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Presbyterianism and Social Change in Urban China

Yongguang Xue

Abstract

Based on a qualitative study on the new development of Presbyterianism in China, this
thesis explores the urban and rational side of Chinese Christianity, so as to open an empirical
window on meso-level social change in urban China. From anempirical perspective, although
the organizational form of the Presbyterian Churchin China and its scope are still in the
fledging stage, the discursive practices and the institutional and coalition building of Chinese
Presbyterians fit into the profile of asocial movement. This preliminary data collected so far
examines the emerging Protestantelites and their role in the precarious civil society of today’s
China. On the normative side, these Chinese Presbyterians articulate a strong political theology
that blends the Anabaptist and the reformed theologies. In addition, the institutional and the
missional tension of this movement is also under examination. In the end, this project is an
experiment that tests the commensurability between theology and social sciences, especially

the viability of theologically engaged ethnography.
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54
Presbyterianism and Social Change in Urban China Introduction

If as Richard Madsen has argued that various forms of fundamentalist and, especially,

Pentecostal Christianity have become the dominant forms of Protestantism in China,1 the

development of the Calvinist and Reformed wing of China’s urban registered churches

represents a new trend in Chinese Christianity.2 In fact, in recent years a nascent network of
urban unregistered churches has adopted a denominational identity and structure. Interestingly,

as Brent Fulton has observed, “the strongest denominational advocates to date have been those

church leaders in China who subscribe to the Reformed tradition.”3 Tan Johnson has provided
an account of how a handful of churches in Chengdu, West China, became reformed and
Presbyterian. According to Johnson, the ecstatic appeal of charismatic Christianity faded as
Protestantism in China became more urbanized. Christian urbanites, Johnson argues, wanted
some standards and structures for congregational life. Calvinism has provided the movement
with a holistic worldview, plausible enough to replace the Communist ideology. Puritanism, on

the other hand, has

I'See Richard Madsen, “Signs and Wonders: Christianity and Hybrid Modernity in
China,” in Christianity in Contemporary China: Socio-cultural Perspectives, ed. Francis Khek
Gee Lim (New York: Routledge, 2013), 29. Both the "fundamentalist" and the "Pentecostal"
are contested categories, depending on their context of usage; however, both terms would be
valid if they mean that Chinese Christianity is characterized by strong Biblicism and
supernaturalism. Moreover, even though studies on these forms of Chinese Christianity
dominate current sociological and anthropological scholarship, it can be argued whether these

are indeed the dominant forms of Chinese Christianity.

2 The unregistered church, also known as the underground church or the house church,
refersto Protestant churches that exist outside the state-approved Three-self Patriotic
Movement (TSPM)which seeks to co-opt Protestant clergies and believers into the national

building project of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

3 Brent Fulton, China’s Urban Christians: A Light that Cannot be Hidden (Eugene, OR:
Pickwick Publications, 2015), 122.
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provided the framework guiding their political actions. 4

However, the development of Chinese Presbyterianism is not merely an isolated case of

rationalization and urbanization.” Since 2013, several urban churches in Chengdu have been
taking the lead in the rapid development of Presbyterianism in China. Among the movement’s
decisive actions was the formation of the Western China Presbytery (WCP)—the first
organizationally fully-fledged presbytery in China—as well as the creation of Christian day

schools, a seminary, and a liberal arts college.6 All these actions are intentionally defiant of the
Chinese Communist Party. The Western China Presbytery has also been assisting churches in
six other urban centers with the aim of establishing Presbyterianism. These steps culminated in
the formation of the preparatory national assembly of the Presbyterian Church in China (PCC),
which had its first meeting in July 2017.

Such rapid pace of institutional development and coalition building defies simple

explanation. This paper seeks to explain the development of the PCC on both institutional

4 See Ian Johnson, The Souls of China: The Return of Religion After Mao (New York:
Pantheon, 2017).

S PCC stands out in its level of organization and range of affiliation among the various
forms of Presbyterianism in China. The only other formally organized Presbyterian church in
China is the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America (RPCNA). Directly planted by
RPCNA, it adopts the practices and structures of RPCNA wholesale, such as singing Psalms
without instruments, and having a synod instead of a general assembly as the supreme
governing body. The other types of Presbyterianism in China are either too loosely connected
or led by one authoritarian figure rather than a multiplicity of presbyters. PCC pastors tend to
think some more authoritarian Presbyterians as more fundamentalist, while the latter would

think them as not truly reformed.

6 Western China Theological Seminary boasts an overall enrollment over 300. According
to amost recent brochure, Western China Covenant College has an overall enrollment of 208,
including 26 graduate students, 20 in their teachers’ education program, 150 in the certificate

program, 12 undergraduate students, with 3 full-time faculty, 30 adjunct faculty, and 4 full-time

5 55 T
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staff. Tuition income only supplies a third of the operating cost, with the remainder expected to

come from donation of individuals and Presbyterian churches across China and around the

world.
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and social movement levels drawing on insights from Bourdieusian field theory and
strategic action fields (SAFs) theory. Accordingly, the objective of this paper is two-fold: to
provide empirical data on this new area of research and to help advance field theories. This
paper is organized as such. It begins with an overview of the historical background of the PCC,
followed by a section on methodological and theoretical considerations. It then applies some
concepts developed from Bourdieusian field theory to discuss the subjective elements of the
PCC as a social movement. The next section addresses therole of the overarching state in the
institutional configuration and social movement dynamics of the PCC. The following section
applies a modified version of the “incumbent- challenger” model to argue that the PCC
challenges existing form of urban house church and alternative Christian education on doxical
and organizational levels to contend for moral authority rather than any privileged position or
practical advantage. The last section provides a theological critique of this movement in light
of the missional church conversation. Hopefully, the data and analysis in this paper will provide
an empirical window on social change at the meso-level in urban China and a case of

theologically engaged anthropology.

Historical Background of the PCC

While PCC advocates often evoke the history of Presbyterian missions to China, in reality
the recent development of Presbyterianism has no connection to previousmissionary activity in
the country. However, the recent surge of Presbyterianism in China could not have taken place
in the absence of a transnational network of Chinese Calvinists. Moreover, in order to better

understand this religious trend, it is necessary to
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keep in mind the difference between what is global and what is transnational. According to
Michael Peter Smith, the distinction between transnational and global dynamics cannot be
found exclusively in differences of scope, scale, or “reach.” Rather, the divide is to be located

in key assumptions “about the role of the state in the production of meaning, identity and social

outcomes.”’ As will be seen in this paper, the state has an important role in the transnational
reconfiguration of Presbyterianism.

The appeal of reformed theology is one of the most common reasons that those
participating in this study cite for joining the PCC. Since the late 1990s, access to the internet,
printing, and media duplication technologies have become common in China. Indeed, some
responders admitted they played a crucial role in the dissemination of reformed theology. In
particular, this is one of the ways in which “pirated” recordings of sermons by the Indonesian

preacher Stephen Tong (1940-), as well as translations of reformed books by Charles Chao

(1916-2010) have circulated in the c:ountry.8 In other words, the prior spread of reformed
theology was instrumental for the development ofthe PCC. Nevertheless, this paper seeks to
draw a picture of new Chinese Presbyterianism without dipping into the finer points of
reformed theology. Instead, the argument presented here pursues a vision that does not
“consider theology as a practice in the abstract but asks what sort of different institutions are

sites for the production oftheology

7 Michael Peter Smith, Transnational Urbanism: Locating Globalization (Malden, MA:
Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 3.

8 Both Tong and Chao have strong connection to Westminster Theology Seminary in
Philadelphia.

Tong and Chao were very deliberate in correcting the anti-intellectual (theological) bias of
Chinese churches world-wide, Tong through his preaching, Chao through his translation work.

Both happily “endorse” the pirating of their sermons and translation works in China.
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and further ask what effects funding, communication technologies, and nodes of

intellectual and material redistribution have.”® Tracing these dynamics is especially important
given the Chinese government’s restriction on legally printing and distributing theological
materials.

The rise of reformed theology has largely occurred “in urban locations with many

intellectuals of international background.”lo Wang Yi, a former writer, college teacher, public
intellectual, and human rights lawyer, currently serves as the senior pastor ofEarly Rain
Reformed Church. He has played a critical role as the main architect of the PCC. He has shaped
the denomination by translating and revising Presbyterian polity documents. Wang Yi came
under the influence of the reformed movement after readingpublications by Stephen Tong and
Charles Chao on a trip to Taiwan in 2005. He also studiedreformed theology and church order
by researching books online. According to Wang Yi, the PCC constitution and by-laws were
mainly based on the Book of Church Order ofthe Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), with
additional stipulations adapted from the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), the Dutch

Reformed Church, and the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan. In my interview with him on

October 25th, 2017, he said that “you can become a Reformed Presbyterian by reading some
online articles and free books, butyou cannot become a Charismatic Christian in the same

way.

Although Tong and Chao are the precursors of those who claim the reformed

9 See Jon Bialecki, “Anthropology, Theology, and the Problem of Incommensurability” in
Anthropology, Theology, and the Challenge of Immanence, ed. J. Derrick Lemons (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, in press).

10 China Source China Advisory Group, telephone conversation, September 5, 2017.
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tradition in China, promoting Presbyterianism in China was never on their agenda.1 LA

younger generation of Chinese American pastors were also instrumental in the development of

the PCC.12 Most of them received their theological training from reformed evangelical
seminaries in the US. Moreover, some have pastored Chinese PCA churches. Greater access to
theological education is an important outgrowth of this process. In fact, several seminaries have
been created with the support of several Chinese PCA churches. For example, True Word

Training Center has been a gathering place for many of these reformed pastors and theological

educators.!3 Unfortunately, many Chinese American theological educators affiliated with this
training center have more recently been denied visas to enter mainland China. A couple of
pastors from the OPC, another American evangelical Presbyterian denomination, are also very
involved in the spread of Presbyterianism in China. For example, Luke P. Y. Lu, a more

doctrinaireand militant Presbyterian pastor, has tried to promote “biblical Presbyterianism” as

opposed to what he calls “arbitrary forms of Presbyterianism.”14 His hardline approach has

I 1 fact, Tong’s network of reformed churches, called the Reformed Evangelical Church

is not Presbyterian and intentionally restrains from setting the office of an elder.

12 Chlog Starr, in her textual study of the urban house-church movement, also notes the
interconnectedness of house church leaders like Wang Yi with overseas Chinese and overseas
Chinese churches. See Chloé Starr, Chinese Theology Text and Context (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2016),

264. However, the data presented in this section is mainly based on oral history interviews
the author conducted since July 2017. Real names are used unless the interviewee request

anonymity or pseudonyms.

13 The person in charge of this seminary said in a conference in Hong Kong during
September 12-15, 2017 that twenty-eight ordained pastors of four major Presbyterian

denominations in China are graduates of this seminary.

14 See Luke P. Y. Lu, “Why Chinese Churches Need Biblical Presbyterianism,” in
China’s Reforming Churches: Mission, Polity, and Ministry in the Next Christendom, ed. Bruce
P. Baugus (Grand Rapids; MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2014).
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increasingly alienated himself from the PCC network. Another OPC pastor, Pastor Jiang
(pseudonym) is more winsome in his approach to spreading Presbyterianism in China. He has
written two books on Presbyterian church government as well as on the ordination process.
These books have circulated widely in China. As the chairman of the PCC examination
committee, he has also been deeply involved in the ordination of many PCC pastors across the
country.

The growth of the PCC to a national movement was somewhat fortuitous. Chengdu Early
Rain Reformed Church (previously called Early Rain Fellowship) formally organized itself in
2009 as a stand-alone primordially Presbyterian church, electing elders and deacons and
establishing a membership system. The first fully organized presbytery came into existence in
Chengdu in 2013, initially having three member churches. Chengdu style Presbyterianism
would remain local if it were not for the Grace to City network. Modeling itself after Redeemer

City to City, Grace to City isa ministry that promotes gospel renewal and church planting

among China’surban churches. 15 2010, China Partnership, a mission agency closely

associated with the PCA, sponsored some Chinese pastors to visit Redeemer Presbyterian

Church inNew York City.16 In 2012, it gave birth to Grace to City. The majority of the over
400 urban churches in its network are theologically reformed and the current board of trustees

is

15 Redeemer City to City is the ministry of high-profile PCA pastor Timothy Keller who
has pastored Redeemer Presbyterian Church New York city for almost 30 years. This ministry

emphasizes church planting in global cities and the renewing power of the Christian gospel.

16 The high publicity of the successful ministry of Redeemer, a PCA church in a global
city, fuels the imagination of many PCC pastors and leaves the impression that Presbyterianism

represents the best ofthe reformed movement.



62
made up exclusively of Presbyterian pastors. Grace to City facilitated networkingamong PCC

churches and it played a crucial role in the coordination of the PCC’s preparatory national
assembly.

The PCC, like the PCA and Grace to City, promotes urban church planting.

Before the formation of the Western China Presbytery (WCP), these Chengdu unregistered
churches supported missions through a local coalition of evangelical churches, but since they
formed the presbytery, urban church planting became theirsole focus. Chengdu Presbyterians
explicitly trace their urban church planting focus to the influence of Redeemer. Not surprisingly,
assisting churches in other urban centers to establish Presbyterianism has become a high
priority on their agenda. Interestingly, with the exception of WCP, all the other six provisional

Presbyteries are spread across east China. Some of them have a longer house church tradition

and a more globalized condition than WCP. 17

Methodological Considerations

The data for this study has been gathered over a period of four months (July to October
2017). A variety of methods have been used in data collection, which mainly involved oral
history interviews and semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted either online or in person
(with 36 transcribed and analyzed). The data have also beensupplemented by itinerant

fieldwork including participant observation in congregations

17 Unregistered churches are also called house churches because they used to meet
secretively in private homes, thus deriving their name “house churches.” However, the name
“house churches” has become somewhat misleading. It is said that today over half of the urban
registered churches meet in public or semi-public places such as office building instead of
private homes. This name is still significant, as it distinguishes from the state-registered

churches referenced in footnote 2.
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and conferences, ethnographic interviews, and analysis of written sources. The research
obtained IRB approval from Boston University. Participants were assured of anonymity and
confidentiality, unless permission was granted to disclose identifiable information. With the
exception of Chengdu, all other cities in which interviews and fieldwork were conducted are
identified by geographical proximity instead of actual names. The decision not to disclose this
and other information is predicated upon security concerns and the sensitivity of religious
issues in mainland China.

The new development of Presbyterianism in China has caught my attention because I did a
literature review on globalization and transnationalism, especially as it relates to the
transnational turn of Chinese Christianity. Specifically, I wanted to find out how Chinese
Christianity is embedded in the transnational process and how this embeddedness bears on the
identity formation of Chinese Christians and their sense of agency. While looking for a case, I
zoomed in on the transnational reconfiguration of Presbyterianism. Regardless of one’s
theoretical orientation or methodological choice, casing is unavoidable in conducting empirical
research, because it belongs to the basics of any research design, and forbids an ethnographer to
get the fullest data on a substantive area without well-defined purpose for sampling. According

to Charles C. Ragin, “a case may be theoretical or empirical or both; it may be a relatively

bounded object or a process; and it may be generic and universal or specific in some way.”1 8

In

18 Charles C. Ragin, “Introduction: Cases of ‘What is a case?”” in What is a Case:
Exploring the foundations of social inquiry, ed. Charles C. Ragin& Howard S. Becker (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 3.
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establishing a frame of reference, the construction and boundaries of cases arealways
theory-dependent: any qualitative research first tries to answer the question of “what s

the study a case of?” Typically, one’s particular way of casing determines the breadthand
width of a fieldworker’s theoretical sampling. The sampling process for this project has been
guided by the Grounded Theory (GT) approach. GT, though treats the case as something
generated in the field, samples data for theoretical relevance, with or withouta preconceived

research design.19

I have identified a substantive area by reading published and on-line information on this
growing phenomenon. I started sampling by doing semi-structured in-depth interviews and oral
history interviews to learn broadly about the new development of Presbyterianism in China.
My preconceived casing takes the PCC as a case of globalization. However, after eight
interviews, the most salient data from my preliminary sampling did not indicate transnational
processes and networks as the driving force behind the PCC. Instead, the data pointed to
cultural changes within these urban registered churches as well as broader social change in
Chinese society. Therefore, I looked into the literature in that field. I started sampling on the
periphery of the PCC, because at that point I did not have access to Western China Presbytery.
Yet, gathering data from the periphery of a movement allowed me to see actions on the ground.
Not only did I interview advocates of the PCC, but in some cases reluctant followers and

outspoken critics. The data began to saturate after I had done over twenty interviews.

19 Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for
Qualitative Research (New Brunswick, NJ: Routledge, 1999), 58.
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Later during September and October 2017, I was able to conduct some itinerant fieldwork
in congregations and conferences in the PCC network to situate and clarify theinterview data in
actual settings. Besides Chengdu in the west, my fieldwork took place in other locations
including a northern city, an eastern city, and a southern city within China. I also did fieldwork
in Hong Kong and the US, where I attended three conferences where Chinese Presbyterians
gathered. Although geographical spread is not as essential to field theories as social diffusion,
sampling interviewees and selecting field sites in light ofthe geographical spread of PCC helps

map Presbyterianism as well as broader social change in urban China.

Literature Review

Philip Gorski and various contributors in a volume on Bourdieu have demonstrated that

that studying social change from a Bourdieusian perspective is both possible and fruitful.20 In
fact, theorizing in both Bourdieusian field theory and strategic action fields (SAFs) theory take
into account both the objective (groups, hierarchies, institutions) and subjective elements
(norms, values, identity) in the genesis and development of a given field or several
interconnected fields, especially on meso-level social orders.

Fligstein and McAdam define SAFs this way:

A strategic action field is a meso-level social order where actors (who can be individual or
collective) interact with knowledge of one another under a set of common understandings about
the purposes of the field, the relationships inthe field (including who has power and why), and
the field’s rules.

20 Philip S. Gorski, ed., Bourdieu and Historical Analysis (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2014).
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In fact, there is great theoretical affinity between the Bourdieusian and SAFs field theories.

However, in contrast to Bourdieusian field theory, SAFs theory takes into account collective

actors as well as individual actors.2! SAFs also pay attention to how one particular field
interact with larger political, social, and economic fields. In this way, SAFs look similar to

Russian matryoshka dolls: “open up an SAF and it contains a number of other SAFs.” 22

Problematizing the exclusively “challenger-incumbent model” of SAFs theory advanced by
Fligstein and McAdam, Goldstone and Useem emphasize the difference between actors of
various fields and the importance of norms and values, so that SAFs could include “purposive
actors, organized groups, and their competition and multiple interactions under condition of

hierarchy and overarching states.” 23

Therefore, in light of field theories in the Bourdieusian tradition and SAFs, perceiving the
fledgling PCC as emerging field could bridge its institutional and social movement aspects, as
well as the role of the state and other interconnected fields in its formation and development.
Later analysis in this paper will apply several concepts from Gorski’s advance of Bourdieusian
field theory and SAFs theory for analytical framing. The theoretical objective of this paper is to

bridge the gap between institutional and social movement literatures through hybrid theorizing.

21 However, later in the paper, you can see Gorski’s advancement of field theory in the

Bourdieusian tradition is not necessarily individualistic, but covers collective actors as well.

22 Neil Fligstein and Doug McAdam, “Toward a General Theory of Strategic Action
Fields,"
Sociological Theory 29, no. 1 (March 1, 2011): 1-26, 3.

23 Jack A. Goldstone and Bert Useem, “Putting Values and Institutions Back into the
Theory of Strategic Action Fields," Sociological Theory 30, no. 1 (March 1, 2012): 3747, 46.
However, Fligstein and McAdam have not failed to see the different dynamics between fields,
as Goldstone and Useem have pointed out. Therefore, Goldstone and Useem's contention

against them is not entirely valid.
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Sociodices and Mythologies in an Emerging Religious Field

Theorizing on the emergence of a new field, Philip Gorski calls attention to the
articulation of a new discourse of “ultimate value.” According to Gorski, a discourse of
ultimate value is “a discourse which asserts that some family or social practices is not only

inherently and relatively valuable, but also ultimately more valuable than all others, so that it

can potentially provide an ultima ratio for individual and collective life.”24 He further
categorizes such discourses into two basic forms: the sociodices and the mythologies. By
sociodices, Gorski means “systematic and explicit theories aboutthe general conditions of

social order and the essential character of human flourishing, be it neoclassical economics,

evangelical Christian theology or the Hindu caste system.”25 Organizationally speaking, only

WCP is a fully-fledged Presbytery, with a handful of particular churches formed according to

strict Presbyterian polity.26 All the other PCC churches are at the preparatory and provisional
stage until fully establishing Presbyterian governance. However, the republican ideal embodied
in the PCC church government is both controversial and attractive among urban unregistered

churches across China.

24 See Philip Gorski, “Maps, Mechanisms, and Methods ” in Bourdieu and Historical
Analysis, ed.Philip Gorski (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014), 334.

25 Ibid.

26 According to Presbyterian polity, each congregation must have at least three elders to
becomea particular church, regardless of the number of congregants. The Presbyterian church
government entails the multiplicity of elders on congregational, regional, national, and even
international levels. Therefore, the church governance model adopted by PCC consists of
sessions, presbyteries, and general assembly on congregational, regional, and national scales.
With equal authority, ruling elders and teaching elders (pastors) divided their responsibilities
on the congregational level, representing their church on the regional level in the presbytery.

However, only teaching elders participate in the general assembly on the national level.
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According to a 2011 interview, Wang Y1 attributed the high publicity of Protestantismin

China to the fact that its leaders are intellectuals who hold the “microphone” in the public

sphere.27 Elites and clearly articulated ideological discourses of “ultimate value” mark the
emergence of a new field. In the words of Gorksi, “a field exists if, and to the degree that, it has

an autonomous elite and an autonomous logic.” 28

Presbyterianism epitomizes a republican ideal for PCC advocates. An authority structure
based on plurality and hierarchy, according to my informants, would provide accountability so
as to prevent strongman leadership and apostasy. Against the patriarchal and authoritarian
leadership structure of traditional unregistered churches, the multiplicity of elders could be
corrective to strongman leadership. On the other hand, a clearly defined authority structure
based on demanding ordination processes offers a corrective
to populism, represented by the loose congregational structure and lax church discipline of
most urban unregistered churches. However, the new discourse of “ultimate value” does not
remain on the ecclesial level. Despite the current minority status of Presbyterianism, some
well-known PCC pastors believe it could potentially provide a model for the Chinese state and
the broader society. PCC’s major critique against the state is its lack of rule of law, the source
of injustice. The year before the formation of WCP, a Chengdu pastor interviewed by Johnson
stated that: “For the party, laws were tools to rule the country, not a framework for guiding

society or for conferring rights on

27 See Yu Jie 7N, BB B IYE [Abundant Grace into My Life] (Taipei: Christian

Arts Press, 2011).

28 Gorski, “Maps, Mechanisms, and Methods," 329.
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citizens. This was one of the stumbling blocks for political reform in China: Somepeople
were above the law. Laws and rights were not God given; they were created by the Communist

Party. But here, in these Reformed churches, was an effort to create something based on higher

loyalties.”29 In this sense, republicanism and rule of law function as the sociodices in the PCC
as an emerging field.
In terms of hierarchical and doxical relations, the figure below shows the shape of PCC as

an emerging field with other interconnected fields, such as the Party-state and the mainstream

unregistered churches in China:

1. Pyramid 2. Tower

Hierarchy

3. Mountain 4, Big Box

Orthodoxy

Figure 1. Field types30

29 See J ohnson, The Souls of China, Kindle Locations 4894-4897.

30 The figure is reproduced with the same title from Gorski, “Maps, Mechanisms, and
Methods," 333.
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For example, in light of the two dimensions of variation yields, the Party-state would take
a pyramid shape. Having high degrees of orthodoxy and hierarchy, it tries to pose its control
over everything in China, including religion. The broader religious field of Chinese
Protestantism would resemble the big box shape with low degrees of hierarchy and low degrees
of orthodoxy (in term of doctrines, not moral authority). The PCC field would take the
mountain shape, as it has lower degrees of hierarchy but higher degrees of orthodoxy. In this
way, it demarcates itself from both the traditional unregistered churches and the broadly
evangelical churches in urban China.

Admittedly, there is a fine line between the sociodices and the mythologies, especially
when sociodices become slogans and go through dramatic rendition. As Gorski argues,

sociodices and mythologies can be complementary and mixed. The mythologies are defined as

“popular narratives of heroism and martyrdom that serve to inspiredefense of the value.”31

Stories of heroism and martyrdom will be told later in exploring the interconnectedness of PCC
field and the overarching state. For now, this section will focus on how republicanism is
rendered as both sociodices and mythologies. During my fieldwork in Chengdu in October
2017, Covenant Drama Society of Early Rain Reformed Church was rehearsing a new drama
titled “Crown.” This play is based on the political philosophy class taught by Wang Yi.
“Crown” is introduced as such:

This drama explores the construction of human community based on Christian civilization.

In an Expressionist mode and through a spiritual lens, this play interrogates monarchism,

republicanism, and democracy as typologies ofthe eternal crown and kingdom.32

31 Ibid., 335.

32 This line is literally translated from the introduction to the drama as written in the

script.
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In this play, various characters aspire to live in a city-state called the Fairy Mountain
Kingdom. It is a utopia where everyone, elites and masses, live under law and contract; it is a
place where freedom and love flows. It is said that the person who finds the crown will become
the king. The king must be an able person who rules by law drafted by a wise person and whose
reign is also checked by a good person. Eventually, Zhang (one of the eight characters) finds
the crown and is made the king by the people. However, without much regard for the law and
welfare of the people, Zhang turns a tyrant and does whatever pleases himself. Increasingly, the
masses feel dissatisfied with his rule and want to overthrow him. When confrontation happens,
the king wants to execute the rebellious, and the people want to execute the king and his
advisors. In the end, the people win. However, this is just another vicious cycle where either the
tyrants or the people get to win and kill. The moral is that the perfect rule is neither monarchy
nor populism, but republicanism based on contract and representation, checked by a watchman
from God. This kind of dramatic rendition of republicanism is crystal clear from the following
lines articulated by various characters in the play:

- “The perfect kingdom is ruled by a plurality of leaders, not by a tyrant or the
people.”

- “Who gets this crown will rule this city state on behalf of God.”

- “In Fairy Mountain Kingdom, we are free; in Fairy Mountain Kingdom, we also

live by contracts.”

- “Check and balance is two directional, bonding both the people and the

government.”

- “There is constitution between the king and the people. The king keeps the
order, but the key is who should be the king?”
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- “A king must be elected and recognized by the people and be accountable to

someone.”

Here are some revealing lines after things go south between the king and the

people:

- “We want to live our own life. We will make the laws invalid.”

- “You want republicanism, but now you become the tyrant.”

- “This is the power of the people, a mob spoiled by democracy.”

- “The crown and the God who gives the crown is trampled underfoot. People are
made God.”

- “When stopping beholding the face of God, everyone will become atyrant.”
The play ends this way:

Sometimes we are killed by monarchs, and sometimes we are killed by people, but
watchmen will always rise. And then a new generation of kings and people will kill each other.
Yet the nations remain till now. Generations of watchmen go to the other side, to the depth of

the Fairy Mountain Kingdom.

According to this dramatic rendition, not only is republicanism presented as a perfect
political system based on rule of law and plurality of rulers, it also needs to be carried out with
a watchman who makes the law and represents God. One would wonder who can be the
watchman other than a wise pastor or the church personified. At least, this drama indicates the
popular reception of Wang Yi’s sociodices.

Sloganized saying constitutes another form of mythologies in the emerging field of PCC.

In the in-depth interview with Wang Y1 of October 25th, 2017, he seems to have a nuanced

BO72
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understanding of church history, especially the different forms of church government. For

example, he acknowledges that episcopal church government has been
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and is still the dominant form of church government in global Christianity. However, there
is a great difference between his nuanced understanding of Presbyterianism and what he
communicates to the public. Echoing Wang Y1’s articulation of Presbyterianism, many of my
informants simplistically equate episcopalism with dictatorship, congregationalism with
populism, and Presbyterianism with republicanism. Wang Yialso discloses in the interview
that the younger generation of reformed urban churches inbig cities prefer reformed Baptist
polity, as they are more influenced by democraticideas.

However, church leaders of his generation or those slighter older favor Presbyterianism
because it has confessions, hierarchy, a system of ordination, and constitution.

Transitioning to Presbyterianism would be easier for those churches already having
authoritarian structures, but directly switching to congregational rule would be difficult.

With Wang Yi’s permission, | obtained the manuscript of a book that he hopes to publish
later in Hong Kong with the possible title “Gospel Revolution: Reflections on Reformation.”
This book consists of excerpts from his sermons and on-line articles, ranging in length from 20
words to 150 words. All these excerpts are numbered and reflect his thinking in recent years,
which are hardly coherent at all times. Without complex and nuanced arguments, whether a
particular saying sounds more like a sociodice or mythology becomes hard to discern. Here are
some snapshots of these slogan-like provocative sayings as it relates to church government:

The Spirit of Reformation does not mean that only Presbyterianism is the lawful form of
church government, but that all church governance must reflect the kingship of Christ...If
“solus Christus” means that the church is a monarchy, then ‘sola scriptura’ means the church is
ruled by law...This means that the church must be governed by constitutionalism...It all boils
down to this: acovenant theology entails a covenant governance...In a word, the secret of

Presbyterianism
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is not congressional governance, but a mixed governance. (excerpts 304, 306, 309)

Wang Y1 also draws on his understanding of western political philosophy to articulate his
ideal for Presbyterianism, which seems to be a mixed form of elitism and populism.

Surprisingly, Christianity has basically adopted the political governance models from
ancient Greece. Thomas Aquinas is a total Aristotelian when he says that “the best governing
model is a mix of monarchy, aristocracy, democracy, and tyranny.” During the Reformation,
John Calvin adopts this idea entirely. He unequivocally says that “the best governance model is
a mixed model.” The continuity of this type of governance, from ancient Greece to the

universal church, becomes the spirit of Presbyterianism.” (excerpt312)

In fact, the secret of the Presbyterianism is republicanism. Republicanism is a mixed

governance, not simply in congressional form.” (excerpt314)

After the split of Early Rain that transpired in 2017, Wang Y1i’s stance on Presbyterianism
clearly seems to have departed from his original understanding, at least from the PCA ideal of
equal authority shared by all elders. Led by Pastor Watson, the associate pastor of Early Rain
who openly problematizes Wang Yi’s preaching and ministry practices, one third of the
members who are mostly local and joined Earlyduring its formative stage, have become
reluctant to follow Wang Yi’s leadership.  Since then, Wang Y1’s public

discourse shifted in order to emphasize the monarch-like status of the senior pastor, which is

hardly consistent with his earlier articulation.33 Since the split, he has tried to work out a
system in which a church can only have assistant pastors who do not belong to the session, the

board of elders on the congregationallevel.

33 Wang Zhiyong, a PCA pastor based in Virginia, has tried to debate with Wang Yi on
his departure from the Presbyterian ideal of equal authority among elders, and help work out

the relationship between Wang Yi and his associate pastor, Pastor Watson.
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The spirit of the Presbyterian church is constitutional monarchism, or a constitutional
monarchy with a congress. Therefore, the senior pastorrepresents some form of episcopal
governance...The autonomy of the clergy means thata monarch cannot rise from election...the
plurality of elders means that the elders are collective monarchy, with the senior pastor being
the first among equals....However, the fact that a pastor must be called by a congregation also

reflects electoral democracy. (excerpt 318)

The sociodices articulated by Wang Y1 goes beyond church governance. Before Wang
Y1i’s conversion, he was a classical liberal, which means that he is an admirer of free market,
the rule of law, and human rights. Since his conversion, he increasingly turned to a type of
Christian communitarianism and political conservatism in contrast to western individualism and
the conservative politics of American evangelicals. He even borrowed the culture war narrative
but disentangled it from evangelical politics.

- The confluence of Christianity and constitutionalism has made American
Christianity the minimal form of Christendom, i.e. part of the national religion or civil religion.
From James Madison to Donald Trump, American Christianity has become adherent of a

national religion rather than the true heir of the Reformation. (excerpt 32)

- How have we been softening our critique of modernity after the Enlightenment?
Should we be responsible for the mess of the world today? What I mean is while conservative
Christians oppose homosexuality, abortion, public education, pornography, and decline of
mores, taxation increase, and the expansion of the government, etc., should we not regard the
Protestant spirit as essentially the same with the spirit of modernity? Should those who started
the Reformation be responsible for all the mess before God’s judgment seat? ... Should Martin
Luther and Philip Melanchthon be responsible for the appearance of Karl Marx and Adolf
Hitler? (excerpts 60 and 61)

- One time, I was on a flight in the US. Accidentally, my elbow touched the
passenger sitting beside me, and the passenger felt greatly offended as ifhe suffered a massacre.
For someone from China who is used to living in a crowded world, I was shocked by his

reaction. This is not cultural shock, or simply the culture difference between the West and the
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East. In fact, it is the cultural difference between the classical Christian culture and the modern

consumerist culture. (excerpt 173)

Again, Wang Yi’s articulation of sociodices and mythologies is hardly coherent, because

he said he would support Trump:

- What I mean is this: Donald Trump is not a conservative in the sense of the old
gospel, but a conservative in the sense of American civil religion.

However, between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, if [ were an American citizen, |
would definitely vote for Trump...God is doing a great thing, that is to separate the Gospel of
Jesus Christ and the Gospel of America. (excerpt 192)

However, his discourses against the nation-state are always consistent. That is, the state
has neither legal nor moral authority over the church.

- The political nature of the church means that the visible church represents the
invisible kingdom of God. In that sense, the church is the only true and lawful government on
earth...since the Middle Ages, the church has helped form the constitutional structure of society,
meaning the swordless church can check on the government who hold the sword according to

the constitution. (excerpt31)

- Without exaggeration, the nation-state is only the adopted son of the
Reformation...This gospel revolution (the Reformation) has birthed ‘the sovereign nation’ in
Europe, which is historically unprecedented...Just as Martin Luther is regarded as the father of
Germany, Jan Hus as the father of Czech, John Knox as the father of Scotland, John Calvin,

can be reckonedas the father of United States in a remote sense. (excerpts 33 and 34)

- Now five centuries after the Reformation, the landscape of the world has
changed: nations have been usurping the role of the church...the constitutionalism of the
modern state has elevated the government with the sword above the church without a sword,

subjugating the church under its constitution. (excepts 35 and 36)

Concerning the size of a field, Gorski argues that “the absolute and relative size of a field
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could be measured in terms of the absolute and relative number of people possessing some

familiarity with (as opposed to complete mastery of) these concepts.”34 However, from my

fieldwork and interviews, I have learned that PCC advocates are driving their

34 Gorski, “Maps, Mechanisms, and Methods," 336.
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followers for mastery of Presbyterian doctrine and polity, not just familiarity. For example,
prospective PCC pastors organize study groups to learn about church constitutions and by- laws
of the PCC. They also hold classes to inculcate their members about Presbyterian church
government. Chinese Presbyterians often echo what Wang Yi says, “Presbyterianism in China
has documents but no models.” However, for two years in arow, Western China Presbytery in
Chengdu has hosted annual training camps for prospective PCC elders, inviting PCA and OPC
elders from America to train Chinese Presbyterians on Presbyterian governance. Still, polity
documents are extremely constitutive for the formation of the PCC. Moreover, in contrast to
mainstream Chinese Protestantism, PCC churches are highly confessional, which they believe
demarcates them from broader evangelicalism. Interestingly, confessional statements, while
waning in importance in Presbyterian churches in many parts of the world, are very important
in the PCC. In a typical PCA church, a person may only have to study reformed catechism until
he prepares to be a deacon. But in PCC churches, systematic learning of catechism and various
confessional documents has become a general requirement for average church members. When
I told Pastor Jiang (pseudonym), the chairman of the PCC examination committee for
ordination, that Early Rain uses the Westminster Catechism both in their liturgy and Sunday
School, and teaches the Canons of Dort during a mid-week Bible study, even he feels it might
be too much that three things are going on at the same time. What I observed in Early Rain
Reformed Church is typical not only of other churches in Western China Presbytery, but also
in PCC churches across China. In a northern PCC provisionary presbytery and a southern

preparatory presbytery that I sampled, studying confessions and
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catechism has become a regular part of their church life. Even in an eastern provisionary
presbytery which models itself more after the PCA, studying Westminster catechism has
become a requirement for all new members.

Western China Covenant Theological Seminary (WCCTS) also facilitates the emergence
of PCC in addition to the discursive scope of sociodices and mythologies and the constitutive
agency of polity documents and confessional statements. WCCTS now ranks among the four

most well-known unauthorized Reformed seminaries in China, increasingly drawing

theological educators of reformed background.35 Although this seminary is independent, its
symbiotic relationship with Early Rain Reformed Church and Western Reformed Presbytery
has both contributed to its enrollment and reduced interference from the government.
Increasingly, the publicity of this seminary has been drawing people of reformed leaning to
Presbyterianism. As I learned from the dean ofthe seminary, some students decided to get
additional training at WCCTS, anunauthorized and unaccredited seminary, after having
graduated from seminaries in Hong Kong or Southeast Asian countries. This is because they
believe WCCTS offers a contextualized reformed education in China. An older couple I met on
one of the conferences in Hong Kong lead a church in a northern province. They have their son
enrolled in Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia while putting their daughter and
son in-law at WCCTS. They have not chosen seminaries for their children simply because of

reformed

35 Like the urban unregistered churches, the unauthorized seminaries are off the grid,
operating outside the legal boundaries of Chinese laws regulating religions. All faculty at
Western Reformed Theological Seminary must consent to the Westminster Standard or the

Three Forms of Unity (Dutch Reformed) as their confessional statement.
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faith, but because of the publicity of these seminaries. According to a critical observer of
the PCC, it is no surprise the Presbyterianism has been growing so fast in China: they have
publications and seminaries.

In conclusion, the reformed tradition offers rich resources for Chinese Presbyterians to
draw from. It not only provides discourses of ultimate value and a church governance model,

but other resources for Chinese Protestantism on its way to become a public religion.

The Overarching State

As indicated in the figure on page 13, the Party-state, like a pyramid shaped field, always
tries to impose its orthodoxy and hierarchy on many non-state fields. However, the process can

also work in the opposite direction when actors in an emerging field attempt to sabotage the

agenda set by various state actors.3® In both Wang Yi’s former life as an activist and his
current career as an urban intellectual pastor, the overarching state looms large. As he was
converting to Christianity during 2004-2005, Wang Y1 served as the defendant lawyer for some
unregistered churches charged with conducting illegal religious activities. During the
investigation on behalf of these house churches, he felt appalled by the secretive status and
problematic authority structure of these churches. In the process of representing these churches,
he came across China Ministries International, the organizational legacy of Charles Chao’s son,

Jonathan Chao (1938

36 ASF ligstein and McAdam explains, the overarching state is represented by various
stateactors, instead of one abstract entity named the state. See Neil Fligstein and Doug

McAdam, A Theory of Fields (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 174.
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2004). It was then that he came to know Jonathan Chao’s writing on the religious policies
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and Jonathan Chao’s “three-fold vision,” namely, “the
evangelization of China, the kingdominization of the church, the Christianization of culture.”
Inspired by the “three-fold vision,” Wang Y1 has taken it as his life goal to engage the state on
behalf of house churches and to pursue a public vision for Chinese Protestantism since his
baptism in 2005. In a highly heroic public prayer circulated on his social media recently as
the state tightens its control on him, his public vision for the church has only augmented, to the
extent that as if he is courting persecution:

Lord, entrust the future Chinese society to your church; otherwise, take me home to be

with you.

Lord, please send revival to your church in China; otherwise, may my tongue cling to the

roof of my mouth.

Lord, raise up a generation of servants faithful to your kingdom and reign, so that we can
face a new wave of persecution; otherwise, let their congregations be scattered and let them

lose their high positions in their congregations.

Lord, send countless missionaries, church planters, and evangelists; let them preach the
Word in cities and towns, until the gospel is heard in every prisonand detention center in China;
otherwise, take away our real estate, our academic degrees, and our middle-class lifestyle, lest

these are what we only have when we meet you.”

In an in-depth interview with Wang Y1 on October 25th, 2017, he says that “the
development of Early Rain all these years could not have happened if were not for external
pressure from the government. Every incident of government interference has advanced the
church’s development.” The first incident of government interference dates back to October
20006, after which they had to move their worship place because police visited and pressured the

landlord. Later in May 2008, police interrupted a retreat
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meeting of Early Rain in a resort place. When asked who were in charge of this church,
Wang Yi and two others stepped forward. It was after that incident that Early Rain believers
started to say that “God has ordained these three leaders of Early Rainbefore the police.”

Another notable event after Wang Yi’s conversion was his visit to White House on May
8th, 2006 to meet with President Bush, along with some Chinese Christian human rights

activists and political dissidents. 37 Since that meeting, Wang Y1 haspublically shifted his field
from secular human rights movement to activism for Chinese house churches. In a sense, Wang

Yi’s shift in fields indicates the permeability of two proximate fields: the field of political

activism and the religious fields of China.38 The controversies surrounding the White House
meeting among the Chinese pro-democracy activists appeared more noteworthy than the
meeting itself, for it is said that Wang Y1, and his fellow Christian human rights activists Yu Jie
and Bob Fu intentionally excluded a non-Christian pro-democracy activist, Guo Feixiong from
joining this meeting. The contentions centered on whether President Bush just wanted to meet
with Chinese house church Christians like Wang Yi and Yu Jie to discuss religious freedom in

China, or Wang and Yu intentionally excluded Fan to make it such a meeting. Despite the

37 A first-person account of this meeting can be found here. See Baiguang Li, “Meeting
President Bush at the White House,” ChinaAid, May 15, 2006. Accessed November 21,2017,
http://www.chinaaid.net/2006/05/blog-post _15.html.

38 Gorski discusses two basic forms of boundary change between fields in terms of
location and permeability. This shift of boundary seems one-directional in Wang Yi’s case, as
he has shifted from a priestly intellectual and political activist to an urban intellectual pastor

and church-based activists. See Gorski, “Maps, Mechanisms, and Methods," 331-332.


http://www.chinaaid.net/2006/05/blog-post_15.html

84

unresolved confusion surrounding this controversy, one thing was clear: Wang Yino
longer wanted to be associated with the pro-democracy activists in general; instead, he rejected
the unequal yoke between the secular human rights movement and the Christian mission and
cultural mandate. In his own words: “Today, Christians’ efforts to gain religious freedom are
akin to the conservative wing of human rights activism in China (similar to the Civil Rights

Movement in the US), and it should not be part ofthe resistance movement.”3%

Since Wang Yi’s return from the White House visit, the Chinese Party-State increasingly
imposed pressure on him. The university where he used to be a lecturer has suspended his job,

B40 per month. With his shrinking space among public intellectuals

paying him only 200 RM
and secular human rights activists, this has almost left him no choice but to become a house

church pastor. In 2008, Wang Y1 committed himselfto work in his church full time. He has also

strengthened his tie with the transnationalChinese Christian network. On December 8th, 2008,

hundreds of Christian leaders inthe Chinese-speaking world, including Wang Y1 and many

theologically reformed pastors, drafted and signed the San Francisco Consensus.*! Other than a
basic doctrinal statement, the bulk of this document contained their observation of the rapid
transformation taking place in mainland China and of the role of Chinese churches in this

transformation. Very

39 The accusation, defense, and clarification of those involved in this controversy can be
found here.

See Jacky Peng, “Yu Jie, Wang Yi, and the White House Incident,” May 23, 2006.
Accessed December 13, 2016,

http://www.jackypeng.com/blog/2006/05/yu-wang-white-house-incident/.

40 According to the 2008 exchange rate, 200 RMB was the rough equivalence of $ 30.

41 Early Rain blog, “The San Francisco Consensus,” December 17 2018. Accessed
December 13, 2016 http://earlyrain.bokee.com/6845511.html
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few of these Christian leaders are based in mainland China to implement this kind of
vision on the ground. Without Wang Yi’s church based activism, such a public vision for the
Chinese church would still remain on the discourselevel.

However, since his conversion and call to ministry, Wang Y1i’s engagement with the

Party-state is not confined to religious matters, though his activism has become mainly

church-based. For example, each year on June 4th, he still commemorates the 1989 Tiananmen

Square pro-democracy demonstration and massacre, which invariably led the police to detain

him for a couple of days. In addition, every year on June 15¢, the International Children’s Day,
he would mobilize his church to do an anti-abortion campaign on the streets in Chengdu, which
would be publicized on-line to rally support from other like-minded Christians or churches in
China. Early Rain also has a strong social justice orientation, as it intentionally draws many
prisoners of conscience into its fold. Many people became prisoners of conscience because they
petitioned to upperlevel government for the injustice they suffered. In the process of seeking
justice by petitioning, they suffered further abuse and imprisonment. During a Sunday service
thatI attended at Early Rain in October 2017, I saw an old man with a hat that had the
following words, “Done with Chinese Communist Party.” Although the percentage of
Christians is not high in Chengdu, Early Rain has gained high publicity not only among
Protestants in China but also among Chengdu residents.

The growing PCC represents a milestone in the public turn of urban unregistered churches.
This did not happen overnight. During 2009-10, urban house churches in Beijing, Chengdu,

Guangzhou, and Shanghai all held outdoor worship services to protest
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against the government’s action to restrict their use of leased or purchased worship space.
Early Rain in Chengdu was the only exception that successfully upheld their “right” to worship
as a single large congregation in a more public space. Carsten Vala explainsthe varying

outcomes in terms of the internal characteristics of church leadership and organiza‘[ion.42

This is true to certain extent, as other Chengdu PCC pastors acknowledged that only Early Rain
has the resources to openly engage with the government and push the limit. Early Rain has
many lawyers and former political activists in the congregation.

Inspired by the earlier success of Early Rain, Wang Y1 continued to advocate for the vision
of house churches going public so that the evangelization could “go from retail to wholesale.”
The Chengdu Presbytery’s vision for a public faith does not stop at meeting in a more public
space. They want to further raise publicity through social media. The Western China Presbytery
benefitted greatly from their rising publicity, doubling and even tripling their membership in
the past three years. Based on theirinitial success, they later created other institutions off the
grid. However, their initial success seems hard to sustain as the government tightens its control.
Emphasizing the role ofthe overarching state in the emergence the PCC field does not
necessarily suggest a domination-resistance model in church-state relations on a macro-level. In

a2011

42 See Carsten T. Vala, The Politics of Protestant Churches and the Party-State in China:
God above Party? (New York: Routledge, 2017), 157. However, Vala did acknowledge
explanations based on local variation in an author-meet-critics session on this book at the 2017
Society for Scientific Study of Religion annual meeting. He explained that the outcomes of
such protests would be different depending whether such an event happened in Shanghai or
Beijing; in Beijing, it is more likely to escalate to an international spectacle because of the

number of foreign reporters in Beijing.
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interview, Wang Y1 shared his understanding of church-state relationship in terms of local
dynamics:

On the other hand, although religious persecution has not ended, it has irreversibly come
to its end. In the past 10 years, the church has changed considerably, so have law enforcement.
In my view, many official and police have taken on a positive and even sympathetic view
towards the church. It has become very rare for them to conceive the church as their enemies
and the gospel as a threat to their rule. Institutionally, they will still resist the gospel out oftheir

interest as incumbents of the system. But the anti-church and anti-Christianity ideology has

collapsed inside the government.43

Photo 1, Sunday service at Early Rain 44
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43 See Yu Jie, Abundant Grace into My Life.

44 photo 1, taken on October 2214, 2017, shows the congregation who follow Wang Yi
after the split of Early Rain. Over 500 people attend the Sunday service. They have also bought
and rented several other units in the same office building for their grade school, seminary, and

college. The various locations is clearly indicated in the directory in the lobby, with nothing to

hide.
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Since 2014, the PCC’s engagement of state actors centers on the Chinafication™® of

Christianity. In August 2015, in the same style of Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, Wang Y1 penned
the 95 Theses for Chinese Reformed Church, signed by all the other six elders of Early Rain

and circulated on-line.#0 In broad strokes, this document analyzes church-state relationship in
China, rejects the Chinafication of Christianity, and criticizes the compromise of the
state-registered churches. Wang Yi and his followers frame their high profile public
engagement with the state in terms of spiritual warfare, a fight withthe Leviathan. Wang Y1
claims that by taking the lead to push the limits, Early Rainmight help the PCC and
unregistered churches across China gain more public space. However, as Wang’s engagement
with the state becomes increasingly heated, it has alienated an increasing number of Early Rain
members who wanted to stand back from such highly politicized public gestures. In fact, a
significant reason for the split of Early Rain in2017 was that four out of the seven elders
(including the associate pastor) and one third ofthe church members did not want to go in the
overly politicized direction that Wang Yiis leading Early Rain. They believed Wang Yi has
departed from what a proper church should be involved with. Interestingly, those who followed
Wang Y1 after the split were mostly religious and educational migrants from other parts of
China, most in the 20-30s age range. Those who chose not to follow Wang Yi belonged to an
older generation in the 40-50s age range who are more middle class and local. Interview with

another

45 Alexander Chow, a public theologian on Chinese Christianity, uses Chinafication
instead of Sinification to emphasize the political connotation of CCP’s religious policy. From
his handouts and presentation on Nov.18 at 2017 American Academy of Religion Annual
Meeting.

46 Early Rain Reformed Church, “The 95 Theses of China’s House Churches,” October

5th 2016. See https://www.cclifefl.org/View/Article/4248, last accessed December 13,2016.
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Chengdu pastor also revealed that some urban unregistered churches in Chengdu did not
want to be associated with WCP so as not to get undue attention from the government.

Nothing seems to deter Wang Yi from pursuing his public vision for China’s Reformed
church. He has adopted the “three-fold vision” as the vision of his church. Up to 2017, China
Ministries International has hosted four “three-fold vision” annual conferences in Hong Kong.
Although apolitical in character, the “three-fold vision” has alarmed Chinese government
which has been trying to sabotage the annual conferences held in Hong Kong and even coopted
the Hong Kong branch of China Ministries International. In 2015, the Chinese government has
hacked the registration system of the conference and therefore, several times more people
showed up at the conference thanthe organizer could possibly accommodate. In 2017, the
government has tried to block conference speakers and to intimidate Christians from attending
this conference. One responder I interviewed in the eastern city said the police have explicitly
told him notto go to the “three-fold” vision conference. My first scheduled interview with
Wang Yiin September didn’t materialize because he was detained at Chengdu airport so that he
and his associates could not attend the “three-fold vision” conference in Hong Kong. This event,
as any of his confrontation with state actors, was highly publicized in social media. The general
assumption for this incident was that he just spoke against the new religious regulation, and the

government was extremely wary of the “three-fold vision.”
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In early September 2017, in his typical style of denouncement, Wang Yi spoke against the

newly passed religious regulation,47 declaring it constitutionally illegal and politically stupid.
One stipulation of this new religious regulation is that Chinese citizens cannot engage in
religious activities overseas. Soon Wang Y1 became a test case before this law went into effect.
In September, October, and November of 2017, Wang Y1 was held three times at airports so
that he could not speak at Christian conferences overseas. For the first two times, he was held at
Chengdu Airport. In the most recent incident, he was allowed to travel from Chengdu to
Xiamen, but was held at Xiamen Airport when he was trying to travel to Indonesia in order to
speak at a conference hosted by Stephen Tong. Similar instances also happened to other PCC
pastors when they tried to goto Hong Kong or Indonesia to speak at international Christian
conferences. Even some members of Early Rain either were place under house arrest before
attempting to go to Christian conferences overseas. Some suffered more severe security checks
as they returned from such conferences. It is clear that the state actors have tried to impose a
containment strategy on the PCC so that it would not go transnational.

However, neither Wang Yi himself nor his close associates perceive their engagement
with the state as driven by any political agenda, though it is expressed in political terms. One of
Wang Y1i’s close associate wrote the following in a recent on-line article concerning the
confrontation of Wang Y1 with the state:

Pastor Wang Yi’s recent actions with the state are fundamentally ecclesiastical, not
political. They are political articulations derived from hisecclesiology.

Behind all these articulations, there is a dynamic, dialectic, and relatively holistic

47 Signed by the Prime Minister, this new religious regulation has been publicized on

September 3" 2017 and is going to effect by February 15t 2018
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thinking centered on ecclesiology, covering topics such as the kingdom ofheaven and the
church, the universal invisible church and the visible church, the church and clergy, the church

and believers, the church and pastoral care, the church and church buildings, etc.

If Wang Yi’s confrontations with the state is not based on any political agenda, what are
the purpose of all that struggle? His answer is as a form of witness.

Alternatively, it could be argued that his activism is to strive for moral authority. This is
another excerpt from his “Reflections on the Reformation:”

The spirit of the Reformation means that in modern culture, the church can only become
the mainstream by being the marginal, become political by being apolitical. The gospel must be
present, which makes us different from all fundamentalists. The reason to be present is not for
politics but for witness; not to change the mainstream society, nor be changed by it. (excerpt

190)

Institutional Entrepreneurs and Isomorphism

It is both reasonable and fruitful to conceptualize the PCC as an emerging field instead of
fully fledged institution (denomination in this case) or social movement.

Fligstein and McAdam have been working hard to bring the concept of change to
institutional theory. However, their conception of Bourdieusian field theory as “atheory of

social stability not change” is misconstrued in light of Gorski’s advancing of Bourdieusian field

theory. 48 Using concepts such as institutional entrepreneurs and isomorphism, this section
tries to understand the institutional aspect of the PCC.
Traditional institutional theory is helpful to the extent that it helps to explain how

conformity happens. For instance, not all PCC pastors are thoughtful and deliberate in

48 Fligstein and McAdam, “Toward a General Theory of Strategic Action Fields,” 20.
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their adoption of Presbyterianism. Most equate institutionalization with denomination, and
adopt a denomination out of their felt need for a model of church governance. Even the pastor
of the third church that joined the WCP felt attracted to Presbyterianism before all the leaders
embraced reformed theology wholesale, because they were struggling with some issues with

leadership and church governance. This is a classic case of memetic isomorphism resulting

from standard responses to uncertainty.49 As one of my key responders said, adopting
institutionalization and a denomination is the way educated urban pastors solve the problem of
church governance. Based on the neo-institutional approach to organizational field, Fligstein
and McAdam propose an institutional theory with a theory of change: power and agency work
at the moment when institutional entrepreneurs come up with innovative ideas and manage to

enlist others to join them. >0

The concept of institutional entrepreneur provides a useful analytical tool to see how
institutional change happened in the development of Presbyterianism. Ian Johnson identifies

51 Johnson

Wang Y1i, Zha, and Peng as the triumvirate of Chengdu unregistered church pastors.
especially highlights the power of Wang Y1i’s personality to draw crowds to Early Rain.
However, charisma alone cannot explain the role of PCCadvocates represented by Wang Y1 in
the emergent field of PCC. Nor is it helpful to characterize urban pastors like the Chengdu

triumvirate as “Confucian literati who no longer hold

49 paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional
Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields,” American Sociological

Review 48, no. 2 (1983): 147-60,151.
S0 F ligstein and McAdam, “Toward a General Theory of Strategic Action Fields,”21.

51 See Tan Johnson, The Souls of China.
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positions in government but who hold positions as scholar—pastors.”52 Pastor Zha’s
explanation about the development of Presbyterianism in Chengdu based on its rational appeal
is perhaps only partially revealing:

This is how I look at this: sociologically speaking, Wang Yi, Peng and including myself,
we are all intellectuals. Intellectuals like rationality. Wang Yi’s preference for Reformed
Presbyterianism has something to do with his legal training. For him, Presbyterianism could be
a rational expression of power relations in society. As for Peng, it has to do with his previous
experience in publishing. He always had to deal with contracts and agreement to publish books.

This resembles the covenant theology underneath Presbyterianism. For me, I think Chinese

culture lacks such rationality, which I believe Presbyterianism can provide.

Rationality cannot adequately explain the rapid development of Presbyterianism in
Chengdu either. My fieldwork in Chengdu and interviews with the Chengdu triumvirate reveals
some organizational dynamics behind the rise of the PCC: the role of institutional entrepreneurs
is indispensable. For example, Zha claimed that he was the first one to bring back the polity
documents and was very early in drafting a church constitution. Yet for a long time, his
blueprint remains on paper. When he finally tried to implement his blueprint, he found that half
of his church, including some of his associates, refused to accept it on his terms. Eventually, it
ended up in a split with half of his congregation gone. In fact, his church was the smallest (less
than 50) and the last to join WCP. On the other hand, in an entrepreneur style, Wang Yi took
decisive actionsto organize Early Rain into a standalone Presbyterian church, and then
persuaded three other church to form the WCP. From the beginning, Wang Y1 emerged as an

action-

52 This is based on the same CS CAG conversation referenced earlier.
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oriented entrepreneur as well as a self-reflexive actor. In an in-depth interview with Wang
Yi, he shared his reasoning for favoring Presbyterianism.

Chinese churches overseas would not think in terms of a model for church governance,
because they have already assimilated into American culture, which is more established. In
other words, they are consumers of American (organizational) culture. But we don’t have
anything to consume from Chinese culture. It is corrupted to the core and has no sound
paradigm to offer. They only have negative examples. Traditional Chinese house church has
not yet come up with a good governing model either in their process of organizational change.
At this point, Presbyterianism attracts everybody’s attention, whether they decide to follow it or

not.

An interview with a transnational Presbyterian in Chengdu echoes similar reasoning:

In America, Chinese Christians know how they should manage their church, because they
know from their education and professional life how anorganization is supposed to work. Even
those who hold reformed theology do not necessarily seek Presbyterian church government.
But in China, the case is entirely different. Unable to find such social resources, Christians in

China have to look into the Bible and church history for resources.

Speaking of institutional change, some PCC pastors even liken their role to Chiang
Ching-Kuo, the authoritarian leader who paved the way for political liberalization in Taiwan. In
other words, PCC advocates conceive their role as agents of change in the institutional
transformation of urban unregistered churches. However, the recent split of Early Rain reveals
the republican fragility of Presbyterianism. Wang Y1, the architectof PCC, often asserts his
authority as the senior pastor and tries to push his agenda through his charisma and personal
influence, overstepping in many cases the Robert’s Rules of Order, the standard Presbyterian
procedural protocol for conducting business meetings.

Despite the vote of four against three to prevent split as a way to manage the conflict
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between Wang Yi and his associate pastor Watson, Wang Yi still decides to go his own
way.
My interviews and field observation in Chengdu attest to the entrepreneur logic at work in

the daily operation of some WCP churches. At a co-worker meeting I observed at Early Rain on

October 24th, 2017, I was expecting to see the elders and deacons of Early Rain. Instead, I saw
Wang Yi and his capable team of seminarians and active lay leaders who take orders readily
from him. Wang Yi was not only a winsome speaker, but alsoa capable executive who gave
very specific directives on what to do. For example, todeal with some malfunction with audio
equipment on Sunday, Wang Y1 made a rule thatthe person in charge of audio should come in
15 minutes early before the prayer meeting to check the equipment because there was no break
between the Sunday morning prayer meeting and the worship service. To get ready for a
Reformation 500 special service, Wang Y1 told the unofficial staff to prepare wine instead of
grape juice for Communion. To avoid potential problem of drinking and driving, he gave very
specific directives about how to make announcement so as to inform everyone about not
driving tochurch. Whenever he has the floor, he would ask people how they have applied his
Sunday sermon. Pastor Peng, pastor of the second church that joined WCP, also admitted that
they had to apply this kind of executive model in the daily operation of his church to move
things fast. Although this kind of entrepreneur logic is common in American evangelical
churches and the Chinese business world, it is definitely new for China’s urban churches where

most people work on a voluntary basis and do not drive for
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efficiency as such. Therefore, it is possible to conceive this as another form of
isomorphism at work in the development of the PCC.

Institutionally, Presbyterianism has to adapt to China’s varying urban condition. In the
words of one responder, “instead of making [blank] city another Geneva, ‘Geneva’ is made into
[blank] city.” For instance, a city with more educated middle-class professionals in a more
globalized condition generally fares better with Presbyterianism. One of the bottleneck issues
for many PCC churches is the lack of lay elders. The eastern provisionary Presbytery, however,
is an exception. Because of its high level of professionalization, this eastern city is not short of
bi-vocational ruling elders. They also tend to bring elements they directly learn from
Presbyterian churches in the US, rather than from those in Chengdu. Pastors in this location
tend to have higher levels of English proficiency and many receive their theological training
from the US. One key informant even said that this eastern city will eventually overtake
Chengdu in the leadership ofthe PCC. On the other hand, one informant from a declining
northern industrial city complained that because many of their church members work for
state-owned companies and public universities, they are either bound to their work-units or
deeply influenced by atomistic individualism, falling short of his ideal for a Presbyterian faith

community.

Incumbents and Challengers

Goldstone and Useem problematizes Fligstein and McAdam’s SAFs model for

undertheorizing institutions and resembling too much “the challenger-incumbent model
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of social movements writ large.” 33 However, as mentioned earlier in this paper, this
criticism is not entirely fair, especially in light of Fligstein and McAdam’s contribution to
institutional theory. This section of the paper, drawing insights from the “incumbent-
challenger” model based on social movement literature, will focus on two proximate fields of
the PCC: the religious field of Chinese Protestantism and the field of alternative education.
However, the argument here is that the goal of contention for these challengers is not to gain
any practical advantage or privileged position but moral authority.

When several PCC informants say that the Chinese house church is the largest
non-government social organization in China, one has to be critical both empirically and
conceptually. However, overall Chinese Protestantism has indeed constituted a large religious
field. China’s Reformed churches, represented by the development of the PCC, have been
contending for moral authority in this vast field. Bruce Baugus, a china observers, calls the new
development of reformed faith in China “a second wave ofhouse church development.” In the
same article that cites Baugus, Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra characterizes it as “a newborn colt

attempting that first walk—eager, stumbling, up and down and up again. And hopefully,

growing stronger and more stable with time.”>4 As Wang Yi often says, “Presbyterianism may
remain a minority in China, but it will function as an important minority.” He remains hopeful

for “the indigenous Reformed

53 Goldstone and Useem, “Putting Values and Institutions Back into the Theory of
Strategic Action Fields,"37.

54 Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, “Young, Restless, and Reformed in China,” The Gospel
Coalition, March 27, 2017, accessed November 7th, 2017,

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/young-restless-and- reformed-in-china/
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Church” in his “Reflections on Reformation,” as he contends for moral authority against
traditional house churches, charismatic churches, and the “militant Reformed” churches:

- The indigenous Reformed Church in China has, in the past twenty years,
undergone what the Reformed Church in North America has gone through in one hundred years.

(except 81)

- There is an anti-Reformation movement both in the fundamentalist traditional
house churches and in the newly arising ‘militant Reformed’ churches. Too many people are

willing to die for a list of non-essentials, but not for the gospel itself. (excerpt 85)

- The Reformation teaches us that the true mark of the Holy Spirit’s presence is

not a heated discussion of the Holy Spirit, but more discussion on Christ. (excerpt 24)

However, in the effort of PCC advocates to contend for moral authority, they do not want
to stand outside in the succession of house church tradition. They pitch themselves as the
second generation of reformers in the house churchmovement.

In certain sense, the first generation of China’s house churches are like Martin Luther in
the collective sense...Today, Reformed Theology has spread across China, enabling the church
to think through doctrine, ecclesiology, and governance. This seems to suggest that with the

rediscovery of the gospel, there arises a generation of reformers like John Calvin. (excerpt 294)

However, their efforts to claim heritage from the house church tradition do not always pay
off. In order to claim the house church heritage, Pastor Peng from WCP has worked hard to get
an older generation house church pastor on a panel to discuss house church tradition at the
Reformation 500 Conference hosted by Grace to City in May2017 in Hong Kong attended by
over 3,000 house church leaders. With great reluctance, this older pastor agreed, but did not

exactly follow the interview guidelines set by Peng.

Another incident was that on the evening of May 25th, when Wang Yi askedthose

attending the conference to kneel and pray, the associate pastor of Early Rain, Pastor
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Watson, forbid those around to comply. This was but one publicized incident of his
conflict with Wang Yi already transpired within Early Rain, for Pastor Watson tendedto fault
Wang Yi for hypocrisy and theatrical display of piety. Their animosity appeared more
complicated than personal conflict. Almost 20 years senior to Wang Y1, Pastor Watson
belonged to the older generation house church leader. Wang Yisometimes dubbed him a
fundamentalist. According to an interview with Watson on October 26th, 2017, he said his
approach to church ministry was more Biblicist and Scripturally based, and he also aligned
more closely with some of the “militant Reformed” pastors that Wang Yi often criticized. Even
though Watson was often faulted for splitting Early Rain, itwas in fact Wang Yi who insisted
on splitting the church to stop their contention at Early Rain. More than contention for position
or vain glory, the split symbolizes the struggle for moral authority. Other than faulting Wang
Yi’s preaching and ministry practices,

some of the Early Rain members even believed his gesture to court persecution was
merely theatrics, as he never truly suffered from imprisonment. Viewed from the history of
house churches in China, the most well-known leaders seem to derive their moral authority not
from exceptional preaching or intellectual sophistication, but from faithfully enduring suffering

and imprisonment as Christians. In fact, very few of older house church leaders were formally

ordained or theologically savvy.5 S However, the development of the PCC promotes theological
sophistication and formal ordination in their striving for moral authority in the house church

tradition. They especially

55 See David Aikman, Jesus in Beijing: How Christianity is Transforming China and
Changing the Global Balance of Power (Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2006).
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problematize the literal understanding of Scripture and moralistic teaching oftraditional
house churches. Pastor Watson also shared that WCP would not have anyone ordained outside
the reformed tradition to speak at their pulpits. This is how they perceive the fundamentalist
tradition of China’s house churches:

With Fundamentalist Christianity, “Sola Scriptura” has become the dead tradition of the
living men...A church becomes a true heir of the Reformation when itis both Biblicist and

Christ-centered. Then it becomes the living tradition from the dead men. (excerpts 27 and 28)

In his effort to claim heritage from the house church tradition and contend for moral
authority, Wang Yi seems to find resources in the theology of the cross. EarlyRain now has a
special hymn collection consisting exclusively of such hymns. Since this year, Wang Y1 has
highly elevated the theology of the cross and “the indigenous Reformed Church” as the true
heir to claim it.

- The cross is the beginning and end of theology, the basic principle for believers
to judge and understand all theologies. According to a familiar expression in the house church

tradition, a person’s life is more important than his viewpoint. (excerpt 65)

- The theology of the cross is the thesis, and the theology of God’s sovereignty is
the antithesis. Only when the two converge would it become a complete thesis...In the past five
hundred years since the Reformation, there are three periods when these two theses converge:
American Puritanism, the revival of New Calvinism in the past few decades, and what is
happening now in China. The way of the cross of China’s house churches is converging with

the theology of Sovereignty in the reformed tradition. (excepts 72-74)

Early Rain is by no means the pioneer of Christian grade schools in China, which dates
back to 2005. Early Rain only started their church-based grade school in 2011. The Christian
grade school movement is only one among many who seek alternative education for children,

because Confucian schools and Buddhist schools also abound in
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China. However, in recent years, Chengdu has become an attraction for religious and
educational migrants from other parts of China. Many moved to Chengdu to join Early Rain so
that their children could attend its church-based grade school. There are three grade schools
under the Western China Presbytery that also draw church transferslocally and educational
migrants from across China. Different from the 200-300 Christian grade schools in other parts
of China, WCP schools only accept students who are children of church members of the WCP
and the church subsidizes up to 40% of the tuition. They frame the heavy subsidy of children’s
education in terms of covenant theology: a reformed church has the responsibility to educate

their children, not only in religious matters, but also in academic subjects free from atheist and

Communist influence.5® Not only did it become the model for the Christian grade schools in
Chengdu, many Christian educators subscribing to the reformed tradition in other parts of
China also followed suit.

Not only do the Chengdu Presbyterians advocate for church subsidy of Christian education,
they also promote an educational philosophy and teaching model called the Classical Christian
Education (CCE) that highly emphasizes the Trivium: grammar, logic, and rhetoric. It seemed
only by accident that Early Rain discovered Douglas Wilson’s Christian Classical Education
developed in the past two decades. Disillusioned by the modern education provided and
monitored by the Communist state, Chengdu Presbyterians now think that they have found an

antidote to the ills of state-run education.

56 At certain point, 40% of Early Rain’s budget goes to this category. However, after the
split, the congregation under the former associate pastor decide to gradually withdraw financial

support for the grade school and let it become an independent Christian school.
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The beginning of a liberal arts college was also fortuitous.”’

Yet, its later development
has gained strong institutional and ideological strength. Soon Western China Covenant College
became a gathering point for theologically reformed Christian scholars capable of teaching one
aspect of Christianity, such as Christianity and world history, or Christianity and philosophy.
Not only does the liberal arts college offer electives for theological students, it also offers
certificate programs and graduate degree programs for Christian school teachers across China.
In fall 2017, Western China Covenantwelcomed the first undergraduate class. The
undergraduate program is also based on Christian Classical Education. Even though a college
curriculum solely based on humanities is unheard of in China, Wang Y1 and his followers
believe that like Presbyterianism, it should function as an important minority in China. This
could be another gesture to contend for moral authority in Chinese culture, especially in the
field of alternative education. However, up to this day, the CCE curriculum for both the grade
school and the college remain incomplete.

Like his “Reflections on the Reformation,” Wang Y1 also has a collection of short sayings
called “Reflection on Education.” For Wang Y1, anything he wants to advocate becomes a
natural ally to Presbyterianism.

We can put it this way: liberal education derives from the tradition of Republicanism and
classical education is an indispensable part of Republicanism...Why did Presbyterians become
the main task force of Christian education? This is because Presbyterianism is in essence

Republican. (excerpt 72)

ST Early Rain’s associate pastor, seeing the lack of general education among the students
at Western China Covenant Theological Seminary, such as some students’ ignorance of
Shakespeare’s home country, suggested establishing a liberal arts college to make up this kind

of knowledge gap for theological students.

#0103 T



10:¢

Like his “Reflections on the Reformation,” Wang Yi’s “Reflections on Education” is also
broad sweeping and often self-contradictory:
- What is classical education? Someone puts it this way: classical education is

what remains after you forget everything. (excerpt 3)

- The philosophy of Christian Classical Education is to read useless books so that

students would become useful people. (excerpt 53)

- Since the sixteenth century, the consequence of the Reformation ineducation is
two-fold: Bible has become the foundation of education and the Holy Spirit has become the god
of education. (excerpt 17)

- In the entire Christendom till Martin Luther, the state has never been the
educator, the state is the one being educated. It is being educated by the church, by the monks,
and by the universities. It has always been the non-state who educates the state, the prophets
who educate the monarch. However, since Martin Luther, the state has become our educator.

We must oppose the state to claim the right to educate us. (excerpt 20)

English-based curriculums imported from the US has been widely used inthe Christian
school movement in China. Wang Y1 and many CCE advocates havebeen asserting their moral
authority over this model:

If a Christian school (in China) uses an English curriculum, it is not Christian Classical
Education, but a pragmatic modern education through and through. According to the gospel, it

is desertion of your own nation in the most cruel way. (excerpt 9)

As challengers in two interconnected fields, the PCC strive for moral authority over the
current incumbents. Again, sociodices and mythologies play an importantrole. However, how
successful the PCC can be in institutional and field building remains unclear as the Party-state
tightens its control over the religious field. It also depends on whether the entrepreneur logic in

their church expansion could pick up the same kind of momentum.
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Bringing in the Missional Church Conversation

Instead of resorting to a distinctively theological ethnographic method, I believe in

instances where the sociological or anthropological ethnographic methods can better lay the

ground for theological normative work.”8 This is because despite the disparate disciplinary
concerns and discursive traditions between theology and social sciences, foregrounding
theological questions too early would interfere with pursuing anobjective picture of what is
going on with the PCC. On the other hand, based on naturalistic methods, close ethnographic
attention to the development of the PCC helps avoid setting up a strawman for normative work.
In this case, the descriptive work based onnaturalistic inquiry and social scientific framing lays
the ground for missiological critique in this section.

Here it would be necessary to introduce the missional church conversation as the starting
point for such normative work for its relevance to denominationalism and institutional church.
The missional church conversation is particularly indebted to Leslie Newbigin’s cultural
critique of establishment thinking in an already pluralistic society. Developed from the
emphasis of missio Dei, the missional church conversation is, first of all, a theological

reorientation: “a shift from an ecclesioncentric (church-centered) view

58 Theologians attempting to do theological ethnography include Mary McClintock
Fulkerson, Nicholas M. Healy, Christian Scharen, Aana Marie Vigen, Natalie Wigg-Stevenson,
etc. Having been trained in ethnographic methods mostly under social scientists with no
religious faith, I have always tried to bridge naturalistic methods with theological inquiries.
While recognizing the tension in using sociological or anthropological ethnographic methods
for theological research, I still reckon the inadequacy of theological ethnographic methods as
the best mode of inquiry in all cases, given their lack ofanalytical categories such as

denominationalism, the subject of study for this paper.
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of mission to a theocentric (God-centered) one.”? The whole re-orientation resulted from
the incompatibility of Christendom thinking with post-Christian society since WWII.
The missional church conversation appropriated in North America, as “a theologically

»60 i5 as much a cultural critique61

informed social imagination, as itis atheological
reconceptualization. It is part of the ongoing critique of the American church’s establishment
thinking and accommodation with the dominant culture, with symptoms such as coercive
political engagement, captivity to capitalism, and problematic congregational life. The
missional church as we know it represents a form of cultural critique as it constructs a
theologically informed self-understanding of the nature and identify of the church in God. For
example, missiologist Greg Van Gelder asserts thatin relation to the western culture, the U.S.

church must “engage a substantive critique ofthe deep cultural narratives that frame our

existence and shape our lives.”02 Ethnographic data on missional church in North America
provided by social scientists concur withtheologians in this aspect. For example, anthropologist
James S. Bielo, in his ethnographic studies of younger evangelicals in Cincinnati, Ohio whom
he identifies as emerging and missional defines their effort to plant new churches as a cultural

critique of

59 Darrell L. Guder and George R. Hunsberger, eds., Missional Church: A Vision for the
Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 81.

60 Craig Van Gelder, Dwight J. Zscheile, and Alan Roxburgh, The Missional Church in
Perspective: Mapping Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2011), 67.

61 1t should be clarified that the main reference framework and focus of this cultural

critique is notthe contemporary culture per se, but the established or mainstream church.

62 Darrell L. Guder and Dwight Zscheile, "Participating in God's Mission: A Missiology
for the U.S.," (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2018), 228.
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mainstream evangelicalism.63 In a sense, the cultural critique aspect of the missional
church provides strong continuity for this fluid conversation, whether it is approached from an
overtly missiological perspective or predominantly social-scientific one.

Strong parallels exist between the development of missional church in North America and
denominational church in China, with the paradox that the developmentof some
denominational churches, such as the PCC, tries to be simultaneously institutional and
missional. In a sense, the new development of the PCC serves as a cultural critique against
mainstream Protestantism in China, the registered churches and traditional unregistered
churches alike. For the registered churches, the critique is leveled against their accommodation
with the state, which compromised their integrity as the truechurch. Against the traditional
unregistered churches, the critique concerns their leadership structure, their emphasis of piety
over theology and of morality over grace. Meanwhile, as they become denominational, they
seek to gain more space from the state without compromising their integrity, and to inherit a
theology of the cross and suffering from traditional unregistered church without strongman
leadership and moralistic teaching. On the other hand, while the development of the PCC seeks
to correct the anti-intellectual and anti-institutional bias of mainstream Chinese Christianity, it
may fall into the traps of intellectualism and institutionalism.

With regard to political engagement, there also exist some continuity between the

missional church conversation in North America and the denominational church

63 See James S. Biclo, Emerging Evangelicals: Faith, Modernity, and the Desire for
Authenticity (New York: NYU Press, 2011).
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conversation in China. Newbigin describes the Constantinian settlement as “the first great

attempt to translate the universal claim of Christ into political terms.”0% In the missional
church conversation, Constantinianism is identified with the Christendom mentality.

Although the official historical Christendom ended in eighteenth century Europe with the
Enlightenment and the revolutions, today a functional Christendom is evident in how the
American churches “Christianize” their ideals of social order through legislation and electoral
politics. The rise of conservative politics since the mid-1970s has created the cultural
conditions that the missional church conversation has commonly critiqued.

Inheriting the strong social and political concerns from the reformed tradition, reformed
churches in China also articulate their vision to “Christianize” China. However, theyare not
unaware of the perils of the Christendom error. Surprisingly, during a conference held during
September 12-15, 2017, in Hong Kong, Wang Yi preached on cultural mandate and concluded,
perhaps unknowingly, with an Anabaptist theology of culture: let the church be the church.
Here is another point of interesting parallel with the missional church conversation in North

America. As noted by Michael W. Goheen, the missional church reflection “has moved in a

more Anabaptist direction than Newbigin.”65 James D. Hunter, while concurring with the
Anabaptist theologians that ecclesiology is the form by which engagement with the world takes

place, remains skeptical of separatist tendencies

64 Leslie Newbigin, Your Kingdom Come: Reflections on the Theme of the Melbourne
Conference on World Mission and Evangelism (Leeds: John Paul the Preacher Press, 1980), 47.

65 Michael W. Goheen, “‘As the Father Has Sent Me, | Am Sending You’: Lesslie
Newbigin’s Missionary Ecclesiology,” International Review of Mission 91, no. 362 (July 2002):
354-69,367.
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of the Anabaptist tradition.%0 In a similar note, the PCC seeks to go public as they
overcome the separatist tendency of traditional unregistered churches. Many of my informants
concur that the current foci of reformed theology are indeed onecclesiology. However, how to
move forward to formulate a coherent ecclesiology in light of the Chinese context poses
challenges to the PCC advocates. Tension still exists betweenthe Christendom and Anabaptist
tendencies from the various spectrum of the PCC. While still inchoate, a missional ecclesiology
is being constructed under way.

The emphasis of many PCC churches on theology rather than therapeutic messages and
church practices reflects their rejection of consumerist capitalism, which in a way strikes the
same note among American missional churches. For example, sociologist Will Samson
characterizes the new monasticism arising among missional churches as a cultural critique
against “the therapeutic deism (to use the term by Christian Smith) that pervades American

evangelicalism” and “the individualistic, entertainment- based mentality of the

megachurches.”67 However, some PCC churches with more educated members, by solely

emphasizing theology or the study of theology, would slip into intellectualism and what

Richard H. Niebuhr critiqued as middle-class syndrome.68 My ethnographic data indicates
urban unregistered churches already adopted PCCstyle

66 See James Davison Hunter, To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility
of Christianity in the Late Modern World, 1 edition (New York: Oxford University Press,
2010).

67 Will Samson, “The New Monasticism,” in The New Evangelical Social Engagement,”
eds. Brian Steensland and Philip Goff, The New Evangelical Social Engagement (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 2013).

68 See H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (New Y ork:
Meridian Books, 1957).
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Presbyterianism or eager to embrace the PCC mostly consist of members who are
middle-class professionals or want to target at middle class professionals; there also exists the
disjunction in terms of the aspiration for the church between intellectual and entrepreneurial
reformed pastors and their average congregants. PCC churches tend to have a tighter
membership system than their American counterparts in order to dealwith consumerism
resulted from church transfers.

Having broadly sketched the parallels between the appropriation of the missional church
conversation in North America and that in China, this section examines howthe PCC
consciously adapts the missional church conversation in the Chinese context. This would
include both their noble attempts and glaring failures. Several notable PCC pastors do
consciously borrow from the missional church language in their ownpastoral ministry and their
effort in assisting other churches to establish and advance Presbyterianism. They have two
primary concerns for the emerging Presbyterianism that they hope to counter by becoming
intentionally missional. One is to maintain balance between the institutional and the organic.
The other concerns how to balance the oversight of the clergy and the fulfilment of the laity.

A common theme running through my interviews with PCC advocates is their desire to
establish order in their church, which they hope to achieve by establishing Presbyterian church
government. Indeed, the rigorous polity and demanding ordination process of the PCC serve
this purpose well. However, establishing a hierarchical system also has its drawbacks. For one,
formally organizing a church in strictly Presbyterian form takes a long time and is often

accompanied by conflicts and splits. Even previously
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ordained ministers or formally seminary-trained candidates feel it difficulty to get
ordained in the PCC system. A pastor from a southern city was turned down for ordination
because he was not yet thirty years old, even though he has effectively pastored a church for
several years and obtained formal theological training. However, Wang Y1, the architect of the
PCC, got ordained only six years after having become a Christian, because he was older then.
This clearly contradicts the biblical teaching ofnot ordaining a recent convert (1 Timothy 3:6).
For another, it is even more difficult to form a presbytery with several like-minded churches in
the same region. Even one church ina church becomes reformed and Presbyterian, it does not
make sense to call itself'a Presbyterian church if there is no presbytery. Therefore, based on the
PCC model, many standalone Presbyterian churches cannot participate in whatever the PCC
has to offer because they are not legitimately Presbyterian. The form structure of the PCC
brings notable changes on the congregational level as well. For example, the title of pastor or
elder was rarely used to address those in pastoral leaders in the pre-PCC era. Instead, those in
leadership was addressed simply as brothers or sisters. The spread of PCC style
Presbyterianism has expedited the process of professionalization among urban unregistered
churches. With hierarchy comes distance between the clergy and thelaity. Any initiative taken
up by average members in the congregations has to obtain consent from formally ordained
leadership to gain legitimacy. This indeed poses challenges to the vitality of PCC as a
movement, because the exponential growth of Chinese Protestantism in post-Mao era has

significant correlation with lay participation. If the laity feel

o111



11%

constrained too much by ordained leadership, they may feel unfulfilled in theircapacity of
serving the church.

Pastor Peng, the second best-known person in the PCC network, consciously uses the
missional church language. As acknowledged by Peng, emphasizing theological correctness
and ministry consistency is likely to deter lay initiatives. However, he counter argues that the
church’s oversight of ministry operation is for long-term equipment of the saints (laity). He
gives several examples. One is that several members of his church want to start a drama society
like that of Early Rain. Yet he and the elders board do notthink they have enough talented
people for such a ministry. Therefore, the initiative is laid aside from the beginning. He gives
another example of an aborted young adults ministry. Despite their great initiative, the
attendance of this ministry dwindles to the point that they can no longer sustain this ministry.
According to Pastor Peng, the first is a good example, whereas the second is a bad one. If the
church allots budget to an unsuccessful ministry as such, it would be a wasteful of their
resources. His argument does notseem strong enough to justify the overarching role of
ordained leadership to suppress lay initiatives. In Early Rain, the articulation of the censorship
role of the church is even stronger. Laity cannot start any teaching ministry, such as home Bible
study, withoutthe prior approval from the church. Despite their ostensible use of missional
church conversation, WCP still prioritizes the oversight of the church. For them, the way to
move organization forward is through clearly articulating and implementing the visions of

church leadership, not by voluntary lay initiatives.
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Gender role is another area of contention. According my interviews, one of the first
actions on the way to become properly Presbyterian is to depose women leaders. Based on the
complementarian understanding of gender role, men and women are equal in status but
complementary in their roles in the household and the church. That is to say, women need to
submit to male leadership in the home and the church. Like their American counterparts, they

strictly forbid women preaching and the ordaining women for ministry. Historically, women

have played an important role in the house church tradition.®? Even to this day, the majority of
church attendance are women, with a good proportion still in leadership positions. Deposing
their leadership following the practice of some American evangelicals could potentially
disempower women. A critic ofthe PCC posts this on his social media account. In the
denomination that he used to affiliate, an Anglican communion in North America, the bishops,
while still opposing to ordaining women to pastoral ministry, express deep repentance for their
failure to empower women for church ministry. To this day, some of my female interviewees
still feel hurt by the heavy-handed action of PCC pastors to strip them of leadership roles, even
though they now acknowledge the rationale behind these actions as biblical.

As mentioned earlier, studying catechisms and confessions has become an indispensable
part of liturgy and church life. As the PCC becomes increasingly theological heavy, their
worship style also takes on more traditional flavor. EvenPastor Jiang, an OPC minister heavily
involved in the development of the PCC, expressed his amazement how these PCC churches

almost exclusively sing traditional hymns,and

69 See Aikman, Jesus in Beijing.
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sometimes even Psalters. Except for Wang Y1i’s scanty reference to The Canaan Hymns,70

the over one thousand folk style praise songs composed by the prolific rural house church song
writer Lii Xiaomin, rarely do PCC advocate speak highly of such folksy music. It seems that
they have adopted a western tradition at the expense of valuable house church tradition. Nor is
contemporary Christian music used much in these PCC churches.

PCC advocates tend to be reticent about the role of the Holy Spirit in their theology and
practice. In an interview of Pastor Peng, he concedes to the Pentecostal and Charismatic
criticism of the Presbyterian trinity: Father, Son, and the Bible. However, he defends that the
loci of the Holy Spirit in the reformed and Puritan tradition lie in the conscience of believers,
and its manifestation is in ordinary means rather than any ostensible forms. Wang Y1 says in
the interview that the work of the Holy Spiritcannot overstep the Scripture and the church.
Pastor Enoch (pseudonym) subjects the discussion of the Holy Spirit entirely under soteriology.
He dismisses the missional language appropriated by his associates but instead uses a creational
paradigm as it relates to kingdom to portray what God is doing through the PCC. The typical
missional church language in the original sense emphasizes on the missionary Trinity as the
prime agentin the holistic renewal of all things. The PCC, on the other hand, by its sole
emphasis on the gospel and the work of Christ, does not seem to have its “trinity” capitalized. A

pastor’s

70 This hymn collection is nothing short of legendary, especially considering that Lii
Xiaomin dropped out of junior high school because of illness and never had training in music
composition (or hardly any music training for that matter). Mostly collected in 7he Canaan
Hymns, her songs have been widely adopted by house churches and TSPM churches across
China, some even circulating in Chinese diaspora churches around the world. Besides typical
biblical themes such as suffering, The Canaan Hymns also highlight themes such as
eschatology, Christ, election, the Holy Spirit. Wang Yi seems to like the theme of suffering

articulated by Xiaomin’s songs.
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wife that I interviewed seems to locate the work of the Holy Spirt in the experience of
believers who lack understanding, and to understand the salvific work of Christ only in terms of
conversion, and the role of the father in terms of a deeper theological knowledge. In a word, the
missional church conversation as appropriated by the PCC seems to have departed from the
missio dei emphasis of the Triune God as agent in church renewal.

Related to the above-mentioned discussion on Trinity is their emphasis of covenant
theology as a hermeneutic standard and Christ-centered preaching as a homiletical rule. For
example, their emphasis on covenant is very much a legal framing of church government and
practice. Instead of tracing their particular church polity to western Roman cannon law, my
informants tie it to covenant theology represented asa hermeneutical standard that emphasizes
the continuity between the Old and New Testaments. The collection of actions such as
practicing infant baptism, establishing church-based grade schools, joining church membership
become corollaries of this hermeneutical standard, whereas in the American context such
actions are generally practiced as part of the reformed tradition or disavowed as part of such
tradition. For example, establishing Christian day schools are mostly practiced by the more
fundamentalist wing of American evangelicalism; yet in the PCC, all these practicesare
packaged in one bundle under Presbyterianism. Additionally, gospel theology, presented
through Christ-centered preaching, a homiletical standard that emphasizes grace, actsas both a
restricting force and revitalizing one among unregistered churches: those whodo not practice

this homiletical standard are categorized as moralistic and pietistic while
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practicing it becomes a way of renewing congregational life. On one hand, it seems that
the emphasis on gospel renewal does help some pastors reduce legalistic tendencies. On the
negative side, their emphasis of Christ-centered preaching has increasingly becomea gimmick
to assert superiority over traditional house churches and broad evangelical churches. On many
occasions, [ hear PCC advocates criticize traditional house church preachers as being too
moralistic and devotional rather than historical-redemptive and theological. Their criticism
seems to be solely based on this homiletical standard.

One glaring fact concerning the growth of the PCC is that many of its membership
growth does not come from evangelism, but from church transfers. This pattern of growth is not
unique to churches in the WCP. A southern city that I sampled from indicates the same pattern

of growth. Pastor Ben (pseudonym), an American Chinese !

pastor also expresses the concern
that such pattern of church growth is not the right kind and is very likely to stretch pastoral care.
He articulates three phases in the development of Presbyterianism: the prophet phase where
theology precedes action, the king phase where church government is foremost, and the priest
phase where pastoral care is the most essential. In order to solve the problems posed by church
transfers, Pastor Peng has tightened their requirement on joining membership. Besides the

difficulty of shepherding the transfers, intense political pressure also poses problem for pastoral

care. A good case in point of this crisis is that some of Wang Yi’s members, those followed

71 Shehong Chen uses the term “American Chinese” to refer to the historical
first-generation Chinese immigrants in the United States to differentiate them from U.S.-born
Chinese Americans. See Shehong Chen, "Republicanism, Confucianism, Christianity, and
Capitalism in American Chinese Ideology," in Chinese American Transnationalism: The Flow
of People, Resources, and ldeas between China and America During the Exclusion Era, ed.

Sucheng Chan (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), 174.
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him after the split of Early Rain, complain that the intense engagement with the state has
been draining their spirt, making them unable to get adequate pastoral care. Wang Y1 simply
replies this kind of suffering is the best spiritual exercise. As a result, some members go back to
join Pastor Watson’s congregation. A recent gesture on the part of Wang Yi to soften his
anti-statist tone is that he now blames the Religious Affairs Bureau for hijacking the religious
policy of the government.

A seemingly accidental development out of Presbyterianism is church-based grade schools.
As mentioned earlier, this type of school is simply Christian schools run by the church, but
church-based public schools that only accept members’ childrenand are heavily subsidized by
church budget. The kind of covenant theology referenced earlier becomes the ideological basis
for this kind of school. Buttressed by strong ideological articulation and institutional support,
the church-based grade schools are spawning in PCC churches. However, how does this kind of
school helps the church become missional when they drain church finances and do not even
accept children of non-members, let alone those of non-Christians? Wang Yi and his associates
argue that their simple existence is kind of witnessing to the unbelieving world. While this
Noah’ ark kind of argument may sound noble, it is not even gaining consensus within PCC
network. For example, Wang Yi’s former associate pastor, Watson, is taking steps to withdraw
church support to underwrite the operating cost for their school. After thesplit, he and the
leadership of that congregation want to gradually let the school become an independent
Christian school.

As has been elaborated above, although some PCC advocates try toappropriate
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the missional church language, their actions mostly belie their sense of anticipated crisis.
Perhaps Michael Goheen’s insight to the missional church could shed someappreciative light
on the PCC’s effort to be missional. Understanding missional church as “apioneer effort and
not a definitive ecclesiology,” Goheen calls for “a new model that creatively integrate the

scriptural emphases of the Anabaptist and Reformed ecclesiologies while avoiding their

corresponding weaknesses.” 72 Indeed, the PCC advocates do make ample effort to develop a

coherent and missional ecclesiology.

Conclusion

The development of Presbyterianism in urban China represents much more than the
evolution of a small denomination. Presenting its nascent development shows how the educated,
urban, middle-class Christians experiment with models for governance and construct their
version of Chinese civil society. In their discursive practice and institutional building, PCC
advocates contend for moral authority over the overarching state and the incumbents in other
interconnected fields. The class location, intellectual background, and action strategies of these
new rising urban churches make them a good case for studying social change in urban China.
Conceptualizing the newly rising Presbyterianism in terms of institutional transformation and
social movement based on field theories could help advance theorizing in new directions.
Concepts such as sociodices, mythologies, isomorphism, institutional entrepreneurs, incumbent

and challengers all help bridge the divide between institutional and social movement theories,

72 Michael W. Goheen, “The Missional Church: Ecclesiological Discussion in the Gospel
and Our Culture Network in North America,” Missiology: An International Review, 30, no. 4

(2002): 479-490, 488.
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taking into account both the objective (groups, hierarchies, institutions) and subjective
elements (norms, values, identity).

The descriptive work in the preceding sections has laid ground for normative work in the
last section. In light of the parallels between the missional church conversation in North
America and in China, the PCC’s effort to be missional is still laudable. Just as Wang Yi says,
“the indigenous Reformed Church in China has, in the past twenty years, undergone what the
Reformed Church in North America has gone through in one hundred years.” Though still
stumbling and trying to find its way, the reformed church in China seems on track of a

promising path.
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Intellectuals, in Lim, Franics Khek Gee, (ed.), Christianity in Contemporary
China: Socio-cultural Perspectives, pp.153-168. London: Routledge.
Geertz, Clifford
1973 The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books.

o213 T


http://www.churchchina.org/archives/150905.html

Hattaway Paul
2009 Henan: The Galilee of China. Port Perry. Ontario: Piquant.
Tillich, Paul
1955 Religious Symbols and Our Knowledge of God. The Christian Scholar,38
(3): 189-197.
Wielander, Gerda
2009 Bridging the Gap? An investigation of Beijing intellectual house church
activities and their implications for China's democratization. Journal of

Contemporary China, 18 (62): 849-864.

214 W



R BT FRA R RKERG? — ik (BAUEHY: ARF/EEIRTEE
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BRI R A KRR IEY , 202041 A 10 H, Mit:

https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=16085
8&Pid=104& Version=0&Cid=2053&Charset=gh2312

Y% M4& 4 (Dr. Ying Fuk-tsang) : F3J =¥ %%, 1983 FANLF
W SCRFE R, 1987 FHE X F L, 1989 £ K 1995 42 5 K15 F Xk
FWTFMEREFELFM, THLRPERKX R FBEEHRE R YR P
EXEEHRREET M. NEFTEXEBEHARIRTERAXZARSF, TR
FXRERBEREFEXMARFCEME, FAFPXRFEEEFRBFREK,
FRETBRLERMEE DERERSNSFHL,

BH CGREHAETEHRK? —FEAFEGHFEEH LB . QiS5
H: FBAEBEABCIWG & 53X - CHEFBEAEHAY « «EHEH K
BHAY CEIFWIBL: HRHFERY  CPEF? A+5! FoARKNTFE
GIretRHEERRT S EBEH © BRBRHK. BHRET Fo
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— i (EbLE Y AZRSTEETEEEREHS)

Ve A

Marie-Eve Reny W Authoritarian Containment: Public Security Bureaus and
Proetsatnt House Churches un Urban China ( { giMEIE P % JRy S A g ek vl it
BRFEBAY ), 2018 AE A HER BRI AL IR, IRA BT {E i RERS ) T,
BT EBUGFE (Rl R A ERR) & THEY ] KERg. i [EfE ]

(containment) MRS, JHTHbITHREL SRR G R E R [HREC ] BB AE
IR ELRAR

VEFARI, MO HRZ TS T T2 3 THRE | R ERCE R [k

EARYE T ] (informal autonomy) , Hifg e ZBEACE SR HMERr [ AR | X
[E ] (R AL R ER) | DASCAEBE TR [4L8 ], &
Bl RPEUR M S XBOAR SR BT sl R BRI B . — BRI B
MR, TR PRIBURE ] T B

[ Bl | & Bh sk B
ARLE TR BER G A BRI SRR 207 MBS Wi E R, — R E A —2
Mz (interest reconcilability) , RIANGES# AL SHEMPREKEQRHIIR, HEEEUG
e, ASCARMER A g ss. [amltE | A s J7 e ECE,
R, FER G2 EREW, WAZERRE, 7 AMEE B AR
T, M [Ed v | WA RIREE T TEE], e TE1E ] B
IR IEAREA B ZAE TS, BEUEA L E E. BRER G S, B [aifl
Ve | TR b, R AR E ERAE A2 b, R TG, SRR
SENIE|S =i DASER0)) € 3 NE 5§ gL A= E
FARE AT, T@EE | A—E e PORBUNRHE T ErT, (HAA Bl B
BubI# P (authoritarian regime resilience) . H4C, FKEEX &— Hi#E B4k, A
G FATE, BOARH) A SRR, R BERE A Gt S PR, s mEns
P, HAR, MCEIRA B iR B B a WY A, $es2 TafhiltE | AR E A e,
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Boer. MBI T Rk, BT DB S e H e R P R (—)
e A IR . R ETBUR . PRI AN R B ETE AR R (D)
0B 7 BRBCEORL S E: k. AR B s (5 BB
P, RS GAEEE: () AEEIE: RE THUR ) AR, SERE
L ) A e B At RO, AN BRI 8 A BURY

TEESR,  TEMIE | A B BERS I BUIR, 1B 2 a M H 3
T, G THR ] (self-limiting) | FEACEAY A ay K 3R Ry H 8%
%. WEAESRER g ERlE [SRKAFHEE ] (survival-seeking pastors) , A
VEH 210, AR 2R THRENA 32 ), SErEeE B BREnT ] . EfE [ bk |
(risk-averseness) 174y, BIRTEE A EGT, SRTUHBHZW, KE
R— TEAAFI R,

REZ G OIEHIREIR

BER [EHME | e R H L BRSO, TEERR, BTSSRI
TR R R B, AR . ORGSR ERE I R i A i A
AR H TN, CHEBOSEEEE. I, WARER b Jeg e vl KEHE )
FYAAL, M B TAR ) RS KB R E R @A, MAEBis
LRy

B B 8

RERAGE, A Bl TR P B BB R L e, ASE AT VR
FiR R, AR BUSTEMHER B AR 0F T, RSPl AREN R EH
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BEBCE YOI BUR A DRI, Wds 7 # R B R AR (EAS BRI,
WERE B AN EE R, POt RS R R, IR, oy BUR S i A
117 2018 4R AR AP A KRR & 2 BT, Ry nIAEE R [ il | ftE
SRR 3 H A2 B R AR R N B2 A O A 2018 AR IR, AR ATTE
2019 4F 12 HIRGHIN 9 47, DASUTAR 32 ISR 360 K B4 T IR S IR i SR e i
ECF R . S, BEMRETEAEE) |, MER RS 0 A R AR,
FMH RIS [ EAEOR, MAESR ] WA, 2R THOR | 8 T#E% | ZH,
A SE ALY TSI R EGA MECRA AT RE? T | s, B
AT AR B it — B %

Boh, ADBOCHBIBEERE, WA R A LR 2 2
7 (CHERE) WERE CAR) 2M, HOLLEE P RS BEOR a1 #F
i, WA—EL i, EIRERM, S HRKEREBTEN A, LR
o8 1 R ) ol 2 S PF R AOAR . IE RS ], nT DA I PR e i AP TR 3R A8
Bl = A O AW AR, FEEs EURRIES R (WLsmdrHA0EE), Binf
R—3E) , R SRR R ER G, 0, REPRAE i
JEMBENALAR, RIAEALEEQR FEHBER . g BuaALAR, Atk il DA EIE 3,
TTHAEE (AN HIEE IR SR N2 BURBOR B R B E) | SR (B) 1y,
N AR ST

ARG I BOE T CA S ] EA R AR B TAR ], 1Bk
HOa TR, (ERE -2, WRABESSEAANL, & TR’
HanyHE, SCHEIG T RSB BIEGE X2, e h TR T SR A TR A
MERCRBUA T, NIEZBOaE AR, IOGZAMTRHEIE S 177 SR G645
RUPLF? R AERRAES), Het2Aeenn L EBPuESum? Hsg A2
[ o TR ] B2 TEK ] 7 @R TFANMA R &—2 W32 AT A (S
RERS, 2/ 7 EORIT HER? e (5 M Ml s ERY SR

FEREE BRI 2 B, BRI AT R, A B . ARk, 5
SICERIRR MBS, VDR I3 AR PR B L B
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FBXH| & FH <aREEY , 202045 1 A 30 H, MWit:
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=160988&P1i
d=2&Version=1692&Cid=589&Charset=gb2312

Y # M 4E# (Dr. Ying Fuk-tsang) : £ 87 X «&AT & B 7 &35 2 5 EH
T > EHENA

TEH R, BEFXAFTFREY, FELHTAFREERAL, B
e R A G F B B 4. NEFH T CRFBOE GATRF R B AR %
FEAEERBEEF. BEEN 22 EER. YRFERBEELE, «Z+
—HEY R KBAY WhZ. FH CHBANFFRRY « «KEHEE: AH
HEXWHREY %o

% 219 1


https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=160988&Pid=2&Version=1692&Cid=589&Charset=gb2312
https://christiantimes.org.hk/Common/Reader/News/ShowNews.jsp?Nid=160988&Pid=2&Version=1692&Cid=589&Charset=gb2312

FigNEES S EMER
—HEShia: ERETSH it 2 r hEEE

HYEA: TR A ORIASE

VUK TN =& 2280 2 4 AT AR PO 25 AR IR PN 324 JRy AT i sl A7 ] ¢ SR
98 1 e [ARRZE SR | FUREINIUAE, FER MBS IR R AR, LR
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X RT Bl SR UEE, ik TR X T HRESSEEGEMRRERS
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F— /U EHH, YR hh— HBRLSRS, Bl H AT EERH.
FI4EAH, AT HNFEEXPATEMER, Fih &R _ChEBEM S
WD e, B —HAaRNERL T /\ES S, TSR A L E A
Kl KRR FIER S HCETE . T HIUH R TR | 4, "2
RIERANE . Fawdl, AR SRR [ sl A [ e | .

RS ATKE (Ian Johnson)  (HEIRRELY) — 1o T ERB LA,
VO BRI A TR, IA L MR ER M R4 R, AT TER S BRAR 45 T
EE MBI AT RN MR R K —BOHERE LN, 1 B 28 Vil
RS, ZWAKEAFRERBRXFEEE, TAGEFZ A, [HRIHE
Il &SRR B R A R R ) —iC LR

AR L5 23w (Marie-Eve Reny)  (BBGEHIME: 2275 P E K
THREHFER Y —F5 T1EHIE | (containment) HIRKA, SRARBEEIE LT,
W4 RS FEER Sl [AREC ] B, RBEREER S Gl 4R
Fadsi, DARAPPEURFIA S SBGA L UK ] s sh, M B RES A D H
SAEFE, WAL, BRI R HL LS, B, b E ST,
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TR BTl R, i8R BRI R IE R 2T 1T, TR A P E 2

bRt — 2 U I AR I B NI, 47 ) ERR KR 2 EIL S B ES
WA, INNKER2TFHFELE LI, AR A DA RS
. HESWam B OE AR, FR4ke A THLiE R . flf 2 1 2
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BRI RRECRC 282, BEAMERIA RIS, ERAREEILES
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T TIIRESCE ] S, RN LR tA B C—ERL, A EELER
ERCEWENRNIEL, T AR AR LR B B SEA | . A& W] LA
ARy B AEES), (HR] A SRE 2 AIPEEUR AL BON I B ——BUR A
VEH R NENR A, TG 5 ER—RmICER, BT ——4F, fEamilix
AT &5 KT

TR FRAEE AR Z T, ERRERR SRR E T, At 23t
G MALLZN, WADERd A W2 EER. Ad, “o— 4 (ARH
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JNAEDARE B 5 R AT BB UE MR AT TR T IR AT AR 2k . SR Ay, —288
HIMA=H, WABEEREZXWERNE, KIS e,

EEHERRTEELYEREAR
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AL ERNEA S | . W, BEEEOEAUN A RELS R, AR R
HAEEA O, Mo, HRZ BB T EBUF B =500 B s, H
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FECNREREE A RMA TR, gkt BA FI05EE i ryson], i & o811
X REUAZ SO EAL 2 ATIEK.

JH PRASEERE, AT U5 (e SE B & — LS AN BUR IR S SR E 1 &
R IRT B, B i S MO ERa ORI IR — A—2E. £
FEIS, AREMIGHIA S 8 B ME—. ORI, B2 BERTS24
HREA AR B TCHY S, S by Sk Ry B R 0t . AR I [ 5¢ F ot
B, REHGEEEET T AZFRZENG G, AITEH [RSEED ]

(religious toleration) A&,
JEBRAS

KEEB BN RAL G BRE A

JATRARN A B I X 2B R, T [REMEAERE ], A2 R
IBSR— R AR IMATEE . AEE PR AL AR, 5 AN 22 A B2 RIS 1E L RIE
CREMA RLE T AE . APORRRI R, 3856 EAUNE S, IR
TEERET A, B, 2R ETS, MARETHILEAL. A X
LA IR S RO AL EERIGAMAT), At E i, [IR2d 3t
e R AR IV ARG FIE | R INRIE R = — R4, T LARCN
LR R B R B

X T EARTERA 5 KA (A B {540 ERdLary —3C, MR ARETERY
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ORI, EAGTEIZSCENE B o [252ME T hSLERUE EAg B se VR R Y
giad |, AR HCARAEMUTATE S ERY [4EREA A IR B EE T3] |
Te B T EHEA S R R R A D SR B b EABERIT O, [RIERET
S HYRGEFRE, AR ETHOAH T FravrryBOR R BEAE . miBEoA (50
ARERERELG, [F0E S o AR BRI E, 5312 5AERL A E
WECHIzsl, EH R EERTA S, 1Ah, FRIREIR, ElaaT iy
ZMIRIC (John Calvin) , AN [ABESAYGEIAF & LA AGS A RIEEST, H i
e A EAT A A, | A BRI B R F iR A BT R T
FEY L, RAMTSCEINRERIARN . MR OAEA REBTERRR, (B
flb— &I TEERT A S ETHE .

KEMELE B RERIEER
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%%, EXFEARRY, EVEAEIEE T A b3 T, ER e iE
SRR EERI GBOT E ALK TAE, A RE M E R B i R IR

A S RE PR, FEXRERPINFEE, T A EE S S,
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SPREEES, W RER AR, XELE TR, EE, R
PR R R A R & LS iy . X RS, —8x
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LiMa: Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House

Churches The Rise and Fall of Early Reformed Presbyterian

Church, London: Routledge, 2019 (LiMa) ({X{FFH)

(Fgidig: «<CPEIEH R EHSHEZZS I AA—RRZEBHERK EH#H S K E
ST )

VEENR: D, BRAR/RRSAE 2 A0, BOAIRSCR A F R BUARF 5T
ORI B . TEEE R The Chinese Exodus: Migration, Urbanism, and
Alienation in Contemporary China,

B B RFIEMNFOIER A 2RREE . A CARIESD « <GEregk
IRBURALT Y« CBUERMRICESCEREY « CERHARES - <GB
MBS« CIREERVIE X 4. AR RS ETER, Fh GEBIER
W EE: CSEE G <l fear>F3 4, MAGHIHISC e RIS R E
F* China Source Quarterly, If5%7E Christianity in Chinese Public Life (Palgrave
MacMillan, 2014)—5 )z <HEFIAR : EIZEG P> GEMA LA i
2y ., M1 ZE R PESCH P Surviving the State, Remaking the Church: A
Sociological Portrait of Christians in chinese mainland B ¥F 3 [ Wipf and Stock
Publishers H kit o
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ARSI B2 E B O BT R BE 2 TP SR B R —FRK N AR I IE
K ZHL245)  (Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches —
The Rise and Fall of Early Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church) [, f [ % fii 5 75 |

(Routledge) HiUAET 2019 4F AR, 4154k 260 TT, HeZhi BTV Iy 5243 B 4y
N=AT, miEAIE 10 ET,

VEF T RETI/R K2 (Cornell University) BUS 2407, T4,
%?%Eﬁ%ﬁ%%m%ik#(GmmwmmW)E%ﬁﬁ%ﬁ(%mn
Research Fellow) @, Dt EAE (WFEGEE) I82 59 RIS K E
SIS 3, W (AR TS (Surviving the State Remaking the Church: A
Sociological Portrait of Christians in Mainland China) B, 743 B3#64) P25k 2 22
FT AN S Y

=) WRRATSE IR
L R AR R RERE, Wah ANy HEUT R e AR AR
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UILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches — The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church (London: Routledge, 2019). %i¥ 4 &2 M GK. Deng Ir'5H
AP FFE “Sensationalism disguised as Scholarship” FiFAR M A, 2 G.K. Deng: [ ARIMK
TWfEE s W), (M ow B W)y , 2009 4 7 H 15 H
<https://tc.tgcchinese.org/article/sensationalism-disguised-as-scholarship> (3 % H #7: 2019 45 8 H
15H) .

[2IChina Source, “Books by Mary Li Ma,” China Source

<https://www.chinasource.org/resource-library/books/author/mary-li-ma> (15August 2019).
BIGin Li and Li Ma, Surviving the State Remaking the Church: A Sociological Portrait of Christians in

Mainland China (Oregon: Pickwick, 2018).

WSS ZARIHIE R &, M 2005 SE ML 24, ATFENAFEAZL, MBI S, N—ET
2017 443 BB AL SR A%, T EER L, AT RGN 248
HIEZ 2 K CABLHR IR B BT s A Jg, 4y U5 TR S DA A SR E A AT i B, EART
M WIFR R E 25, DAEIX].
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HIRE MR BRI, T8 T AR 14 -5 ERAE R4, e

5L,

3.2017 £ 2018 4F: H 2 JE/r R (Radicalization) . 295 I #
FTER T | | PRBEEU, DAL MR TN ) N AM F) A, AR 2 PR A
RIS B T 2018 AEPEBUR KRS, 1

TEMFRIIELL S, a2 B RSikl, anlmA B o a4
WBIEN—FE, AR TR B R f 8 S BRI A ARE R B, Kk E)
AaEPEPZmI, ENTREEENR, FARGSE, . TR
TR IR R AR SRS, i AETS . Rl 4 2 A B EARTEX
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BILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, pp.8-10.
[®lIbid, pp.4-5.
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bid, pp.4-5.

B 2018 4F, LR P WA HEEKIE (Xue Yongguang) HEE DARETTIX AR 0 AR 4,
TR T, S Yongguang Xue, “Presbyterianism and Social Change in Urban China”
(Master diss. Boston University, 2018). {HiZi SURBTER AR E SHFIG K 52 3L Iy B
T i .

CIFAFKN S A D2 R ZWRE L TR ], REAR IR 2 A AR R A, 7T L
A ORI 5

U9 Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, pp.12-13.

UUFg W 2T BT 243 A2 B R R0, R L@ ) T O s ph i 3 2y, MRk, 4k
2%4# (Gerda Wielander) A 1 2B &, 2 Gerda Wielander, Christian Values in Communist China
(New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 159-167 {HHREE 2 T Ay A #h o,
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SR IT A ENRKIN S 2 Ja e A W R TR, FrAB R s e A —ERH

U21Li Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.49. {HABIZZ AT 159 T, Dhug X458 FI7F 2017
R HHR, KRR DI AE TR ERA RS G HR, £ Ibid, p.159.

[1317bid, p.48.

(411bid, p.103.

SIEMRE: (EErERE: EHY%R)  CRTIR, 2016 4F) .

DI BanEad: (RMESO: WL ABERE)  GFls: XML, 2018 4F) . %
Bl ERZ R, BT HR.

(7Tbid, pp.152-153.

SIS (HEELREIL) , AENKSMKEC, 201944 H 8 H, TKERTH#T.
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U9ILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, pp.12-13.

ROIZPUZFERPE: [HEHHUHR () « LWV RE B A AR |, (UFERF) , 2019
47 H 22 H, <http://www.4sbooks.com/archives/6021.html?from=timeline&isappinstalled=0> (|
YH: 201947 H23 H)

RILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, pp.141-143.
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1, A A4 AR e 1 A A R AR A, XA A AR A ORGS0
FRIE: [ BUnR: 4 FRAT et EESE ), (UZERE) , 2019427 A 7 H,
<http://www.4sbooks.com/archives/5962.html?from=timeline&isappinstalled=0&fbclid=IwAROLUXt
cEqQOjMg0alacgt5yD2revifUopEjfxxN8iPal9m6Skub6FkueoY> (M% HH4: 201947 H 15 H) .
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26ILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.81.

RN B R 3CS/2:  “Johnson also claims that “in places where religious groups have status,
they can act as a check on government power, holding officials accountable for their actions.” He has
hope for pastors like Yi Wang who uphold “a god who endows all people with the same rights -
something that could not be taken away by a political leader.” Ibid, p.204. {H ik Z7E 51y 2
“That might seem far-fetched, but it reflects what some political scientists have documented in China -
that in places where religious groups have status, they can act as a check on government power,
holding officials accountable for their actions. Wang Yi began to wonder if political progress required
the support of a higher authority, not an ideal or a constitution, but a God who endows all people with
the same rights - something that could not be taken away by a political leader.” 2 Ian Johnson, The
Soul of China: The Return of Religion After Mao (London: Penguin Books, 2018), p.163.

[281Jan Johnson, The Soul of China: The Return of Religion After Mao (London: Penguin Books, 2018),
p.163. WAL SCRF S H ik EE, BEM. BiAE CPEMRS: FEFEARNARRH
0Ly EbTT: JUESUE, 2019 4F) ) T 252-253, {HIRELHE R AE R D4 FR B
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DOTJRELG ) Sy -BA DRI A T, GG DK E — B TUBE AR, N RS R
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BOILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.171-179.
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35ILi Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.69.
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B81Li Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.63-64.
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1L Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, p.13.
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41Li Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise and Fall of Early
Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church, pp.210-211.
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Great Potential Ruined

M.J. Yuan

In 20th century Reformed theological circles, perhaps nobody emphasized the
distinction between fact and interpretation more than Cornelius Van Til. The

importance of this distinction is critical in evaluating the present book.

Li Ma could have written a good book. With her clear ability and unprecedented
access to members and leaders of the Early Rain Church, she might have compiled an
honest account of the church’s meteoric rise, the complications and flaws magnified
by such rapid expansion, the dangers and temptations of its celebrity ministry, and the
factors that led to its latter-day split — followed by its final decimation at the hands of

the Chinese authorities.

Very sadly, this is not the book that Ms. Ma has produced. Having read the entire
book, and being personally acquainted with people on both sides of the conflicts it
narrates, this reviewer regrets to report that Ma’s chronicle is severely marred by

numerous factual and interpretive flaws.

The most glaring is the book’s decidedly unacademic bias. For example, Ma is
free to take personal issue with Early Rain’s non-egalitarianism. Yet as a scholar she
should have restrained her personal opinions from coloring her official judgments —
something she repeatedly fails to do. Moreover, Ma is persistently one-sided in her
depiction of controversial events — consistently favoring sources most critical to
Early Rain’s leadership, especially Wang Yi. Where are the responses and

counter-perspectives from those criticized?

Ma’s overt bias overshadows the entire account, casting suspicion on the
accuracy, integrity, and reliability of every part. With such unrestrained prejudice and
flawed methodology on display, such a willingness to allow interpretation to shape

the facts, this reviewer quickly found it difficult to trust anything Ma reported.
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Beyond the bias, this book contains a surprising number of grammatical and
terminological errors — leading this reviewer to wonder whether it was
peer-reviewed, or even proofread, prior to publication. What was the rush in getting
this book to press? Furthermore, given the sensitivity of the subject matter in the
current socio-political climate of Mainland China, it also seems a fair question to ask:

who funded the publication of this work?

Additionally, there are blatant factual errors. For example, on page 156 (Kindle
ed.) it is stated that, at the summer 2017 Changbai Mountain meeting of Reformed
pastors, there was a “public announcement of WCP’s church discipline of Huasheng
Wang.” In fact, the announcement made at this meeting was WCP’s censure of both
Wang Yi and Wang Huasheng. This is far from the only error of this sort, and other

reviewers have provided extensive catalogues.

From an academic perspective, all of these should be sufficient reasons to
prompt the publisher to withdraw and reassess the book. The present reviewer has
never seen this amount of bias present in an academic work, nor this quantity of
editorial slop, nor finally such a volume of factual errors. One cannot help wondering

why Routledge, a reputable publisher, seems to have rushed this book into print.

Yet the most grievous aspect of Ma’s work is not its scholarly shortcomings, but
rather the danger it brings upon many indigenous and foreign workers associated with
Early Rain and WCP. Chinese authorities seeking evidence to shore up their ‘case’
against Wang Y1 (currently awaiting trial), pretexts to incarcerate Enoch Wang and
Peng Qiang, or reasons to continue harassing their many national coworkers, will no
doubt applaud Ma’s labors. Moreover, Ma exposes two active foreign missionaries.
Since she elsewhere in the book grants anonymity to two other foreign missionaries
critical of Early Rain, it is hard to resist the conclusion that the exposure of the former

two is, like so much else, driven by the author’s personal agenda.

No church or church leader in this world is beyond criticism, and those familiar
with the realities of the Reformed movement in China will readily agree that it is both
hasty and immature (ironically arguing in favor of the mentoring of those foreign

missionaries whose labors Ma seems intent on undermining). These shortcomings
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have certainly been felt in the rise and fall of Early Rain Church, and any critical
appraisal is right to note them. But such flaws should be noted alongside the fruits of
Early Rain’s ministry. Ma professes to care for dissenting voices; why then does she

provide so little space for any narrative counter to her own?

The truth is: inside observers of Chinese house churches are well-familiar with
the sort of accusations Ma levels against Wang Yi: strongman tactics, cover-ups of
sexual misconduct, and receipt of foreign funds. If in the present case these
allegations were true, there would be little to remark — because such things are very
common in the Chinese church. However, what is remarkable is that in the present
case things are quite different: Wang Y1 was disciplined by his presbytery and made a
public confession of sin; he was never charged with any sexual misconduct; and,
finally, he never misappropriated local or foreign funds for his own enrichment. To
the contrary, Wang Y1 has long lived a far more modest lifestyle than some of his
accusers. Indeed, at the present time he is demonstrating the integrity of his position
by languishing in prison — while his critics comfortably enjoy their ease at a safe

distance.

Li Ma had the opportunity and the potential to write a great book. Unfortunately,
she has squandered that opportunity — and potentially ruined her own academic
reputation. The true story of Early Rain Church, an accurate account of both its flaws
and fruits — an account that will deal honestly with both fact and interpretation —

remains to be told.

%271 W



Worth Every Christian's Reading (Julia L)

EXAFREGW—HLLHHIF L, M5

https://www.amazon.com/Religious-Entrepreneurism-Chinas-Urban-Churches-ebook/

product-reviews/BO07S1POMLT/ref=cm cr dp d show all btm?ie=UTF8&reviewer

Type=all_reviews (2019 57 A 7 H)
fE#4 15 B A T¥,

%272 W


https://www.amazon.com/gp/customer-reviews/R2O1SIN4L36NC8/ref=cm_cr_arp_d_rvw_ttl?ie=UTF8&ASIN=B07S1PQMLT
https://www.amazon.com/Religious-Entrepreneurism-Chinas-Urban-Churches-ebook/product-reviews/B07S1PQMLT/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_show_all_btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all_reviews
https://www.amazon.com/Religious-Entrepreneurism-Chinas-Urban-Churches-ebook/product-reviews/B07S1PQMLT/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_show_all_btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all_reviews
https://www.amazon.com/Religious-Entrepreneurism-Chinas-Urban-Churches-ebook/product-reviews/B07S1PQMLT/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_show_all_btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all_reviews

Worth Every Christian's Reading
Julia L

The value of this book is unmeasurable.

The biggest difference between this book and other church history books is that
other books will analyze the problematic cases and point to the theological errors of
this denomination, to learn the lesson and seek a more correct and orthodox theology.
The keynote of this book is that Early Rain has found the orthodox theology and tried
to establish its institute according to the orthodox model. Early Rain presumed that
the puritan model would transform China into the soil for Christian civilization,

however, the inconsistency between its propaganda and behavior caused the failure.

Ma writes: “They longed for a Christian civilization restored in America and for

a similar civilization that might be burgeoning in China.”(p232)

They have been stepping into Calvinism for a few years. How can they sort out
the differences between its subdivisions led a leader with intellectual pride in just a
few years? Like Neo-Calvinism (Abraham Kuyper), Neo-Puritanism (New
Calvinism), traditional Calvinism, as well as the conservative influences from church

and political sides.

Ma writes: “Y1 Wang measured himself as having “no need for seminary,” given
the scope of his self-study.”(p38) His many errors in theology are mentioned in the

book, for example, his understanding of common grace is zero. (p215)

I feel like reading "The Scarlet Letter" - The priest shouted slogans on the pulpit,
while the hidden things behind the scene were unbearable. Knowing God and
knowing ourselves should have led them to see the gap, but the success of each
ministry - “the satisfaction of getting projects accomplished (p8), and total depravity
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of man, had produced an illusion that the goal had been reached, then it must be

proven at any cost.

Ma mentioned “the cult of victimization”(p207). I think this concept is
appropriate in that chapter. It made me think more deeply about human’s motives and
intentions. The predators are very likely to take this advantage to pretend to be
victims, hide their real intentions. Instead of admitting “suffering for sin” and
self-inspecting their sins, rendering themselves as martyrs and laying the tone of
"suffering for righteousness" can easily cover up their wrongdoings. The ERC school
incident was a sin - teachers were underpaid and a pregnant woman was laid off, but

the person who pointed out the sin was classified as an accuser.

Ma writes: He even referred to the incident as "elders and their families fall into

sin and become the target of Satan’s attacks on the church." (p61)

Mingdao Wang’s attitude surprised and touched me. After he was in prison,
everyone said that he was “suffering for righteousness”, which was glorious
recognition, but he denied he deserved of this lofty privilege. On the contrary,
Watchman Lee was silent on his adultery, did not open his mouth, while "enjoying the
glory of being crucified with Christ" (from the book " Renegades" by Wei Shi).

Male leadership in the church to separate from the liberals, the conservatives
advocated not only biblical inerrancy (which is good) and... traditional family values,
even moved toward family idolization. Kevin DeYoung said: One of the acceptable

idolatries among evangelical Christians is the idolatry of the family.

Ma writes: "animated by a mythic ideal concerned with the ‘right-ordering’ of
society,” to idolize traditional family values, some conservatives had gone too far,
even produced some cultic movements, like quiver-full movement, advocate

stay-at-home daughter movement, and back-to-home mother (shaming working mom)
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movement, and arranged marriage (courtship / no-dating) exercise. As long as their

slogans are consistent with conservatives, it is easier to get support from them.

Yi Wang implemented Timothy Keller's“Gospel ecosystem” concept in a radical
and non-conservative way. Ma writes: if built up, is in itself the remedy to the crisis of
church growth. (p197) I am always skeptical about any new methodology that is
taught. "We have to follow this special method/formula/model to achieve an expected
result" - idealism! I prefer to Michael Horton's ordinary way. (from Horton’s book

“Ordinary”)

I saw pastors were shouting and hitting the fist on the table sometimes to perform
spiritual mentality. Why don’t we just confess honestly how unholy we are? Michael
Horton said, "The Law is in us by nature. You don’t have to tell anybody you need to
be nicer, that you need to love your wife or your husband, and that you shouldn’t
leave your children unattended. You don’t have to convince people these things are

true. They already know it. It’s the hardest thing in the world to believe the Gospel."

Mary also analyzed the impact of the trauma of the post June-Fourth era in the
Chinese pastor group. I have never thought about it because I am not the generation.
Mary writes: Apathetic cynicism and activism are two post-traumatic symptoms going

in opposite directions.(p36)

This is an exact fact. Their beliefs were triggered by that event, so to heal such a
trauma, If whatever a theology ( pietism, quietism, mysticism and inner life) satisfies
their expectation someway, they adapt to it. Coincidentally, the young, restless new

Calvinism attracted Yi Wang because it is in line with his activism.

To conclude, the discontentment from the fans of Early Rain is not worth

worrying about, because the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not
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overcome it. For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing
concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.

My only concern is liberal Christian might misunderstand reformed theology as a
whole. It's important to clarify the new Calvinism, neo Calvinism (Puritanism), and
old Calvinism in the book. Moreover, I have always insisted that the biblical reformed
theology should be maintained, not by endorsing theologists each other, but by being
alert to various subtle temptations. When the corruption comes out from our

community internally, we should expose instead of covering up. This is our hope.
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A Missed Opportunity: The Failure of a Bold Project

G. Wright Doyle

Li Ma, Religious Entrepreneurism in China’s Urban House Churches: The Rise

and Fall of Early Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church. New York: Routledge, 2020
(sic)

Note: The unusual length of this review results from the nature of the book
and the controversy it has spawned. Religious Entrepreneurism (I shall use this
shorter title hereafter) is a dense, complex monograph about a very complicated
series of events centering upon a person with many sides to his character and
conduct, and the volume has evoked a variety of criticisms. I have been able to
touch briefly upon a few major points; much more could have been written.

For this review, I interviewed eight people who were either very close to the
events covered in Religious Entrepreneurism or who are internationally-known
scholars with a detailed knowledge of Christianity in China. Most of the interviews
were conversations, but three people chose to respond to my draft and my
questions in writing. In each case, I can vouch for the integrity and credibility of
those whose comments form part of the background for my review. In addition, the
author Li Ma kindly read and responded to a late draft of the review. Some of her
comments appear as qualifying statements in what follows. As will become
obvious, Ma would not agree with the overall tenor and thesis of what I have
written.

The author has been called “a brilliant scholar,” and “a rising star” among
younger scholars of Chinese Christianity. She and her husband Jin Li co-authored
Surviving the State, Remaking the Church, a volume in the Studies in Chinese
Christianity series published by Wipf & Stock, which is co-edited by Dr. Carol
Lee Hamrin and this writer. That book quickly won wide acclaim.

Religious Entrepreneurship received strong endorsements from noted scholars
such as Mark Noll, Richard Swedberg, and Richard Mouw, who praised it for
careful research, the integration of social theory with rich ethnography, the use of

“interdisciplinary lenses,” and a “highly readable narrative.”
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At the same time, the book has evoked sharp criticism from a variety of
people who were close to the Early Rain church. The debate about its purported
merits and alleged defects has broken out into public, with both negative reviews
and vigorous defenses on the Internet. For a detailed criticism of the book, see this
Amazon book review.

The following discussion will try to balance an appreciation for the merits of
Religious Entrepreneurship with a careful assessment of the charges leveled
against both the methodology employed and the content of Ma’s narrative.

To anticipate: Though this book contains some useful information and
insightful analysis, it is fundamentally flawed, misleading, and of limited value for

students of Chinese Christianity.

THE BOOK FIRST IMPRESSIONS

The sub-title, The Rise and Fall of Early Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church,
evokes images of the Roman Empire, originally relatively pristine and finally
collapsing in an orgy of abused power and sexual license.

The Dedication, “For my sisters,” alerts us that this will be a “Me Too!”
narrative, with Chinese characteristics. In an interview with a Hong Kong media
outlet, Ma says that she writes “from the perspective of a female social historian. |
hope to bring the voices of the vulnerable and women to the public... I think in all
areas of the Chinese society, there should be female voices speaking up... What
happened to me recently, including how some scholars attempting to use
nonacademic means to slander me and incite mob cyber violence against me, these
show the reality—if even I, as a woman scholar who published a scholarly book
through a globally well-known publisher, have to face so much resistance when
speaking up, how much more difficult does it take for the voices of vulnerable
women in this system to be heard? How much more costs do they have to pay?”
(View the text of this interview in Chinese and English.)

A brief description at the front says, “This book offers a unique historical
documentation of the development of the ambitious religious entrepreneurism by
leaders of the Early Rain church (and later Western China Reformed Presbytery
leadership) in an effort to gain social influence in China through local institution

building and global public image management.”
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INTRODUCTION

The Introduction begins with a dramatic scene: the leaking of “photographs of
a confidential ‘church court trial’” that “spread on the Chinese Internet and
through social media. These posts sent shock waves across China’s emerging
urban churches.” The next paragraph tells of police interruption of a prayer
meeting, followed by videos of “Yi Wang (the pastor of Early Rain church) and
some church members’ praying loudly outside the local police station, that became
a heroic and celebrated image on Twitter” (1).

The rest of the book maintains this vivid tone and flows swiftly, as Ma
purports to give an accurate account of how such a heroic figure could develop
into someone whom she portrays as essentially driven by a hunger for power and
fame, leading his church from being a small home fellowship to China’s “iconic”
house church. Along the way, we read of overweening ambition that spawned
excessively rapid expansion, internal strife that eventually split the church, what

99 ¢¢

Ma calls “moral bankruptcy” at the core, “suppression of dissent,” “radicalization”
that led to open conflict with the government, and finally the closing of the church

and Yi Wang’s detention by the police.

METHODOLOGY

Her research method includes “formal interviews, informal conversations,
publicly available bulletins and online publications,” as well as “texts and
conversations on social media” (12). The plethora of quotations she includes in her
narrative certainly adds to its energy and consistent power to hold the reader’s
attention.

Though she does “not claim to present a complete story,” it is her “earnest
desire to present a balanced perspective.” Her “analysis is interdisciplinary, for, as
some scholars put it, since a ‘church is a diverse, complex, and simultaneously
sociocultural and theological reality,’ it “naturally requires boundary-cross of

2

many disciplines’...” Ma expresses the “hope that, by integrating social theories,
organization behavior research, and theological analysis, this volume will provide
an important benchmark for China mission research” (13).

If consistently followed, this research method could be very productive.

STRUCTURE
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The Introduction explains the clear organization of Christian Entrepreneurism.
Part One follows the “consolidation phase” of Early Rain Church from 2006 to
2013. Under the charismatic leadership of Y1 Wang, the congregation grew from a
small house church to a sizeable congregation meeting publicly in rented space.

Part Two covers the phase of expansion from 2014 to 2016, during which a
school was opened, Yi Wang’s “personal influence and fame grew nationally and
internationally,” and “a core of PCA (Presbyterian Church in America)
church-planters joined and consolidated power to found WCP (West China
presbytery).” Meanwhile, however, some congregants felt spiritually
undernourished. Fierce conflict engulfed the new school; Yi Wang and his
teammate, Huasheng Wang, began to have conflicts.

Part Three follows what Ma calls the “radicalization from 2017 to 2018,”
when the government closed the church and arrested Yi Wang and others, as world

media presented them as heroes of “resistance under communist suppression” (15).

THESIS

“The central thesis of this book claims that the ambitious religious
entrepreneurism by leaders of Early Rain church (and later WCP leadership) in an
effort to gain social influence in China through local institution-building and
global public image management, was undermined by an internal loss of moral
authority. Such a loss was largely due to pervasive disillusionment among
members about their charismatic leader Yi Wang. Claiming to uphold a
Presbyterian Church governance with checks and balances, Yi Wang and other
church leaders apparently adopted double standards for themselves and for
congregants. Later, despite the church’s claim to publicness, corporate interest
became more dominant, creating a relentless and oppressive leadership culture.
Over time, a series of moral inconsistencies led to an avalanche of internal strife,
manifesting inequity, over-conformity, judicial injustice, and alleged sexual
abuses” (5).

The Conclusion “analytically summarizes and historicizes different phases”
of this story.

“A multilevel institutional analysis explains the different social processes at
different levels of social reality. Within this latter framework, the relevance of

macro-level parameters (global media and the Chinese regime) implies a pervasive
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crisis for Christianity in a world that is paradoxically globalized and disconnected”
(16).

This structure fits neatly into the pattern of good storytelling that my
10th-grade English teacher taught us: Situation, Complication, Resolution. The
Resolution could be either happy or sad, and the end determines whether the story
is a comedy or a tragedy. Christian Entrepreneurism is a tragedy, at least as Li Ma

tells the story.

EVALUATION
After reading all of this book, including the voluminous end notes, very

carefully, and parts of it two or more times, | have very mixed feelings about it.

I’1l begin with what I liked.

POSITIVE

Ma’s desire to speak for vulnerable women who have been abused by church
leaders is entirely laudable, especially in a male-dominated and face-obsessed
culture like China’s.

The author’s use of a variety of sources, and especially quotations from
Chinese social media, offers vivid evidence of the controversies that Yi Wang’s
bold actions generated, not only within the church but also among Chinese
Christians in other parts of the country and around the world.

Ma helpfully puts the intentional expansion and aggressive media presence of
Early Rain church within the context of decades of marginalization of Christians.
Many urban house church leaders thought that Christians should strive for a more
public presence.

She provides a helpful analysis of how the Internet presented vast new
opportunities for Christians to promote their views and to communicate with each
other, making it possible to create a vibrant Christian voice in a new way, and she
shows how Yi Wang made the most of this new medium

Ma quotes an impressive array of online comments, including both criticisms
and defenses of Yi Wang and the church. The extensive use of these debates is not
only an essential component of her method, but a substantial contribution to our

understanding of the role of the Internet in the controversies she describes, and of
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the various points of view that Christians from different places and perspective
expressed.

Ma explains how Yi Wang and Early Rain Reformed Church (ERRC) sought
to train his people to influence society by all that they did. The Christian school
and college were means to this end, along with sermons and classes.

She raises the legitimate question of how fast a church and its ministries
should grow and warns against expansion that does not come organically and with
sufficient planning and preparation. Whether Yi Wang and ERRC were guilty of
going too fast, as Ma claims, I cannot say, but the question is an important one.

Religious Entrepreneurism exposes some of the dangers of big churches,
including the difficulty of providing adequate pastoral care of the members.
Elsewhere, I have argued that house churches are both the biblical norm and the
most effective form of “doing” church for China. (See G. Wright Doyle, Reaching
Chinese Worldwide (Torchflame Books, 2013) 142-145; and “Home Meetings -
the Way Forward for Chinese Christians?”)

Li Ma also raises questions about the pitfalls of seeking a prominent public
presence and boisterous attempts to gain influence in society. Again, I agree. My
book Christianity in America: Triumph and Tragedy (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock,
2013) devotes 400 pages to showing how American Christians, from the Puritans
to the present, have all too often failed to be “salt and light” in society by seeking
to be “savior and Lord” in their nation. That is not to say that Yi Wang coveted
political power — he said he did not — but that pursuing greater influence in all
domains of society brings many attendant risks. Perhaps the greatest of these is to
go for quick, public recognition, rather than slow, quiet, organic transformation,
starting with oneself, the family, the church, workplace, and neighborhood,
working unseen as yeast in a slowly rising loaf of bread.

Yi Wang’s purported criticism of churches that subdivided into small groups
after the new religious regulations came into effect in February, 2018, as a “step
backward,” if accurately reported, reflects his commitment to a large,
building-based, public religious organization. He is standing within the
mainstream of Christian history and current practices at this point, but I believe
that this view is misguided.

If accurately reported, some of Yi Wang’s public statements were, at the very

least, problematic. Examples would include his equation of words from a Muslim
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hymn as consistent with Calvinism and his denunciation of Chinese who emigrate
to other countries, including America.

If accurately reported, Yi Wang’s frequent insistence on the “absolute
authority” of “an institutional local church” raises questions for most Protestants
(74). Ma does note that Yi Wang warned against the abuse of authority in his
earlier sermons, however.

People who know Y1 Wang do agree that he was a typical strong-willed
Chinese leader. He did not always take advice or wait for others before forging
ahead with his ambitious projects. We see this type of charismatic celebrity pastor
in America, too. With eloquence, energy, and vision, they build an array of
institutions around their congregations, as Y1 Wang did.

Gifted, energetic, and charismatic pastors often over-extend themselves,
attempting too much and then failing to meet the expectations of those whom they
have inspired to join their growing ministries. As they acquire more and more
influence, the natural human tendency to acquire more and more power. Very few
people, no matter how godly, can handle too much power. Regardless of whether
all of Ma’s assertions about Yi Wang are true, we can certainly believe that the
concentration of power poses great temptations to abuse it.

As Ma notes, Yi Wang became so heavily involved in so many projects that
he could not provide adequate pastoral care for his members. He attempted too
much, without having built a strong leadership infrastructure that would have
prevented some of the problems Ma describes.

Traditional Chinese culture confers great authority on leaders, especially men.
One could easily imagine how the presbyterian system of government by elders
could become legalistic and authoritarian. (In this review, I distinguish between
“presbyterian” and “Presbyterian.” The former refers to a type of church
government by elders and deacons, and, often, of an organization of churches in a
group called a presbytery. The latter refers to a specific denomination, such as the
Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), or the self-identification of the Early Rain
Reformed Church as part of the West China Presbytery, with informal links to the
PCA.) Such a twisting of the original intent of the presbyterian church polity has
also happened in the West, of course.

The purchase of the new campus, though perhaps legal according to the

church’s new situation after the West China Presbytery was formed, took the
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congregation by surprise and seemed to many to be very unwise, even disastrous.
One can see why the elders would not tell the people until the transaction had been
completed, in order to ward off intervention by the state or cause an open conflict
in the church, but one can also see how such a major decision, with so many
ramifications, could shock and upset people who had no inkling that it was
coming.

Likewise, some ERRC policies, if accurately reported by Ma, would seem
problematic, such as the by-law that gave the president of the presbytery (by which
she probably means session) two votes.

Ma rightly points out the influence of one strand of neo-Calvinism upon
intellectual urban house church leaders. This school properly propounds the truth
that biblical Christianity has many implications for all domains of life, including
politics, education, economics, and the family. In the process, however, they
sometimes fail to focus on the core of Reformed theology — the so-called
“doctrines of grace” — and, instead, concentrate on these secondary implications.

In adapting these important truths to the Chinese situation, some American
teachers and Chinese house church leaders have sometimes seemed to forget that it
took more than a thousand years for biblical principles to “produce” the American
Constitution. Understandably impatient to see changes in Chinese society, a few
Chinese urban house church leaders sometimes made the mistake of pushing for
too much, too soon. The author questions the applicability of this “Christian
civilization narrative” to China. Again, though I greatly admire the Puritans and
the efforts of American Christians to influence society, I do think that we should
beware of attempting too much, too fast, and of trusting in political change to
reform society

Ma justifiably objects to what she calls unequal treatment of “ordinary”
Christian members of the church and leaders who have been guilty of sexual
misconduct. According to her, the former received public censure and discipline,
while the latter were protected from open shaming and given only light discipline.
In the case of the alleged rape by an elder, she notes that he received only six
months’ barring from the Lord’s Supper and he was not removed from his position
and ministry. If this charge is true, it does seem unfair. We must remember,
however, that he was not formally charged or tried in a church court, so his offense

must have been considered sexual immorality rather than rape. Still, the disparity
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between his light discipline and that meted out to ordinary members of the church
is highly troubling.

She also raises legitimate questions about how the church dealt with married
women employees when they became pregnant. Summary removal of them from
their jobs, without prior policy to that effect, if accurately reported, does seem to
constitute not only illegal, but also unloving, action.

It seems that Yi Wang’s hiring of Bingsen Su as principal of the Covenant
Reformed School and his full support of him, if accurately reported, was
problematic from start to finish.

If accurately reported, some of Su’s pedagogical methods - though not all (see
below) - do seem questionable. The whole process makes Yi Wang look very bad.

Yi Wang’s decision to bring legal charges against the police (called a
“jiao’an”) understandably generated sharply divergent reactions.

If accurately reported, it seems that Yi Wang increasingly broached political
themes in his preaching, almost daring the authorities to stop him.

Holding prayer meetings in front of police station where Christians were
detained has no biblical warrant and seems to be unnecessarily provocative. If
accurately reported, Yi Wang’s stated intention “to take over this city one street at
a time, one police station at a time” sounds extremely inflammatory (4).

As we know from the thousands of cases of sexual abuse among Roman
Catholics, and widespread instances of abuse by Southern Baptist clergy, church
leaders have sometimes been guilty not only of sexual abuse, but also of covering
up such outrages. Thus, Ma’s claim that two leaders in the churches connected
with Early Rain (not Yi Wang or Peng Qiang, however) were guilty of rape or
sexual abuse, is plausible. She is right to call for severe penalties to be inflicted
upon the guilty

Ma is certainly correct to point out that Western media, especially the
American press, have tended to idealize Chinese house churches and their leaders,
and that a “persecution narrative” has dominated all reporting on non-official
Christianity in China for several decades. Brent Fulton discussed the problems
with the persecution narrative in China’s Urban Christians: A Light that Cannot Be
Hidden, published in the Wipf & Stock’s series, Studies in Chinese Christianity,
the same series in which Ma’s Surviving the State, Remaking the Church

appeared.
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Likewise, Western media, and especially Christian reporting, have not often
dwelt upon the faults and failings of Chinese Christians and their leaders.

These are a few of Ma’s observations that I found helpful, assuming that her
account is accurate. For some thoughts on what we can learn from this book,

read our upcoming review at Reaching Chinese Worldwide.

WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS RELIGIOUS ENTREPRENEURISM?

In the interview quoted earlier, Ma emphasized that Religious
Entrepreneurism is a scholarly, academic work. That is certainly partly true. The
book is published by Routledge, a highly regarded academic press. She has
hundreds of endnotes in which she cites many sources. She employs a
multi-faceted methodology. She places her narrative within a sophisticated
theoretical framework, especially in the Conclusion.

On the other hand, Religious Entrepreneurism is much more than an academic
study. It has features of investigative reporting, in which the reporter digs deep
into many sources to find out what “really happened.” As her dedication to her
“sisters” indicates, this is also very much a work of advocacy for women who are
treated in ways that do not reflect their inherent worth as persons created in the
image of God.

Finally, Religious Entrepreneurism is a sustained and very clever indictment
of Yi Wang, much of his ministry, and his "gang," including Qiang Peng and the
missionaries connected with the church and the presbytery. In other words, it is a
work of polemics.

From the title to the last sentence, Ma presents a complex and comprehensive
“case” against Yi Wang, his supporters, and much of what he stood for. To some
degree, this corresponds to Wang Yi’s role and status as a “celebrity pastor” who

played an oversized part in the leadership and public image of the church.

NEGATIVE RESPONSES
“The first one to plead his cause seems right, until his neighbor comes and

examines him.” Proverbs 18:17

LACK OF BALANCE
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Religious Entrepreneurism does not present a balanced account. On the
contrary, the entire thesis is anti-Wang and his colleagues.

Ma says there were “debates,” but almost always quotes people on one side of
the debate. In all the citations of interviews and Internet posts, I could find only a
handful of quotations from those who supported Yi Wang and the church’s leaders.
Most especially, regarding the trial of Huasheng Wang, she relies heavily on
comments of Xin Fan, who represented Huasheng Wang and who vehemently
denounced the proceedings of the court.

We should take into account that post-split ERCC had rules barring
commoners to talk with outsiders. Some contacts might have turned down the
interview requests because they had to ask for permission from the top. Some may
not have returned requests for interviews.

On the other hand, we should remember that:

Before these non-disclosure rules were put in place, Ma could have
interviewed anyone, but she chose only to voice the criticisms of Yi Wang’s
detractors.

Even after the non-disclosure rules took effect, she could have interviewed Yi
Wang, Qiang Peng, Guoqing Zhang, Changping Zha, and any of the missionaries
whom she so sharply attacks. Instead, she did not seek to know or relate their side

of the story.

The non-disclosure rules applied to non-members of the presbytery who had
been invited to Presbytery meetings, which are always confidential.

It is true that Yi Wang and other leaders of ERRC urged their people to
refrain from spreading rumors or inaccurate charges on the Internet. But, so did
Huasheng Wang. They were trying to stem the flood of wild accusations and
counter-accusations that were poisoning the atmosphere and muddying the
debates.

Statements about Yi Wang in the last three-fourths of the book are almost all
negatively couched. For example, Ma claims that after being rebuked by the
presbytery, at a congregational meeting he “had no apology,” as Huasheng had. He
only “appeared to shed some tears” (145). The first statement about Yi Wang is
blatantly false: He did confess his sin, apologize, and ask for forgiveness. The

second assertion raises a question: How does one merely “appear” to shed tears?
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Of course, good actors can shed tears at will, and some could have interpreted
Wang Yi’s tears as, in that sense, “faked.” Furthermore, Huasheng Wang did not
confess to any sin, but only to “mistakes.”

Ma frequently imputes sinister, or at least self-seeking, motives to Yi Wang.
She echoes secular social scientists who claim that entrepreneurs “are inevitably
driven by the desire for power, the will to succeed and the satisfaction of getting
projects accomplished” (8). Accordingly, Yi Wang is portrayed as a narcissist
driven by a hunger for fame and power. According to her, Western missionaries
were also interested in Early Rain and the WCP as “a network of opportunities
rather than a congregation of individuals who need to be care for” (232). Since
only God knows the hearts of men, this imputation of motives is a highly
questionable — not to mention unscholarly - procedure.

Ma criticizes the missionaries for not checking Yi Wang’s excesses and for
describing him to their American Christian supporters in entirely positive terms.
These criticisms could be partly true. Several of them were Yi Wang’s friends and
colleagues, and they were trying to help guide a rapidly expanding Presbyterian
movement. As guests and outsiders, they would need extreme wisdom to know
when to voice concerns or criticisms.

On the other hand, it is known with certainty that these missionaries did give
Yi Wang advice and occasionally spoke frankly to him. Furthermore, as members
of the presbytery, they participated in discussions critical of Yi Wang and ERRC
and joined in the censure of him by the presbytery.

(True, missionaries generally do not criticize their local partners when they
are reporting to their supporters back home. Understandably, they try to show how
God is using indigenous Christians. Would we expect them to do otherwise?)

Almost all Yi Wang’s actions and the policies of ERRC are interpreted
negatively. For example, the very common practice of having small groups discuss
the sermon, and especially its relevance to members’ personal lives, comes across
as highly controlling.

The same goes for Yi Wang’s possession of pirated books. We must
remember that this practice is almost universal in China, that theological books are
largely unavailable to Chinese Christians, and that Yi Wang generally tried to
honor copyright laws. Furthermore, there is a history to his collection of copied

books. When the church/seminary library began, original editions of books in
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English were hard to obtain, so copied ones were used. Gradually, following a
policy that strongly emphasized the ethical imperative to honor copyrights, these
books were replaced by those obtained from overseas or through legal channels. In
the end, they had a large collection of unauthorized books to dispose of. Rather
than throwing them away, the church transferred them to Yi Wang’s office for his
use in preparing articles, books, and sermons.

This is one instance among many of Ma’s telling only part of the story, or
putting a more negative slant than was warranted on something she reports.

Another example: Yi Wang did say something like, “We are going to take
over this city one police station at a time.” Those familiar with the context of this
statement say, however, that they understood him to mean that ERRC church
members would use the time they spent in jail to evangelize fellow prisoners as
well as police officers. The “takeover” was spiritual, not physical or political. He
merely meant, these people believe, that being detained by the police could lead to
the further spread of the gospel in Chengdu.

The book likewise generally uses negative or even pejorative terms when

describing those who generally supported Yi Wang.

APPARENT IGNORANCE

The author appears to be ignorant of the reasons for the common practice of
Western Christian workers in China to stay away from public worship services,
especially in unregistered churches. While she does accurately say that the
missionaries explained that they wanted to provide worship for their children, she
does not also give other obvious reasons for not attending worship services at
ERRC: Western Christian workers do not want to jeopardize their own positions in
China by drawing attention to themselves, and they do not want to cause trouble
for Chinese Christians, especially since the government often accuses them of
being tools of Western imperialists.

In her account, this anonymity also leads to a form of lack of accountability.

She appears to be ignorant of Presbyterian polity. For example, she uses the
word “presbytery” for both the board of elders in a local church (called the
“session” by presbyterians) and for the group of elders who govern several
churches in a region (the proper meaning of “presbytery”), in this case, the West

China Presbytery (WCP).
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This confusion may seem minor, but it affects major portions of the narrative.
For example, in the Introduction, she says that many Chinese were shocked that
the Early Rain Reformed Presbyterian Church “had conducted a confidential court
trial of its own pastor” (1). In reality, the trial was held by the presbytery, not the
session of the church. The difference is critical.

Though one can see why many Chinese would object to the “secret” trial of
Wang Huasheng, Ma seems not to know that all disciplinary trials in Presbyterian
churches are held in secret, to protect the rights of the accused. Repeated
references to this event as “secret” thus lose their force.

She says that when ERRC elders were given their office for life, they became
members of an “elite” corps of leaders. She does not seem to know that normally
in Presbyterian churches, elders are always chosen “for life,” unless they later
violate doctrinal or ethical standards. Since much of her indictment of Yi Wang
and other leaders involves their alleged ““elite” status, this indication of ignorance
greatly weakens her argument.

She criticizes Early Rain Church for purchasing the Baihua sanctuary without
a congregational vote, but does not seem to know — or did not want to note — that
the church had adopted the presbytery’s by-laws a year before, and that these had
replaced the church’s bylaws and allowed for the purchasing of the property with
only a vote of the elders.

Ma notes in the Introduction, and often later, that many outsiders were
surprised and dismayed when they learned of the “splitting-style church planting”
that had led to the formation of two congregations out of one. She - and they -
apparently did not know that this way of starting new churches out of existing ones
is very common. Indeed, as she ought to know, “church splitting” is not the proper
translation of fen tang. In English, “church splitting” has an entirely negative
connotation, one that is lacking in ordinary “Christian” Chinese usage. For many
years, | attended a Presbyterian Church in Taiwan that grew by establishing new
meeting points, which they called “fen tang.”

Ma is either ignorant of this common way of growing a church or she
deliberately chose to employ a negative English term for a neutral and even
positive Chinese phrase.

Now, it is true that the sudden manner in which Yi Wang announced and

effected this split caused great confusion and controversy, and led to his censure
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by the presbytery. The eventual split was, sadly, deep and rancorous. Still, the
method itself should not have drawn Ma’s fire.

To take another example, she cites the Christian Science Monitor as a
“Christian media” outlet. She should know that the Christian Science Journal,
though highly respected, is not a “Christian” publication. This is a small mistake,
but it adds to the overall garbled attack on journalists in general.

In her critique of the pedagogy employed by Bingsen Su in the Covenant
Reformed School, she describes their “classical” education as “often meaning
‘old,’” and cites his use of McGuffey’s Readers, “an old series of textbooks used
in American schools from the mid-19th century” (118). She apparently does not
know that these readers had been widely popular in the home-school movement
and the Classical Education movement in the United States for several decades.
They had a proven record of training children to read increasingly advanced
material for more than a hundred years, and continue to be chosen as textbooks
even now. (Having heard my father, who was educated in the early 1900s, praise
McGuffey’s Readers, I purchased a set in the 1990s when I was homeschooling
our daughter. I soon learned why they are still so highly regarded by educators.)
Ma’s ignorance of the provenance and popularity of the Readers clearly informed
— or mis-informed — her criticism of Bingsen Su.

Nor does the author seem to know that the Classical Education method
stresses rote memorization for a variety of reasons. Su may have gone overboard in

this, but the method itself has proven value.

INCONSISTENCIES

Ma repeatedly criticizes Yi Wang for sermons that focused almost entirely on
politics. How does this square with her statement that “William” (a pseudonym),
the one missionary of whom she approves and whom she interviewed, was
“impressed with the... thick’ preaching of Reformed doctrines” (113)? These

doctrines would include the doctrines of grace, as we shall see.

THE “PERSECUTION NARRATIVE”
Until very recently, I joined with Brent Fulton and others at ChinaSource to
challenge this “persecution narrative.” In a chapter on China in Sorrow and Blood:

Christian Mission in Contexts of Suffering, Persecution, and Martyrdom, edited by
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William D. Taylor and others (2012) and in an article called, “Are Chinese
Christians Being Persecuted?” published on the Global China Center website, |
argued that persecution, though common and brutal in the past, had given way to
unprecedented freedom for most of China’s “house church” Christians.

In early 2018, however, as Li Ma records at several points in her book, as part
of a new trend in which the “regime’s tolerance towards any Christian engagement
reversed to a historic low,” China rolled out new regulations on religious activity
(6). These outlawed many activities that, though technically illegal, had been
allowed for a decade (or even two decades, depending on the region). Since then,
the authorities have pursued a systematic campaign to eliminate unauthorized
Christian activities, including public meetings and Internet postings. (As a result, |
have since taken down the article from our website.)

Ma notes this in her text, but in her chapter on Western media she writes as if
persecution were entirely a thing of the past, when nothing could be farther from
the truth. This is strange, for her book covers events up to the end of 2018 and she
states clearly that the government had started a comprehensive campaign against
house churches.

She falsely accuses lan Johnson, author of The Souls of China, of relying on
only one source (see below), but her account of the trial of Huasheng Wang comes
from the testimony of only one person, the man who represented Huasheng Wang
at the event.

She falsely states that Ian Johnson was not “embedded” in the church
community (see below), while in fact she did not live in Chengdu or attend ERRC
during most of the period she describes in her book (2014 —2018). She had lived
there while doing research on an earlier book and for the first part of this volume,
which may partly explain why the first section of her narrative contains many

fewer errors than the last three-fourths of the book.

RADICAL OPENNESS

The author often notes that Yi Wang and others claimed that the ERRC
sought “radical transparency, making his sermons available online and giving the
police names of people who attended Early Rain” (206, quoting an article by Ian
Johnson), but she sharply criticizes Yi Wang and leaders of the WCP for “creating

nondisclosure agreements during major church governance decision.”
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Clearly these two actions are of a different nature; it is like comparing apples
and oranges. Seeking to keep some internal matters within the church, especially
when outsiders were voicing strong opposition, is different from allowing the

government access to sermons and names of members.

RELIGIOUS ENTREPRENEURISM OMITS MUCH VITAL INFORMATION

Though the author gives extensive treatment to the ethical, social, and
political teachings of Yi Wang and his team, she almost entirely fails to discuss
any other content of their messages. Since Reformed churches almost always give
prominence to what they call the “doctrines of grace,” that is, the teachings that
emphasize God’s sovereign grace in the salvation of sinners, it is incredible that
the ERRC pulpit would not treat these core themes.

The “doctrines of grace” (plural) are often summarized by the acronym
TULIP: Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible
grace, and Perseverance of the saints. These are the “heart and soul” of Reformed
theology, and, as William said, constituted the content of at least some of Yi
Wang’s preaching; others have confirmed this fact. Ma nowhere mentions this as
part of his ministry, though she does note that the Westminster Catechism was
widely circulated among the congregation and presumably formed an underlying
set of common beliefs.

When Yi Wang examined men for church office or interviewed candidates for
baptism, he did stress the importance of the Reformed doctrines of grace.

Another crucial omission is Y1 Wang’s explicit statement that he was not
aiming for changes in the governmental structure of China. By failing to include
this sentence, Ma significantly misrepresents Wang’s “political” statements.

Ma says that William was the only one of the American missionaries from the
China Partnership who “was willing to participate in the church life of local
Chinese” and to attend the worship services of ERRC (113). This claim is both
misleading and false. She does not tell us that William is a Korean-American, and
thus could attend worship services without drawing attention to himself, while at
least some of the others, being Caucasian, would have immediately been identified.
Furthermore, one of the other missionaries, although Caucasian, attended Sunday

worship services faithfully.
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Ma gives the impression that these missionaries were not involved with the
congregation, but this is not true. One of the missionaries had regular Bible with
elders and deacons, and his wife had a regular “tea-and-Bible-study” with women
in the church.

Besides, how can we know the motives of others without asking them directly?
But Ma never asked the other missionaries why they didn’t attend worship services
at ERRC.

She presents only one side of the complex story of the ecclesiastical trial of
Wang Huasheng. Since this event occupies such a major part of her narrative, not
to have both sides represented is an omission fatal to her claim to be “balanced”
and “nuanced.”

Perhaps her worst omission involves her treatment of an alleged cover up of
an alleged rape.

In her text and in the Conclusion, she states flatly that Yi Wang, Qiang Peng,
and their wives were guilty of a cover-up of at least two alleged rapes. But she
presents only one account of the conversations between the alleged victim of rape
and Qiang Peng and his wife Ou Wang. Here | am not denying that the man was
guilty of rape. That is not the main point. The real question is whether Peng (and
Y1 Wang) were guilty of a cover-up. She has only called one witness — for the
prosecution — and none for the defense. She could have interviewed Peng and his
wife, but she didn’t. Why? Clearly, she believed in the account by this woman.
That is her right, but failure to interview Peng and his wife does considerably
weaken a major part of her “case” against Yi Wang and Qiang Peng.

Still, the crux of the matter is whether, as charged, these leaders and their
wives willfully tried to deny a fair hearing to the woman, and perhaps to several
others. That charge has been denied, and it has not been proven by Ma, only stated.
Though she narrates several incidents in detail, her accounts, while giving the
reader a strong impression of the credibility of her charges, don’t give us a chance
to know the other side of these stories. She may have corroborating evidence, but,
if so, hasn’t included it in her book. Ma does say that Qiang Peng offered to take
the rape charge both to public authorities and to the session of the church. When
she declined this offer, he had little else he could do to help her. We can
understand the woman’s reluctance to go through formal channels, but that does

not justify Ma’s one-sided and unsubstantiated accusations of a cover-up.
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Qiang Peng has a reputation for the very highest integrity and consistent
Christian character. When I asked one of his close friends to find out Peng’s side
of the story for this review, he replied, “I would be embarrassed even to ask. He
would never do such a thing.”

That doesn’t mean that Peng or his wife may not have spoken words that
could have been misleading or even unkind, but it does put the burden of proof on

Li Ma to provide testimony from all the parties involved in this sad event.

UNNECESSARY — AND HARMFUL — INCLUSIONS

Though giving a pseudonym for “William,” who opposed Yi Wang, Ma
provides the full names of three American-based Christian workers whom she
associates with the pro-Wang camp, and whom she frequently criticizes. When
called out on this, she replied that people who are “public” do not have to be
protected by anonymity, as seen in the interview cited earlier: “If these individuals
and organizations publicize about themselves on various websites, media, and
conferences, why does it become a threat once they appear in my book?” In short,
“I am not concerned about their sensational charges that this book revealed their
secrets and harmed their safety. This is a book about facts and historical
happenings.”

First of all, each of these persons carefully sought to keep their institutional
and organizational positions and affiliations unknown. In no sense were these facts
made “public,” as Ma asserts.

The question is, moreover, whether the “facts” are accurately and fairly
recorded.

Ma criticizes the three people (“PCA ministers”) whose names she reveals for
not regularly attending ERRC worship services. As their staying away from public
worship indicates, they were trying to keep a very low profile while in China. Her
exposure of their names probably means that they can no longer operate freely in
China. She says that she quoted their statements on public sources, but this does
not negate the fact that she revealed vital information about their organizational
affiliations that had hitherto not been made public, including Tim Mountfort’s

position with MTW and Enoch Wang’s role in the China Partnership.
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The same is true for her identification of more than one of them as connected
with China Partnership. CP is a public organization, to be sure, but it did not
publicize the identify of people in China who were associated with it.

Contrary to journalistic ethics concerning the rights of vulnerable people, she
has revealed the names of men whom she accuses of rape, but who have not been
formally charged or convicted of this crime, either by the state or by the church.

Despite her assertion to the contrary (14), Ma has been accused of also failing
to gain permission from several people, whom she quotes, to use their names in her
book. At least six very prominent sources for her narrative, including two who
were critical of Yi Wang, have said to people whom I interviewed that they were
told that they would see and be given the chance to approve their remarks in her
text but were not shown the final text before submission to the publisher. Ma also
betrayed their trust by misquoting what several of them said. This is a violation of

the fundamental ethics of both journalism and writing contemporary history.

DISTORTION OF DOCUMENTARY INFORMATION

Someone who has compared Ma’s text with relevant documents, claims that
she “intentionally chooses sections of the Presbytery’s commission and keeps out
other very key areas to help fit her narrative. She also seems to have intentionally
mistranslated certain sections of documents or flat out mischaracterized them to fit
the narrative she came up with.

“One prime example is the discipline that was carried out by the presbytery
on Wang Huasheng and Wang Yi. She said that they did not discipline Wang Yi
and only disciplined Wang Huasheng and she quotes the commission’s finding
document. She also [says that] Paul Peng in a regional gathering only criticized
Huasheng in reading the document, [but] she failed to point out that Wang Yi was
in fact disciplined by the presbytery and he was in fact mentioned first in the
document because he was the senior pastor. The commission disciplined him, he
accepted the discipline, and apologized to Huasheng at Presbytery and also read a
statement before his congregation in tears apologizing” (personal correspondence
with the writer, August 20, 2019).

Ma faults Ian Johnson for not being “embedded” in the church, when his book
clearly states that he lived in Chengdu and attended church events for several

months at a time.
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ERRORS

The author does mention “the doctrine of grace” one time, but this is not what
Reformed preachers call their distinctive views of soteriology. “Doctrines of
grace” is the term they use.

Ma asserts that after his visit to New York’s Redeemer Presbyterian Church
(PCA), pastored by Timothy Keller, he “identified with the Christian Right as
defined in the West” (68). This statement is highly misleading. The Christian
Right is a movement with many aspects to it and a history of several decades. At
no time has Timothy Keller identified himself with the Christian Right, except
perhaps in the minds of uninformed critics on the political Left. In fact, he is
criticized by many on the Christian Right for his relatively “liberal” views on some
social questions.

The Chinese names for Charles Chao’s Reformation Translation Fellowship
and his son Jonathan Chao’s China Ministries International are incorrectly
translated (72).

The English name of Pastor Lin Cixin is wrongly given as Samuel Lin, rather
Samuel Ling, the name he uses in all his writings.

Enoch Wang was not a PCA minister. He was ordained as a Teaching Elder
by the West China Presbytery. He was thus not an “American missionary.” He is a
Chinese citizen.

She writes that the “Presbyterian missionaries were in fact accountable to no
one” (232). Although it is true that it is hard to exercise close control of
missionaries on the field, in this case her statement is almost entirely false.
Obviously, she does not understand how mission agencies, or at least the PCA’s
Mission to the World, operate. There are, in fact, several ways by which
missionaries are held accountable.

First, they are accountable to their own team of fellow missionaries. As
associate members of the WCP, they could be expelled by a simple vote. They
could exercise influence in the church or the presbytery only by moral character,
friendship, and persuasion.

Additionally, they are accountable to their sending organization, in this case
the Mission to the World of the PCA. In one major case, when a fellow missionary

criticized another, he was invited to take the case to the highest level of MTW
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leadership. After a thorough review, his accusations were thrown out as
completely unfounded. (Indeed, the entire paragraph is replete with
unsubstantiated generalizations dressed up in fancy terms like “information
asymmetry.”)

Lest one think that MTW always looks the other way when its missionaries
are faced with serious allegations of misconduct, it is important to note that in
recent years the mission organization has recalled several of its workers from the
field after reviewing the charges. This is not a rubber-stamp process.

Ma states that the missionaries connected with the PCA brought foreign
money to the church. This contradicts not only Yi Wang’s policy of not receiving
foreign funding, as noted on page 204, but also the policy of MTW not to provide
money to local churches. She speaks vaguely of tightening up on “overseas funds
transfer, education resources and foreigners’ participation,” (170) but her footnote
only references a general statement by the China Partnership on how to respond to
the new religious regulations in China. It gives no support to the false assertion
that foreign missionaries brought foreign money to ERCC.

How many more of her notes would lead down a similar blind alley?

Careful comparison of her criticisms of the writings of Ian Johnson with the
actual texts reveals a similar pattern of misquoting, taking sentences out of context,
hiding essential information contained in the documents she discusses, confusing
chronology, and outright contradiction of plain statements in those writings. There
are at least a dozen examples of this kind of falsification.

For example: She claims that Ian Johnson relied on only one source, but the
text and notes of his book name at least six persons whom he interviewed, and
show that he spoke to others who attended church services.

Ma criticizes Johnson for praising Yi Wang, but neglects to say that he also
recorded criticisms of him. She gives the impression that he overlooked the splits
within the church, while failing to point out that the major conflicts arose after the
publication of The Souls of China. Indeed, the entire section of her book criticizing
foreign media coverage of China’s house churches, though containing a few
accurate observations, is marred by so many inconsistencies, misrepresentations,

and factual errors that one wonders what was animating this attack on journalists.
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For more examples of errors and (apparently) deliberate misquotation and
omission, some of them from documents in Chinese, see this Amazon book
review.

I strongly recommend a close reading of this review. Ma claims that the
writer of the review and other critics had not read her book, but at least this review
seems to reflect a careful study of Religious Entrepreneurism.

These tactics are so egregious, blatant, and numerous that they could only
have been intentional and deliberate. That is, they go beyond the general
sloppiness of much of Ma’s reporting, and seem designed only to advance her
narrative and support her case.

There are other errors that could easily have been avoided by more careful
writing and closer editing. These include so many mistakes of grammar and
English usage that I had to stop marking them in my copy. There are at least
hundreds, and perhaps thousands, of these in what claims to be a scholarly book
published by a renowned academic press. In addition, knowledgeable people have
said that her account includes numerous errors of chronology. Some of these are
relatively minor, but others, involving both the sequence of events in the conflicts

narrated and her harsh attack on Ian Johnson’s writings, make a difference.

MA’S RESPONSE TO CRITICISM

In the interview referenced earlier, Ma fiercely attacked the writer of the
critical review at Amazon Books cited above. She claims that the writer, who calls
himself “Deng,” is clearly writing anonymously. That may be true. The real
question is whether the writer’s charges are accurate. All the accusations are based
on a close reading of her book and from public documents. Furthermore, many of
the sources quoted by Ma are also anonymous. People can have various reasons,
including the fear of public denunciation by a skilled polemicist, for withholding
their names. That may be why some of the people whom I interviewed did not
want their names revealed. They have seen how she responded to the critical

review referenced earlier.

INCONSISTENCIES
In response to criticism that she revealed the names of people, Ma

emphasized her reliance on public documents and the right to speak openly about
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public people who are public persons, but she also relied heavily on private, and
essentially anonymous, interviews as part of her research method.

Ma claims that the WCP “became the extension of his personal will” (216).
How, then, could the presbytery condemn Yi Wang for his actions? In fact, WCP
often disagreed with Yi Wang.

She roundly excoriates Western journalists, including (by implication) Ian
Johnson, for not being “embedded” in the Chinese context, and therefore not being
able to understand the true situation. But she was not “embedded” either. As noted
earlier, though she had lived in Chengdu for a few months in previous years, she
didn’t live in Chengdu or attend Early Rain Church during the period when the
conflict that she describes took place. Johnson, on the other hand, spent several
months in the city and in the church.

She criticizes lan Johnson for purportedly relying on only one pro- Yi Wang
source, but, as noted above, she draws most of her description of the trial of
Huasheng Wang from only one anti-Yi Wang source. As the notes to Johnson’s
book The Souls of China, make clear, he interviewed a variety of people with a
variety of viewpoints.

She repeatedly characterizes Johnson as a “journalist,” with the implied
contrast to herself as a “scholar,” but she ignores the academic nature of his work
The Souls of China, which meets the highest standards of scholarship. The
Wikipedia article on him states that “his reporting from China was also honored in
2001 by the Overseas Press Club and the Society of Professional Journalists. In
2017 he won Stanford University's Shorenstein Prize for his body of work
covering Asia. In 2019 he won the American Academy of Religion's ‘best in-depth
newswriting’ award.” "He is not just any “journalist,” as Ma implies.

Ma calls Johnson an American, which is only half true. Furthermore, as his
bio shows, Johnson was born and brought up in Canada, where he is also a citizen,
and he has spent very little of his life in the United States. He lived in China for
twenty years, as Ma could have known from public documents, and should have
said.

After quoting from one of Yi Wang’s prayers, she writes that he “was skilled
at using parallel texts to set off a poetic grand discourse that has little internal
logic” (73). Again, this statement is partly true, in that Wang is a prolific poet

whose sermons did not necessarily follow the usual pattern of biblical exegesis
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taught in the West. On the other hand, the quote she adduces as evidence of having
“little internal logic” does not illustrate her point. More seriously, as I have tried to
show, her own book lacks internal logic at key points.

For example: the long and detailed narrative Ma included from the
perspective of a woman who had allegedly been raped by an elder in the ERRC
(187-190). This account is meant to show that Qiang Peng and his wife engaged in
a cover-up of the incident. But Ma also records Peng’s offer to take the matter to
the presbytery court. If that is true, how can we believe that he was deliberately

trying to cover up the incident, as she repeatedly charges in her book?

LACK OF NUANCE

Li Ma says she wanted to present a nuanced account of the rise and fall of
ERRC and its controversial pastor Yi Wang. Sadly, the result is anything but
subtle and balanced. Instead, Yi Wang comes across, as | said earlier, as obsessed
with personal power and fame. Though admittedly eloquent in speech and writing,
and skilled in deploying various media to fashion a positive public image, Wang is
portrayed as a flat, two-dimensional figure.

She does admit that he has a happy marriage, but does not seem to wonder
how such a thoroughly unscrupulous and self-seeking man could retain the love
and loyalty of his wife. Ma does not seem to entertain the possibility that at any
point he could have been motivated by a desire for God’s glory, the healthy growth
of the church in China, or the good of Chinese society.

In contrast, one person said to me, “I’ve known Wang Yi for fifteen years. I
have worked with many Chinese pastors, but none has possessed as much integrity
as he” (telephone conversation with the writer, September 22, 2019). He continued,
“Wang is a very complex and complicated person, but Ma turns him into someone
else.” Another long-time associate said, “He made mistakes, for sure, but his heart

was pure.”

BIAS
Although no historical narrative can be fully objective, sometimes an author’s
biases may exercise an undue impact upon the recitation and interpretation of the

facts.
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Li Ma clearly does not agree with the traditional views of the role of women
in the church. She labels these as “anachronistic doctrines” (12). That is her right,
of course. But the PCA Book of Church Order limits the offices of elder and
deacon to men. This position was almost universally held in Christian churches
until very recently. It is still the rule among Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox,
and many theologically conservative Protestant denominations. Proponents of this
view base their position on a number of biblical texts that seem to deny certain
offices and activities — such as preaching from the pulpit — to women.

Ma also does not agree with traditional views of the role of women in the
home. These ideas, sometimes called “complementarian” now, were the norm in
most societies and Christian churches until very recently, and were also based
upon biblical texts. Li Ma is clearly what would now be called an “egalitarian.”
She thus objects strongly to the increasingly strict positions and policies of Yi
Wang and ERRC reflecting traditional beliefs. She writes about this development
in a pejorative style that reflects her bias.

Ma says that Huasheng Wang never received a reply from the PCA to his
letter about his trial. This charge is not true; the assistant stated that the clerk of
the PCA did respond. I have seen a copy of this reply. (Ma also incorrectly says
that Wang’s letter was sent to the PCA Standing Committee, when it was really

sent to the Judicial Committee).

ACCURATE REPORTING?

By now, the reader will understand why I prefaced several statements in the
earlier part of this review with, “if accurately reported.” I cannot check all of her
assertions, some of which seem plausible to me. On the other hand, she makes so
many false statements, big and small, that I cannot accept even the most plausible

charge or apparent quotation as necessarily reflective of the facts.

TIMING OF PUBLICATION

A number of people have wondered why this book was published while Yi
Wang was under arrest on charges of a capital crime. Li Ma has replied, “This
book took more than ten years to come out. The publisher had the right to decide
when it is released.” That statement is very misleading. Her research may have

taken ten years, but the book was submitted to the publisher after Yi Wang had
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been arrested. Her claim not to have had any control over the timing of its
publication is not fully persuasive. In fact, from the time of its submission to
publication, it was only a few months. The book came out in the spring of 2019,
which is very, very fast. Perhaps that is why it shows so many signs of haste and
lack of editing and proofreading.

One of the leading Chinese authorities on the church in China said of this
book:

“In fact, I couldn’t and still cannot understand why she seemed to have rushed
to get the book out, before the end of the sixth month of Wang Yi’s secret
detention (secret detention usually has a maximum length of six months, then the
case has to be moved from the police bureau to the prosecutors bureau. But the
Wang Yi case is not usual, so he has been held in a secret place for almost ten
months by now without access by his family or lawyers). The timing of the book’s
release and the severe accusations of Wang Y1 and other church leaders in the
book made me wonder whether she intentionally wanted the book to be used to
facilitate the Chinese authorities’ prosecution of Pastor Wang Yi. If this is the
intention, it is a serious violation of research ethics. In the US, prison inmates are
treated as a vulnerable population and there are extra requirements for human
subject protection measures when applying to study them. In short, I have serious
concerns about the research ethics of this book™ (Personal correspondence with the
writer. October 3, 2019).

Bob Fu, president of ChinaAid, who has known Yi Wang for many years,
says the book is “very unbalanced. Too speculative. In the midst of severe
persecution against Wang Yi and the church, for Ma Li’s book to be released with
some serious charges without giving the accused an opportunity to rebuttal is very

irresponsible too.”

A SCHOLARLY BOOK?

The authority on Christianity in China quoted in the section above wrote to
me that (after reading Surviving the State, Remaking the Church):

[He] “was totally surprised by Ma Li’s new book. I’'m very disappointed, to
say the least... I read it from cover to cover...in the beginning of July. Honestly, I
don’t see much scholarly value or Christian value or any value in this book. There

is so much hearsay about Wang Yi and the Early Rain Church in social media
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already, and the book does nothing but amplify some of the hearsay; it used
one-sided interviews, and made a biased interpretation of events. A serious
researcher should have taken the time and done a much more careful job in terms
of research, should have tried hard to hear and understand all parties in church
conflicts. In short, in my view, this is not a scholarly book.”

A person very close to the situation wrote to me:

“Ma Li could have done everyone a great service by interviewing both sides
of the split and giving a balanced, detailed account of some of the key issues
alongside a thoughtful analysis. Instead she literally ignores, discredits and even
slanders everyone in the Wang Yi ‘camp’ including locals, missionaries and
respected journalists. I know of one well respected elderly woman from the
non-Wang Yi ‘camp’ that stated ‘Ma Li’s knowledge of the situation is superficial

and her book is nonsense

2019).

(personal correspondence with the writer, August 16,

When you consider the other flaws mentioned earlier, including misuse of
published sources; the pejorative language; plethora of errors, some based on
ignorance but others obviously preventable; violation of journalistic ethics
concerning vulnerable persons; countless mistakes of grammar and English usage
— plus an index that is very thin, sparse, and very incomplete — many will conclude
that Religious Entrepreneurism fails substantially as a purportedly scholarly and
academic work. The high price of $46 (from Amazon; the publisher charges more)

does not seem justified.

CONCLUSION

As I said at the beginning, Religious Entrepreneurism contains much useful
information and many helpful insights. It employs a methodology that, if applied
consistently, could have resulted in a work of lasting value.

Instead, the shortcomings of the book greatly outnumber and outweigh its
strengths. It is fundamentally flawed in so many ways that it possesses limited

worth for serious students of Christianity in China.
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