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Editorial
Dear Readers, 

Today we can present to you the February 2023 issue of Religions & Christianity in Today’s 
China (中国宗教评论) – the first issue this year.

We continue with the regular series of News Updates on recent events and general trends 
with regard to religions and especially Christianity in today’s China. 

Katharina Wenzel-Teuber, China-Zentrum, gives a report on the conference “Incultur-
ation of the Christian Faith and Today’s Chinese Society” which took place from 19–23 
October 2022 in Macerata, Italy, and was jointy organized by the Li Madou Study Centre 
and the China-Zentrum. The conference provided an exchange platform for young Chi-
nese Catholic scholars currently researching or working in Europe.

Fr. Prof. Zbigniew Wesołowski SVD in his article “Xi Jinping’s Zongjiao Zhongguohua 
(Chinazation of Religion) and the Christian Idea of Inculturation” – his contribution to 
the conference in Macerata – endeavours to compare Xi Jinping’s religious policy of zong-
jiao Zhongguohua with the Christian idea of inculturation in three points:  the difference 
in the source of authority; the difference in the way of implementation of the Christian 
idea of inculturation and Xi Jinping’s policy of Chinazation; and finally in their ultimate 
objectives.

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, February 2023      The Editors
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News Update on Religion and Church in China  
October 16 – December 7, 2022

Compiled by Katharina Feith, Isabel Friemann (China InfoStelle) and Katharina  
Wenzel-Teuber  
Translated by David Streit SVD 

The “News Update on Religion and Church in China” appears regularly in each issue of Religions & Chris-
tianity in Today’s China (RCTC). Since the editorial staff learns of some items only later, it can happen 
that there are chronological overlaps between “News Updates” of two consecutive issues of RCTC. In these 
cases stories referred to in earlier “News Updates” will not be repeated. All “News Updates” can be found 
online at the website of the China-Zentrum (www.china-zentrum.de). – The last “News Update” (RCTC 
2022, No. 4, pp. 3-20) covered the period June 21 – September 29, 2022.

Politics

October 16–22 / 23, 2022:

20th Chinese Communist Party Congress and third term for  
Xi Jinping
At the party congress, which ended on October 22, a new central committee was elected. As expected, 
on October 23, the latter re-elected Xi Jinping as Secretary General of the CCP, which means that, 
unlike his predecessors, he holds a third term in office and, due to a constitutional change, can also be 
elected President of the People’s Republic of China for a third time in March 2023. The seven newly 
elected members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, the most powerful decision-making 
body of the CCP, are all considered ideological loyalists or longtime confidants of Xi, who has thus 
further strengthened his position in the party (cf. among others MERICS Europe China 360° Nov. 10; 
taz Oct. 23; Xinhua Oct. 23). 
The various sectors of Chinese society (including religions) were called upon months in advance to 
support the “victorious” holding of the congress; see also the entry of October 16–22, 2022 in the “Re-
ligious Policy” section. kwt

December 7, 2022:

China is effectively ending its zero-Covid policy
The Joint Prevention and Control Mechanism of the State Council published a circular on December 7 
in which most of the strict corona prevention measures were lifted: the previous obligation to submit 
negative PCR tests in all situations is largely eliminated, nationwide lockdowns are no longer possible, 
infected people with mild symptoms no longer have to be in quarantine centers, people are given back 
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the freedom to move and travel, etc. At the time of writing (December 8, 2022) it was not yet clear what 
the new corona policy means for the practice of religion. During the various lockdowns, religious sites 
often had to remain closed much longer than other facilities open to the public.
The radical U-turn in the Chinese leadership’s corona policy was preceded by nationwide protests 
against the zero-Covid policy. The protests were triggered by a fire in a high-rise building in Urumqi, 
in which, according to the authorities, 10 people died on November 24. According to various reports it 
is possible that significantly more people died; chat news suggest that some victims were locked in their 
apartments due to the lockdown (Bitter Winter Nov. 29; China Daily Dec. 7; China. Table Dec. 8). kwt

Religious Policy

October 16–22, 2022:

The 20th Chinese Communist Party Congress and religions –  
4 Catholic bishops among those invited to the opening
At the opening of the congress, personalities from outside the party were also invited as guests, in-
cluding ten (nine in a photo at Xinde) religious leaders. It was very noticeable that four of them were 
Catholic bishops – the former and the newly elected chairmen of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic As-
sociation and the Chinese Bishops’ Conference, Bishops Fang Xingyao, Ma Yinglin, Li Shan and Shen 
Bin. Also invited were Yang Faming and Adilijiang, president and vice president of the Chinese Islamic 
Association; Master Yanjue, president of the Chinese Buddhist Association; Li Guangfu, president of 
the Chinese Daoist Association; and Xu Xiaohong, chairman of the National Committee of the Three-
Self Patriotic Movement of the Protestant Churches in China. In his speech on the opening day of the 
congress, Xi Jinping reiterated two core mottos of religious policy, namely, “adhere to the orientation 
of religions toward Sinicization” and “actively guide religions to adapt to socialist society” (xinde.org 
Oct. 16). 
The websites of the official governing bodies of religions showed numerous reports of how local bodies 
and religious representatives across China collectively watched the televised broadcast of Xi’s October 
16 speech and held sessions to study the “spirit” of the party congress in the following weeks. kwt

Protestant Churches

November 2022:

Judicial actions against house churches
Furthermore, local authorities take precedence over house church activities. The tendency to crimi-
nally charge and convict them of corruption and white-collar crime seems to be increasing. This is the 
view held, among others, by Duihua Foundation, based in the US (cf. https://duihua.org/prisoner-up-
dates-2022-7-part-ii/).
As reported, the Linfen Covenant Church was hit by arrests, confiscations and criminal charges in 
August and September (see China heute 2022, No. 3, p. 160 [in German]). Other people were arrested 
in November. A dissolution of the church was announced on November 20 on the website of Yaodu 
County, Shanxi Province (https://msguancha.com/a/lanmu4/2022/1120/22382.html).
Church leaders An Yankui and Zhang Chenghao, arrested in November 2021 for “illegally crossing the 
border” and attending a Christian conference in Malaysia (cf. RCTC 2022, No. 1, p. 9; No. 2, p. 10), who 
were also accused of having close ties to Pastor Wang Yi’s anti-government Early Rainbow Covenant 
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Church, were sentenced to one year in prison on November 3, 2022, after 11 months in prison. Their 
release is expected soon (Bitter Winter Nov. 15).
Long prison sentences have been imposed on those who distribute Bibles without a license. In October, 
the court in Lingbao, Sanmenxia City, in Henan, on appeal, upheld a prison sentence of five years and 
six months imposed on Pastor Yang Jianxin 杨建新 in the summer of 2021 for illegal trade. Bookseller 
Chen Yu from Zhejiang Province is currently serving seven years in prison (cf. RCTC 2022, No. 2, p. 
10). Preacher Chen Lijun 陈利军 was taken into police custody in Luanchuan County, Henan Province 
on August 13 and has been officially detained since August 27. His wife Li Xiaoyan made an urgent 
appeal to other house churches for support. Chen Lijun is accused of illegal online trading in Christian 
books, the charge is fraud (诈骗罪) (Bitter Winter Nov. 4; www.blogspot.com/2022/11/2022113086-
1459_30.html).
There are also reports of arrests and criminal proceedings as a result of preaching and evangelism by 
members of house churches in other provinces. For example, Qin Sifeng and Su Minjun, two mission-
aries from the Beijing Lampstand Christian Church, were arrested in Zibo, Shandong, in July while 
they were on their way to Yunnan. They were accused of conducting illegal business because they 
distributed a self-printed hymnal to Christian groups without authorization (Bitter Winter Nov. 11).
Isabel Friemann, China Infostelle

November 23–27, 2022:

“China Time” in Hamburg
From 23 to 27 November, in dialogue with the partner city Shanghai and other Chinese entities, the 
city of Hamburg organized the first China Time since 2018. A program under this name had already 
taken place seven times before over a longer period of time and with several events, usually at intervals 
of two years. The thematic focus this time was global climate change. A symposium was held at the 
City Hall to discuss EU-China cooperation in the field of environmental protection, as well as a series 
of dialogues focused on “global climate change.”
A bilingual German-Chinese service in the main church of St. Catherine was accompanied by a Chi-
nese choir and instrumental music. Senior Pastor Dr. Murmann and theologian Lu Yifan led the lit-
urgy, Pastor Dr. Liu Ruomin and Isabel Friemann held the dialogue sermon. The exhibition “Clear 
water, calm sea” opened with works by ten Chinese and Hamburg artists who examine the relationship 
between humans and nature against the background of the global climate crisis. The exhibition was on 
display in the church until December 11 (https://chinatime.hamburg.de).
Isabel Friemann, China Infostelle

Late November / Early December 2022:

Nanjing Union Theological seminary celebrates 70 years of  
existence
In late November and early December, the Nanjing Union Theological Seminary (NJUTS) celebrated 
its 70th anniversary with a series of events. The prelude was a thanksgiving service in which the history 
of the seminary was described as a path of grace: the task of theological education is to honor God 
and serve the people. Representatives of the provincial government of Jiangsu, the city of Nanjing, the 
national CCC & TSPM bodies as well as former alumni, board members and students were invited to 
the five-part celebration both in person and online. In addition to the service, there was an academic 
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ceremony, workshops, a communion service and an exchange among the alumni. Amity Printing Co. 
printed a special 70th Anniversary Bible and presented it at the gala.
In a letter to friends and partners abroad, NJUTS President Rev. Dr. Gao Feng and Vice President Rev. 
Dr. Chen Yilu pointed out the tremendous development of the national seminary over the past five 
years. There are now 500 full-time students enrolled. In 2020, the first group of doctoral students re-
ceived a certificate from NJUTS. There are currently 20 doctoral students, seven of them in systematics, 
three in the New Testament, two in Christian ethics and eight in a doctoral program of ministry. The 
letter expresses regret that the pandemic has prevented participation in on-campus events and hopes 
that the joy of the event will be shared in prayer and that the partnership in theological education will 
continue (www.ccctspm.org/newsinfo/15887; www.njuts.cn/wen.asp?id=1392 ).
Isabel Friemann, China infostelle

Catholic Church

November 8, 2022:

Meeting of official Catholic governing bodies approves  
“Regulations for Bishops’ Work,” plan for nationwide book of 
hymns and prayers
Nothing is known about the content of the “Regulations for the Bishop’s Work of Chinese Catholi-
cism” (中国天主教主教工作条例). The published report merely states that these regulations would 
result in there being a statutory basis for the “administration of the bishops’ team.” It said that the new 
regulations would serve to implement the “comprehensive and strict governance of religions” (a new 
motto put forward by Xi Jinping at the National Conference on Religious Work on December 4, 2021) 
and would certainly promote the healthy transmission of Chinese Catholicism. The document was ap-
proved by the “Joint Assembly of Responsibles” and the “Standing Committees” of the Chinese Catho-
lic Patriotic Association and the Chinese Catholic Bishops’ Conference in an online meeting. At the 
same meeting, a draft work plan for the publication of a unified “Prayer Book” (祈祷本), “Hymn Book” 
(圣歌本), “Responsorial Psalter” (答唱咏) and “Prayers of the Believers” (信友祷词) was discussed, all 
for national use (www.chinacatholic.cn/html/report/22110282-1.htm). kwt

November 12 / December 4, 2022:

10 Years of “Marriage Encounter” in the Diocese of Wenzhou –  
17 Years of “Basic Community of Yongnian Catholics” in Shanghai
On November 12, 230 people attended the anniversary celebration of the diocesan “Marriage Encoun-
ter” (夫妇恳谈会), including priests, Sisters and married couples from all parishes of Wenzhou Dio-
cese. Greetings were given by the “responsible person for the diocese” Father Ma Xianshi (the bishop 
of Wenzhou appointed by the Pope, Shao Zhumin, is not recognized by the State) as well as a priest 
and a couple from the presidium of the Chinese Marriage Encounter. The first spiritual directors of 
the Wenzhou group and several couples reported on their experiences (xinde.org Nov. 14). The idea of 
“Marriage Encounter” seminars, in which priests are always involved, originated in Spain in the 1950s 
and has spread worldwide.
In Shanghai, on December 4, the “Basic Community of Yongnian Catholics” (永年教友基基团) cel-
ebrated its 17th anniversary. Many Catholics from Yongnian, which is officially part of the Diocese of 
Handan in the Catholic-rich province of Hebei (and also continues to exist as an underground diocese 
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in its own right), work and live in Shanghai. Three priests – two from Shanghai Diocese and Zhu Xile 
from Handan Diocese – presided over the anniversary service, which was attended by 60 believers. 
Fr. Chen Zengqi of the Shanghai Diocese then gave a meditation on “Faith in the Pandemic.” Catholic 
Joseph Li, the head of the Basic Community, expressed his gratitude that the “little celebration” was 
possible at this special time with recurring Covid outbreaks (xinde.org Dec. 5).
These two examples show that activities of Church groups (at least in the official part of the Church) 
continue, even if less and less information is available about them. kwt

November 24, 2022:

“Underground” Bishop of Yujiang is officially installed as  
“Auxiliary Bishop of Jiangxi Diocese”
According to the report on the official Catholic governing bodies’ website, Peng Weizhao 彭卫照 in 
Nanchang has been installed as Auxiliary Bishop of Jiangxi with the consent of the Catholic Com-
mission for Ecclesiastical Affairs of the Province of Jiangxi and approbation by the Chinese Bishops’ 
Conference (not recognized by Rome). The ceremony was presided over by Bishop Li Suguang 李稣光. 
According to the report, Auxiliary Bishop Peng swore the following oath: “I will keep God’s command-
ments, diligently exercise the pastoral ministry of Auxiliary Bishop, faithfully preach the gospel and 
lead the laity and clergy of the Diocese of Jiangxi to uphold the constitution and laws of the country, to 
preserve the unity of the country and the harmony of society, to love the country and the Church, to 
uphold the principle of the independence, autonomy and self-government of the Church, to uphold the 
orientation of our country’s Church toward Sinicization, and to actively guide Catholicism to adapt to 
socialist society in order to contribute to the realization of the “Chinese dream of a great rejuvenation 
of the Chinese nation” (www.chinacatholic.cn/html/report/22110464-1.htm).
According to the Vatican hierarchy, Jiangxi Province has five dioceses, namely the Archdiocese of Nan-
chang and four suffragan bishoprics, including the Diocese of Yujiang. These five were merged in 1985 
by the official Church and the authorities without consultation with Rome to form the “Jiangxi Dio-
cese.” Bishop Li Suguang, who was consecrated in 2010 with papal and official approval, is Archbishop 
of Nanchang from the Vatican point of view, and “Bishop of Jiangxi” from the official Chinese point 
of view. Bishop Peng Weizhao, who is now 56, studied at the National Seminary in Beijing. He was 
secretly ordained Bishop of Yujiang on April 10, 2014 with a papal appointment, succeeding the aged 
“Underground” Bishop Zeng Jingmu 曾景牧 (1919–2016). It was probably for this reason that he was 
imprisoned for almost six months soon after. He was released on November 14, 2014, but was not al-
lowed to exercise his office as bishop. 
Traditionally, there has been a strong Underground Catholic community in Jiangxi Province. As AsiaNews 
reported, more than two years ago the authorities put Bishop Peng and the clergy of the Yujiang Diocese 
under massive pressure to join the official Church, which they refused to do at the time. On September 
22, 2022, according to AsiaNews, Bishop Peng announced to his priests that he was stepping down as 
head of the Yujiang Diocese, which was a precondition for his new post; on October 11, he attended 
in the ceremony of laying the foundation stone for the new bishop’s house of the official Diocese of 
Jiangxi in Nanchang. According to AsiaNews, Yujiang Diocese priests, who continue to resist pressure 
to register with the official Church bodies, have expressed disappointment with Bishop Peng’s decision. 
In a communiqué, the Vatican assessed Msgr. Peng’s installation as a violation of the spirit and sub-
stance of the Provisional Sino-Vatican Agreement on the Appointment of Bishops (see entry of No-
vember 26, 2022 in the section “Sino-Vatican Relations”) (AsiaNews July 8, 2020; Nov. 24, 26, 2022; 
UCAN June 9, Nov. 19, 2014).
For more information on the case of Bishop Peng, the reaction of the Holy See and the extension of the 
provisional Sino-Vatican agreement see China heute 2022, No. 4, pp. 280-210 (in German). kwt 
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Sino-Vatican Relations

October 22, 2022:

Holy See announces renewal of Provisional Sino-Vatican  
Agreement on the Appointments of Bishops
On the day that the agreement, signed on September 22, 2018 and first extended on October 22, 
2020 would have expired, the Holy See announced that both sides had agreed to extend the “valid-
ity” (Italian: validità) of the agreement for another two years (which implies that no change appears 
to have been made to the content of the agreement, which remains classified). The Holy See’s com-
muniqué further declared that the “Vatican Party is committed to continuing a respectful and con-
structive dialogue with the Chinese Party” (https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/
pubblico/2022/10/22/0788/01620.html). 
October 22 was the last day of the 20th Party Congress of the Chinese Communist Party. On October 
23 Xi Jinping was re-elected General Secretary of the CCP (see above). Observers suspected that the 
extension had already been agreed upon at the meeting of the delegations from both sides in Tianjin at 
the end of August / beginning of September this year (see RCTC 2022, No. 4, pp. 13-14). The Vatican 
accompanied the announcement of the agreement’s extension by publishing interviews with Curial 
Cardinals Pietro Parolin and Luis Antonio Tagle (see www.vaticannews.va/en/vatican-city/news/2022-
10/cardinal-pietro-parolin-interview-provisional-agreement-china.html and www.vaticannews.va/en/
vatican-city/news/2022-10/tagle-why-holy-see-is-renewing-the-provisional-agreement.html). kwt

October 24, 2022:

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman confirms extension of  
Sino-Vatican provisional agreement
Two days after the publication of the communiqué by the Vatican Press Office, the Chinese side con-
firmed the extension during the regular press conference held by its Foreign Ministry spokesperson 
Wang Wenbin. He spoke of “friendly consultations” and stated that both sides would continue to main-
tain close communication and “work for the sound implementation of the provisional agreement” (see 
http://us.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/fyrth/202210/t20221024_10791171.htm). kwt

November 15, 2022:

Vatican official comments on China
A Vatican official, Msgr. Camillus Johnpillai, Office Manager at the Dicastery for Evangelization, told 
journalists at the conference “Euntes in mundum universum” on the occasion of the 400th anniver-
sary of the establishment of the Congregation “de Propaganda Fide” (1622–2022) at the Pontifical Ur-
ban University (November 16–18, 2022), that the Church must be “realistic” in its engagement with 
authori tarian governments such as in China and Vietnam. The path that the Vatican has chosen with 
China is one of “the options we have that we can do. We can’t create another option that doesn’t exist,” 
Crux reported Johnpillai’s comments on November 16, 2022. “So, we need to be more realistic in the 
way we engage with politicians, not only with China, but there are also other countries, like Vietnam, 
for example. Every country has its uniqueness, its characteristics,” said Msgr. Johnpillai. The first step 
in sending someone new or creating new dioceses et cetera is that “we must always ask for the nulla 
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osta of the government,” he said. Asked what contribution his department has made regarding epis-
copal appointments in China, Johnpillai said among others “Whereas appointments in other coun-
tries are more routine, China is unique.” Johnpillai also mentioned that members of the Dicastery for 
Evangelization meet with members of the Vatican’s Secretariat of State on a weekly basis to evaluate 
“how to proceed, because here we are in a political situation that is very different than other dioceses.” 
“The Secretariat of State is well informed on the situation,” he said, saying “every decision, above all 
the appointment, the nomination, it is always in collaboration with the section that is responsible for 
China within the Secretariat of State.” “After the agreement, the nominations are going forward,” he 
continued. Msgr. Johnpillai noted that some have criticized the Vatican for not making the terms of the 
agreement public, referring to it as a “secret” deal. Johnpillai said “secret” is “a word that requires a certain 
interpretation, but the Chinese government follows everything that we do. Nothing is secret in the end” 
(https://cruxnow.com/church-in-asia/2022/11/vatican-official-says-its-important-to-be-realistic-on-
engagement-with-china Nov. 16). kf

November 22 / 28, 2022:

Pope Francis in an interview on dialogue with China
The Pope gave the interview, published November 28 in America magazine, on November 22. When 
asked about criticism of his silence on human rights abuses in China, the Pope said: “It is not a matter 
of speaking or silence. That is not the reality. The reality is to dialogue or not to dialogue. And one 
dialogs up to the point that is possible. [...] Dialogue is the way of the best diplomacy. With China I 
have opted for the way of dialogue. It is slow, it has its failures, it has its successes, but I cannot find 
another way. And I want to underline this: The Chinese people are a people of great wisdom and de-
serve my respect and my admiration. I take off my hat to them. And for this reason I try to dialogue, 
because it is not that we are going to conquer people. No! There are Christians there. They have to be 
cared for, so that they may be good Chinese and good Christians” (for the whole interview, see www.
americamagazine.org/faith/2022/11/28/pope-francis-interview-america-244225). kwt

November 26, 2022:

Vatican criticizes Bishop Peng’s installation as “Auxiliary Bishop  
of Jiangxi” in disregard of the agreement, but reiterates its  
willingness to continue the dialogue
The Holy See has “with surprise and regret” taken note of the news of the “‘installation ceremony’” 
of Monsignor John Peng Weizhao, Bishop of Yujiang, as “‘Auxiliary Bishop of Jiangxi’”, a “diocese not 
recognized by the Holy See” – said a communiqué published by the Press Office of the Holy See on 
November 26. “In fact, this event did not happen in accordance with the spirit of dialogue that exists 
between the Vatican and the Chinese side, as well as what was stipulated in the Provisional Agreement 
on the Appointment of Bishops of September 22, 2018,” the communiqué continues. Furthermore – 
the text of the statement says – the “civil recognition” of the bishop was preceded by “long-lasting and 
strong pressure” from the authorities. “The Holy See hopes that such incidents will not recur, awaits 
appropriate communications from the authorities on this matter and reaffirms its full readiness to con-
tinue respectful dialogue on all issues of common interest.” This was the first time since the agreement 
was signed in 2018 that the Vatican protested against the actions of the Chinese side in the form of a 
press release. 
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On November 28, Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian replied to a journalist’s ques-
tion that he was not aware of the specific situation. He pointed out that “the sustained improvement 
of ties between China and the Vatican has also contributed to the harmonious development of Ca-
tholicism in China.” He further said that China is “ready to work with the Vatican to con tinue to 
expand common understandings on friendly ties and jointly uphold the spirit of the provi sional 
agreement” (for the text of both statements, see https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bol-
lettino/pubblico/2022/11/26/0880/01842.html and www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/
s2510_665401/2511_665403/202211/t20221128_10981836.html). kwt

Hong Kong

October 24, 2022:

Archbishop Savio Hon Tai Fai, SDB appointed Apostolic Nuncio to 
Malta
The archbishop, who was born in Hong Kong in 1950, was previously the apostolic nuncio in Greece. 
Archbishop Hon was appointed Secretary of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples on 
December 23, 2010, after working as a professor of theology at Holy Spirit Seminary College in Hong 
Kong. From June 6 to October 21, 2016, he served as Apostolic Administrator of the Archdiocese of 
Agana, Guam. On September 28, 2017 he was appointed Apostolic Nuncio to Greece, his first post in 
the diplomatic service (https://church.mt/mgr-savio-hon-tai-fai-appointed-apostolic-nuncio-to-malta/ 
Oct. 24). kf

November 12, 2022:

School pressure leads to suicide among Hong Kong youth
According to a study, reported by AsiaNews on November 12, school pressure and the growing com-
petitiveness of even very young students is one of the causes for suicide among young people in Hong 
Kong. This is according to a report by the Hong Kong Social Welfare Department, which found suicide 
to be the second leading cause of death among minors (22.8%) between 2016 and 2018, the period 
which is the subject of the study. The highest suicide rate was recorded among 15-17 year olds with 39 
cases out of a total of 259 deaths (or 15%). The average number of weekly study hours for kindergarten, 
elementary school and middle school students is 49.1, 66.5 and 76.5 hours, respectively. A Hong Kong 
student has to take up to nine subjects a day, a number well above that of Shanghai (five to seven sub-
jects) or Taiwan (five subjects).
Chow Tak-fai, principal of Tai Kok Catholic Primary School, stressed to Eglises d’Asie that, “The key 
to happy learning is not to change the way you teach, but to inspire, instill motivation and encourage 
students, spurring them to work hard at things that interest them” (AsiaNews Nov. 12). kf

November 15, 2022:

Autistic Falun Gong practitioner sentenced in Hong Kong
According to Bitter Winter, from August to December 2021, Chen Taisen had posted messages de-
nouncing organ harvesting from political prisoners in China and inviting people to unauthorized Fa-
lun Gong meetings, including on Christmas Eve. Falun Gong is not yet banned in Hong Kong, but 
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there are subtle ways of harassment, Bitter Winter said. On November 15, 2022, the 23-year-old was 
sentenced to one year in prison. Authorities claimed that he incited to “revolution” and attacking police 
officers: He was arrested in December 2021 (Bitter Winter Nov. 25). kf

November 15-16, 2022:

Second Online Conference on Sinicized Catholic Theology by  
Bishops’ Conference/Patriotic Association and Holy Spirit Study 
Centre
After a similar meeting in 2021, which Reuters only reported on three months later, this time an official 
report was found on the website of the Chinese Bishops’ Conference and the Chinese Catholic Patriotic 
Association. On the Beijing side, the conference was organized by the Theological Commission of the 
Bishops’ Conference and Patriotic Association, and 50 “experts and clerics” took part. Starting with 
the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Dei Verbum of the Second Vatican Council, the im-
portance of Bible translation and interpretation for the Sinicization of the Church was discussed. The 
President of the Chinese Bishops’ Conference, Bishop Shen Bin, and Cardinal John Tong of Hong Kong 
spoke at the opening. Eleven lectures were given. Moderators included Bishop Chow of Hong Kong, 
Bishop Yang Xiaoting, Chairman of the Theological Commission of the Bishops’ Conference and Pa-
triotic Association, and Vicar General Peter Choy of Hong Kong. Bishop Shen Bin called 2022 an im-
portant year both because of the 20th Party Congress and because of the arrival of the first Apostolic 
Nuncio to China, Cardinal Celso Costantini, 100 years ago. Among other things, Costantini advocated 
an accurate translation of the entire Bible into Chinese. Cardinal Tong said that the Church needs to 
train more young theologians and scholars in order to develop a path of evangelization that is appro-
priate to the religious and social culture of contemporary China. The report also lists the individual 
speakers: Dr. Tan Lizhu, General Secretary of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association; Professor You 
Bin, President of the Institute of Religious Studies, Central Nationalities University; Researcher Zhao 
Xiaoyang, Director of the Department of Social Research, Institute of Modern History, Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences; Father Zhang Wenxi, head of the Bible Department of the Patriotic Association 
and Bishops’ Conference; lay woman Li Jianfeng, guest lecturer at the National Seminary; Father Liu 
Jinping of Taiyuan Diocese; Seminarian Liu Dechong from Wenzhou Diocese; Pastor Liu Wei, teacher 
at (Nanjing) Jinling Union Theological seminary; Father Simon Wong Kam Man of Holy Spirit Semi-
nary College in Hong Kong; Prof. Edmund Kwok, Board Member of the Holy Spirit Study Centre in 
Hong Kong, and Priest Geng Zhanhe, also of Holy Spirit Seminary College. After the two days, it said, 
the participants agreed that the Bible is the spiritual foundation of the Church and that the siniciza-
tion of the Church in China requires in-depth study of Bible translation, interpretation and preaching 
(www.chinacatholic.cn/html/report/ 22110425-1.htm Nov. 18; see also RCTC 2022, No. 2, p. 14). kf

November 25, 2022:

Cardinal Zen fined
On November 25, the trial of Cardinal Zen and other pro-democracy activists ended. The 90-year-old 
cardinal was fined 4,000 Hong Kong dollars (approx. 480 euros), as were lawyer Margaret Ng, former 
Legislative Council member Cyd Ho, pop singer Denise Ho and cultural scholar Hui Po Keung. Sze 
Ching-wee, the sixth defendant in the lawsuit over a relief fund, has to pay a fine equivalent to 320 
 euros. At a hearing, Judge Ada Yim ruled that the defendants failed to properly register the now (Oc-
tober 2021) defunct 612 Relief Fund. The fund provided financial assistance to protesters from 2019 to 
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pay for their legal and medical treatment costs. According to the South China Morning Post, police are 
to continue investigating allegations of “collusion with foreign forces” under the security law. Cardinal 
Zen told the press he hoped the case would not be linked to freedom of religion (AsiaNews Nov. 25; 
Catholic News Agency Nov. 27; China. Table Nov. 29; UCAN Nov. 28; Vatican News Nov. 25; mingpao.
com Nov. 25). kf

Authors’ Abbreviations:

Katharina Feith (kf)
Katharina Wenzel-Teuber (kwt)

This “News Update” was first published in China heute 2022, No. 4, pp. 215-219 (in German). Unless
otherwise indicated, all source references in the “News Update” refer to the year 2022.
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Conference in Macerata “Inculturation of the  
Christian Faith and Today’s Chinese Society”

Katharina Wenzel-Teuber 
Translated by Sr. Jacqueline Mulberge SSpS

The Conference took place from 19–23 October 2022 in Macerata, the birthplace of the 
Jesuit China missionary Matteo Ricci (Li Madou 利玛窦, 1552–1610) in the Marche re-
gion of Italy. One of the main purposes of the conference was to provide an exchange plat-
form for young Chinese Catholic scholars, especially those theologians and philosophers 
who are currently researching or working in Europe. For there is still comparatively little 
research on the Catholic Church in China, especially on contemporary issues. The confer-
ence was organised by the Macerata-based Li Madou Study Centre, which is di rected by 
Chinese theologians, and the China-Zentrum in Sankt Augustin; it was financially sup-
ported by Aid to the Church in Need and the Institute of Missiology of missio e.V. This 
was already the 15th symposium of this kind for the Li Madou Study Centre. Among the 

The heads of Matteo Ricci (left) and Xu Guangqi, surrounded by symbols of their work, adorned the poster of the sym-
posium in Macerata (detail). It was designed by Chinese students of the Academy of Fine Arts of Macerata.
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participants were approx. 50 scholars from Italy, France, Spain, Belgium, Austria, Ger-
many and the Vatican, most of them Chinese, but also some Europeans and one Congo-
lese. The lectures were given in Chinese or English.

Bishop Nazzareno Marconi of Macerata attended the Conference opening, together 
with representatives of the city government – a sign that the legacy of their son Matteo 
Ricci, namely dialogue with China, is important to both the spiritual and secular circles 
of the city. In his address Bishop Marconi asked the fundamental question, whether the 
Christian faith is just a faith that can therefore enter into all cultures or whether it is a cul-
ture in itself? Both approaches were taken very early in the history of the Church and, ac-
cording to Marconi, found some equilibrium in Augustine’s work The City of God. – More 
words of greeting were delivered by Martin Welling SVD of the China-Zentrum and by 
the Cardinal Vicar for the Diocese of Rome, Angelo De Donatis.

A very fundamental question was raised right at the beginning of the conference by 
Zbigniew Wesołowski SVD (Monumenta Serica Institute, Sankt Augustin). He spoke 
about “Xi Jinping’s Zongjiao Zhonguohua (Chinazation of Religion) and the Christian Idea 
of Inculturation.” According to Wesołowski, the “Chinazation” (the speaker preferred this 
translation of Zhongguohua to the more common “Sinicization”) called for by Xi Jinping 
differs from Christian understanding of inculturation in the source of authority, in the 
way of implementation – inculturation in the history of Christianity has always been a 
natural process – and in its ultimate objective. (The text of Fr. Wesołowski’s lecture is in-
cluded in this issue of Religion & Christianity in Today’s China). 

Liu Ruomin 刘若民 (Mission Academy of the University of Hamburg) also dealt with 
the question of Sinicization, namely the “Sinicization of Religions from the Perspective 
of Chinese Protestants” (中国基督徒的视角理解 “宗教中国化”). Among other things 
he compared the religions in China to people riding on a sloping merry-go-round – State 
and society. They can only maintain their balance if they adapt themselves to the speed of 
the wheel and synchronize their rhythm and speed with everyone else’s on the wheel, thus 
becoming one with it.

Some of the talks approached the topic of inculturation of the Christian faith from a 
historical perspective.

Sun Xuyi 孙旭义 of Li Madou Study Centre spoke on “The Deep Friendship between 
Xu Guangqi and Matteo Ricci as a Model for Evangelization Today – True Friendship 
Comes from God, is Rooted in the Divine Word and Matures in Human Nature” (当代福

传的楷模, 徐利的深厚友谊—真正的友情源自天主, 扎根于圣言, 生活于人性内). He 
concluded that the unprejudiced, culturally open-minded kind of friendship between the 
statesman Xu (1562–1633), a convert to Christianity, and Ricci, which also included their 
shared enthusiasm for the Gospel, could be exemplary, especially today in the age of glob-
alization and mobility.

Paolo Sabbatini (Brussels) who was in China as a diplomat, spoke on the topic “Cul-
tural Diplomacy Today, a Legacy of Father Matteo Ricci.” He paid tribute to Ricci and 
his confreres in China as the forerunners of today’s New Public Diplomacy, because as 
non-statesmen they established contacts by cultural means to gain influence in their host 
country.
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Qian Jin 钱晋 (Université Paris 1 – Panthéon-Sorbonne) introduced his studies on 
another significant Catholic-Confucian convert of the late Ming period, Yang Tingyun 
(1562–1627). In his talk, “Yang Tingyun: a Chinese Scholar between Chinese and Western 
Tradition” (杨廷筠: 在中西传统之间的中国文人), Qian compared two of Yang’s apolo-
getic texts and used specific textual examples to show how Yang made and justified his 
decision to embrace the Christian faith from his rootedness in the Confucian tradition.

In his contribution “From Matteo Ricci’s Accommodation to the Observations on the 
Modern Method of Evangelization (1929) by Blessed Paolo Manna: Centuries of Inco-
herent Missionary Policy and the Future of Mission,” Gianni Criveller PIME (Studio Teo-
logico Internazionale del PIME, Monza) described how in memoranda on the mission 
to  China over the centuries individual Church representatives unsuccessfully called for 
reforms such as indigenous bishops, the use of Chinese in the liturgy, etc. According to 
Criveller the damage caused by this failure to implement inculturation can still be felt.

François-Régis Moreau (Communauté Saint-Martin, Evron, France) went back to 
the beginnings of Christianity in China in his contribution, “The Enculturation of Chris-
tian Faith in China in the Middle-Age: The Example of the Assyrian Church of the East.” 
Alongside better known witnesses of Christian presence in China from the 7th century 
onward, he presented an enigmatic archaeological find that was only discovered in 2009: 
the “Mirror of Xuzhou.” According to Moreau, this bronze mirror was dated to around 
200 AD. It bears a circular inscription that some experts interpret as Christian. Moreau 
reported that the results of their research were presented in October 2021 at the annual 
meeting of the Pontifical Committee for Historical Sciences.

“Truly Chinese, Truly Christian: An Exploration of the ronghe yu huitong – The Incul-
turation Model of Archbishop Stanislaus Lo Kuang” was the topic of the talk of Paulin 
Batairwa Kubuya SX (Dicastery for Interreligious Dialogue, Vatican). Lo Kuang (Luo 
Guang) 罗光 (1911–2004) came from Hunan. Trained in Rome, the wish grew in Lo 
during his teaching career there, to introduce to Europeans Chinese philosophy and reli-
gions which he presented in the categories of scholastic theology. Later, from the 1960s on 
as Archbishop of Taipei in Taiwan, he continued to develop his concept of the encounter 
and fusion between East and West, which he called ronghe yu huitong 融合与会通. At the 
end of his lecture, Paulin invited the theologians from Mainland China in the audience to 
look into the legacy of Lo Kuang and other theologians from Taiwan, who had explored 
new ways of inculturating Christianity in the second half of the 20th century. (Fr. Paulin’s 
lecture has already appeared online in Religion & Christianity in Today’s China 2022, No. 
4, pp. 21-40). 

An arc from history to the present was made by Jing Baolu 靖保路 (Li Madou Study 
Centre / Holy Spirit Seminary, Hong Kong) in his talk on “The Experience of the early 
Christians with the Inculturation of the Faith as Inspiration for Christians in China To-
day” (初期基督徒的信仰本地化经验对今日中国基督徒的启发). According to Jing, 
early Christianity was able to spread successfully in the Roman Empire because it offered 
answers to problems that occupied the people of those times. Likewise, Chinese Chris-
tians today should respond with their own experience of faith and existence to the spirit-
ual needs of the people and the ethical crisis in China – this, according to Jing, is the 
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process of inculturating the Christian faith. He advocated the development of a “Chinese 
political theology.” (A German translation of Jing Baolu’s lecture has already appeared in 
China heute 2022, No. 4, pp. 232-242).

Zhang Zinan 张子男 (Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium) contributed the topic of 
“Research on St. Augustine in Mainland China from the Point of View of Modernity” (现
代性视野中的中国大陆奥思定研究). He provided a knowledgeable and critical over-
view of the various phases and trends in the wide-ranging reception of Augustine among 
Chinese scholars, in particular Augustine’s treatise about time. According to Zhang, com-
parative studies are also carried out (comparisons with Dong Zhongshu, Xunzi and other 
Chinese thinkers), but there is also much misunderstanding regarding Augustine. Zhang 
argued for a holistic, interdisciplinary Augustine-research that sees Augustine as a person 
and also includes his theology in particular. According to Zhang, however, the latter is 
largely marginalised in Chinese Augustine-research.

Other contributions combined concepts of traditional Chinese philosophy with Chris-
tianity. Thus Zhao Weiya 赵维雅 (Pontifical Urban University, Rome) spoke on the topic 
“Ren’ai as Inspiration for the Inculturation of the Gospel in China” (“仁爱” 在福音本地

化中的启发). According to this religious sister, the terms ren 仁 (humanity, benevolence) 
in the Confucian-Chinese context and ai 爱 (love) in the Christian context stand respec-
tively for the most fundamental values of human life. Since the human being (ren 人) and 
the ethical concept of humanity (ren) play a central role in Chinese culture, the concept of 
ren 仁 – especially in combination with the term ai to ren’ai 仁爱 (charity, universal love) 
– is according to Zhao a suitable point of departure to bring the gospel to Chinese people.

In his talk “Taiji Union Spirituality: A Model of Interculturation” (太极合一灵修: 一
个文化互化的典范) Ren Andao 任安道 (Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium) pre-
sented the creative application of a traditional Chinese concept in connection with mod-
ern psychology to the spiritual praxis of today’s Chinese Christians. The Taiji spirituality 
developed by Gong Yan 龚岩 is about achieving a mental and spiritual state of balance and 
union of yin and yang. With the help of a diagram that concretely describes all possible 
psychic and spiritual states, which Gong Yan calls the “psychological compass,” man can 
realize the “location of the self ” in the “coordinates of the mind,” and through eight steps 
of prayer, he can achieve transformation and integration, that is, union with God, which 
Gong Yan also calls “Taiji union.” According to Ren Andao, Gong Yan and his team have 
trained nearly 7,000 people since 2012, including 2,100 religious women (almost half of 
all Chinese Sisters), 273 priests (almost one-tenth of Chinese priests), 227 seminarians 
(nearly half of all Chinese seminarians), 3,096 Chinese lay persons and 1,300 non-Chris-
tian psychologists in his spirituality.

In his contribution “The Gift of Wisdom and the Exercise of Synodality: a ‘Vertical’ 
Inter culturation for the Development of the Chinese Catholic Theology,” Antonio Olmi 
OP (Facoltà Teologica dell’ Emilia-Romagna) elucidated, based on fundamental differ-
ences in Western and Chinese thought, the difficulty of assessing which terms from the 
Chinese tradition are suitable for describing the Christian faith. Olmi concludes that since 
on a horizontal level Western and Chinese thinking cannot judge each other, concepts 
of Chinese Catholic theology can only be incorporated into the teaching of the universal 
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Church on a vertical level by a synod of the whole Church with the wisdom given to it by 
God.

The following talks without any direct connection to Christianity in China were also 
well worth listening to: Zhang Liang 张亮 (Catholic University of Louvain), “An Inter-
pretation of the Infinity of God and Man in Gregory of Nyssa” (解读尼撒的额我略之

神性无限与人性无限); Wang Zhenjiang 王振江 (Pontifical University of Santa Croce, 
Rome), “Relational Theology in the Idea of the ‘Heavenly Father’ in the Childhood Story 
of Jesus According to Matthew” (“天父” 印象中的关系神学—据玛窦版童年史所载); Li 
Haiyan 李海燕 (University of Bonn); “Trends in the Inculturation of Early Christianity in 
the ‘Acts of the Apostles’” (浅析《宗徒大事录》视野下的早期基督徒福音本地化走向); 
Liu Chuang 刘创 (Pontifical Gregorian University, Rome), “The Significance of the com-
munio-Theology for the Inculturation of the Faith” (共融神学对信仰本地化的启示). 
Unfortunately, the second Protestant lecture of the Conference, “Examples of Incultur-
ation in Chinese Christian Art and Architecture” by Isabel Friemann (China InfoStelle, 
Hamburg) could not be held as the lecturer was prevented from attending at short notice.

The conference proceedings contain a further 19 texts that were submitted but were 
not presented. The majority of the conference papers is to be published in Chinese in the 
journal 天主教思想与文化 (Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture). Individual lectures 
will also appear in China heute and in Religions & Christianity in Today’s China. 

The meeting took place in a lively and sometimes emotional atmosphere. The social 
programme included a pilgrimage to the Marian shrine of Loreto and a short visit to the 
old town of Macerata. There you can see two houses that are said to be Matteo Ricci’s place 
of birth and visit the Jesuit college that he attended until he left his hometown for good 
at the age of 14. Today it houses the magnificent city library with its collection of antique 
books, as well as an exhibition that pays tribute to the sons of the city and the region who 
were connected to China.

This conference report was first published in China heute 2022, No. 4, pp. 212-214 (in 
German).
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Xi Jinping’s Zongjiao Zhongguohua (Chinazation of 
Religion) and the Christian Idea of Inculturation

Zbigniew Wesołowski SVD

Abstract

In this article, the author endeavours to compare Xi Jinping’s religious policy of zongjiao 
Zhongguohua (Chinazation of religion) with the Christian idea of inculturation. For this 
goal, he first provides some terminological explanations and then shows the core statements 
of Xi Jinping concerning his religious policy. Afterwards, he points to a possible origin of Chi-
nazation of religions in the present-day atheist Communist China. Subsequently, he explains 
a Christian idea of inculturation. Finally, he compares Xi Jinping’s religious policy of zong
jiao Zhongguohua with the Christian idea of inculturation in three points: the difference in 
the source of authority; the difference in the way of implementation of the Christian idea of 
inculturation and Xi Jinping’s policy of Chinazation; and finally in their ultimate objectives.

Introduction: From Terminology to the Present-day Political  
Situation of China 

I have chosen the unusual – and even for me as a foreigner – somewhat awkward Eng
lish translation “Chinazation of Religion” for the Chinese expression zongjiao Zhongguo-
hua 宗教中国化 in order to stress its difference with another English word “sinicization” 
(American English; British English: sinicisation) – here “sinicization of religions” which is 
normally used in this context. I have also come across the wording “Sinolization of Chris
tianity.”1 Actually, there is yet another word like “sinification,” which I came across in the 
context of Buddhism.2 In “Wikipedia” I have found also “sinofication” and “sinonization.”3 

All these words consist of the prefix “sino” which means “Chinese” or “relating to China.” 

 Fr. Zbigniew Wesołowski SVD is director of the Monumenta Serica Institute, Sankt Augustin (Germany). He 
presented the given contribution at the symposium “Inculturation of the Christian Faith and Today’s Chinese So
ciety” which was jointly organized by the Li Madou Study Centre and the ChinaZentrum. The symposium took 
place in Macerata/Italy from October 19–23, 2022 (see conference report in this issue of RCTC). 

1 Asher 2018, pp. 5765.
2 E.g., the title of a conference “Historical Mirror for the Contemporary World: International Conference on the 

Sinification of Buddhism through the Perspective of World History and Globalization” (https://frogbear.org/
historicalmirrorforthecontemporaryworldinternationalconferenceonthesinificationofbuddhismthrough
theperspectiveofworldhistoryandglobalization/, accessed April 5, 2022).

3 Cf. “Sinicization” in “Wikipedia” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sinicization, accessed April 5, 2022).
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They all describe a process in which “nonChinese societies come under the influence of 
Chinese culture, particularly the culture, language, societal norms, and ethnic identity of 
the Han people – the largest ethnic group of China.”4 Chinese words for this process were 
traditionally Hanhua 漢化 or Huahua 華化.5 For me, they are suitable to be used for the 
cultural influence of China towards its neighboring countries in its history before the rise 
of the Republic of China in 1912 and the Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. In 
order to stress the specificity of Zhongguohua of religion in Xi Jingping’s new era socialism 
with Chinese characteristics, I translate zongjiao Zhongguohua in English as “Chinazation 
of religion(s).”

All these words mentioned above bring one very important fact of Chinese culture to 
our knowledge which has been proven by its history. Chinese culture occupies a special 
place and unique rank among the advanced civilizations of mankind in that it has grown 
and is still growing in unbroken, continuous development through at least four millennia. 
It is not the oldest of all cultures, but the one with the longest continuous existence up to 
now.6 This unbroken cultural continuity of traditional China brought about the historical, 
or rather the historicizing consciousness among the gentry (shi 士) and Chinese officials 
(scholarly officialdom: shidafu 士大夫) in the empire, in which above all the notion of 
how the Chinese wanted to understand themselves came to bear, and then exerted a tre
mendous effect in traditional China: history as such and the consciousness of it gained an 
unparalleled authority here.7 

Here one has to mention the existential crisis of Chinese culture in the 19th–20th cen
turies. Since the first Opium War (1840–1842) and the peace treaty of Nanjing, which 
finished it and through which the English dictated their conditions and required from 
the Chinese absolute obedience, there started a colonial invasion of Western powers in 
China. Until then the Chinese had lived in a Sinocentric and selfsufficient world (as the 
Westerners had lived in an Eurocentric, colonialist and imperialistic one), and now were 
forced to look outside their own borders and face the Western challenge with its military 
superiority. Deep changes due to this Western encroachment and the clash between China 
and the West left the Chinese in the long run with no other choice than to try to under
stand – not without opposition and hesitation – Western culture and civilization. From 
that time on, Chinese culture itself has become a problem, and understanding it has no 
longer been an easy task. We can say that from that time on China has been living “with 
fevers,” “feverishly.”

4 Cf. “Sinicization” in “Wikipedia” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sinicization, accessed April 5, 2022).
5 Hua 華 points to China or Han people, i.g., Huaxia 華夏 or Zhonghua 中華.
6 This traditional Chinese culture with Confucianism at the surface and Daoism and Buddhism was in the 

17thcentury China a “cultural imperative” for Christian (Catholic) accommodation. This idea was first stressed 
by Erik Zürcher, who emphasized the deep structure in Chinese religious life in lateimperial times. Thus, no 
marginal foreign religion could expect to take root in China (at least at a high social level) unless it conformed to 
a pattern that was more clearly defined than ever. Cf. Zürcher 1994, pp. 3164.

7 See Trauzettel 1984, pp. 7790, and Ng – Wang 2005. In the past, Chinese traditional institutions and culture were 
idealized and the Chinese Empire was often depicted as a monolithic cultural and political entity.
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Until today the Communist propaganda likes to use the term “the century of humili a
tion” (Chinese: bainian guochi 百年國恥),8 which was an important component of China’s 
international relations and continues to shape China’s perception of its role today.9 The 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) always tried to use China’s century of humiliation, in 
which China was exploited by various other nations (from the West and Japan), as a le
gitimization of its rule in China. Abuses by foreigners led to China being disadvantaged 
in unequal treaties, impoverished by outrageous compensation payments, and territorial 
losses (e.g., parts of Shandong to the Germans, Hong Kong to the British, Taiwan to Japan) 
and violations of its sovereignty. The reference to the century of humiliation and China’s 
refusal to be controlled any longer was intended to inspire and motivate the Chinese peo
ple to national pride under the leadership of the CCP. In recent years, the influence of the 
national humiliation narrative has become increasingly evident in China’s international 
actions. The CCP has aggressively responded to perceived offenses by foreign organiza
tions, whether governments or corporations, with public criticism and mobilization of 
Chinese Internet users. The rhetoric of the century of humiliation10 has been both the 
driving force in China’s quest for higher status and a means to further Chinese foreign pol
icy goals, the results of which are visible around the world. China’s rise demonstrates how 
the legacy of China’s humiliation continues to have farreaching consequences as China 
plays a larger role in our lives.

Since the time of the OpenDoor Policy, which Deng Xiaoping 邓小平 (1904–1997) 
initiated in 1978 as a new economic policy, whereby China was once again open to foreign 
companies wishing to invest here, there has been fairly steady and large growth in the Chi
nese economy. This policy set in motion the economic transformation of modern China. 
Admittedly, there were always major or minor setbacks in between. For example, corrup
tion and increased inflation intensified discontent and contributed to the 1989 wave of 
student protests in Beijing’s Tian’anmen Square, and a conservative backlash ousted sev
eral key reformers and threatened to reverse many of Deng’s reforms. Thus, we see a con
tinuity of CCP political power which began at the birth of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) in 1949. In July 2021, Communists in China celebrated the hundredth anniversary 
of the founding of their party, which was established in Shanghai.

As the CCP has pushed Chinese society toward more statesponsored ideological con
formity to create a lasting foundation for authoritarian party rule, it also desires greater 
ideological control from abroad. Despite increased efforts to limit the “infiltration” of 
values and ideas from the outside, Chinese had increasing access to Western news, con
tent, and culture. The CCP believes that “as China continues to ‘open up’ to reap the ben

8 The term originated in 1915 in the atmosphere of rising Chinese nationalism that opposed the Japanese govern
ment’s TwentyOne Demands and their adoption by Yuan Shikai 袁世凱 (1859–1916), with the Chinese Nation
alist Party (Kuomintang) and the CCP later popularizing the characterization.

9 Weatherley – Zhang 2017, pp. 2753.
10 CIGH Exeter, “How the Century of Humiliation Influences China’s Ambitions Today” (published on July 11, 

2019; https://imperialglobalexeter.com/2019/07/11/howthecenturyofhumiliationinfluenceschinas
ambitionstoday/; accessed May 1, 2022).
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efits of a more central role in the global economy,”11 it must “sanitize” the external infor
mation environment to ensure that such opening does not lead to ideological challenges 
for CCP control. Chinese authorities, since Xi Jinping’s 习近平 (b. 1953) assumption of 
power in 2012 and subsequent centralization of power, have stepped up efforts to limit 
foreign influence in the cultural, entertainment and educational spheres within China. 
The Communist government has tightened already significantly expanded restrictions on 
foreign media access in China to create a wall of regulation against the “infiltration” of 
external values and ideas. Otherwise this development could threaten CCP’s preferred 
narrative. The measures taken include cutting imports of children’s cartoon books and 
limiting the percentage of foreign broadcasts on public TV channels. Regarding the edu
cation system, the role of English in the national university entrance exam has also been 
reduced somewhat.12 

Xi Jinping’s centralization of power, however, has been an accelerant rather than the 
main driver of China’s more assertive influence efforts. Rather, it is the CCP’s obsession 
with maintaining its dominance – a theme that preceded and enabled Xi’s rise to power 
in 2012 – that fundamentally drives China’s growing influence in the developing world. 
The growing threat of CCP control has preoccupied Chinese Communist leaders since the 
beginning of this century as they have sought a deeper understanding of the core factors 
that characterize China’s reform era – relative political stability, ideological openness, and 
rapid economic growth. While the CCP’s primary focus remains on domestic issues such 
as corruption, which is central to its legitimacy, Chinese leaders have focused on aspects 
of relations with developing countries that are believed to enhance the CCP’s strength 
amid potential turmoil.13

China’s presentday main domestic issues that will be major challenges in the coming 
years, analyzed in a series of reports, journal articles, and conferences, are: 1) political 
reform and the future of the CCP; 2) corruption and local unrest (repressive policies in 
Tibet and Xinjiang); 3) human rights and religious freedom; 4) demographic challenges; 
5) social policy: education (excessive restrictions on academic freedom), health, and a 
social safety net; 6) environmental problems; and 7) China’s legal reform.14

Since the rise of the PRC in 1949, its religious policy was MarxistLeninist and nation
alistic, the peak of restrictions was during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). After
wards there was a period of loosening the grip of MarxistLeninist policy. Since the rise 
of Xi Jinping’s power, the religious policy in China tends more to be a socialisticSino
centric orthodoxy (a socialist theory of religion with Chinese characteristics, Zhongguo 
tese shehuizhuyi zongjiao lilun 中国特色社会主义宗教理论) with its controlling and re

11 David O. Shullman (January 22, 2019), “Protect the Party: China’ Growing Influence in the Developing World” 
(www.brookings.edu/articles/protectthepartychinasgrowinginfluenceinthedevelopingworld/; accessed 
May 20, 2022).

12 See ibid.
13 See ibid.
14 See “China’s Domestic Challenges” (www.csis.org/programs/freemanchairchinastudies/pastprojects/

chinasdomesticchallenges; accessed April 20, 2022); and David Dollar – Huang Yiping – Yao Yang, “China’s 
Longterm Success Will  Depend Primarily on Addressing Its Internal Challenges” (June 2022; www.imf.org/
external/pubs/ft/fandd/2021/06/thefutureofchinadollarhuangyao.htm; accessed September 14, 2022).
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strictive character. In imperial China since Emperor Wu 武 of Han 漢 (156–87 BC),15 
it was ConfucianSinocentric orthodoxy which had prevailed in China up to 1911. On 
the whole, one – so for example Roman Malek (1951–2019)16 – can gain the impression 
that a presentday socialistSinocentric orthodoxy has replaced the traditional Confucian 
orthodoxy of imperial China. This continuity of Chinese religious policy with regard to 
Chinese Communists since the rise of the PRC, he called “eine frapierende Kontinuität” 
(a striking continuity)!17

In 2015, Xi Jinping officially stated for the first time the need for a consequent continu
ation of zongjiao Zhongguohua – “Chinazation of religion” with regard to all religions in 
China. This refers to the five religions that are constitutionally allowed: Buddhism, Dao
ism, Islam, Catholicism and Protestantism.

Xi Jinping and Zongjiao Zhongguohua (Chinazation of Religion)

As mentioned above, it was on May 15, 2015 that Xi Jinping officially began the campaign 
of “Chinazation of religion.” By then, he had already served as General Secretary of the 
CCP (2012) and Chairman of the Central Military Commission (2012), as well as Presi
dent of the PRC (2013), becoming the “supreme leader” (zuigao lingdaoren 最高领导人). 
He said at the Central Conference on United Front Work among other things:

Religious work is essentially the work of the masses, we must fully implement the 
Party’s policy of freedom of religious belief, manage religious affairs in accordance 
with the law, adhere to the principle of independence and self-management, and 
actively guide the adaptation of religion to socialist society. In order to actively 
guide the adaptation of religion to socialist society, we must adhere to the direc-
tion of Chinazation, must improve the level of religious work under the rule of 
law, must see the social role of religion dialectically, must value the role of per-
sonalities in religious circles, guide religious efforts to promote economic develop-
ment, social harmony, cultural prosperity, national unity, the unification of the 
motherland services.18

15 Emperor Wu adopted Confucianism as the state philosophy and an official code of ethics for his empire. He 
began to teach future administrators the Confucian classics. These reforms had an enduring effect throughout the 
existence of imperial China and an enormous influence on neighboring nations.

16 Cf. Malek 1987, 1989, and 1996.
17 Malek 1996; there is the section: “Eine frappierende Kontinuität: Religion(en) und Religionspolitik in der Volks

republik China” (A striking continuity: religion(s) and religious politics in the People’s Republic of China: pp. 
197202). Much earlier, Roman Malek had already brought up this pithy expression, see Malek 1987, “Theorie 
und Praxis der chinesischen Religionspolitik, eine frappierende Kontinuität” (Theory and Practice of Chinese 
Religious Politics, a Striking Continuity).

18 “习近平: 巩固发展最广泛的爱国统一战线” (Xi Jinping: To Consolidate and to Develop the Broadest Patriotic 
United Front): “[...] 宗教工作本质上是群众工作, 要全面贯彻党的宗教信仰自由政策, 依法管理宗教事务, 坚
持独立自主自办原则, 积极引导宗教与社会主义社会相适应. 积极引导宗教与社会主义社会相适应, 必须
坚持中国化方向, 必须提高宗教工作法治化水平, 必须辩证看待宗教的社会作用, 必须重视发挥宗教界人
士作用, 引导宗教努力为促进经济发展、社会和谐、文化繁荣、民族团结、祖国统一服务” (www.xinhuanet.
com/politics/201505/20/c_1115351358.htm, accessed April 9, 2022). All translations are done by the author of 
this article, if not otherwise stated.
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On April 23, 2016, Xi Jinping, being the first CCP General Secretary since 2001 to attend 
the annual National Religious Work Conference, called for the CCP members and re
ligious work officials to consolidate its United Front with religious communities and to 
actively adopt religion to socialist society with the help of the program of “Chinazation 
of religion.” “[…] in order to achieve the ‘Two Centenaries’19 goal and realize the Chinese 
dream20 of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” (为实现 “两个一百年” 奋斗目

标、实现中华民族伟大复兴的中国梦而奋斗).21

Since then, the annual reports of the CCP Central Committee and the National Peo
ple’s Congress, or the National People’s Political Consultative Conference, have repeatedly 
emphasized the need for the Chinazation of religions in China. And at the same time, all 
religious authorities and institutes in China have been vigorously tackling the implemen
tation of the Chinazation campaign. Indeed, the United Front and religious departments 
have conscientiously held study and discussion workshops and energetically implemented 
pilot projects all over the country in cooperation with religious representatives and in ac
cordance with the guidelines on “adhering to the Chinazation course of religions,” so that 
a broad consensus has been emerging between the United Front department of the CCP 
and the national religious organizations in China on the Chinazation campaign. Wang 
Zuo’an, vice minister of the CCP’s United Front Department and director of the State 
Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA, Guojia zongjiao shiwuju 国家宗教事务局), 
repeatedly stressed that Chinazation is “the most important mission of the CCP’s religious 
work” in the new era (xinshidai 新時代).22

The CCP administers and regulates religions in China with the help of three function
ally different institutions:23 1) at the center – the United Front Work Department of the 
CCP Central Committee (Zhonggong Zhongyang Tongyi zhanxian gongzuobu 中共中央

统一战线工作部), 2) the SARA, and 3) patriotic associations of the five religions, con
stitutionally sanctioned by the PRC (Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protes

19 This phrase of “Two Centenaries” points to a set of goals pronounced by CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping 
following the 18th National Congress of the CCP in 2012. This is the basic foundation for achieving the “Chinese 
Dream,” another phrase advanced by Xi Jinping to hallmark his time in power. The first centenary (July 2021) 
is the founding of the CCP in 1921. The second is the founding of the People’s Republic of China which will be 
celebrated in 2049. Cf. Lu Ding 2020, pp. 203207.

20 The “Chinese dream” (Zhongguo meng 中国梦) is a term chosen in reference to the “American Dream.” It was first 
used officially by China’s President Xi Jinping during a tour of the “Road to Revival” exhibition at China’s National 
Museum on November 29, 2012. Xi Jinping said that the realization of a great revitalization of the Chinese nation 
is the greatest dream of the Chinese nation since modern times. 

21 “习近平: 全面提高新形势下宗教工作水平” (Xi Jinping: Comprehensively Improve the Level of Religious Work 
under the New Situation) (www.xinhuanet.com/politics/201604/23/c_1118716540.htm, accessed April 9, 2022).

22 Wang Zuo’an, “Religionspolitisches Strategiepapier der chinesischen Regierung,” February 26, 2020 (Wang 
Zuo’an: Den Sinisierungsprozess der Religionen stabil weiterführen, in: Zhongguo Minzu Bao [China Ethnic 
News], March 26, 2019, p. 5), translated from Chinese into German by Isabel Friemann, December 3, 2019 (www.
chinainfostelle.de/aktuelles/religionspolitischesstrategiepapierderchinesischenregierung, accessed April 9, 
2022). The phrase “the new era” refers to “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a 
New Era” 习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想 (abbreviated in English as “Xi Jinping Thought”) which is a 
collection of policies and ideas gained from the writings and speeches of Xi Jinping, first officially mentioned at 
the 19th National Congress of the CCP in 2017 and then at the First Session of the Thirteenth National People’s 
Congress on March 11, 2018 included in the preamble of the Constitution of the CCP.

23 Chang 2018, p. 38.
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tantism).24 These three institutions work at every administrative level of this partystate.25 
The United Front Work Department of the CCP Central Committee takes care of research 
on the religious questions and affairs and helps the CCP Central Committee with setting 
up religious policy making. It communicates with religious leaders of the statesanctioned 
five religions and coordinates between state organs and the five patriotic religious associa
tions. SARA26 enacts religious policies and manages regular religious matters. Due to the 
partystate dual system in China, a head of the Bureau of Religious Affairs at each level 
of the government is to be appointed from among the members of the local United Front 
Work Department. This personnel dual system is, of course, a way to guarantee that the 
CCP control over implementation of religious policy will be ensured.

Xi Jingping’s new era socialism with Chinese characteristics has still another interesting 
dimension. It is his conviction that China’s socialist culture is rooted in the “fine tradi tional 
Chinese culture” (Zhongguo youxiu chuantong wenhua 中国优秀传统文化).27 At the be
ginning of this contribution, we have mentioned an historically special status of Chinese 
culture among the world cultures with its existential crisis in the 19th–20th centuries. Xi 
Jinping shows his confidence in the power of the national culture of China, developed – 
traditionally attributed to the Chinese – in the course of five thousand years of history: 

We have strengthened Party leadership over ideological work and explored new 
ground in advancing Party related theories. The importance of Marxism as a 
guiding ideology is better appreciated. Socialism with Chinese characteristics and 
the Chinese Dream have been embraced by our people. Core socialist values and 
fine traditional Chinese culture are alive in the people’s hearts. Initiatives to im-
prove public etiquette and ethical standards have proved successful. Public cul-
tural serv ices have been improved; art and literature are thriving, and cultural 
programs and industries are going strong.28

Thus, Xi Jingping’s political ambition of a new era socialism with Chinese characteristics 
goes beyond China:

It offers a new option for other countries and nations who want to speed up their 
development while preserving their independence; and it offers Chinese wisdom 
and a Chinese approach to solving the problems facing mankind.29

24 Chang 2018, pp. 2744.
25 The Constitution of China basically provides for four levels: 1) provincial level, 2) prefectural level, 3) county 

level, and 4) township level. Here I would like to stress that CCP commands, controls and integrates all other 
political organizations and institutions in China. The partystate under Xi Jinping, or his “partocracy,” totally 
determines China’s presentday political reality.

26 Under Xi Jinping, it was announced in 2018 that SARA would be incorporated and subordinated to the United 
Front Work Department and its functions would be integrated into the United Front Work Department of the 
CCP Central Committee. To me, it is also a sign of more and more developing “partocracy” in China.

27 Cf. “习近平提出, 坚定文化自信, 推动社会主义文化繁荣兴盛” (Xi Jinping Proposed to Build a Strong Cul
tural Confidence and to Help Socialist Culture Flourish) (www.xinhuanet.com//politics/19cpcnc/201710/18
/c_1121820800.htm, accessed April 12, 2022). 

28 Xi 2017a.
29 Ibid. 
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As we see in this citation, Xi Jinping wants to set up his new era socialism with Chinese 
characteristics as an alternative model to the Western world!

As to core socialist values, they are a set of new official interpretations of socialism with 
Chinese characteristics promoted at the 18th National Congress of the CCP in 2012. The 
12 values, written in 24 Chinese characters, are: 1) the national values of (1) prosperity 
(fuqiang 富强), (2) democracy (minzhu 民主), (3) civility (wenming 文明), and (4) har
mony (hexie 和谐); 2) the social values of (1) freedom (ziyou 自由), (2) equality (pingdeng 
平等), (3) justice (gongzheng 公正), and (4) rule of law (fazhi 法治); and 3) the individual 
values of (1) patriotism (aiguo 爱国), (2) dedication (jingye 敬业), (3) integrity (chengxin 
诚信), and (4) friendship (youshan 友善). Are these core socialist values really typically 
socialist? They seem to have a universalistic thrust and some of them sound typically 
Confucian.30 

The current direction of development of SinoMarxism31 in China is technoauthori
tarianism (ITbacked authoritarianism; also called: digital authoritarianism or digital dic
tatorship).32 For example, with the help of technical instruments and equipment, China’s 
domestic police authorities are able to collect an extraordinary amount of data on peo
ple, and their activities, so that socalled troublemakers can be identified in advance and 
eliminated. Particularly suffocating is the state surveillance of Uighurs in Xinjiang, where 
authorities use mobile apps, biometric recording, artificial intelligence, and mass data, 
among other tools, to control 13 million Turkic Muslims.33

Upgrading and promotion of traditional Chinese values must be largely seen as a re
sponse to the challenges of Western ideas. As the CCP has pushed Chinese society toward 
more statesponsored ideological conformity to create a lasting foundation for authoritar
ian party rule, it also desires greater ideological influence on other countries in the world. 
Despite increased efforts to limit the “infiltration” of values and ideas from outside, Chi
nese have increasing access to Western news, content, and culture. Chinese authorities, 
since Xi Jinping’s assumption of power in 2012 and subsequent centralization of power, 
have stepped up efforts to limit foreign influence in the cultural, entertainment, and edu
cational spheres within China and have tightened already significantly expanded restric

30 Thus Pieke (2016, p. 24) who understands these values as Confucian values void of any specifically socialist con
tent.

31 Von Senger describes SinoMarxism as “a driving force of Chinese economic boom.” According to him, Mao Ze
dong (1893–1976) and Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) were both Marxists who tried to sinicize the Marxist doctrine 
so that it could be better adapted to Chinese conditions (Von Senger 2018, pp. 105294, here especially p. 137). 

32 Since 2014 China has been building up respective structures under the socalled “Social Credit System” (shehui 
xinyong tixi 社会信用体系). The Western and Chinese approaches to social control offer two fundamentally 
different philosophical and experiential perspectives. Most Chinese have no problem with this system. While in 
the U.S. and EU, individual rights are of paramount importance and an extremely active formalized legal system 
responds to these needs, the Chinese have taken a very different approach. The hallmark of Chinese social control 
is the preeminence of society or the social collective (traditionally starting with the family), and there is a marked 
aversion to formal law or any legal system. The core of Chinese social control is based on Confucian social ethics 
with its stress on meritocracy, which emphasizes selfdiscipline and subordination to the family and the state. Cf. 
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtuallibrary/abstracts/socialcontrolpeoplesrepublicchina0 and Twitchett 1976.

33 Doffman 2019 (www.forbes.com/sites/zakdoffman/2019/04/25/huaweixinjiangandchinashightechsurveillance
statejoiningthedots/; accessed April 12, 2022).
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tions on foreign media access in China to create a wall of regulation against the “infiltra
tion” of external values and ideas, which could threaten the CCP’s preferred narrative.34

The first example suits Islam in China, the second – Christianity. Thus, Chinazation of 
religions is a result of strategic thinking of Xi Jinping and his comrades. 

We will fully implement the Party’s basic policy on religious affairs, uphold the 
principle that religions in China must be Chinese in orientation and provide ac-
tive guidance to religions so that they can adapt themselves to socialist society. 
[…] 

We must rigorously protect against and take resolute measures to combat all acts 
of infiltration, subversion, and sabotage, as well as violent and terrorist activities, 
ethnic separatist activities, and religious extremist activities. […]35

Actually, zongjiao Zhongguohua (Chinazation of religions), according to the literal 
meaning, might refer to inculturation (accommodation, adaptation, or indigenization) 
of religious beliefs, practices, and religious rites within Chinese culture and society. For 
President Xi Jinping, the “Chinazation” of religions in China is primarily politically and 
ideologically motivated.36 As a government policy, it establishes three CCP priorities for 
the supervision and administration of religions in China. Administratively, it realizes state 
supervision and control over religions with constitutional guarantee of religious freedom 
and over their “normal” activities which are subjected to arbitrary sovereignty of interpre
tation by the CCP. Ideologically, it seeks to revive the influence of CCP ideology (e.g., the 
above socialist core values) over religious belief and practice. Legally, it provides the legal 
framework to monitor the growth of religions and control their influence in China.37 

Chinazation of Religions in China: Its Possible Origin and  
Consequences for Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity  
(Catholicism and Protestantism)

It seems that the recent issue of Chinazation of religions was initially more a result of aca
demic investigations of the rapid spread of Christianity in China, especially from the 1980s 
to the mid2000s.38 In the context of this “Christianity Fever,”39 which reached its peak 
in China from 1995 to 2005, another intellectualsocial phenomenon appeared, called 
“cultural Christians” (wenhua jidutu 文化基督徒). Cultural Christians mainly included 
intellectuals such as university lecturers and professors, artists, lawyers, etc. The cultural 

34 Shullman 2019 (www.brookings.edu/articles/protectthepartychinasgrowinginfluenceinthedevelopingworld/; 
accessed April 12, 2022).

35 Xi 2017a.
36 “‘Sinicization’: A New Ideological Robe for Religion in China” (posted on 21st December 2020 by Tom Harvey; 

www.oxfordhouseresearch.com/sinicizationanewideologicalrobeforreligioninchina/; accessed May 18, 
2022).

37 See, for example, (in German) Chinesische Katholische Patriotische Vereinigung – Chinesische Katholische 
Bischofskonferenz 2018, “FünfjahresArbeitsplan für das Vorantreiben des Festhaltens des Katholizismus unseres 
Landes an der Ausrichtung auf Sinisierung (2018–2022),” pp. 220228. 

38 Chang 2018, pp. 3941.
39 Cf. Malek 1995, pp. 808822, and Fiedler 2010, pp. 71109.
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Christians usually lived in cities. They usually did not join any Church congregation, but 
are involved in Christianity themselves and identify with its human values with essential 
ethical statements of Christianity.40 Thus, Christianity as the fastest growing religion in 
the biggest and one of the last Communistrun countries of the world: This phenomenon 
the PRC has been viewed by some Communist Chinese scientists of religions as a kind 
of pathology. The fast and steady growth of Christianity in China has been diagnosed as 
“an unbalanced religious ecology resulting from the destruction of indigenous religious 
traditions, including Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, and folk religions that occurred 
in the first few decades of Communist rule.”41 

Benoît Vermander in his article “Sinicizing Religions, Sinicizing Religious Studies”42 
gives us a broader perspective of the development of religious studies in China in recent 
years. The topic of religious ecology (zongjiao shengtai 宗教生态), which I understand 
as one of the most instrumental to the emergence of the religious policy of Xi Jinping’s 
“Chinazation,” is also one of the many trends discussed there. Especially, the name of one 
female expert for the history of Christianity in China, Duan Qi 段琦 with her “religious 
ecological imbalance theory” (zongjiao shengtai shiheng lun 宗教生态失衡论), must have 
become very important. Based on field research data, she pointed out that the socalled 
“religious ecology” refers to the social existence of different religions, similar to natural 
ecology, and that their normal state should be to limit each other in order to achieve an 
overall equilibrium, i.e., each religion has its place, provided there is a market that meets 
the faith needs of different groups of people. However, when inappropriate artificial in
terventions are made, their balance is destroyed, causing some religions to develop dis
proportionately fast in some areas while others wither away. According to them, the rapid 
development of Christianity after reform and opening up is related to an imbalance in the 
religious ecology.43 

This way of thinking was a productive inspiration for further research in this direction. 
Here I want to mention only Zhang Zhigang’s 张志刚 article: “‘Jidujiao Zhongguohua’ 
sansi” (“基督教中国化” 三思, Some Thoughts on Chinazation of Christianity, 2015).44 
Zhang is Professor and a doctoral supervisor in the Department of Philosophy and the 
Department of Religious Studies of Beijing University, Dean of the Institute of Religious 
Culture, and Vice President of the Chinese Society of Religious Studies. In his short arti
cle, Zhang Zhigang predicted that the quick and excessive spread of Christianity in China 
would lead to a number of undesirable consequences: First, he said, it furthers the efforts 
of foreign hostile forces to gain a foothold and expand their influence in China and plays 
into the hands of their strategy to promote a constantly increasing Christianization of 
China. As a result, there will be a struggle between control on the side of the state and anti 
control as the reaction to it. Conflicts and even confrontations between socialist beliefs 
and other traditional beliefs in China will consequently undermine the stability and har

40 Fällman 2013, pp. 153168, and Chow 2018.
41 Chang 2018, pp. 3940.
42 Vermander 2019, pp. 123, here pp. 89.
43 Duan 2009, pp. 143144.
44 www.aisixiang.com/data/830492.html (accessed April 19, 2022).
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mony of society, according to Zhang. A second consequence, he said, is the development 
of a Christian movement, much of which is underground, where the quality of doctrine 
and faith practice in dealing with believers cannot be clearly improved. The orthodoxy of 
the faith could not be guaranteed which would lead to sectarianism of Christian groups. 
Moreover, it would be difficult to communicate normally with society. There was a variety 
of church organizations that were not part of known “normal” Christianity and were be
yond any control. Such congregations and churches can easily be used by various negative 
social forces and are not conducive to the “healthy” development of Christianity under 
the banner of patriotism. A third consequence and danger, according to Zhang Zhigang, 
is that national pride and awareness of one’s Chinese culture would be destroyed, which 
would also damage the value system of Confucianism. The peopleoriented, selfimprov
ing, virtuous, benevolent, and harmonious national spirit created by Buddhism and Dao
ism would be threatened by a Christian doctrine, which, in its origin as monotheism, 
claims exclusivity and aggressively fights other religions. 

Thus, it is easy to think on the side of the CCP:

To combat the West’s effort to christianize China, Christianity in China should be 
sinicised by reforming its beliefs and practices, especially by eliminating its pros-
elytism and discarding its teaching that salvation is possible through Christ alone, 
a belief viewed as incompatible with pluralistic and harmonious (duoyuan tong
he 多元通和) Chinese religious traditions. Above all, the Chinese Christians must 
fulfil their national consciousness, as well as their duty as citizens and as members 
of a community of shared destiny by rejecting all Western ideas and influences.45

The focus on the religious ecology let the concept of Chinazation of religions in China 
apply to all five constitutionally accepted religions, i.e., Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, Ca
tholicism, and Protestantism. In view of both Catholic and Protestant Christianity, we 
see at first its political use and the selectivity of religious tolerance in China, i.e., excessive 
control and restrictions. Among all the religions in presentday China, Daoism is the only 
indigenous, i.e., truly Chinese religion. Chinese popular religion (Chinese folk religion) 
is still officially forbidden, although it is nowadays not only tolerated, but in view of the 
“fine traditional Chinese culture” it will be refined to “civilized” folklore. What could Chi
nazation mean for Daoism? From the complaints of the Communist cadre, we learned 
the criticism of superstition connected with it. In China, e.g., divination has a tradition 
that goes back thousands of years (beginning with oracle bones in the Shang dynasty, 
c. 1600–1064 BC). Chinese fortune telling (suanming 算命) and fengshui 風水 practice 
have applied many varying divination techniques throughout dynastic periods. There are 
various methods still in practice in Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other Chi
nesespeaking regions like Malaysia and Singapore today. In this context, there are also 
accusations of commercialization of the religious activities in view of both Daoism and 
Buddhism. In contemporary China, there is a tendency towards an increasing marketiza
tion of religion.46

45 Chang 2018, p. 40.
46 Palmer 2011, pp. 569594.
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As to the details of the status quo of Chinazation of religions in presentday China, we 
point to the following: All five religions in China have already published fiveyear plans 
for the Chinazation: Protestantism (March 2018),47 Catholicism (May 2018),48 and Islam 
(January 2019);49 the Chinese Daoist Association also submitted a “Jianchi daojiao Zhong
guohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo guihua gangyao (2019–2023)” 坚持道教中国化方

向五年工作规划纲要 (2019–2023年) (Outline of the FiveYear Work Plan for Adhering 
to Daoism’s Orientation to Chinazation [2019–2023]), which was posted on its website 
on November 11, 2019.50 The “Jianchi fojiao Zhongguohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo 
guihua gangyao” 坚持佛教中国化方向五年工作规划纲要 (2019–2023) (Outline of 
the FiveYear Work Plan for Adhering to Buddhism’s Orientation to Chinazation [2019–
2023]) was already approved by the Standing Administrative Council of the Chinese Bud
dhist Association on July 24, 2019, but was not posted on its website until November 14.51 

Like the plans of the other religions, the Daoist document on Chinazation contains a 
great many CCPoriented demands and formulations. A first look at the document, how
ever, also shows that considerable interference is apparently planned in the teachings and 
practices of Daoism. Traditional Daoist precepts (daojiao jielü 道教戒律) are to be ar
ranged, provisions not in keeping with the times are to be corrected or deleted, and con
temporary rules of conduct are to be added (item 8). The dress of Daoist religious officials 
should be standardized (item 10), Daoist practices (fawu huodong 法务活动) should also 
be standardized, practices not in keeping with the requirements of the times should be 
simplified or abolished (item 11). The Daoist classics are to be arranged and the modern 
construction of a system of Daoist teachings is to be actively pursued (items 13 and 14). 

Of course, Buddhism should be also under the CCP ideological operation of Chinaza
tion. Buddhism in China is as old as Christianity itself – two thousand years old!52 The 
Sinicization of Buddhism as the Chinese metamorphosis of core Indian cultural elements, 

47 “Quan wen: Tuijin wo guo jidujiao Zhongguohua wu nian gongzuo guihua gangyao (2018–2022” 全
文: 推进我国基督教中国化五年工作规划纲要 (2018–2022) (www.tyjdj.org/page1000611.html?article_
id=1176&pagenum=1, 5 pp.; accessed April 20, 2022). 

48 “Tuijin wo guo tianzhujiao jianchi Zhongguohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo guihua – quan wen” 推进我国天
主教坚持中国化方向五年工作规划－全文 (https://ccccn.org/other/20180810/65043.html; accessed April 20, 
2022).

49 “Jianchi wo guo yisilanjiao Zhongguohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo guihua gangyao (2018–2022)” 坚持我国
伊斯兰教中国化方向五年工作规划纲要 (2018–2022) (Outline of the FiveYear Work Plan on Adhering to the 
Orientation towards Chinazation of Our Country’s Islam [2018–2022]. The text of the “Outline” was published in 
the Chinese Islamic Association’s [Zhongguo Yisilanjiao xiehui 中国伊斯兰教协会] journal Zhongguo musilin 
[China Muslim] 2019, No. 1, pp. 58).

50 “Jianchi daojiao Zhongguohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo guihua gangyao (2019–2023)” 坚持道教中国化
方向五年工作规划纲要 (2019–2023年) (www.taoist.org.cn/showInfoContent.do?id=5209&p=%E2%80%98p
%E2%80%98; accessed April 20, 2022).

51 “Jianchi fojiao Zhongguohua fangxiang wu nian gongzuo guihua gangyao” 坚持佛教中国化方向五年工作规划
纲要 (2019–2023) (www.chinabuddhism.com.cn/e/action/ShowInfo.php?classid=506&id=40672; accessed April 
20, 2022). It is significantly longer than the fiveyear plans of the other religions. Among other things, it plans to 
“enrich and develop the thought of humanistic Buddhism.” Its origins and lines of development are to be further 
explored, overseas experiences are to be incorporated, and wrong thinking and actions are to be resisted. The 
establishment of a system of humanistic Buddhism (人间佛教) with doctrine, canonical scriptures, spirituality, 
rules, and liturgy is to be explored. Another future task envisioned by the document is to bring forth interpre
tations for the doctrine and precepts of the Tibetan and Theravāda traditions of Buddhism that are in line with 
China’s contemporary development and exquisite traditional culture.

52 Cf. Zürcher 2007, Ch’en 1973, and Wright 1959. 
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occurred in several areas of culture, including philosophy, religious practice, and the 
building of Buddhist institutions. During the migration from its South Asian homeland to 
China, Buddhism retained many core teachings, such as the teachings of the Four Noble 
Truths53 and the threefold training in discipline.54 Especially when it comes to the ex
egetical traditions that interpreted and translated the many Indian sutras, the process of 
Sinicization is evident. In the early days, Chinese Buddhists digested Indian concepts by 
awkwardly relating them to native Chinese concepts. Even later, when Chinese Buddhists 
developed sophisticated insights into the nature of reality as ultimately unconditional, 
they could not suppress a strong urge to integrate Indian elements into Chinese systems of 
thought, especially by blending Buddhism with Confucian and Daoist teachings. The Chi
nese phrase san jiao heyi 三敎合一 (the three teachings / religions are harmonious as one, 
i.e., Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism) has been in practice since the 4th century in 
China.55 China’s syncretism is one of the characteristics of Chinese religious life. 

The reason Buddhism was able to take such deep roots in China – and remember that 
China was the source of the Buddhist teachings after the seventh century in the neighbor
ing kingdoms like Korea and Japan – has to do with a mutual attraction that linked the 
teachings of Indian Buddhism and Chinese culture. The latter molded the former in ac
cordance with its philosophy, culture, and institutions, creating a form of Buddhism that 
had innumerable Chinese characteristics. One of the most conspicuous features of Chi
nese Buddhism is, e.g., that it has become a polytheistic religion in China. And nowadays? 
In 2018, for example, the famous Shaolin Temple – an ancient Buddhist temple where the 
martial art gongfu 功夫 is said to have originated – raised the Chinese Communist flag for 
the first time in its 1,500year history as part of a government campaign to demonstrate 
patriotism. Carsten Krause, a Research Fellow of Numata Zentrum für Buddhismuskunde 
(Numata Center for Buddhist Studies) in Hamburg, in his conclusion:

Sensitive is and remains especially the question to what extent the politically 
forced “(further) development” and indispensable interpretative sovereignty over 
Humanistic Buddhism in the People’s Republic of China will be brought into a 
direction acceptable for both sides of the Taiwan Strait. It will be necessary to 
watch more intensively than in the past three to four decades of Buddhist recon-
struction (“revivals”) in which direction Buddhists in China “develop” themselves 
or their system further as a result of this positioning of the Buddhist Association 
of China.56

53 There is the noble truth about suffering; the noble truth about the cause of suffering; the noble truth about the 
cessation of suffering (Buddhist glad tidings); and the noble truth about the path of practice that leads to the 
cessation of suffering.

54 Triśiksā (Sanskrit, “threefold training”), the three types of learning required of those who wish to attain enlighten
ment. Arranged in a progressive order, the three are: (1) śīla (moral conduct), which enables the body and mind 
to concentrate, (2) samādhi (meditation), where concentration of the mind is a prerequisite for attaining a clear 
vision of truth, and (3) prajñā (wisdom), which is understood not as a collection of empirical knowledge but as an 
intuitive experience of ultimate reality attained in the state of samādhi.

55 Brook 1993, pp. 1344.
56 Krause 2021, p. 48: “Sensibel ist und bleibt besonders die Frage, inwieweit die politisch forcierte ‘(Weiter)Ent

wicklung’ und unabdingliche Deutungshoheit über den Humanistischen Buddhismus in der VR China in eine 
für beide Seiten der TaiwanStraße akzeptable Richtung gebracht wird. Es wird intensiver als in den vergangenen 
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The Chinazation of religions propagated by Xi Jinping now seems like a combination of all 
such aspects, like a collective term whose common denominator is the dictate to place all 
religions, regardless of their provenance, under the unconditional leadership of the CCP 
in the service of the socalled allChinese nation. That is, all religious people in China 
are now to become “useful tools” for the strengthening of the CCP and the SinoMarxist 
motherland China!

What Is the Christian Idea of Inculturation?

The inculturation of Christianity into other cultures, i.e., its spread outside Jewish cul
ture, above all into GrecoRoman culture, has taken place since apostolic times. Before 
his ascension, Jesus instructed his disciples to spread his teachings to the ends of the earth 
(Matthew 28:18; Marc 16:15). Saint Paul’s address to the Greeks at the Areopagus in Ath
ens (Acts 17:2233) can be considered one of the first conscious attempts at incultura
tion. When Alopen (Aluoben 阿羅本), the first historically recorded Christian mission
ary of the “Nestorian Church” (jingjiao 景教), arrived in the Chinese capital Xi’an (then 
Chang’an) in 635 with a group of his monks and found there the acceptance of the second 
emperor of the cosmopolitan Tang dynasty (618–907), Taizong 太宗, the inculturation of 
Christianity in China began.

When one speaks of the term “inculturation,” one must first think of what culture is. 
Because inculturation refers first of all to an encounter of Christianity with different cul
tures. We can broadly understand the term “culture” as a totality of the characteristic spir
itual, artistic, and civilizational achievements created by a specific human community in 
a specific area during a specific epoch. The concept of culture is also used a lot in the 
Catholic Church, e.g.: Culture in the sense of Vatican II exists wherever there is man; 
it is given wherever man develops his spiritual and physical endowments and where he 
shapes the world through his activity. Article 53 of the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et 
spes (promulgated by Pope Paul VI on December 7, 1965) already speaks about culture in 
detail and comprehensively:

Man comes to a true and full humanity only through culture, that is through the 
cultivation of the goods and values of nature. Wherever human life is involved, 
therefore, nature and culture are quite intimately connected one with the other.

The word “culture” in its general sense indicates everything whereby man develops 
and perfects his many bodily and spiritual qualities; he strives by his knowledge 
and his labor, to bring the world itself under his control. He renders social life 
more human both in the family and the civic community, through improvement of 
customs and institutions. Throughout the course of time he expresses, communi-
cates and conserves in his works, great spiritual experiences and desires, that they 
might be of advantage to the progress of many, even of the whole human family.

drei bis vier Jahrzehnten des buddhistischen Wiederaufbaus (‘Revivals’) hinzuschauen sein, in welche Richtung 
Buddhisten sich bzw. ihr System in China in Folge dieser Positionierung der CBV weiter ‘entwickeln’.” English 
translation by the author.
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Thence it follows that human culture has necessarily a historical and social aspect 
and the word “culture” also often assumes a sociological and ethnological sense. 
According to this sense we speak of a plurality of cultures. Different styles of life 
and multiple scales of values arise from the diverse manner of using things, of 
laboring, of expressing oneself, of practicing religion, of forming customs, of es-
tablishing laws and juridic institutions, of cultivating the sciences, the arts and 
 beauty. Thus the customs handed down to it form the patrimony proper to each 
human community. It is also in this way that there is formed the definite, histori-
cal milieu which enfolds the man of every nation and age and from which he 
draws the values which permit him to promote civilization.57

This description of culture underlines two important aspects: 
1. It avoids the distinction or even separation of culture, civilization, and nature. This 

excludes the misunderstanding that there are peoples without culture (as seems to be ex
pressed in the collective term “primitive peoples,” which arose more than a hundred years 
ago to designate all historical, ethnic groups that lived outside or before the beginning 
of industrialized civilization, or that culture is only a matter of the educated, or only a 
byproduct of wealth and idleness; 

2. The mention of the historical and social aspect of culture establishes and justifies the 
diversity of cultures and their historical change. This also provides, at least indirectly, a 
reason and justification for the diversity of liturgical forms and for their change, not only 
in the past but also for the future. For no culture realizes all human and religious values, 
nor does it always remain the same. Therefore, no particular liturgy of a particular epoch 
can be considered perfect and unchangeable. Thus, it is necessary that the meaning of cul
ture be properly understood as a multilayered and diverse reality, wherever people live, 
work, express, create, and celebrate together. Actually, worship is an integral part of this 
culture. In it, the central insights and attitudes concerning human life, its origin, meaning 
and purpose, find their symbolic expression. Revelation, in which God communicates 
Himself through the Old and New Testaments and especially through the person of Jesus, 
is also embedded in the culture of Israel. The same is true for the Church today: 

[…] living in various circumstances in the course of time, has used the discov-
eries of different cultures so that in her preaching she might spread and explain 
the message of Christ to all nations, that she might examine it and more deeply 
understand it, that she might give it better expression in liturgical celebration and 
in the varied life of the community of the faithful.58 

Here we come close to the theme of inculturation.
With regard to the neologism “inculturation,” one should first think of the American 

cultural anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits (1895–1963), who already in the 1930s spoke 

57 Gaudium et spes 53 (www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_cons_19651207_
gaudiumetspes_en.html; accessed April 23, 2022).

58 Gaudium et spes 58 (www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_cons_19651207_
gaudiumetspes_en.html; accessed April 23, 2022).
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of the English term “enculturation” within anthropology.59 Herskovits used this term to 
describe the entry of an individual into a culture and his ability to express himself within 
it, and applied it analogously to the entry of the Church into a culture. In the process, the 
term changed on the move via the Latin translation (inculturatio) to “inculturation.”60 
In 1962, the Belgian missiologist and Jesuit Joseph Masson (1908–1998) introduced the 
term “diversely / multiformly inculturated Catholicism” (“vielgestaltig inkulturierter 
Katholizismus”).61 Here inculturation is understood as a term to describe the process by 
which the rooting of the Christian message in nonChristian cultures is being realized as 
a kind of implementation.

Vatican II did not use the term “inculturation,” but it had the matter very much in mind 
when, for example, it calls “accommodated preaching of the revealed word” as the “law of 
all evangelization” and ascribes to each people “the ability to express Christ’s message in 
its own way” (Gaudium et spes 44). It also emphasizes the mutual enrichment of churches 
and cultures (Gaudium et spes 58) and the task that spurs theological reflection in every 
sociocultural metropolitan area (Ad gentes 22).62 In ecclesial usage, the term first emerged 
in the document adopted at the First Plenary of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Confer
ences in Taipei on April 27, 1974: “The local church is a church incarnate in a people, a 
church indigenous and inculturated.”63 Thus, here was spoken of a “church indigenous and 
inculturated.”

In 1990, Pope John Paul II explained the meaning of inculturation in his encyclical 
Redemptoris Missio 52: 

The process of the Church’s insertion into peoples’ cultures is a lengthy one. It is 
not a matter of purely external adaptation, for inculturation “means the intimate 
transformation of authentic cultural values through their integration in Christi-
anity and the insertion of Christianity in the various human cultures.” The process 
is thus a profound and all-embracing one, which involves the Christian message 
and also the Church’s reflection and practice. But at the same time it is a difficult 

59 Hödl 2006, p. 25.
60 Sievernich 2002, p. 267.
61 Ibid.
62 “The seed which is the word of God, watered by divine dew, sprouts from the good ground and draws from 

thence its moisture, which it transforms and assimilates into itself, and finally bears much fruit. In harmony 
with the economy of the Incarnation, the young churches, rooted in Christ and built up on the foundation of the 
Apostles, take to themselves in a wonderful exchange all the riches of the nations which were given to Christ as 
an inheritance (cf Ps. 2:8). They borrow from the customs and traditions of their people, from their wisdom and 
their learning, from their arts and disciplines, all those things which can contribute to the glory of their Creator, 
or enhance the grace of their Savior, or dispose Christian life the way it should be.(5)

 To achieve this goal, it is necessary that in each major socio  cultural area, such theological speculation should be 
encouraged, in the light of the universal Church’s tradition, as may submit to a new scrutiny the words and deeds 
which God has revealed, and which have been set down in Sacred Scripture and explained by the Fathers and by 
the magisterium” (www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decree_19651207_
adgentes_en.html; accessed May 3, 2022).

63 Rosales – Arévalo – Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 1992, p. 14 (Statement of the General Assembly 
No. 12).
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process, for it must in no way compromise the distinctiveness and integrity of the 
Christian faith.64 

Through inculturation, the values of the Gospel come alive in each culture by positively 
receiving what is good in each culture and renewing them from within.

The term “inculturation” has been part of the theological vocabulary since the 1970s. It 
is about the relationship between faith and cultures and the question of how this relation
ship is to be determined. There are also other terms that try to specify this relationship 
clearly. These terms are also often found in literature, some of them appeared already since 
the beginning of the 20th century. They are the terms like assimilation, accommodation, 
adaptation, acculturation, enculturation and interculturation, the short descriptions of 
which point to different horizons of understanding and approaches. Here, these synony
mous terms must first be explained briefly, then it will be clear why the term “incultura
tion” finally sets itself apart from those. 

Normally, one thinks that what the term “inculturation” denotes has always been a part 
of the history of Christianity as we see it grow and spread throughout the world. Yet this 
way of thinking seems too simplistic. Alfons Fürst, for example, states: 

Nevertheless, inculturation is, strictly speaking, an inappropriate term for the 
process of spread and growth of Christianity in antiquity. It evokes the idea of a 
fully formed religion called Christianity, which would have taken possession of the 
ancient world as if it had been foreign to it. In the two points things are different 
[...].65

Therefore, it is important that we try to understand the different terminology surrounding 
the concept of inculturation in its conceptualhistorical context. 

In sociology, the term “assimilation” refers to the process of integration of an individ
ual or group to the distinctiveness of another group, another people.66 It usually refers to 
a process in which people adapt to a new environment, give up some or all of their old 
identity, and adapt completely to a new society. This includes, for example, people learning 
the language of the native population and adopting its traditions and moral values. This 
term comes from sociology and is derived from the Latin word similis meaning “similar.” 
In terms of mission, Thomas Ohm says, “Assimilation is the incorporation of the knowl
edge and values peculiar to the pagans into the Christian possession of truth and values.”67 

64 www.vatican.va/content/johnpaulii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jpii_enc_07121990_redemptorismissio.
html; accessed May 3, 2022.

65 Fürst 2014, p. 45: “Gleichwohl ist Inkulturation für den Ausbreitungs und Wachstumsprozess des Christentums 
in der Antike streng genommen ein unpassender Begriff. Er evoziert nämlich die Vorstellung einer fertig aus
gebildeten Religion namens Christentum, die von der antiken Welt Besitz ergriffen hätte, als wäre diese ihr fremd 
gewesen. In den beiden Punkten liegen die Dinge anders […].” English translation by the author.

66 “Assimilation is the process whereby persons and groups acquire the culture of other group in which they come 
to live, by adopting its attitudes and values, its patterns of thinking and behaving – in short, its way of life” (www.
sociologydiscussion.com/sociology/assimilationinsociologydefinitionsandaidstoassimilation/2216; ac
cessed May 3, 2022). 

67 Gruber 2013, p. 29: “Assimilation ist die Aufnahme der den Heiden eigenen Erkenntnisse und Werte in den 
christlichen Wahrheits und Wertebesitz.” English translation by the author.
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The term “accommodation” is derived from the Latin word accomodatio. It means adap
tation or consideration. In the opinion of Thomas Ohm (1892–1962), accommodation is 
“the adaptation of the missionary subject, with all that he/she has to impart to the pagans, 
to their peculiar features.”68 Accommodation proceeds from the notion of a normative 
essence of Christianity that distinguishes between essential and nonessential elements. 
Certain adaptations to other cultures, for example in the area of liturgy, religious customs, 
or ecclesiastical architecture, are possible; however, the essence remains unchangeable. 
Thus, accommodation of the Christian message into another culture does not necessarily 
lead to a deep understanding of Christianity, since essential elements remain foreign. De
spite accommodation, Christianity remains the Western, European religion.69

The term “adaptation” is derived from the Latin word adaptare (to adapt) and has been 
widely used in French sociology. There it means adaptation of man to the social environ
ment. 

Functionalist thought, from Comte onwards, has looked particularly towards bi-
ology as the science providing the closest and most compatible model for social 
science. Biology has been taken to provide a guide to conceptualizing the structure 
and the function of social systems and to analyzing processes of evolution via 
mechanisms of adaptation. Functionalism strongly emphasizes the pre-eminence 
of the social world over its individual parts (i.e. its constituent actors, human 
subjects).70 

In the sense of missionary work, adaptation is roughly equivalent to accommodation. For 
their part, the two terms mean only one aspect of what inculturation expresses. For they 
do not imply the rooting of Christianity or the liturgy of the Church in a foreign culture, 
but rather the attempt at an approximation to that culture, e.g., in the manner of a native 
Bible translation, a liturgical mother tongue, or a “cautious adoption of native forms of 
expression in the area of gestures, dress, music, architecture.”71

The term “acculturation”72 is a term coined as early as 1935 by the American Social 
Science Research Council and refers to a process of mutual adaptation or transmission 
between cultures as a result of cultural contact.73 This normally results in a mutually new 
mixed culture or the adoption of certain elements of the foreign culture.74 In the Christian 
missions, acculturation can only cover a partial aspect of what happens, or is supposed 
to happen, when Christianity is rooted in a new culture; for although the message and 

68 Gruber 2013, p. 29: “die Anpassung des Missionssubjekts mit all dem, was es den Heiden zu vermitteln hat, an die 
Eigenart der Heiden.” English translation by the author.

69 Üffing 2017, pp. 175176.
70 Giddens 1993, p. 88.
71 Meyer 1983, p. 7: “[…] vorsichtigen Übernahme einheimischer Ausdrucksformen im Bereich der Gesten, der 

Kleidung, der Musik, der Architektur.” English translation by the author.
72 “Acculturation is a process of cultural contact and exchange through which a person or group comes to adopt 

certain values and practices of a culture that is not originally their own, to a greater or lesser extent. The result is 
that the original culture of the person or group remains, but it is changed by this process” (www.thoughtco.com/
acculturationdefinition3026039; accessed May 5, 2022).

73 Meyer 1983, p. 6.
74 Roest Crollius 1997, p. 18.
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the worship of the Church inevitably first appear and are conveyed in a certain cultural 
context of the original culture, this context can be distinguished from it or indeed can be 
again removed from it.75 

The term “enculturation”76 refers to the growing of the individual into the culture of 
the society that surrounds him or her. It enables the individual, by entering a culture, to 
acquire skills and express himself in that culture.77 This is part of the socialization process 
and helps with education. Nevertheless, enculturation is shaped by the particular power 
relations that strongly influence the culture at hand.78 The individual appropriates and 
becomes a part of the elements of culture that appear powerful to them. This concept can 
be also considered a partial aspect for the Christian mission in the foreign cultural area.79 

The term “interculturation,” according to the Jesuit Francis X. D’Sa (b. 1936) from India 

[…] has to do, first and foremost, with the perception of the osmotic and symbi-
otic interactions between cultures and then with the apprehension of the resulting 
changes. Interculturation is a phenomenon that works in the background, without 
regard to human intentionality. Only later does interculturation make itself felt, 
usually when a negative interaction takes place. The peculiar result of intercultur-
ation is precisely that it makes us aware of what happens without our doing and 
willing. No matter what people intend in their actions, the action develops from 
its own momentum.80 

To sum up, the terms mentioned above, for their part, mean only a partial aspect of what 
inculturation in our understanding wants to express. For this reason, since the 1970s the 
term “inculturation” already dominated as the central conceptualization regarding Chris
tianity meeting other cultures.81 In the process of enlivened discussions, the terms such as 
incarnation, contextualization, indigenization faded into the background. The neologism 
“inculturation” was introduced into the missiological and ecclesiological vocabulary by 
the 32nd General Assembly of the Jesuits and a Synod of Bishops that emerged from it in 
1977. It quickly prevailed over other terms and has become a basic missiological concept 
of our times.82 

75 Meyer 1983, p. 6.
76 “Growing up in any culture, all humans go through the process of enculturation. This process is the way in which 

we obtain and transmit culture. It describes how each individual comes to terms with the already set ideals that 
their culture has established, and how each person adapts to prohibited behaviors and beliefs, which are ‘pro
scribed’, versus encouraged behaviors and beliefs, which are ‘prescribed’” (https://courses.lumenlearning.com/
culturalanthropology/chapter/enculturation/; accessed May 5, 2022).

77 Roest Crollius 1997, p. 18.
78 Hödl 2006, p. 26.
79 Cf. Collet 2000, pp. 337353.
80 D’Sa 2007, p. 73: “Interkulturation hat zunächst und vor allem mit der Wahrnehmung der osmotischen und 

symbiotischen Interaktionen zwischen den Kulturen und dann mit der Feststellung der daraus entstehenden 
Veränderungen zu tun. Interkulturation ist ein Phänomen, das im Verborgenen wirkt, ohne Rücksicht auf die 
menschliche Intentionalität zu nehmen. Erst später macht die Interkulturation sich bemerkbar, meistens wenn 
eine negative Interaktion stattfindet. Das eigenartige Ergebnis der Interkulturation besteht gerade darin, dass 
sie uns darauf aufmerksam macht, was ohne unser Tun und Wollen geschieht. Egal was die Menschen bei ihren 
Handlungen intendieren, entwickelt sich die Handlung aus Eigendynamik.” English translation by the author.

81 Cf. Üffing 2017, p. 174.
82 Meyer 1983, p. 7.
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Giancarlo Collet defines the concept of inculturation as follows:

Inculturation describes the mutual relationship between the Christian message 
or Gospel and the diversity of cultures. As a missiological “programmatic,” in-
culturation refers to that ongoing process in which the Gospel is given voice in a 
particular socio-political and religio-cultural situation in such a way that it does 
not merely express itself with elements of that situation, but becomes its inspiring, 
determining and transforming force, and thus at the same time an enrichment for 
the universal Church.83

What is special about this definition is the fact that it expresses the twofold dynamic of 
inculturating the Gospel into a concrete cultural and sociopolitical situation, which re
quires a certain adaptability of the Gospel, and at the same time transforming society 
through the prophetic power of the Gospel. This is not only a hermeneutical challenge,84 

but in view of presentday SinoMarxist China, it ultimately seems to imply the biggest 
danger to the CCP. Of course, the ideal state of inculturation of Christianity would be 
when evangelization and missionary work could encompass a mutual reciprocal partner
ship between religious and nonreligious cultures in order that the Gospel can transform 
them to reveal God’s vision for humankind. This vision is manifested for Christians in the 
Reign of God.

As to the topic of Christianity in China and its history of inculturation, there is an 
inscrutable multitude of available books and articles. The author of this contribution 
also wrote a small article: “Christentum in China. Ein mühsamer Weg der Inkulturation” 
(Christianity in China. The Arduous Path towards Inculturation) in 2017.85 As a Divine 
Word missionary who has been over 45 years a member of the Society of the Divine Word 
and over 35 years a member of the Monumenta Serica Institute which takes Sinological 
interest in China and her culture, he looked back at Christian missionary commitment in 
China which started with the arrival of Alopen and his companions in 635. Up till now it 
is already the fifth stage86 of evangelization of China, and each stage of the previous four 
periods of mission was a cumbersome path towards inculturation of Christian faith in 

83 Collet 1996, p. 504: “Inkulturation beschreibt das wechselseitige Verhältnis von christlicher Botschaft beziehungs
weise Evangelium und der Vielfalt von Kulturen. Als missionstheologische ‘Programmatik’ bezeichnet Inkultur
ation jenen dauernden Prozess, in dem das Evangelium in einer bestimmten soziopolitischen und religiöskul
turellen Situation so zur Sprache kommt, dass es sich nicht bloß mit Elementen dieser Situation ausdrückt, 
sondern zu deren inspirierender, bestimmender und transformierender Kraft wird und damit zugleich eine 
Bereicherung für die universale Kirche darstellt.” English translation by the author.

84 “Chinese Communists Rewrite the Gospel: Jesus Actually ‘Killed’ the Woman Taken in Adultery” (https://
mercatornet.com/chinesecommunistsrewritethegospeljesusactuallykilledthewomantakenin 
 adultery/66854/; accessed May 6, 2022). The story in John 8:111 is presented to Chinese students as one where 
the Saviour waits for the Pharisees to leave, and then stones the adulterer himself, saying: “I, too, am a sinner. 
But if the law could only be executed by people without the least blemish, the law would die” (我也同样是个
罪人. 但如果法律只能由毫无瑕疵的人执行的话, 法律就只会死亡; see https://skeptics.stackexchange.com/
questions/49976/didachineseethicstextbooksayjesusstonedawomantodeath; accessed May 7, 2022). 
Hopefully, it will not become the trend to rewrite the Bible according to the principles of Chinazation.

85 Wesołowski 2017, pp. 7188.
86 The first stage was Nestorianism in China – jingjiao 景教 (ca. 635–930); the second – Catholicism in China 

during the Mongol period (1279–1368); the third – Catholicism in China from the End of the Ming dynasty 
(1368–1644) to the beginning of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911); the fourth stage is Christianity in China in the 
19th and 20th centuries.
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China. At the time of writing this article, the author was still hopeful of more inculturation 
of Christianity in China, which is now an officially atheistic and secular Communist state, 
with the help of socialcaritative engagement of the Church in Chinese society. This way 
of inculturation under Xi Jinping’s Chinazation of religions in China is no longer possible.

Conclusion: A Comparison between the Christian Idea of  
Inculturation and Xi Jinping’s Zongjiao Zhongguohua?

Now we are ready to make some basic conclusions:
1. The difference in the source of authority (in whose name human beings speak):  

Christianity understands herself as a revealed religion (next to e.g., Judaism and Is
lam) which takes its origin in the Triune God: “Therefore go and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit”87 (Matthew 28:19). “The pilgrim Church is missionary by her very nature, 
since it is from the mission of the Son and the mission of the Holy Spirit that she 
draws her origin, in accordance with the decree of God the Father”88 (Ad Gentes 
2). “But Peter and John replied, “Which is right in God’s eyes: to listen to you, or to 
him? You be the judges!”89 (Acts 4:19).

 The CCP with more than 90 million members celebrated its centennial in July of 
2021. Its source of authority is Communist revolution and the seizure of political 
power in 1949. Its claim to autocracy is enshrined in the constitution. But to main
tain its power, the CCP operates an enormous apparatus of repression and censor
ship – and a propaganda machine that was running hot for the anniversary. De
monstratively, State and Party leader Xi Jinping took the oath of allegiance to the 
CCP once again in midJune – together with about 50 leading cadres of the CCP, 
in a history museum in Beijing. Xi Jinping’s centralization of power, however, has 
been an accelerant rather than the main driver of China’s more assertive influence 
efforts. Rather, it is the CCP’s obsession with preserving its dominance – a theme 
that preceded and enabled Xi’s rise to power in 2012 – that fundamentally drives 
China’s growing influence in the developing world. All in all, the CCP is ultimately 
a manmade product. Of course, we can admire the CCP for its preservation of 
political power to this day in contrast to the Soviet Union.

2. The difference in the way of implementation of the Christian idea of inculturation 
and Xi Jinping’s policy of Chinazation:

 The inculturation of Christianity – or any other religion (we have now three so
called world religions: Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam) into other cultures, i.e., 
its spread outside Jewish culture, was a natural process since apostolic times. Of 
course, with the course of history, the Church has been developing methods and 

87 https://biblehub.com/matthew/2819.htm (accessed May 7, 2022).
88 www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decree_19651207_adgentes_en.html 

(accessed May 7, 2022).
89 https://biblehub.com/acts/419.htm (accessed May 7, 2022).
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policies of her missionary work, even the academic discipline missiology (mission 
studies) was developed in order to facilitate the mission of the Church.

 Chinazation is the result of the recent development of the religious situation 
in Communist China and the reaction of the CCP to it. Here the direction of 
 SinoMarxist religious studies also helped, because its interpretation of the reli
gious ecology within the presentday religious situation in China led Xi Jinping to 
apply the concept of Chinazation of religions to all five constitutionally accepted 
religions, i.e., Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism.

3. The difference in the ultimate objective:
 The ultimate objective of inculturation is that all the peoples of the world will be

come disciples of Jesus Christ, i.e., mission work aims at the realization of “Thy 
(God’s) kingdom come.”

 The ultimate objective of Chinazation is to keep a balance of religious ecology 
within the religious situation of the atheistic and Communist China in order to 
better use the strength of all religions to help stabilize the power of the CCP and 
contribute to the flourishing of the SinoMarxist motherland China. This means 
a direct and very conscious direction of religions and strict control of all religions 
which nowadays leads to individual persecution. This can, of course, also mean to 
erode the religious content and characteristics of respective religions because of the 
application of Marxist methods of interpretation of religious matters, like a new 
translation of the Bible, etc. In 2018 it was announced that the SARA was official
ly dissolved and its functions taken over by the United Front Work Department. 
This means that the religious affairs are now directly under the control of the CCP 
which is not a good development for religions in China.

China’s technoauthoritarianism, applied in its domestic police agencies, collects an 
extraor dinary amount of data on people and their activities, so as to identify and eliminate 
socalled troublemakers in advance. It is widely believed that China’s success is based on 
a uniquely Chinese “third way,” a political and economic model that is situated between 
capitalism and socialism. According to this interpretation, China is successful because 
the State continues to play an important role in the Chinese economy. Until now China 
not only enjoys the domestic success of economic reforms, but she has also elaborated the 
global project “New Silk Road” (Xin sichou zhi lu 新丝绸之路). This is a global infrastruc
ture development strategy that was adopted by the Chinese government in 2013, bringing 
together nearly 70 countries in Africa, Asia, and Europe. It is considered the centerpiece 
of China’s foreign economic policy under Xi Jinping. The official Chinese name for the 
project is “Yidai yilu” 一带一路 – (literally: One Belt, One Road), from which the English 
name of this megaproject “Belt and Road Initiative” is derived. The initiative was incor
porated into China’s constitution in 2017. 

According to my conviction, most Chinese in Mainland China are still “apolitical” so 
far as “everything is going well for my family and me” and do not care much about the 
color of political power. Only the acute, longterm economic crisis and hunger could lead 
to confusion and concern of Chinese citizens and to an undermining of confidence in the 
presentday SinoMarxist system in China. 
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I would like to end my contribution on “Xi Jinping’s Zongjiao Zhongguohua (Chinaza
tion of Religion) and the Christian Idea of Inculturation” against the background of  China 
in the present world with two important questions, which go beyond the question of reli
gions in China and the answers to which we can only know adequately in the future:

1. Will Communist China remain a peacemaking power in the world?
2. Will China insist on its own world order (SinoMarxism, technoauthoritarianism 

with Chinese characteristics) and want to actively export its values worldwide?
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