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What place for Christianity 
in contemporary China?
Christopher Landau visited China in 2010 to record a programme for BBC Radio 4 series, 
Crossing Continents. Here he relates his experiences in a country where Christianity is 
being examined for its economic impact as much as for its spiritual depth.
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There are plenty of myths about Christianity in China. 
One of the most enduring is the claim that genuine 
Christian faith is only to be found in unofficial, 
underground churches. But such a conclusion risks 
ignoring the way in which the life of the Chinese church 
is changing rapidly, as state regulation becomes – at 
least in many places – surprisingly light in touch and 
low on restrictions, leading to state-regulated churches 
enjoying unprecedented freedom and growth. At 
the same time, communists seem to be looking to 
Christianity for answers to some of China’s pressing 
social questions, meaning that innovations unthinkable 
during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s are now a 
reality, particularly in areas like social care, where the 
church is seen as an acceptable provider. While China’s 
communists may not officially believe in the power of 
religion, that isn’t stopping them even going so far as 
to invest in the construction of new churches: just as 
Western consumerism has largely been adopted by the 
communist state, so too the Christianity associated in 
Asia with the West is now not merely being tolerated, 
but supported and financed.1

In a country so vast as to be difficult to make sense 
of, with multiple cultural groups and varied religious 
traditions, even tentative suggestions about Christianity’s 
future there can risk ignoring the complexity of the 
context in which Chinese followers of Jesus exist. 
Generalisations are dangerous. For example, it remains 
the case that in some areas, state repression of Christian 
activity is in no way a thing of the past, and even in 
places where relative religious freedoms are granted, 
not all state-sanctioned churches operate with the level 
of freedom they desire. But it is now the case that the 

Three Self Patriotic Movement – the official organisation 
of Protestant churches – includes within it churches 
where new converts are finding faith that is not neutered 
by state restrictions. The questions that surround such 
developments concern the potential fragility of these 
emerging communities. As new generations of Christians 
develop in China, taking for granted an ability to be 
open about their faith, it is unclear whether they will 
tolerate even ‘light-touch regulation’ of their religious 
practices.

Such questions about the regulation and future of 
Christianity should also be seen in the wider context of 
China’s official stance on religion in general – where 
Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, Catholicism and 
Protestantism are the five officially recognised faith 
groups.2 There is no doubt that the state maintains a 
significant interest in religious affairs, even having a 
government ministry bearing that specific responsibility. 
In the context of a vast country coming to terms with 
the impact of its aging population and a younger 
generation in thrall to Western consumerism, religion 
– however irrelevant in pure communist doctrine – is 
clearly seen by the Party as a potentially useful means 
to help deliver the ‘harmonious society’, which remains a 
key government aim. While there is, officially, communist 
ambivalence about any appeal to a divine power as 
a means to achieving social cohesion, the country’s 
leaders seem to be increasingly pragmatic about making 
appeals to religion, if that means securing the social 
stability they desire.

On a summer Sunday at St Paul’s Church in Nanjing, 
originally built in the early twentieth century by Anglican 



Transmission Winter 2012

15

missionaries, the church was literally full to overflowing, 
with small crowds of people standing outside each 
doorway and window, craning to hear the service 
within. We happened to be attending when there were 
to be around 30 baptisms. As my producer noted, this 
would be a good occasion to determine whether, in our 
judgement, this example of state-regulated Christianity 
represented authentic faith – or merely a politically 
expedient, watered-down fragment of Christianity, 
bearing little relation to recognisable, orthodox Christian 
practice.

It is worth me pointing out at this stage that this 
assignment for the BBC was what might be termed 
‘confessionally impartial’.3 We were not making a 
devotional programme to encourage Christians about 
Chinese church growth (though much of what we found 
is, I believe, deeply encouraging). Our task was to tell 
the story of how state regulation affected Chinese 
Christianity, particularly in state-regulated churches. We 
would report what we saw, neither taking any claims 
for granted, nor being overly sceptical. This process 
might just have been helped by who we were as a 
team: we certainly represented diverse perspectives 
on faith, and there was no doubt that there would be 
robust debates before any conclusions were reached. 
The producer, Caroline Finnigan, is an immensely 
talented radio professional, with – shall we say – a 
no-nonsense scepticism about much religious activity. 
Our fixer, meanwhile, was a local Chinese journalist 
who knew little about Christianity (information about 
which is not taught in Chinese schools). Her questions 
about all aspects of church ritual, architecture and belief 
were fascinating, and a helpful reminder of where so 
many in our audience would be starting from in terms 
of prior knowledge. I, meanwhile, was the religious 
affairs correspondent, tasked with offering an impartial 
assessment of any religious phenomenon that crossed 
my desk. That my own personal Christian faith was 
known to the other two was not a point of tension, 
but it did mean that I was more than happy to follow 
Caroline’s judgement as to whether, at St Paul’s Nanjing, 
we were witnessing a service peopled by those of 
genuine religious conviction.

It was not long before we all spotted a baptism 
candidate whose apparent sense of purpose and 
conviction rapidly confounded any doubts we might 
have had about whether to be baptised was a 
meaningful act for those present. Standing at the 
front of the church, in a congregation whose members 
appeared both serious and focussed but also joyful, Bella 
was a woman in her early twenties, whose testimony 
was a powerful example of how faith can change lives. 
She told us that when she was going through a very 
difficult time, the support she received from the Christian 
relatives of a close friend was unexpected but powerful: 
‘I have never felt that kind of love before. In my memory, 
no one loved me like that. So I’m very shaped by the 
love.’ She said that in spite of her parents’ strong 
objections to her emergent Christian faith, she was 
determined to be baptised: ‘Even if someone points a 
gun at me, I will not change. My father was very shaken 

by my words. This special day, I want to claim I am the 
daughter of Jesus and it will never change, whatever.’

Bella’s story is not unusual – and, tellingly, it represents 
the testimony of someone who has found faith through 
attending a state-regulated church. Her vicar, Ki Nin 
Ping, was reluctant to discuss the impact or reality of 
government regulation on his ministry. Instead, he was 
keen to emphasise the growth that the church had 
experienced – from a few hundred believers, to more 
than 5,000 in recent years: ‘If our government really 
strictly limited the amount of believers here, we wouldn’t 
have grown that fast.’ And, he pointed to the way 
that Christianity was beginning to embed itself within 
Chinese culture: ‘I think the government gives more 
space, protection and freedom for Christian believers 
… today we have Chinese priests, Chinese theological 
schools, Chinese Bibles – so Chinese people today feel 
Christianity is Chinese.’

We were quickly gaining an impression that Christianity 
within China is making an impact not merely within 
closed Christian communities wary of being public 
about their faith, but in broader culture at large. 
Indeed this growth of Christianity has attracted the 
attention of state-appointed sociologists, who are now 
considering the potential economic impact of Christian 
faith – expressing particular interest in whether the 
notion of a ‘Protestant work ethic’4 is already having 
an impact in pockets of the nation’s economy. At the 
government-funded Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 
Professor Jo-Jin Ping told us that Chinese researchers are 
considering whether, in Western history, there’s a link 
between economic prosperity and Protestant Christianity. 
In particular, they are examining the notion of the 
Protestant work ethic – and questioning what that 
could mean for today’s China. He revealed his interest 
in how ‘Protestant ethics’ formed ‘capitalist spirit’: ‘It’s 
very important to find the secret of social development, 
that is, so-called potential forces for a nation, for a 
culture.’ He is assessing the extent to which Protestant 
Christianity acted as a major factor in the economic 
development of successful European economies – and, if 
so, what lessons can be gleaned for contemporary China.

Of particular interest is the demographically 
disproportionate number of Christian-run businesses 
within the private enterprise zone in Wenzhou – a 
part of the country where Christian missionaries had 
a significant impact a century ago. At a vast factory 
complex producing industrial valves, we met employees 
and senior managers from one such Christian-run 
operation. The managers – all members of the same 
family – pray together for the well-being of the 
enterprise on a weekly basis. Other staff are encouraged 
to attend ‘fellowship meetings’ – and many have 
become Christians as a result of working there. The 
general manager had a stark assessment of the value of 
employing Christian workers: ‘If you’re a Christian you’re 
more honest, with a better heart. The people who aren’t 
Christians aren’t responsible and they don’t do their work 
properly. I think it’s very different. I’m not saying those 
people who aren’t Christians are all bad, but from the 
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percentage of the workers who are Christians, they seem 
to be more responsible. Also when they do things wrong, 
they feel guilty, that’s the difference.’

To say that we were amazed by what we heard was an 
understatement. I suspect it would take a long time 
to find an employer expressing such sentiments in a 
Western, nominally Christian country. Yet in China, the 
dynamic faith and bold claims of the recent convert 
are easily found – and they make for fascinating 
listening in a cultural context where Christianity is being 
examined for its economic impact as much as for its 

spiritual depth. But in Wenzhou we were also reminded 
of the fact that state interest in Christianity is not all 
benign. While on the surface our visit to the factory 
had appeared straightforward, we had noticed that the 
general manager had appeared increasingly uneasy 
following telephone calls interrupting our interview with 
him. We discovered that just five minutes after we had 
arrived at the factory, the police had got in touch to 
find out what we were doing. By the time of our final 
interview, there were two police officers sitting in the 
adjacent room, though – perhaps tellingly – they didn’t 
ask us anything as we left. We did, after all, have official 
permissions for all aspects of our trip. But the authorities 
were, nonetheless, clearly keen to monitor our activities. 
Little wonder it had been so difficult to find a Christian 
factory owner willing to speak about their faith and its 
role in their business. 

As manufacturing thrives in China, so too does retail. 
And while factories are not always immediately obvious 
to the visitor to China, the growth of the country’s retail 
industry is inescapable. In the shopping centres that are 
mushrooming in every Chinese city, there can be little 
doubt that Western-style capitalism is not merely taking 
root, but flourishing. Designer brands are commonplace, 
and shopping is a major cultural phenomenon and 
pastime. Interestingly, some of the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences researchers we met talked of questions 
about whether China’s increasingly wealthy middle 
classes would be attracted to Christianity, or whether its 
message would prove too uncomfortable to those whose 
lives are increasingly dominated by the accumulation 
of material goods and the associated status seemingly 
conferred. In a society where Confucianism continues to 
occupy an important cultural position, an enthusiastic 
engagement with consumerism is arguably more easily 
reconciled with traditional religious practice than 
Christianity.

At Hei Dien church, in a part of Beijing popular with 
university students, young people flock to multiple 
Sunday services. Meeting them, there was a palpable 
sense of enthusiasm at being part of the church – not 
least, for recognising that it made them part of an 

international organisation of significance well beyond 
China. There was also a clear sense that these students 
were determined to take their faith with them into the 
workplace; they expressed sentiments about changing 
China for the better as a result of seeing Christian 
principles given higher priority in increasing numbers 
of workplaces. But questions about the integrity and 
authenticity of state-sanctioned Protestant churches 
remain – though these were flatly rejected by the senior 
Pastor, Woo Wey Chin. When asked about the scale of 
restrictions he faced, he responded candidly: ‘We do 
have problems, we [are] struggling with some kind of 
regulations, I have to be true to you. But because we 
are registered with the government, because we obey 
the regulations and laws, we enjoy more freedom. We 
don’t have to hide ourself in a house or behind walls – 
we have freedom to preach from Genesis all the way to 
Revelation; we don’t have to be afraid of anything.’

It is this fearlessness of an emerging generation of 
Chinese Christians that is so fascinating, and that poses 
so many questions about the place of Christian faith in 
China’s future. The testimony of a baptism candidate 
like Bella at St Paul’s Nanjing undermines any lingering 
notion that state-regulated Christianity in China has 
nothing to do with genuine Christian faith – but it 
remains unclear whether these officially sanctioned 
churches will retain their current, fragile freedoms. If 
the state decided tomorrow to restrict dramatically 
the activities of TSPM churches, it would be telling to 
chart those churches’ responses. These are, after all, 
the churches which tolerate restrictions such as those 
concerning Bibles – printed by the million in a factory 
supported by the Bible Society – that can be bought 
in churches, but not in regular bookshops. Ironically, I 
visited a Christian bookshop in Beijing where a wide 
variety of both home-grown and translated Christian 
resources was on sale (alongside every conceivable 
item of Christian kitsch). But no Bibles. It is a situation 
that would be unthinkable – and intolerable – in many 
countries, and yet it is something largely accepted and 
lived with by Chinese pastors. At the ministry of religious 
affairs, I was told bluntly, ‘Where better to buy a Bible 
than in a church?’

Western Christians might well say that they value the 
freedom to be able to buy a Bible wherever they choose. 
This limited access to Scripture is a telling example 
of the uneven and unpredictable nature of religious 
freedom in today’s China. But, Bibles are being printed 
and read as never before – and lives are changing as 
a result. The state still clearly interferes in religious 
practices – but not so much that churches are prevented 
from thriving. This adds up to a puzzling situation for 
both those within China, and those who observe from 
the outside. But while few might predict exactly how 
Christianity will develop in China, there seems little 
doubt that the growing numbers of Christians are 
determined to make an impact, in the name of their new 
faith – regardless of any obstacles they face along the 
way.5
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