 10). It also encourages natural per-
sons and organizations with and without the status of a legal person to donate to matters of family edu-
cation or to provide voluntary services; they may also establish non-profit service facilities for family 
education (Articles 12, 36.1). It is to be hoped that this will continue to apply to religious institutions 
as well. For example, the Diocese of Fenyang established a family services center in 2013 (see RCTC 
2013, No. 4, p. 10). 
The law enters into force on January 1, 2022 (English translation and Chinese original can be found 
at www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/family-education-law/; cnwomen.com.cn Oct. 24; Reuters Oct. 18).

Religious Policy

August 13, 2021:

China Christian Daily reports further local reward systems for  
reporting “illegal” religious activities in Heilongjiang and  
Shandong

The United Front Work Department of the Meilisi District of the Daur Nationality in Qiqihar an-
nounced such a reward system on August 9, the China Christian Daily reported. According to the 
article, citizens who report unregistered religious personnel as well as unauthorized trans-regional 
religious activities, the dissemination of religious information materials outside religious sites, unau-
thorized donations or private house meetings to the authorities can earn between 500 and 1,000 RMB. 
RMB 1,000 is also the reward for providing evidence of illegal religious infiltration. Similar reward 
systems were established in the Boshan District of Zibo on August 10 and in Weihai on August 8, both 
in Shandong Province. The latter stated that unauthorized religious training and summer or winter 
camps attended by minors, or any evangelical activity for “parenting purposes,” should be reported. 
According to China Christian Daily, there are already financial incentives for such reporting from 
some local governments in Fujian, Guangxi, Henan, Hebei and Liaoning (China Christian Daily Aug. 
13). – See also the reports on reward systems established in 2019 in Guangzhou and Xingtai in RCTC 
2019, No. 2, p. 6; No. 4, p. 6.
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Mid-October 2021:

Apple forced to remove Bible and Qur’an apps from its app store 
in China

Under pressure from the Chinese government, the US technology group Apple has removed two apps 
with religious content from its app store accessible in China. They are the Bible app from the US-based 
provider Olive Tree and the Qur’an Majeed app produced in Pakistan. According to Apple’s report to 
the BBC, the background is the accusation by Chinese authorities of violating the prevailing laws and 
illegally distributing religious texts. The online distribution of Chinese Bible apps has already been 
massively impaired since mid-2019 (cf. RCTC 2019, No. 4, p. 10). In recent months, there have been 
increasing reports of bans and blockades of Christian Chinese communication forums in the social 
medium WeChat (UCAN Oct. 22).
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

Religious Studies

August 15, 2021:

Change in the leadership of the Chinese Association of Religious 
Studies

The head of the Institute of World Religions (IWR) of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Zheng 
Xiaoyun 郑筱筠, who has been in office since 2019, has now also been elected president of the Chinese 
Association of Religious Studies 中国宗教学会. Zheng Xiaoyun is an expert on Theravada Buddhism 
and religions of ethnic minorities. The previous president, Zhuo Xinping, became honorary chairman. 
The new secretary general is Tang Xiaofeng, head of the IWR’s department of Protestantism. The 14 
vice-presidents are mostly representatives of religious studies, but also of politics and religions (in-
cluding Bishop Guo Jincai and Pastor Kan Baoping). The Chinese Association for Religious Studies, 
founded in 1979, is a scientific mass organization of religious researchers based in the IWR, according 
to the IWR website. Among other things, it appears as a co-organizer of conferences. The next day 
(August 16) it organized a conference on “Marxist religious studies” together with the IWR (iwr.cass.
cn Aug. 17, 20). 

Daoism

July 20, 2021:

Overseas Liaison Commission of the Chinese Daoist Association 
(CDA) meets in Wuyi

Li Guangfu, president of the CDA, said at the meeting that the Sinicization of Daoism must continue 
to be observed in foreign contact work. According to Li, the world must be even more actively ap-
proached, and the story of Chinese Daoism must be told well. The exchange should also exemplify the 
successes and “progressive experiences” of other civilizations to advance Daoism’s own renewal and in-
crease its adaptability to today’s society, Li said, according to a report on the CDA’s website. A five-year 
plan for the Commission’s work was also presented at the meeting (taoist.org.cn July 20).
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July 2021:

Online conference on the culture of the City God faith in China 
and Southeast Asia

The Chinese Daoist Association (CDA) and the Singapore Taoist Federation were co-organizers of 
the conference, which took place in Wuyi (Zhejiang) and online. In addition to executives of the or-
ganizers, representatives of Daoist associations from Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines 
also participated. Before the start of the conference, auspicious rituals were performed simultaneously 
in the City God Temple of Wuyi and in the Koo Chye Ba City God Temple in Singapore. CDA President 
Li Guangfu said at the opening of the conference that many concepts of the City God faith – punishing 
evil and promoting good, as well as protecting fairness and justice in society – are also beneficial to 
people today and to the goal of world peace. CDA Vice President Zhang Gaocheng pointed out in his 
contribution that the City God culture is a traditional culture with national cohesion that had been 
brought to many places around the world by overseas Chinese [i.e., Chinese emigrants] (taoist.org.cn 
July 21).

Buddhism

July 2, 14, 2021:

Jilin: Buddhist monastery donates a total of 600,000 yuan for 
Catholic bishop’s house and seminary

Since the Catholic bishop’s house of the Diocese of Jilin, built in 1898, is no longer usable due to di-
lapidation, Zhengxing, president of the Buddhist Association of Jilin and abbot of Dafosi Monastery 
in Changchun, and the Dafosi monastic community decided to donate 500,000 RMB to the bishop’s 
house. The donation was handed over on July 2. On July 14, the monastery donated another 100,000 
RMB for the running costs of the seminary of the diocese. At the same time, Master Jingmiao, secretary 
general of the Buddhist Association of Jilin, was appointed as a visiting professor at the Catholic semi-
nary. This was reported by the Catholic website Xinde and the Buddhist website fjnet.com. The dona-
tions were handed over at the “Religious Organizations Service Center of Jilin Province” – apparently 
a governmental institution – with the participation of high-ranking representatives of the religious 
affairs department of the province. Master Zhengxin said on July 2 that for many years, the Buddhist 
and Catholic communities in Jilin Province have been supporting each other in their work and build-
ing bridges of friendship (xinde.org July 14; fjnet.com July 2, 14). 

July 6, 2021:

Human Rights Watch (HRW) reports extremely high prison  
sentences for four monks from Tengdro Monastery

In September of 2020, according to a report published by Human Rights Watch on July 6, 2021, four 
monks from Tengdro Monastery in Tingri/Dingri County (Tibet Autonomous Region) were sentenced 
by the Shigatse Intermediate People’s Court to the following prison terms on unknown charges: Choeg-
yal Wangpo to 20 years; Lobsang Jinpa to 19 years; Norbu Dondrub to 17 years; and Ngawang Yeshe to 
5 years in prison. Choegyal Wangpo, the head of the monastery, had left his mobile phone in a café in 
Lhasa in 2019, from which his contacts with exiled Tibetans from Tingri in Nepal were discovered. As a 
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result, the authorities carried out a raid on the monastery and village, in which 20 people were arrested; 
one monk subsequently committed suicide, according to HRW (hrw.org July 6).

August 7, 2021:

Chinese Buddhist Association (CBA) adopts five-year plan to  
Sinicize Theravada Buddhism

The meeting of the CBA’s Commission for Theravada Buddhism Work took place in Xishuangbanna 
(Yunnan). Due to the participation of the President of the CBA, Master Yanjue, and representatives of 
the Central United Front Department of the CCP, the meeting was attended by high-ranking partici-
pants. President Yanjue pointed out in his speech that the CBA has always attached great importance 
to work on Theravada Buddhism and has striven to promote exchanges between the three major lan-
guage families of Buddhism [i.e. Chinese, Tibetan, Pali] and to strengthen the unity of Buddhists of all 
ethnicities. The “Plan for a Teaching System of the Academies for Higher Buddhist Studies of Chinese 
 Pali-language Buddhism” was discussed and a five-year plan for the Sinicization of Theravada Bud-
dhism (2021–2025) was adopted (chinabuddhism.com.cn July 12.). 
Theravada Buddhism, which is widespread in countries of South and Southeast Asia, is native to China 
only in the southwestern province of Yunnan, where it has 1,705 registered religious sites, according to 
the database of the National Religious Affairs Administration.

August 22 to September 3, 2021:

121 Tibetans detained during search for photos of the Dalai Lama 
in Dza Wonpo

According to tibet.net, the website of the Tibetan government in exile in Dharamsala, the Chinese 
authorities carried out house searches in Dza Wonpo (Sershul/Shiqing County, Kardze/Ganzi Autono-
mous Prefecture, Sichuan), looking for pictures of the Dalai Lama and checking mobile phones for 
contacts with exiled Tibetans. Between August 22 and September 3, at least 121 Tibetans, both monks 
of the local monastery and lay persons, were detained, according to tibet.net. Radio Free Asia spoke of 
over 100 detained and dates the start of the searches to August 25. At the end of September, accord-
ing to tibet.net, after almost a month of political re-education, all Tibetans except three monks were 
released. According to RFA, earlier this year, Dza Wonpo held meetings where Tibetans had to sign 
documents in which they pledged not to possess or distribute images of the Dalai Lama. According to 
tibet.net, many of the detained Tibetans were members of a local group promoting the Tibetan lan-
guage (rfa.org Aug. 27; Sept. 1; tibet.net Sept. 7; Oct. 1).

From September 27, 2021:

Conference on Chinese-language curriculum for Tibetan Buddhist 
Studies in Qinghai

The conference was dedicated to the “establishment of a teaching program for Buddhist studies in the 
national common language” (i.e., in Standard Chinese), which in the future is to be used at all acade-
mies of Tibetan Buddhism. The popularization of the “national common language” is an indispensable 
prerequisite for “forging a sense of community of the Chinese nation” and a concrete initiative for the 
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Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism – said Sita, deputy office head of the Central Coordination Group 
for Tibet Work, at the conference. The detailed report of the official Qinghai Daily on the conference 
does not indicate whether the Chinese-language teaching program is meant to completely replace Ti-
betan-language Buddhist studies in the long term. Liu Peng, vice-rector of the Chinese Academy for 
Advanced Studies of Tibetan Buddhism, spoke at the conference, according to Qinghai Daily, of a “lan-
guage switching to the national language.” A textbook “Buddhist Chinese” and a “Basic Course Chinese 
Language for Academies of Tibetan Buddhism” were discussed. The three-day conference, attended by 
over 500 people, was held at the Qinghai Academy of Tibetan Buddhism in Xining. 
According to Radio Free Asia (RFA), which cited Tibetan sources, government officials at the confer-
ence said monks and nuns must also learn to speak Chinese to each other. It is unclear whether the 
many thousands of classical Buddhist books written in Tibetan will gradually have to be translated 
into Chinese. Chinese cannot convey the full meaning of these texts, said Geshe Lhakdor, head of the 
Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala, according to RFA, and he also wondered who 
should do these translations. “This policy is just an ignorant power play by the Chinese government,” 
he told RFA (Qinghai Daily as found at chinabuddhism.cn Sept. 30; zytzb.gov.cn Sept. 30; rfa.org Oct. 
5). 
On the current ethnic policy, see the entry of August 27-28, 2021, on the enforcement of Standard Chi-
nese in preschool education see the entry of July 21, 2021, both of which can be found in the section 
“General – Politics.”

October 12, 2021:

Buddhists in Xishuangbanna stage “reasonable release of living 
beings” in Langcangjiang/Mekong to convey good wishes to the 
UN Biodiversity Conference

Under the supervision of the local fisheries authority, which tested the quality of the juvenile fish, 
100,000 carp, a native fish species, were released in the river. This was intended to improve the ecosys-
tem of the Langcang River and to encourage the population to actively participate in the protection 
of the river – according to a report on the action. The release of living beings is a Buddhist tradition. 
The action was carried out by the Buddhist Association of Xishuangbanna together with local temples 
and the local Foundation for Cultural Exchange of Theravada Buddhism (chinabuddhism.com.cn Oct. 
140.). 
The Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan Province borders Myanmar and Laos. 
Southeast Asian countries on the lower reaches of the river fear that China’s dam construction on the 
upper reaches of the Langcangjiang/Mekong in Yunnan will have serious ecological consequences for 
the entire Mekong catchment area. The last UN Biodiversity Conference took place online on October 
11–15, 2021, the next one is scheduled to take place in Kunming in April of 2022.

Islam

June 17, 2021:

Chinese Islamic Association (CIA) cancels the 2021 Hajj due to the 
Corona pandemic

Referring to the continuing serious pandemic situation worldwide, the CIA announced that the Hajj of 
Chinese Muslims will also be suspended in 2021, as it was last year, in order not to endanger the health 
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and lives of the people of China. On June 12, the Saudi Ministry of Hajj and Umrah announced that, 
as in 2020, it would only admit Saudi citizens and those residing in Saudi Arabia to the Hajj; the total 
number of pilgrims was limited to 60,000. The pilgrim month began this year on July 11. The CIA is 
the sole approved operator for pilgrimages of Chinese Muslims to Mecca (chinaislam.net.cn June 17; 
haj.gov.sa June 12). 

July 20–23, 2021:

Feast of Sacrifice (Eid al-Adha): Congratulations from the  
Religious Bureau – In Aksu, participation in public prayers  
prohibited for those under 50 years of age

On the occasion of the Islamic Feast of Sacrifice, Wang Zuo’an, Vice Minister of the United Front De-
partment of the CCP and Director of the National Religious Affairs Administration, visited the office 
of the Chinese Islamic Association (CIA) to convey his congratulations. Employees of the religious 
authorities of the city of Beijing went to Beijing’s main mosques to inquire about the festival prepa-
rations, which included strict Corona prevention measures, including a restriction on the number of 
prayer participants. All Beijing mosques solemnly raised the national flag for the festival – according 
to a report on the CIA website.
A senior police officer from Aykol Township in Aksu City, Xinjiang, told Radio Free Asia that the 
government of Akyol had only allowed people over the age of 50 to participate in prayers during the 
Feast of Sacrifice, and that over 170 Uighurs accused of violating that provision were currently (i.e., in 
July) being held in custody. A resident of Aykol told the broadcaster that the police did not check each 
individual mosque, but instructed the heads of the 10-household units existing in Xinjiang to report 
unauthorized praying (chinaislam.net July 21, 22; rfa.org July 30).

August 17, 2021:

Chinese Islamic Association (CIA) hosts international video  
conference “How Will Muslim Community Adapt to the  
Contemporary Social Development”

The aim of the conference was to examine how the peaceful coexistence of people and the convergence 
of civilizations can be promoted and the building of a “community of common destiny for mankind” 
can be supported – said a conference report on the website of the CIA. Yang Faming, president of 
the CIA, expressed in his speech the hope that the Islamic community in all countries will continue 
contributing to overcome misunderstandings between nations, religions and civilizations. Ali Rashid 
Al-Nuaimi, chairman of the World Muslim Communities Council based in the United Arab Emirates, 
said Muslims should respect the constitution and laws of the countries where they live and respect all 
cultures. According to the conference report, he reaffirmed China’s policy of freedom of belief and said 
that China places great importance on human rights. Rushan Abbyasov, deputy chairman of the Coun-
cil of Muftis of Russia, said that when interpreting Islamic teachings, more practical factors should 
be taken into account and the challenges and needs of Muslims should be addressed. He advocated 
a dialogue of religions and mutual tolerance. The chairman of the Islamic Association of Xinjiang, 
Abudulrekep Tumniyaz, said he could say from his own experience that the policy of freedom of belief 
in Xinjiang is being fully implemented (chinaislam.net.cn Aug. 20).
Rushan Abbyasov is a member of the Russian-Chinese working group for contacts and cooperation in 
the religious sphere, through which the contacts of the Russian Orthodox Church with China also run 
(muslim.ru).
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Protestant Churches

July 11, 2021:

Police intervene against a Zoom service in Shenzhen 

On July 11, an online service via Zoom of Shenzhen Trinity Gospel Harvest Church (深圳三一丰收福

音教会) was cancelled by police officers. Pastor Mao Zhibin and Elder Chu Yanqing were not allowed 
to continue preaching. In April of this year, the unregistered church was banned by the authorities. 
With a special emphasis on the issue of justice, it attracts several young people involved in the field 
of human rights. On September 5, parishioners celebrated the 5th anniversary of their existence in a 
restaurant (chinaaid.net Sept. 16; LICAS July 27).
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

Until August 2021:

Church building in Fuzhou reconstructed by the city as part of its 
historical heritage 

The Mingdao Church (明道教会), which was declared a historical heritage by the city of Fuzhou in 
2018, was reconstructed by August of this year and reopened for ecclesiastical use. It was built in 1928 
by English Anglicans. There are other historic church buildings in the capital of Fujian Province. The 
Church of Heavenly Peace (天安堂), founded in 1856 as the first Methodist church in China, is one 
particularly well known example (gospeltimes.cn Aug. 19).
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

August 7, 2021:

Increasing pressure on a mega house church in Shanxi

The Golden Lamp Protestant Church (金灯台教堂) in Linfen District, Shanxi Province, is an unreg-
istered church with tens of thousands of members. On August 7, Rev. Wang Xiaoguang and his wife, 
preacher Yang Rongli, and seven other parishioners were detained. An illegal baptism ceremony is 
suspected as the reason for the arrests. The huge church building of the congregation, completed in 
2009, was blown up and demolished in 2018 due to unobtained building permits. Preacher Yang served 
a seven-year prison sentence for “illegal religious activities” from 2009 to 2016. In recent years, the 
Church has resisted increasing pressure from the religious authorities to register in the official umbrella 
organization of Chinese Protestants. The treatment of the Golden Lamp Protestant Church has now 
been raised from the provincial level to the national level (rfa.org Aug. 9). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

August 22, 2021:

New arrests at the Early Rain Covenant Church in Chengdu

A group of officers and uniformed men entered Dai Zhichao’s living quarters on August 22 to break up 
a service being held there by the banned Early Rain Covenant Church under his leadership. His mobile 
phone and other items have been confiscated. Assembly leader Dai, a parishioner He Shan and a num-
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ber of minors were taken to the police station. While the minors were handed over to their parents after 
a short time, the two adults served a sentence of 14 days of police custody (rfa.org 3.09.). 
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

September 4, 2021:

Protestant Music School in Harbin closed

On September 4, the privately run secondary school with a focus on church music education, Maize 
Christian Music High School (麦子圣乐高中), was searched by state forces. Teaching materials and 
furniture were confiscated. Principal Xu, teachers, staff and about 90 students were taken to a police 
station for questioning. The school fees charged amounted to 17,000 RMB per year (equivalent to about 
2,300 Euro) (chinese.christianpost.com Sept. 12).
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

September 27, 2021:

Official exchange between the Chinese Christian Council, the 
Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) and the Association of  
Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany (EMW)

On September 27, members of the umbrella organizations of Protestant Christians in China met with 
Senior Church Councilor Ute Hedrich, EKD, and Dr. Eckhard Zemmrich, EMW, and others via Zoom 
for a discussion in which the mutual interest in partnership exchange was reaffirmed. It was the first 
official meeting between the church representations of both countries in more than two years. Mrs. He-
drich and Mr. Zemmrich – both not very long in their respective offices – introduced themselves and 
were welcomed as new friends. Pastor Shen Xuebin, vice president of the Chinese Christian Council, 
reported on the situation of Protestant congregations in China during the pandemic and the precau-
tions currently being taken. He expressed a clear interest in the resumption of Sino-German interreli-
gious consultations. Another topic was the participation of a Chinese delegation in the plenary assem-
bly of the World Council of Churches, which is planned for the autumn of 2022 in Karlsruhe, Germany.
Isabel Friemann, China InfoStelle

Catholic Church

June 22, 2021:

United Bible Societies and Chinese Catholic Church governing 
bodies discuss collaboration on new Chinese Bible translation

The inaugural online seminar on “Bible Translation and Chinese Culture” between the official gov-
erning bodies of the Chinese Catholic Church (Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association and Bishops’ 
Conference, or “One Association, One Conference”) and the United Bible Societies (UBS, an intercon-
fessional worldwide federation of Bible societies) was chaired by Bishop Shen Bin. Kuo Wee Seng, Di-
rector of the UBS China Partnership, gave a review of UBS’s 30 years of cooperation with the Catholic 
Church in China, starting with partnership in Bible paper support and free Bible distribution, then in 
other Bible ministry programs, and now in Bible translation. Bishop Guo Jincai, Secretary General of 
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the Chinese Bishops’ Conference, emphasized in his keynote speech the high priority of Bible transla-
tion for “One Association, One Conference.” Then three members of the “China Catholic Bible Transla-
tion Team” (this term appears only in the UBS report) and three Bible experts from UBS gave a lecture. 
Father Zhang Wenxi, head of the Bible department of “One Association, One Conference,” spoke about 
the need for a new translation of the Bible, to which he attached twelve expectations. The priest Niu 
Zhixiong, lecturer at the Catholic Seminary of Jilin, spoke about the problem of translating pneuma 
in the Chinese language context. At the end of the event, Ignatius Lee, Executive Secretary General 
of the Hong Kong Bible Society, reiterated UBS’s willingness to serve the Chinese Catholic Church in 
translating a version of the Bible that Chinese believers will value and understand (www.ubscp.org/
china-catholic-church-ubs-joint-seminar; www.xinde.org/show/51045). 
The revision of the translations and, if necessary, the retranslating of the canonical books of the reli-
gions of China is also a demand of Chinese religious policy.

July 9, 2021:

Bishop Matthew Cao Xiangde 曹湘德, Hangzhou, deceased

Bishop Cao was born on September 16, 1929 in Tangzhen, Pudong, Shanghai and in 1950 entered the 
Wensheng Regional Seminary of Jiaxing, which was directed by the Lazarists. Two years later he moved 
to the seminary in Beijing. In 1954, he continued his studies in Haimen, Zhejiang Province, but was 
not ordained a priest until a few years after the Cultural Revolution, in 1985, by Bishop Jin Luxian of 
Shanghai. After his ordination, he worked at Hangzhou Cathedral and in two other parishes. On June 
25, 2000, he was ordained Bishop of Hangzhou by the official Bishop of Haimen, Matthew Yu Chengcai, 
without permission from the Holy See. On June 8, 2008, at his request, he received legitimacy from the 
Vatican as a bishop, but without jurisdiction. The official obituary of the diocese reads, among other 
things: “Throughout his life, Bishop Matthew Cao Xiangde held on to his love for the fatherland and 
the Church. He adhered to the principles of the independent, autonomous, self-governing Church. He 
sacrificed himself for the Church, led a modest life, responsibly fulfilled his pastoral duties and served 
society.” The funeral took place on July 12, 2021 with a limited number of participants. The diocese had 
requested that due to the epidemic, participation from outside Hangzhou should be avoided (Asia News 
July 10; Fides July 9; official obituary of the Diocese of Hangzhou can be found on xinde.org July 9).

July 13, 2021:

Xinde: “Cultural History Museum on Sinicization of the Catholic 
Church” of the Diocese of Jinan opened

The museum, located in the back courtyard of the 
bishop’s house, aims to provide “Catholics with a 
comprehensive understanding of the history of the 
development of Catholicism in China, on the occa-
sion of the centenary of the founding of the Chinese 
Communist Party,” according to a July 13 report by 
Xinde. The museum, with two exhibition rooms, was 
designed and furnished by the Catholic Yu Shuting 
with the support of the local bishop Zhang Xian-
wang. The objects and tablets were collected and ar-
ranged by Father Xiao Jianguo. The exhibition area 

Spacious rooms of the new museum in Jinan.  
Photo: xinde.org.
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is arranged according to four themes: 1. Learning from history – a first look at the inculturation of 
the Catholic Church; 2. Harmony between Catholicism and Confucianism – attempts to Sinicize the 
Catholic Church; 3. Love for the country and the Church – the process of Sinicization of the Catholic 
Church; 4. Service to society – Practice of Sinicization of the Catholic Church. These main themes are 
subdivided into many sub-themes with text panels, photos and objects, such as the following topics: 
brief outline of Church history, 100 years of Church prohibition, short historical explanations of the 
appointments of bishops, the Catholic printing industry, origins of the names of God, origin of the 
name for the Catholic Church, indigenization of clothing, Christian images in the Chinese style, de-
velopments in the Sinicization of the clergy, presentation of bishops and priests since the founding of 
the country, Sinicization of the system, Sinicization of the liturgy, Sinicization of sacred music and art, 
Sinicization of church architecture, exchange with foreign countries, “red” churches, charitable enter-
prises. Saints and pioneers of the faith include St. Joseph Freinademetz SVD, Fr. Vincent Lebbe and the 
university founder Ma Xiangbo (xinde.org July 13).
The “Sinicization” (Zhongguohua 中国化) of all religions in China called for by President Xi Jinping in 
two speeches in 2015 and 2016 is a central part of the current religious policy of the Party and the State.

July 28, 2021:

Antonius Li Hui 李辉 is ordained coadjutor bishop of Pingliang 
(Gansu) – Fifth episcopal ordination since the provisional  
Sino-Vatican agreement of 2018

The consecration in Pingliang Cathedral was presided over 
by Bishop Ma Yinglin of Kunming, chairman of the Chinese 
Bishops’ Conference (which is not recognized by Rome). 
Co-consecrators were Bishops Han Jide of Pingliang and 
Guo Jincai of Chengde; Bishop Han Zhihai of Lanzhou at-
tended the ceremony. The letter of approval of the Bishops’ 
Conference was read by its deputy general secretary, Father 
Yang Yu. The wording of the letter was not disclosed, so it is 
not known whether the Pope’s consent was mentioned in it 
(this has been the case with at least three of the consecrations 
since the signing of the Sino-Vatican agreement on episcopal 
appointments). Li Hui’s election as coadjutor candidate ac-
cording to the official Chinese procedure took place on July 
24, 2020. According to Matteo Bruni, director of the Holy 
See’s press office, Pope Francis appointed him on January 11, 
2021 – that is, only after the official election and after the trial 
extension of the agreement in October 2020.
Coadjutor Bishop Li Hui was born in Meixian in Shaanxi in 
1972. He entered the Pingliang Minor Seminary in 1990. In 

1996 he completed his theological studies at the National Catholic Seminary in Beijing and was or-
dained a priest in the same year. According to UCAN, from 1998 until his election as coadjutor in 2020, 
he worked in the Secretariat of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association and the Bishops’ Conference 
on Liuyin Street in Beijing as secretary of the presidents of the Bishops’ Conference, so he has no pas-
toral experience in the diocese that he will lead in the future. According to LICAS, a priest, who did not 
want to be named, described Liuyin Street in a critical remark as a “training place for Chinese bishops” 
(AsiaNews July 28; chinacatholic.cn July 28; LICAS July 29; UCAN July 28; Vatican News July 28).

The elderly Bishop Han Jide lays hands on 
his designated successor.  
Photo: xinde.org.
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September 8, 2021:

Francis Cui Qingqi 崔庆琪 is consecrated Bishop of Wuhan

The consecration in Wuhan (Hankou) 
Cathedral was again led by Bishop Ma 
Yinglin of Kunming. Co-consecrators 
were Bishops Shen Bin of Haimen 
and Li Shan of Beijing. Bishops Li 
Suguang of Jiangxi and Ding Lingbin 
of Changzhi attended the ceremony. 
The letter of approval of the Chinese 
 Bishops’ Conference was again read 
by its deputy general secretary, Father 
Yang Yu. Cui Qingqi was elected as a 
bishop candidate on September 17, 
2020, according to the official Chi-
nese procedure. According to Vatican 

News, Matteo Bruni confirmed that “Father Francis Cui Qingqi O.F.M.” [i.e., the new bishop is a Fran-
ciscan] was consecrated in Wuhan and that Pope Francis appointed him “Bishop of Hankou/Wuhan” 
on June 23, 2021 [just a few weeks before the consecration]. The three dioceses of Hankou, Hanyang 
and Wuchang established by the Vatican were merged many years ago by the official Chinese Church 
to form the Diocese of Wuhan. The Diocese of Wuhan has not had a bishop since the death of Bishop 
Dong Guangqing in May of 2007. − Bishop Cui Qingqi was born in Shanxi in February 1964. From 
1987 to 1991 he studied theology at the seminary of the Diocese of Hankou, and in 1991 he was or-
dained a priest. Since 2012, he has been administrator of the Diocese of Wuhan. Since 2016 he has been 
one of the deputy secretaries general of the official Bishops’ Conference and since 2018 Chairman of 
the Catholic “Two Associations” (Patriotic Association and Commission for Church Affairs) of Hubei 
Province. Bishop Cui is the sixth bishop consecrated under the Sino-Vatican agreement with the ap-
proval of both sides (AsiaNews Sept. 5, 8; chinacatholic.cn Sept. 8; UCAN Sept. 8; Vatican News Sept. 
8). On the background to the elections of Li Hui and Cui Qingqi as bishop candidates, cf. RCTC 2021, 
No. 1, p. 11-12 – according to Hong Kong journalist Lucia Cheung of November 16, 2020, Li and Cui 
were the first real test cases for the agreement.

October 13, 2021:

Death of Bishop Emeritus Yang Xiangtai 杨祥太 of Handan

The Bishop Emeritus of Handan, Hebei Province, Stephan Yang Xiangtai, died at the age of 98. Bishop 
Yang was born on January 3, 1923 in Gaocun Village, Wu’an County, Henan Province (today He-
bei Province). In 1935 he entered the Minor Seminary of the Diocese of Weihui and in 1940 began 
studying at the Regional Seminary in Kaifeng, Henan Province. He was ordained a priest in Kaifeng 
on August 27, 1949. He was arrested for the first time in 1954. He was arrested again in July 1966 and 
sentenced to 15 years in prison in October 1970 as a counter revolutionary. After his release and re-
habilitation in March 1980, Yang worked as a pastor in Handan, Cixian, Shexian and Wu’an counties, 
which had become part of Hebei Province and the official Diocese of Handan with the new adminis-
trative division. Bishop Chen Bailu appointed him Vicar General in 1988 and ordained him Coadjutor 
Bishop of the Diocese of Handan on November 30, 1996. On September 17, 1999, Bishop Yang became 
Ordinary Bishop of the Diocese of Handan. On June 21, 2011, he ordained Bishop Joseph Sun Jigen as 

Eucharistic celebration at the episcopal consecration in Wuhan. In 
the center the new Bishop Cui Qingqi, on the left Bishop Shen Bin.  
Photo: xinde.org.
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his coadjutor bishop. This was done in secret, a few days before the official date: that was to prevent the 
consecration ceremony, which had already been approved by the Holy See and the Chinese authorities, 
from being conducted by an illegitimate bishop. 
Bishop Yang is described as a calm, reserved person with a deep love of humanity and a guarantor of 
unity. He had encouraged many seminarians and religious Sisters in their vocation. Bishop Yang also 
composed and wrote many hymns.
Handan is a very active diocese with 180,000 Catholics. Part of the Catholics belong to the under-
ground Church (Yongnian Diocese) (AsiaNews Oct. 13; LICAS Oct. 15; UCAN Oct. 18; death notice of 
the diocese [on WeChat]; chinacatholic.cn Oct. 15; xinde.org Oct. 17, 18). 

October 25, 2021:

Underground Bishop Shao Zhumin has disappeared once again

58-year-old Bishop Peter Shao Zhumin of Wenzhou was taken to an unknown location by officials on 
October 25. Local officials are said to have announced that this was done for reasons of “tourism.” Ac-
cording to UCAN, this is the sixth time since the death of his predecessor, Bishop Vincent Zhu Weifang 
in 2016, that Bishop Shao has been abducted by the authorities. In a message, according to AsiaNews, 
Catholics were asked to pray for the bishop: “Pray that the Lord will give him confidence and courage, 
that he will not by demoralized by what happened; pray also that he will remain healthy and whole, 
under the guidance of Christ, so that he may return to us as soon as possible to shepherd his flock.” 
According to AsiaNews, Bishop Shao’s arrests always happen before important Catholic feast days: 
Christmas, Easter, Assumption, and now All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day. 
Bishop Shao had been appointed by the Vatican as episcopal coadjutor and had taken over the leader-
ship of the diocese after the death of Bishop Zhu. So far, he has not been recognized as a bishop by the 
Chinese government. Most recently, he was arrested in May 2017 and detained for seven months. The 
German Ambassador in Beijing and the Holy See publicly expressed their concern for Bishop Shao at 
the time. It is believed that once again the authorities will try to persuade Bishop Shao to join the Pa-
triotic Association and the official Bishops’ Conference. The underground Catholic community is very 
strong in the Diocese of Wenzhou. 
On July 27, Father Joseph Liu of the Diocese of Mindong in Fujian Province was arrested by the police. 
According to a report by AsiaNews, he was abused for ten hours and then forced by six police officers 
to sign his membership of the “independent Church” (AsiaNews July 28; Oct. 26; UCAN Oct. 27; see 
RCTC 2017, No. 4, p. 16).

Sino-Vatican Relations

August 12, 2021:

Cardinal Parolin comments on Sino-Vatican relations

During his summer vacation in Trentino, Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Pietro Parolin made the 
comments in an interview with the Italian news site La Voce del Nordest. Asked about the current 
status of relations with the People’s Republic of China, Cardinal Parolin said: “Well, at the moment 
we are still in the phase of dialogue. We have resumed the dialogue in view of the preparation of this 
agreement, which was signed three years ago, and which was then renewed after the first two years of 
the experiment. And we continue to do so. Of course, the dialogue has stalled a bit lately because of 
Covid. It is indeed difficult, it has also affected this area, this sector, but we hope that we can resume the 
meetings soon and deal with many other issues that are on the table and concern the life of the Catho-
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lic Church in China.” The Cardinal emphasized the accompaniment in prayer for Chinese Catholics 
and con tinued: “We are proud of the testimony of faith they give, and we hope that they will always be 
good citizens and good Catholics, so that they may also express this double dimension in their concrete 
lives” (CNS Aug. 13; Vatican News Sept. 12; www.lavocedelnordest.eu/cardinaleparolin2021).

September 1, 2021:

Pope Francis: We should not give up dialogue with China

In his first interview after his operation on July 4, 2021, with the Spanish radio network COPE, Pope 
Francis commented on a wide range of questions asked by Spanish journalist Carlos Herrera. In re-
sponse to the question about the agreement between the Vatican and China, Pope Francis said: “China 
is not easy, but I am convinced that we should not give up dialogue. You can be deceived in dialogue, 
you can make mistakes, all that ... But it is the way. Closed-mindedness is never the way. What has 
been achieved so far in China was at least [due] to the dialogue. ... Some concrete things like the ap-
pointment of new bishops, slowly.” For him, Cardinal Agostino Casaroli (1914–1998), who under Pope 
John XXIII was tasked with building “bridges with central Europe” and the communist countries, was 
a source of inspiration. “Today, somehow, we have to follow these paths of dialogue, step by step in the 
most conflictive situations” (America Magazine Sept. 1; AsiaNews Sept. 1; Vatican News Sept. 1; cope.
es Sept. 1).

October 24, 2021:

Corriere della Sera quotes an anonymous Vatican representative 
on the issue of Taiwan in the Sino-Vatican negotiations

In a report by Corriere della Sera, an anonymous representative “from the highest echelons of the Holy 
See’s diplomacy” on the Taiwan issue is quoted as saying: “China wants us to break off diplomatic rela-
tions with Taiwan and in return promises to establish diplomatic relations with us. But we have always 
replied that Beijing must first allow us to open an apostolic nunciature in the capital. Only then can we 
review our relations with the government in Taipei. Since this step was never taken, everything remains 
the same. And let’s hope the situation doesn’t get worse ...” The newspaper’s report continues: “This is 
the first time that the issue of relations between China and the Vatican and Taiwan has been clearly 
formulated from the highest echelons of the Holy See’s diplomacy. And anonymity does not diminish 
the weight or authority of what is leaked” (Corriere della Sera Oct. 24).

Hong Kong

September 9, 2021:

Police raid on Tiananmen Museum in Hong Kong

The museum, which commemorated the Tiananmen Square massacres in Beijing on June 4, 1989, was 
searched by officials from the National Security Department. Exhibits from the museum were loaded 
into a truck, including a cardboard model of the “Goddess of Democracy,” the symbol of the 1989 stu-
dent movement, as well as photos of Hong Kong’s annual memorial events for the victims of Tianan-
men. The museum was closed by the authorities on June 2, 2021. On August 4, an online museum was 
opened as the “8964 Museum,” prepared by the former operator of the Tiananmen Museum, the Hong 
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Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements of China, but independently acting with 
a foreign curatorial team. 
Four members of the Alliance, which also organized the annual vigils, were arrested on September 
8, including prominent democracy activist and lawyer Chow Hang Tung. The arrests were made un-
der the National Security Law. Chow is accused of subversion. She was arrested earlier this year and 
charged with promoting an unauthorized gathering. She was later released on bail.
The National Security Department had required the Hong Kong Alliance to provide information on 
personal data of all members since the group’s founding, as well as financial records. The Alliance had 
refused to do so a day before the arrests. The next morning, police officers arrested the members of the 
Alliance’s Standing Committee in their homes or offices (AsiaNews Sept. 8; BBC Sept. 9; Reuters Aug. 4; 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=M3mQV-_psBU; link to the online museum: https://8964museum.com/).

Macau

July 26, 2021:

Bishop Stephen Lee of Macau visits Beijing

As the official bodies of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association and the Chinese Bishops Confer-
ence announced on their website, Bishop Fang Xingyao, Chairman of the Patriotic Association, re-
ceived a delegation from Bishop Stephen Lee Bun-sang (Li Binsheng) of the Catholic Diocese of Macau 
organized by the Liaison Office of the Beijing Central Government in Macau on July 26 in Beijing. 
Bishop Shen Bin, Vice President of the Patriotic Association and the Episcopal Conference, led the con-
versation. According to the report, he thanked the Diocese of Macau “for its long-standing efforts for 
the friendly development of the Church in both places” and hoped “that it will continue to strengthen 
the friendly relations between the two Churches and make the contribution it deserves to the devel-
opment of the country and society.” According to the report, Bishop Lee introduced the Diocese of 
Macau and its social services, “reviewed the past friendly exchange and looked forward to cultivating 
more exchange and cooperation between the two sides in the future.” The visit was accompanied by the 
official in charge of the Central Government Liaison Office in Macau. The meeting was also attended by 
Liu Yuanlong, Vice President and Secretary General of the Patriotic Association, Father Wang Yuliang, 
Head of the Department of Church Affairs of “One Association, One Conference,” as well as the head 
of the Department of Foreign Affairs (chinacatholic.cn July 26).

September 12, 2021:

Only 42% of registered voters participated in the elections to the 
Legislative Assembly in Macau

This was almost 15 percent less than in the 2017 election. The Seventh Legislative Assembly has 33 
seats, of which 14 are elected directly and twelve indirectly (functional constituencies by professional 
sectors), as well as seven other deputies appointed directly by the Chief Executive of the Chinese Spe-
cial Administrative Region of Macau, Ho Iat Seng. Macau has about 324,000 registered voters, of whom 
just over 137,000 went to the polls.
Authorities attributed the historically low voter turnout to the pandemic and weather. Tong Hio-fung, 
head of the Electoral Affairs Committee, said it was unfavorable for many residents living in Hong 
Kong, Taiwan or the mainland to return to Macau because they would be subject to quarantine. In 
Macau, a case of COVID-19 infection was last detected six weeks ago. Since the beginning of the pan-
demic, only a total of 63 cases have been registered. 
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The election winners came from seven of the 14 electoral lists. In July, however, 21 liberal and pro-de-
mocracy candidates on six electoral lists were disqualified for violating the Basic Law. They had, among 
other things, connections to pro-democracy leaders in Hong Kong, had attended a vigil commemorat-
ing the victims of the Tiananmen square massacre, or had visited Taiwan during the last presidential 
election (AsiaNews Sept. 13; german.cri.cn Sept. 12; Hong Kong Free Press Sept. 13).

September 9, 2021:

Catholic University in Macau is allowed to recruit students from 
Mainland China

For the first time in its 25-year history, the Catholic University of Saint Joseph is allowed to enroll 
students from the People’s Republic of China in Macau with the permission of the Chinese Ministry of 
Education. In his official statement of 13 September, Rector Father Stephen Morgan reports that these 
are postgraduate programs in architecture, business administration, information systems and science. 
Without the support of the Liaison Office of China in Macau and the Commissioner for Foreign Af-
fairs, permission to accept Chinese students would not have been possible. They are a university “in, 
from and for Macau, in, from and for China.” Over the years, the university has already established 
close relationships with a number of universities and research institutions on the Mainland. However, 
the admission of students in the subjects of theology and philosophy is not included. 
The university – the only one of the four universities in Macau that has not yet been allowed to accept 
students from mainland China – is subordinate to the Diocese of Macau and is affiliated with the 
Catholic University of Portugal in Lisbon. Father Peter Stilwell, who headed the university from 2012 
to 2020, told the British weekly magazine The Tablet that the University of Saint Joseph is the only uni-
versity that, through its connection to Portugal and the Western style of teaching, truly preserves the 
tradition of higher learning in Macau (Domradio Sept. 22; UCAN Sept. 20; oclarim.com Sept. 15.,18).

Taiwan

July 30, 2021:

Taiwan’s former vice president appointed member of the  
Pontifical Academy of Sciences

The 70-year-old Taiwanese epidemiologist and politician Chen Chien-jen is a new member of the Pon-
tifical Academy of Sciences. The health expert and vice president of the National Academy of Sciences 
in Taiwan (Academia Sinica) was vice president of Taiwan from 2016 to 2020. Chen became known 
for his work as Minister of Health during the SARS epidemic in 2003. A Catholic, Chen is a Knight of 
the Papal Order of St. Gregory and a Knight of the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem. – Chen is the second 
Taiwanese to be appointed a member of the Academy. This honor was previously last received by Nobel 
laureate in chemistry, Lee Yuan-Tseh. 
According to Vatican News, the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, first founded in 1603, is intended to 
“promote progress in mathematics, physics and natural sciences, as well as the study of the episte-
mological problems associated with them. The current president is the German agricultural scientist 
Joachim von Braun (71)” (AsiaNews Aug. 2; Vatican News July 30).

This “News Update” was first published in China heute 2021, No. 3, pp. 145-153 (in German). Unless 
otherwise indicated, all source references in the “News Update” refer to the year 2021.
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Mission Experiences in Taiwan, with a Focus on the 
Indigenous Tsou People

Anton Weber SVD 
Translated by Jacqueline Mulberge SSpS

Preliminary note: Fr. Anton Weber SVD, born in 1937, joined the Society of the Divine Word (SVD) in 

1957. From 1965 to 2000 he worked as a missionary in Taiwan. In 2000 his order called him back 

to Germany to accompany the priests, seminarians and religious sisters from Mainland China who 

were studying at the SVD Faculty of Philosophy and Theology in Sankt Augustin. From 2005 to 2012 

he held the office of Director of the China-Zentrum. In the following interview from May 2021, he 

shared his views and experiences regarding his work in Taiwan. Fr. Weber worked for many years 

among the indigenous mountain people of the Tsou (also Cou or Zou zu 鄒族), who traditionally 

live in the Alishan area near Chiayi in south-central Taiwan. Today, the ethnic group has about 6,500 

members. The questions were asked by Katharina Feith (China-Zentrum, Sankt Augustin) and Bar-

bara Hoster (Monumenta Serica Institute, Sankt Augustin).

1. What was your personal motivation for going to the mission in Taiwan?

Response: During my student years China already aroused my particular interest. Some 
of the writings (in a German translation) of the early Chinese philosophers held a certain 
fascination for me. When the Founder of the Society of the Divine Word, Fr. Arnold Jans-
sen SVD (1837–1909), decided to found a mission society, he had China in mind first and 
foremost. After the communist takeover, however, deployment in Mainland China, where 
many SVD missionaries had worked for decades, was ruled out for foreign personnel. But 
then a door opened in the 1950s and 1960s in Taiwan (Republic of China) for the China 
Mission.1 The SVD Generalate also decided, at the urging of former missionaries to China, 
to take over an area in Taiwan for their missionary commitment. In agreement with  Bishop 
Thomas Niu Huiqing (1895–1973), the former Bishop of Yanggu in Shandong Province 
(previously an SVD mission area) and then Apostolic Administrator of Chiayi Diocese, 
the Divine Word missionaries took over an area in that diocese. That was the area east of 
the city of Chiayi, including the mountainous area that still belonged to Chiayi County, 
with its indigenous population. The SVD Region of China (later on China Province) was 
founded. The first regional superior was Fr. Alois Krieftewirth (1904–1990), who had for-
merly worked as a missionary in Henan. He also managed to extract a concession from 

1 On the different phases of the history of the Catholic Church in Taiwan after 1949, see Francis K.H. So – Beatrice 
K.F. Leung – Ellen Mary Mylod (eds.), The Catholic Church in Taiwan. Birth, Growth and Development (Singapore 
2018), and ibid., The Catholic Church in Taiwan. Problems and Prospects (Singapore 2018).
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Bishop Niu to allow the SVD to take over the missionary-pastoral care and administration 
of a city parish in Chiayi. At the instigation of Fr. Krieftewirth, a parish was also taken over 
in the city of Tainan and the German Cultural Centre was established in Kaohsiung.

On the outskirts of Chiayi, on Wufeng South Road, the SVD then also found a place for 
their religious headquarters (after having previously settled in Dingliu village), in the im-
mediate vicinity of the Fu-Jen Middle School, which was a foundation of the SVD. There 
a parish with a kindergarten was also established (Fu-Jen kindergarten).

Meanwhile, in Hsinchuang in Taipei County, the Fu-Jen University was re-established 
in 1961, with the SVD making a considerable contribution in terms of material and per-
sonnel.

All this took place in the 1960s. It all sounded quite interesting and proved to be an 
open developmental process; it encouraged me to sign up for the mission there.

Another sign pointing in the direction of Taiwan was the fact that the SVD personnel 
at the time, mostly consisting of elderly veteran Mainland missionaries who had been 
recalled from their new fields in Europe, Asia and Africa and assigned to Taiwan, were 
now getting older and looking for young people to carry on their work. That meant there 
was a very great probability that anyone who volunteered for the China Province / Taiwan 
would be given a mission assignment for it by the order’s leadership. Apart from that, no-
body else in my class of 30 new priests appeared to be interested in a mission appointment 
for China / Taiwan. 

A final, very concrete stimulus came from Fr. Karl Weber SVD (1936–1994), my com-
patriot and fellow student, who, after completing his theological studies in the USA, had 
signed up for the China Mission and had left for Taiwan a year before me. He had only 

Fr. Weber as a young missionary en route to the mountains. Personal photo.
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good things to say about the conditions and possibilities of the SVD mission work in Tai-
wan, especially concerning the mountain mission. He encouraged me to choose Taiwan as 
my first choice for a mission field. My wish was then granted without further ado by the 
leadership of the order.

2. How was the relationship between benshengren 本省人, waishengren 外
省人, yuanzhumin 原住民 and the Catholic Church?

Response: With the communist takeover of Mainland China in 1949, the National Chi-
nese Army under Chiang Kai-shek retreated to the Island of Taiwan, which had been 
under Japanese colonial rule for the past 50 years. They regarded themselves as Taiwan’s 
liberators, so to speak. At the same time, President Chiang Kai-shek and his party – the 
Guomindang 國民黨 (also Kuomintang) – claimed to be the official legitimate govern-
ment of the whole of China with the name Zhonghua Minguo (Republic of China, R.O.C. 
for short). In the early years they upheld the slogan: “Reconquer mainland China, liberate 
the compatriots, exterminate the communist bandits!” This slogan could even be found on 
liquor bottles as a proposition.

With the hopelessness of this so-called reconquest, all these slogans increasingly dis-
appeared, and the soldiers of the Mainland army found themselves more and more at 
the mercy of their fate to settle down definitely in Taiwan and to integrate into the local 
population. The need to start a family became a problem for them. They looked for wives 
among the Taiwanese (bensheng 本省) population or among the indigenous population 
(yuanzhumin), which as a minority (approx. 2.4% of the total population), divided into 
several smaller and larger peoples and ethnic groups (also known for a long time as tribes), 
mainly inhabited the mountain regions. Along with the Chinese army, a large number of 
private individuals and their families had fled from Mainland China to Taiwan, not with-
out the thought of returning to their original homeland if developments permitted. This, 
too, soon proved to be quite hopeless, so that they also had to prepare themselves to settle 
permanently in Taiwan. 

The so-called “Mainlanders” (daluren 大陸人) or waishengren (“those coming from 
outside”) were not exactly welcomed by the “Taiwanese” (benshengren) in Taiwan, espe-
cially as the Mainlanders often felt themselves to be masters and liberators and behaved 
accordingly. The linguistic differences were also considerable, although “Mainlanders” 
and “Taiwanese” are both ethnically Han Chinese. Even though the writing was com-
prehensible on both sides due to the same Chinese characters, the spoken language was 
too different to be mutually understood. For example, the sentence in Mandarin Wo gei 
ni jiang/shuo 我给您讲/说 (I tell you) in the Taiwanese rendering would be Gua kap li 
kong. Important positions in politics, economy, education, land protection and various 
public offices were held by Mainlanders. Standard Chinese or Mandarin (officially called 
guoyu 國語, i.e. “national language,” in Taiwan at the time), based on the Beijing dialect, 
was introduced as the official language. It went to the extent that students were forbidden 
to use Taiwanese (Minnanyu 闽南语, also known as Amoy) in schools under penalty. In 
those circumstances it was obvious that there would be tensions, integration difficulties 
and misunderstanding between the two population groups. In our SVD central house in 
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Chiayi we had two employees, a Taiwanese as chauffeur and a Mainlander as a kind of 
factotum, but especially as an intermediary in dealing with the authorities. Both of them 
were efficient and friendly and our missionaries could get along well with both. Yet even 
if there were no actual conflicts, the different ways of thinking were tangible. We were 
once speaking of Taiwan’s rapid development. Mr. Wang (Mainlander) said that this was 
only due to the wise and consistent leadership of the Mainlanders. Mr. Cai (Taiwanese) 
said that this view was complete nonsense, that Taiwan’s progress was only due to the 
diligence and good cooperation of the Taiwanese people. The government behaved rather 
dictatorially until the death of President Chiang Kai-shek (1975) and followed martial law 
for a long time (1949–1987). His son and successor Chiang Ching-kuo was wise enough 
to allow more openness towards democracy. The one-party system also came to an end 
with the emergence of the Democratic Progressive Party (Minjindang 民進黨) in Taiwan. 

For the Christian missionary work and the Church, the presence of the different popu-
lation groups – Mainland Chinese, Taiwanese and indigenous peoples – made it necessary 
to decide on which entity to focus its work, in other words, among which population 
group there was the greatest possibility for the Church to develop rapidly. In the begin-
ning, the leadership of the dioceses (soon there were seven) was still entirely in the hands 
of foreign bishops or bishops who had entered from the Mainland. The missionary per-
sonnel of the SVD (Fathers and Brothers) consisted exclusively of former missionaries to 
China from Europe or the USA and a few members from Mainland China who had been 
ordained and worked mainly in the Philippines but were then assigned to work in Taiwan. 
There was a natural tendency to make friends with Mainland Chinese, among whom there 
were already quite a number of Catholics and whose language was familiar to the mission-
aries. Especially since many among them were in difficult material circumstances, they 
were very grateful to receive relief supplies from the Church. The number of conversions 
increased rapidly, giving hope for the rapid development of the Church. In most of the 
other dioceses the experience was similar, so that the core of the dioceses and parishes was 
formed mainly by new Christians from among the Mainland Chinese. Thus, the mission-
aries soon began to impart Christian values through educational and social institutions 
and to make the Church known.

In the Catholic Church in particular, the idea was widespread that through this core of 
believers, who owed their Christian existence to the help and education of the Catholic 
Church, the Christian faith would also spread to the wider, local population. Over time 
that proved to be deceptive. Once the refugees from Mainland China were no longer de-
pendent on aid and were able to live independently, religion and the Church began to lose 
their vital character for many, and their participation in the activities and faith life of the 
Church evaporated partially or completely. In the long run, the Church could no longer 
afford the escalating salaries for several catechists who had received appropriate training 
for their ministry and spoke both languages. 

Of course, most Catholic missionaries and religious congregations also recognised the 
need to work among the local Taiwanese-speaking bensheng population. From the be-
ginning the Protestant churches (especially the Presbyterian Church) had been mainly 
involved in evangelising this bensheng population and had also soon started to train local 
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pastors and helpers. They were very successful among the local population. On the Catho-
lic side, it was mainly the Maryknoll colleagues from the USA who at that time turned 
primarily to the Taiwanese-speaking population in Nantou and Taichung and therefore 
preferred to learn Taiwanese in the first place and not Mandarin. 

The evangelisation work was arguably most successful among the indigenous people 
in the mountains and on the edge of the mountains. The indigenous people were very 
open to the Christian religion and joined the Catholic Church in large numbers. They 
were rather more willing to abandon their religious traditions and customs, some of 
which were perceived as outdated, and join the Christian faith. Of course, the services 
provided by the Catholic Church in the form of education and social assistance played 
a significant part as a motivation. For the Catholic Church, the beginning of mission-
ary work among the indigenous people (especially the Tsou people) was difficult, as 
Protestant churches – such as the Presbyterians and the True Jesus Church (Zhen Yesu 
jiao hui 真耶穌教會) – had already carried out intensive missionary work and  founded 
parishes. Through contacts of members of the Tsou people to the outside world and 
to neighbouring indigenous groups, where the Catholic Church had already estab-
lished itself with its rites and chants that the indigenous people found appealing, they 
became aware of the Catholic Church and asked the bishops for messengers of faith. 

The liturgical services and the teaching of the faith, especially in written texts, were con-
ducted in Mandarin, which the younger generation in the mountain villages had also 
mastered due to their primary school education. Suitable helpers among members of the 
indigenous ethnic groups, who spoke both Mandarin and the indigenous languages, acted 
as translators and prayer leaders for the older generation. Written texts in the indigenous 
languages did not exist at first. It was also forbidden by the government at the time to bring 
non-Chinese texts written in a Latinised form into public use. The mistrust that texts con-
taining a political agenda or inciting unnoticed sedition might be circulated, or that com-
munist infiltration was creeping in, was definitely still present in Party and government 

Fr. Weber with a group of 
young people on the Yu 
shan (Jade mountain) at an 
altitude of over 3,000 m, in 
the 1970s.  
Personal photo.
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circles. It was also a rule that missionaries working among the indigenous people had to 
carry a mountain pass (permission to enter the mountain region of the yuanzhumin), 
which had to be shown at the checkpoint when entering the mountain region. Even in the 
villages that the missionaries visited, they were obliged to register at the police station. The 
mountain pass had to be renewed every month (later every two months) by the central 
administrative authority in the city. I personally always complied with this regulation and 
was able to gain access to my destinations without any problem.

The rugged terrain (in the beginning, access to the individual villages went almost ex-
clusively via narrow footpaths) was also a difficulty, especially for the transport of ma-
terials. The whole process of faith formation was thus relatively simple, but nevertheless 
strong and impressive. The first chapels were simple bamboo huts, often visited by rats and 
snakes. The rapid development of Taiwan also had an impact on the spread of the faith 
in the mountains. Electricity brought television, new roads with cars and motorbikes en-
couraged traffic and contact with the outside world, job-seeking and study in the city led 
to less constrained thinking and action. Faith and belonging to the Church entered into 
crisis, but at the same time there was also a consolidation of the faith of those who had 
found their way to the essentials of life through the Church community. 

Basically, what can be said about the relationship between benshengren, waishengren 
and yuanzhumin is that over the years there has been more and more mutual acceptance 
and an awareness that we are all in the same boat and depend on each other. The demar-
cations were increasingly abolished. Children born into Mainland Chinese families grew 
up in friendship with Taiwanese youths, and were also able to communicate in Taiwanese. 

Church and priests’ house in Tefuye. Personal photo.
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There were bensheng-waisheng marriages. In the political, social and economic spheres, 
the native Taiwanese, the benshengren, gained more and more importance and influence.

The yuanzhumin remained a minority without much political influence. But due to the 
international attention that indigenous peoples received everywhere, their existence and 
self-expression was also recognised in Taiwan. The indigenous culture is no longer the 
victim of a misunderstood sinicisation process, but is perceived and appreciated as a value. 
Those who stand up for the indigenous culture and its language are no longer ostracised 
by the government, but rather receive an award. The indigenous peoples as a whole were 
also granted their own ministry, the Council of Indigenous Peoples (Yuanzhuminzu wei-
yuanhui 原住民族委員會), where they can express their interests, voice their complaints 
and make their demands to the government. In the Church, the three population groups 
have always been recognised as equal and treated accordingly. The fact that services are 
also held in different languages, depending on how far the concrete situation indicates or 
allows it, is not done out of mutual dislike, demarcation and distancing, but simply for 
practical reasons of understanding or also as a perception and cultivation of the people’s 
identity. 

3. You said that the Tsou were more attracted to Catholicism than to Protes-
tantism. Can you elaborate on that?

Response: In the early 1960s, when Tsou people from the Alishan area attended a Catho-
lic Christmas service at the homes of relatives in a neighbouring area, they came into con-
tact with the Catholic Church and felt the need to get to know it better. At that time, the 
Protestant church (Presbyterian and True Jesus Church) had already been present among 
the Tsou around the Alishan for some time. Many had joined one of these two groups. 
However, a number of mainly older Tsou were still hesitant, including the head of the 
Tsou. They missed something. 

The Ku’ba, the men’s house and centre of the Tsou community, 1989. Personal photo.
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When the Catholic Church became better known in the area through the missionary 
work of Fr. Rudolf Frisch SVD (1899–1982), it emerged that it was above all the idea 
of sacrifice, which is central to the celebration of Holy Mass, that particularly appealed 
to these people. In the Protestant faith, Mayasvi, the annual “tribal festival,” originally a 
victory festival in which an offering to the Tsou spirits was an important part, no longer 
had a place and was abolished. When, instead, the holy Mass was celebrated in Tefuye at a 
Mayasvi festival on the large square in front of the Ku’ba (the men’s house or centre of the 
Tsou community), many who had previously kept their distance from the Christian reli-
gion felt touched and attracted. Even the head of the Tsou himself was baptised soon after.

The relationship between the Protestant and Catholic Churches was of course accom-
panied by many tensions in the beginning. In the course of time, the negative attitude gave 
way and there was a growing mutual acceptance.

4. What fascinated you most about the people of the Tsou?

Response: What fascinated and attracted me to some of the Tsou was their willingness 
to help with activities that affected the community and their faithfulness to their adopted 
beliefs. I am thinking of Francis Wang Chuanfa from Lijia, a village far in the mountains, 
a tall, strong, genuine Tsou. After he had become a Catholic, Fr. Frisch had given him an 
introduction to the fundamental beliefs of the Church and then made him a Christian 
leader and assistant catechist in Lijia. He carried out his ministry with great dedication 
and absolute reliability, presiding over the services on Sundays when no priest could come 
to celebrate the Eucharist, proclaiming the Good News in genuine, original Tsou language, 

Dance during the tribal festival of the Tsou community. Personal photo.
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and when the priest came to celebrate the Eucharist, he acted as translator and ensured 
that the liturgical celebration went well. He was also much appreciated by the faithful and 
among the villagers. Then came the time when he was appointed village headman and he 
was responsible for the affairs of the village and the success of worldly affairs. With such 
a change of responsibility and additional work, most people are out of the equation when 
it comes to the interests of the Church and the Christian community; they are rarely seen 
in church. Not so Francis Wang. Although he now did not receive any financial remu-
neration, he always came faithfully to church on Sundays whenever he could and helped 
to organise the service. He also made sure that the buildings and facilities were taken care 
of. He did this as a matter of course as a contribution to the congregation and without any 
claim to remuneration. I always had a good relationship with him.

Another person whom I admire very much to this day and whom I would like to call 
the happiest woman in the world, so to speak, is Wen Meimei, a girl from the Tsou peo-
ple, married for many years to a Taiwanese man, a benshengren. I met her when she was a 
young girl. We always simply called her “Ohaesa” (a word from the Tsou language mean-
ing little sister). She narrowly escaped the fate of many other girls from the indigenous 
population who were given away as wives by their own fathers to Chinese veterans from 
Chiang Kai-shek’s army who could no longer return to Mainland China. Ohaesa fled from 
home with her mother and found shelter at the mission station of Fr. Anton Pott SVD 
(1903–1986) in Fenchihu, where she was received with great understanding. There she 

An elderly Tsou brings 
offerings to the altar 
during Holy Mass, 1980s. 
Personal photo.
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also received good training as a kindergarten teacher. She was appreciated and loved by 
all. Ohaesa had a fantastic way of dealing with children. 

All that changed when in the South the wife of a catechist died, leaving five children – 
two sons and three daughters. In vain a woman was sought who could replace the man’s 
wife and the children’s mother. The almost unthinkable then came to pass: Ohaesa was 
willing to marry the widowed catechist. A failure of the marriage seemed almost pre-pro-
grammed. Difference in age, difference in character, danger of discrimination (among 
the Han Chinese, the indigenous people were considered rather second-rate), etc. It was 
indeed not easy for Ohaesa to be accepted in the family as a wife and mother. But what 
always gave her confidence and perseverance was her simple but deep Christian faith and 
the conviction that only always to be there for others can make one truly happy.

In the meantime, many years have passed. The children are all grown up and have their 
own well-off families. Ohaesa’s own son is also happily married now. I have had several 
opportunities to visit the family. One is amazed at the love, respect and gratitude with 
which they all treat Ohaesa. It had not escaped their notice what this wife and mother had 
given them in love and care during the years as they were growing up. She also cared for 
her husband, who died recently, with great love and patience. What gave her such maturity 
was not further studies, but her openness, honesty and the natural manner with which 
she approached people, and the direct expression of her faith experience in practical life 
despite all the hardships and trials she had to go through.

A word about the characterisation of the different groups: Perhaps the different charac-
ter of two ethnic groups is expressed in the way the question about the situation in which 
someone finds his/herself is answered. A typical answer of the indigenous people in Tsou 

Fr. Weber with Tsou people, second from left: “Ohaesa.” Personal photo.
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language was often: “Uk’ana peisu,” which means, “I lack money.” For the Han Chinese, the 
answer in the local Taiwanese language was rather: “Gua bo si-kan,” which means, “I lack 
the time.” Among the Tsou, who had to struggle to live in the remoteness of the moun-
tains, it was usually the lack of money that was perceived as the great difficulty in solving 
problems or trying to do something. Among the Han Chinese, who were better off and 
were constantly planning or doing something, it was usually the time that they lacked to 
carry out something consistently.

5. Is there a list of your translations of biblical and other Christian texts into 
the Tsou language?

Response: There is no list of Christian texts translated into the Tsou language on my 
initiative. Such a list would be very short. There are only the Four Gospels with the title: 
Buacou ci fuyin (The Gospel in the Tsou Language)2 and the texts for the liturgical Sun-
day service for the readings of years ABC with the title: Hiesi to Amopepe / H’OE’EA TO 
MISA (Zhuri / gan’en jidian 主日/感恩祭典; Day of the Lord/ Mass texts). The basic text 
of these translations was painstakingly transcribed into the Tsou language by John Zheng 
Zhenzong and partly by Mr. Wu Liangjue on the basis of the Chinese originals and then 
revised with me in a group of experienced Tsou people. The text of the Four Gospels was 
published in book form in 2012. In the meantime, the Mass texts are available in printed 
form and have been sent to the Catholic parishes in the mountains. 

John Zheng also set some of the fixed prayer parts (in Tsou language) of the Holy Mass 
to music, in the style of the melodies of the Mayasvi festival. These are the Kyrie, Gloria, 
Our Father and Agnus Dei. These parts are very popular in the community and are still 
used in all villages today.

6. How can Christian concepts be translated into the Tsou language? What 
are the characteristics of this language and what are the difficulties in 
translating?

Response: From the beginning of the evangelisation work among the Tsou, there was of 
course a need to convey religious content and statements through the medium of their 
own language and in the context of the Tsou tradition as an introduction to the life of faith. 
When translating religious, biblical and liturgical texts into the Tsou language, the process 
is the same as when translating texts into other languages. The meaning and content of 
the passage to be translated must be clearly grasped and thematically summarised in a 
statement. Then it proceeds to the concretisation of the content in individual statements 
in the form of sentences, whereby the translators into the Tsou language try to follow the 
Chinese text. It is then important to find parts of sentences and words from the target 
language that come closest to the intention of the original. For our members of the Tsou 
involved in the translation, only the Chinese text used in the Catholic Church could serve 

2 On this also see A. Weber, “Das Evangelium in der Muttersprache: Publikation der vier Evangelien in der Ur ein-
wohnersprache der Cou in Taiwan” (The Gospel in the Mother Tongue: Publication of the Four Gospels in the 
Native Language of the Cou in Taiwan), in: China heute 2013, No. 1, pp. 6-9. Editors’ note.
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as a model. Personally, of course, I had the possibility of using the Latin, Greek, English 
and German texts for comparison. 

Since most of the faithful were also familiar with Chinese or Japanese, depending on 
their age, there was always the temptation for the translators to render more difficult 
words and contents such as God, grace, prayer, kingdom of heaven etc. in Japanese ex-
pressions. These Japanese expressions had gradually become so familiar to the listeners 
that they already felt as though they belonged to their own language, as it were. We then 
retained these loan words – such as “Seilei” (= Holy Spirit). Otherwise, we took great care 
in the final formulation of the written texts to find Tsou expressions that corresponded 
to the original meaning of the texts, but also conveyed to the people the feeling that they 
were grounded in their own tradition, so that they could feel at home when listening to 
the texts.

For instance, “kamisama” for God was replaced by “Amopepe” (= Father in heaven), 
“megumi” for grace by “ma’cinghi” (= turning of the heart), “oinoli” for prayer by “euho-
ho’ü” (= turning trustingly to a higher power).

Of course the Protestants were also faced with the problem of the correct rendering of 
biblical texts in the Tsou language. Both churches have their own version. In the Catholic 
version, as already mentioned, the expression for God is “Amopepe,” while the Protestant 
version uses the expression “Hamo” for God. This is the Tsou people’s name for their God. 
We intentionally did not adopt this expression in the Catholic version in order not to as-
sociate false connotations with the name in the imagination of the faithful, but rather to 
emphasise the reference to the God of Jesus Christ as the only God. 

As in other languages, the beauty of the Tsou language lies in the art of rendering en-
counters, relationships, ideas and actions in a structured form that is perceptually appro-
priate. The basis and starting point is always the concrete realm of experience and ends 
with a statement that touches on the realm of human existence. In Tsou consciousness, 
the subject-subject reference has a very strong effect on the language structure, whereas in 
other languages the subject-object reference is more decisive. E.g., “Os ‘o cu aiti e amo-su” 
(= I have already seen your father). This “your father” is perceived as a subject rather than 
an object. 

The formation of sentences is also influenced by whether something is visible or invis-
ible, near or far, real or imaginary within the scope of the statement. Furthermore,  whether 
a process has already been completed or is still in progress, or whether it is a condition or 
a one-off event. In the above example, it is said that I have already seen (os ‘o cu aiti) the 
father as a visible person (e amo).

One difficulty in translation arises, of course, from the fact that an indigenous people 
is a people that has lived secluded in a natural environment for centuries, with language 
formed in a long process as an instrument of communication. They moved in a different 
world of imagination, experience and expression than a people dwelling among many 
peoples with a distinct culture of communication. The basic features of the human world 
of experience with its psychological contexts, which has a great wealth of expressive pos-
sibilities, are naturally also present in an indigenous community. In a translation of reli-
gious texts, these cultural contexts must be taken into account and reproduced in an ap-
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propriate linguistic form. The extent to which the social and historical development over 
the years, especially in the wake of modernity, also affects a change in language, would 
have to be determined in an individual study. 

7. How can the Tsou culture be preserved?

Response: In a considerably late development the government of the Republic of China / 
Taiwan has recognised the value and importance of indigenous cultures (there are several 
peoples and ethnic groups, each with their own emphasis in the realisation of their cul-
tural consciousness). The shaping of cultural expressions (traditional costumes, dances, 
songs), which these days certainly receives the approval of the government, nowadays 
usually boils down to attractive events to promote tourism. Some ethnic groups also suc-
ceed in bringing in essential elements of their specific indigenous culture when organis-
ing such events. This has its value, especially if it succeeds in involving the youth in the 
perception, interest and organisation of such events. This is happening here with the Tsou 
in the village of Shanmei (Saviggi), for example, with the establishment of the Tanaiku 
programmes, where attempts are being made to involve the Han Chinese who visit the 
village in large numbers, in the essence of Tsou culture and to encourage respect for the 
yuanzhumin. 

But the language, which reflects the culture of a people in particular, merits above all to 
be preserved and cultivated. This is happening too little. In the Tsou villages, too, the Min-

Village Tefuye in Fr. Weber’s mission area. Personal photo.
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istry of Education has now introduced the teaching of the indigenous language into the 
primary school curriculum. But that is not effective if the language is not cultivated in the 
family and if it is not systematically promoted in the local community. The youth is fall-
ing more and more victim to a process of sinicisation. The language is only incorporated 
into a particular song culture as a kind of curiosity to increase its attractiveness, but that 
is not enough to maintain the expressiveness and communicability of the language on the 
level of people’s consciousness. It is therefore all the more important that in the Church 
 services, which take place regularly and to which every believer and non-believer has 
access, the communication of the Good News and the celebration of the liturgy are culti-
vated in the Tsou language. That is the reason for the effort over many years to make the 
entire texts available in written form, so that people can gradually settle into their use with 
growing enthusiasm. Of course, this would require regular attendance at Church services.

8. What other events and encounters did you experience as formative 
during your time in Taiwan?

Response: I never kept a diary or registered special events as such. All the mission work 
on Taiwan was a formative event mixed with success and failure, but I am not really in-
clined to see it as such. God can also draw fruit from failures, we cannot judge that. Per-
haps I may mention a small, very inconspicuous event that was significant for me in the 
sense of encouragement at a time that was rather marked by disillusionment. As a young 
missionary, you are motivated by the hope and desire to build thriving Christian commu-
nities. I worked as a missionary in Taiwan for 35 years after completing my studies. After 
studying the Chinese language for two years, I was sent to the Tsou people in the moun-
tains. The indigenous people, as described, have their own language and culture. While 
the young people had already adapted to the Chinese context in language and culture, the 
older generation felt even more connected to the tradition of their ancestors.

But they were open to Christianity, and a large number of the indigenous people had 
also joined the Catholic Church. A community of believers in Christ had formed in every 
village. By the time I started working, however, the novelty experienced by these believers 
towards Church and religion was already over. The faith attitude of many proved to be 
superficial and motivated by false expectations. It became more and more difficult to win 
the faithful over to a well-ordered, profound life of faith. The crisis had become palpable. 
The challenges to a young missionary were considerable. He asked himself: What do I 
want here? What really matters? Is the Christian message understood and accepted at all? 
Does it have a chance of contributing to the shaping of a new society in the spirit of Christ?

One experience from that time remains unforgettable to this day; it was decisive for 
my further commitment to the implementation of Jesus’ mission. I had to hike for hours 
over narrow, often steep mountain paths and over suspension bridges to visit the individ-
ual villages. There were no roads in the mountains at that time. On one such hike, I once 
passed a mountain hut where the indigenous people used to store their tools. Dead tired, 
I sat down to rest a little. Then I saw some Chinese characters on a bamboo post opposite 
me. I went closer to find out what was written there in this remote mountain area. And 
lo and behold, it was the sentence from the Gospel of John: “For God so loved the world 



35

Mission Experiences in Taiwan

Religions & Christianity in Today's China, Vol. XI, 2021, No. 4 

that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish …”. It was truly 
a revelation to me at the time. Someone had actually grasped what it was really all about. 
That became a tremendous encouragement for me and a confirmation that the Christian 
message can indeed fall on fertile ground and that it is important to continue to put one-
self fully at its service.

9. What would you see as personal successes or failures of your work as a 
missionary?

Response: As indicated above, I have never looked at my mission work in terms of suc-
cess or failure. There was never a wave of conversion within my area of responsibility, 
neither among the indigenous people nor among the Han Chinese in the plains. The storm 
on the baptismal font was long past. I saw my main task in better locating the faith in con-
crete life, in expanding the knowledge of the faith and in deepening and activating faith 
awareness in the congregations and families. I succeeded in various ways, but it remained 
rather exceptional. Among the indigenous people as well as among the Han Chinese, peo-
ple occasionally said to me: “Father, until now my understanding of faith and my sense of 
belonging to the Christian community was very superficial, but since you have been lead-
ing the congregation and giving us the opportunity in the Bible group to exchange about 
the contents of faith, I understand much better what it is really about, and I have learned 
to appreciate my faith.” 

As far as the work among the indigenous people is concerned, my main task was to 
continue Fr. Frisch’s work of building up the community. For example, we succeeded in 
getting a number of couples to participate in a Marriage Encounter programme organ-
ised by the Social Institute in Taichung. This activity proved to be quite helpful in that 
these families then also fulfilled their role model function for the shaping of family life 
in ac cordance with Christian values. The Church also made a significant contribution to 
raising the level of education in the mountainous region by offering students the oppor-
tunity to attend middle school in Chiayi city after completing primary school. The pupils 
could be accommodated and cared for in a hostel in the immediate vicinity of the Fu-Jen 
Middle School. The administration of Fu-Jen Middle School was very accommodating 
and cooperative in their efforts to provide the young people from the mountains with a 
good education. Of course, this was also linked to the idea that in the future they would 
take on important positions in the field of government, education and administration in 
the mountain villages, which did then happen. Thus, this commitment in the field of edu-
cation proved to be a success. 

But success and failure are sometimes very close together. I would also consider my 
efforts to preserve and use the Tsou language a success. The fact that written texts of the 
Bible and the entire Sunday service of the lectionary years ABC are now available and that 
Holy Mass has been able to be celebrated in the Tsou language since quite a long time is 
remarkable. However, the fact that it has not been possible to inspire the youth of the Tsou 
for the consistent use of the language of their people and thus to guarantee the preserva-
tion of the language as the most precious cultural asset, I consider a failure.
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10. Who continued your work when your returned to Germany?

Response: The provincial and district administration of the SVD missionaries in Taiwan 
has ensured that the evangelisation work and pastoral outreach in the parishes continues. 
The staff has been greatly rejuvenated and quite a number of the appointed priests and 
brothers now come from Asia. As for the continued promotion of the Tsou language, the 
priest Norbert Pu Ying-hsiung, a Tsou member and nephew of the Tsou leader, a diocesan 
priest working in a Chinese-Taiwanese parish, is very interested in maintaining the use of 
the mother tongue in the liturgy in all Christian communities in the mountains. There are 
also powerful voices among the people in the mountains – not forgetting Sr. Lisa Wang 
OP, Norbert Pu’s aunt – who have campaigned and continue to campaign for the survival 
and use of the indigenous language. In SVD circles, however, the view seems to be gaining 
ground that it is not worth spending time and personnel on learning and propagating the 
Tsou language, as sooner or later the language will disappear from the scene and Chinese 
will prevail at all levels and in all areas. Today approximately 6,500 people still feel that 
they belong to the Tsou people.

11. After your return from Taiwan, did you have an opportunity to continue 
your work, e.g. through new translations?

Response: I was called back to Germany in 2000 to accompany and support the Chi-
nese students from Mainland China (priests, seminarians and religious sisters) who were 
studying theology at the SVD Faculty of Philosophy and Theology in Sankt Augustin. 
After taking over the leadership of the China-Zentrum in 2005, I had more frequent op-
portunities to visit Mainland China and also Taiwan to promote contacts with China. In 
this respect, I was able to continue my ministry in and to the Chinese Church. The visits 
to Taiwan were mainly concerned with continuing and completing the translation of the 
liturgical texts for the Sunday service, the wedding liturgy, the funeral liturgy, the celebra-
tion of the New Year and other festivals into the Tsou language. That work was completed 
in 2017. There is no need for new translations of any further texts. I would not be able 
to do them on my own here in Germany. For such work, one is absolutely dependent on 
the direct cooperation of qualified, experienced native speakers who are connected to the 
tradition and still have the original feeling for the language. 

12. What advice would give a missionary who is going to Taiwan today to 
work with the Tsou or other yuanzhumin?

Response: Looking back, I would of course do some things differently. Above all, I would 
seek much more direct contact with the people, individuals and in families and groups, 
for whose care I have taken responsibility. That is the only way you can gain access to 
background experiences and become familiar with forms of language, life and behaviour 
that contribute to a better understanding of people’s way of life and prevent misunder-
standings. Experience would also be gained for the living use of the language. This would 
then make it easier to avoid what the Chinese express with the beautiful idiom: bi men zao 
che 閉門造車 – which means “acting out of touch with reality.” Especially as a newcomer, 
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it is easy to be too cautious in order to avoid mistakes. This must not become a habit and 
thus hinder the steps towards real solidarity with the people. Nevertheless, prudence and 
a certain restraint are always in order, so as not to be taken in by behaviour that could 
tarnish the missionary’s reputation. The yuanzhumin are very open-minded, emotional 
and community-oriented people who value friendship and have an uncomplicated basic 
religious consciousness.

Fr. Weber in the Alishan region in August 2003. Personal photo.
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In memoriam  
Bishop Yang Xiangtai (1923–2021)

Katharina Feith

After a short stay in hospital in Weixian, the Bishop Emeritus of Handan, Hebei Province, 
Stephan Yang Xiangtai 杨祥太 passed away on the evening of 13 October at the age of 98. 
With him, another great personality of the old generation in the Chinese Church has gone.

Bishop Yang was born on 3 January 1923 (17 November 1922 according to the lunar 
calendar) in Gaocun village, Wu’an County, Henan Province (now Hebei Province) into a 
Catholic family. At that time, the village belonged to the diocese of Weihui (now Handan), 
which was served by the Italian PIME missionaries. Yang Xiangtai attended the Catholic 
primary school in Wu’an from 1933. In 1935 he entered the Minor Seminary of Weihui 
Diocese and in 1940 began studying philosophy and theology at the Regional Seminary 
in Kaifeng, Henan Province. On 27 August 1949, he was ordained a priest in Kaifeng Ca
thedral by Archbishop Gaetano Pollio PIME. After his ordination, he worked as a chaplain 
at Nanguan Church in Kaifeng. 

At the end of 1950, Yang Xiangtai was transferred by Bishop Mario Civelli PIME from 
Weihui to his home district of Wu’an. In the spring of 1954, he was arrested by the police in 
Wu’an, but was able to resume his ministry after his trial. In July 1966, at the beginning of 
the Cultural Revolution, he was arrested again and placed in the Wu’an detention centre. 
In October 1970, he was sentenced to 15 years imprisonment as a counterrevolutionary. 
For “reeducation” he was first sent to a labour camp in Quzhou, then to a brick factory in 
Handan and finally to a salt factory in Tangshan.

On 15 March 1980, Yang was released and fully rehabilitated. He then worked in Han
dan, Cixian, Shexian and Wu’an Counties, which had become part of Hebei Province and 
the official Diocese of Handan with the new administrative division. In 1988, he became 
spiritual director of the diocesan minor seminary and the Sisters’ Congregation of the 
Holy Spirit, the Comforter. In 1988, Bishop Chen Bailu appointed him Vicar General of 
the diocese.

On 30 November 1996, Bishop Chen ordained Stephen Yang as Coadjutor Bishop of 
Handan Diocese in Caozhuang Church, Yongnian County. In February 1998, he became 
rector of the minor seminary.

On 17 September 1999, after Bishop Chen’s retirement, Bishop Yang became ordinary 
bishop of Handan Diocese. On 21 June 2011, he consecrated Bishop Joseph Sun Jigen 
as his coadjutor bishop in Feixiang Church. This was done in secret, a few days before 
the official date: This was to prevent the consecration ceremony, which had already been 
approved by the Holy See and the Chinese authorities, from being presided over by an 
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illegitimate bishop. In retaliation, the authorities arrested two priests and Bishop Sun, but 
released him three days later. Bishop Yang suffered a heart attack in those days and had to 
be hospitalised.

The public announcement of Bishop Yang’s death by the Diocese of Handan says: 
 “Bishop Yang deserves recognition and respect for his devotion to the Lord, his kindness 
to people, his simple life and commitment to his work, his 72 years as a faithful servant 
and good shepherd. Now that he has completed his earthly journey, we invite the clergy, 
sisters and faithful to pray for his soul to rest in peace.”

As AsiaNews writes, although Bishop Yang was not an underground bishop, he had 
never easily submitted to the “patriotism” of the religious authorities linked to the Chinese 
Communist Party. In 2015, for example, he had supported the courageous protests of the 
clergy of Wenzhou against the demolition of crosses in Zhejiang province.

On the website of the Chinese Patriotic Association and Official Bishops’ Conference 
there is a short obituary of Bishop Yang and a strongly political letter of condolence.

Fr. Zhang Guanglai gathered some testimonies from priests and sisters in Xinde who 
described Bishop Yang as a quiet, reserved, unspectacular person with a deep love of hu
manity. Fr. Zhang stated that “over the years, Bishop Yang’s presence has been a bond of 
unity in the local Church, a foundation of stability in the diocese and a comfort to the 
faithful in general.” Yang Xiangtai had always taken care of poor, destitute people, the 
mentally ill, people in difficulties of all kinds. He encouraged, strengthened and accom

Bishop Yang Xiangtai 2007 
with a group of young Catholic 
women in Caozhuang, Handan 
Diocese.  
Photo: Christian Klyma.
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panied many seminarians and religious sisters in their vocation, according to the testi
mony of a number of them. Bishop Yang has also composed and written many hymns.

Pictures on WeChat show many mourners gathered around the dead bishop. Bishop 
Yang was not only revered by many, but also loved at the same time. The very solemn fu
neral took place on 19 October.

Handan is a very active diocese with 180,000 Catholics. Part of the Catholics live under
ground (Yongnian Diocese).

The ChinaZentrum has had a friendly relationship with Handan Diocese and Bishop 
Yang for many years. R.i.P.

Sources: AsiaNews Oct. 13, 2021; LICAS Oct. 15, 2021; UCAN Oct. 18, 2021; Obituary of the diocese (on WeChat); www.chinacatholic.cn 
Oct. 15, 2021; www.xinde.org Oct. 17,18, 2021.

Procession at the funeral of Bishop Yang Xiangtai. Photo: Handan Diocese.
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