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God is Moving 
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As the greatest rural to urban migra-
tion in history continues in China, 
God is at work. He is opening doors 
for Christians to impact the cities of    
China, and He is stirring up His 

people to go through those doors. God’s people, 
both inside and outside of China, are beginning 
to respond to the challenge of the cities.  

Urban Christians in China are finding cre-
ative new ways to show the love of Christ to their 
neighbors, coworkers and employees. A Christian 
business owner in one city hires both Christian 
and non-Christian migrants from the same vil-
lages and encourages the Christians to share 
their faith with their coworkers. Many of the 

Behind China's
Urbanization . . . 10

Christian migrants are children of poor rural pas-
tors, so the income they earn helps advance the 
kingdom of God in the countryside as well. 

Another group of urban Christians have formed 
a family life ministry which brings non-Christian 
couples together to learn relational and parenting 
skills. As these couples learn God’s plan for the 
family, many of them come to faith in Christ. The 
training sessions are conducted in homes with 
small groups of couples meeting weekly for several 
months. As these couples become Christians and 
bond with one another, the leaders encourage 
them to continue meeting—not just as a marriage 
and parenting support group but as a church!

A growing group of Christian factory owners in 
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doors for
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impact the 
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southern China have committed them-
selves to raise the quality of life of 
their employees. This is good for busi-
ness as Western buyers are anxious to 
buy from factories that have good qual-
ity of life standards for their workers. It 
is also a powerful way to encourage the 
growth of the church. Christian teach-
ers, drama troupes, musical groups 
and so on are brought in to provide ed-
ucational and cultural activities and, as 
they share the gospel, factory workers 
come to know Christ through their wit-
ness. Christians working in the facto-
ries as bivocational pastors gather 
them together and form churches, 
right inside the factories.

Other urban Christians are estab-
lishing “shop churches,” taking the 
church to the marketplace. Since many 
shops in China include a residence 
over or behind the shop, these small 
businesses provide not only a meeting 
place but housing and a source of in-
come for bivocational church planters.

Rural Christians are catching a vi-
sion to take the decades-long revival 
they have experienced in the country-
side to the cities. Large rural church 
networks have assigned key leaders to 
evangelize and plant churches in the 
cities. While cultural barriers have hin-
dered their effectiveness, they are not 
about to give up.  

Recently a group of rural and urban 
Christian leaders met to consider how 
they could work together to evangelize 
and plant churches in a particular city. 
“We rural Christians are like an army 
surrounding the city, but we can’t pen-
etrate it,” said one of the rural leaders.  

An urban pastor responded, “We’re 
like spiritual guerilla fighters in the 
city. We are already in the city, and we 

understand how to reach out and do 
ministry in the city, but we are too few 
to really make an impact.”

It was clear to both groups that they 
needed each other—the urban pastors 
needed more laborers to expand their 
ministry, and the rural leaders needed 
help in understanding how to adjust 
their ministry approach to suit the ur-
ban setting. The biggest barrier to co-
operation, they both acknowledged, 
was pride on both sides.

“Urban Christian leaders need to 
humble themselves and accept us,” said 
one rural leader. “And we must also 
humble ourselves,” he hastened to add.

Christian leaders who had been in-
volved in effective city-reaching efforts 
in other parts of the world were pres-
ent at this meeting. They encouraged 
those gathered to see their city not as 
an adversary to be conquered but as a 
needy friend to be served. As the 
church serves the city, they pointed 
out, it is demonstrating the love of 
Christ in very tangible ways, preparing 
the soil for the seed of the Word to 
take root and grow. 

This prompted those gathered to 
share some of the ways the church in 
China is already serving the city. One 
shared how a sister from his fellowship 
started an orphanage in another city, 
which resulted in the development of a 
very positive attitude towards the 
church in that city. Another shared 
how the church in a small, poor city 
provided labor for a road that needed 
to be built. This was so appreciated by 
the local authorities that a sign was 
erected by the road acknowledging the 
church’s contribution.

As these Christian leaders from ru-
ral and urban churches came to know 

and appreciate one another, the cul-
tural barriers that separated them be-
gan to disappear. They ended the 
meeting by praying together and 
agreeing to meet again to explore how 
they could partner to reach their city 
for Jesus Christ. 

Overseas Chinese
Many overseas Chinese Christians 

are returning to lend their consider-
able skills to the task of discipling the 
cities of their mother country. Chris-
tian Chinese business people, doctors, 
educators and other professionals are 
showing the love of Christ and sharing 
the gospel with their colleagues, cli-
ents, students and patients. They are 
also making an impact on the spiritual 
climate in their cities as they carry out 
their work with integrity, often in 
sharp contrast to those around them. 
Some are directly challenging systemic 
injustices in the cities, promoting the 
rule of law, teaching business ethics 
and exposing corruption.

Other Expatriates
Non-Chinese Christians from 

around the world are also making an 
impact in the cities of China. Christian 
English teachers continue to reach in-
tellectuals on college campuses. An in-
creasing number of these teachers are 
focusing on connecting those they win 
to Christ with existing churches or 
church planting movements. This im-
portant development is facilitated by 
the fact that local Christians are get-
ting involved in campus ministries 
alongside expatriates.  

Christian professionals and business 
people from around the world are pro-

Continued on page 9
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lated? Is there a relationship?
Some hold that the Great Commis-

sion is a continuation and reiteration 
of the Cultural Mandate. Christ was 
present at the creation. He spoke and 
commanded us to “have dominion.” In 
the Great Commission, Christ reminds 
his followers to teach “all that I have 
commanded you.” This line of think-
ing holds that the Great Commission is 
encompassed in the Cultural Mandate.

Believing (or disbelieving) that the 
Great Commission is a continuation 
and reiteration of the Cultural Man-
date does not alter the strict meaning 
of the Great Commission passage. The 
command contains one verb: “make 
disciples.” The process is described in 
four participles: going, baptizing, 
teaching and doing. If one holds that 
the Great Commission is a continua-

Does Genesis one give us 
“the human job description?”

Many agencies and churches cite 
the Great Commission as being the 
church’s mandate. However, some hold 
that Genesis 1:26 -28 is the primary 
“human job description.” This passage 
calls for humanity to “cultivate the 
earth,” or “have dominion,” and is 
known as the Cultural Mandate. Its 
scope is broader than redeeming peo-

ple—it includes humankind. This 
question is important: if we are to cul-
tivate all of creation, then the scope of 
our responsibilities is significantly wid-
er than simply redeeming people. Is 
Genesis 1:26 -28 “the human job de-
scription?”

How are the Cultural Mandate 
and the Great Commission re-

The Gospel, Evangelism 
and Social Action in China: 
Some Considerations
Michael W. Metzger

“Too many Christians,” writes Dallas 
Willard, “believe that Christianity will 
get them into heaven but has little impact 
on the way we live here and now.”

C
hristians in China 
with whom I’ve 
talked over the past 
couple of years de-
scribe the gospel’s 

great influence in the countryside 
but find fewer pathways to engage 
emerging Chinese urban profes-
sionals. Some of this is due to the 
effect of Western assumptions and 
approaches in evangelism and 
missions. Much of American 
Protestantism is chastised because 
of its emphasis on conversions 
apart from social action and cul-
tural change. Is it possible that 
these Western assumptions (i.e., 
Enlightenment, modernism, sci-
ence etc.) that have given shape to 
the American Protestant church 
are being replicated in China?

In this article, I would like to 
moderate a series of conversations 
through questions as a means of 
looking for better ways to engage 
Chinese urban professionals. Here 
are some of the assumptions we 
are making that raise the ques-
tions we are tackling.

Graham Cousens
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tion and reiteration of the Cultural 
Mandate, the scope of teaching, doing, 
and what constitutes evangelism be-
comes much broader. As John Stott 
states: “It is not just that the commis-
sion includes a duty to teach converts 
everything Jesus had previously com-
manded, and that social responsibility 
is among the things which Jesus com-
manded. I now see more clearly that 
not only the consequences of the com-
mission but the actual commission it-
self must be understood to include so-
cial as well as evangelistic responsibili-
ty, unless we are to be guilty of distort-
ing the words of Jesus.” 

In what way(s) do you see the Cul-
tural Mandate and the Great Com-

mission related? What is the Gospel?
“Too many Christians,” writes Dal-

las Willard, “believe that Christianity 
will get them into heaven but has little 

impact on the way we live here and 
now.  The gospel, as understood by 
many in America, lacks any essential 
bearing upon the individual’s life as a 
whole, especially upon occupations or 
work time, and upon the fine texture 
of personal relationships in the home 
and neighborhood.” Willard is one, 
among many, who believes that our 
current proclamations of the gospel 
promote privatized piety and com-
partmentalized living. In his book, 
The Divine Conspiracy, he suggests that 
when the good news is primarily 
about God’s love, sin and Jesus’ offer 
of redemption, we are offering a “gos-
pel of sin management.” In other 
words, you solve the “sin problem,” 
but moment-to -moment human reali-
ty in its depth is not easily addressed.  

Willard describes the gospel as “the 
presence and availability of life in the 
kingdom, now and forever, through 

reliance on Jesus.” He says 
the prophet John understood 
the Gospel as the availability 
of the kingdom.  

What is evangelism?  
Evangelism simply 

means “to share the good 
news” in many ways, shapes 
and forms so as to reach the 
most people for Christ. 
Throughout the ages, evange-
lism has been understood to 
include preaching, witness-
ing, good works, teaching, 
charity, activism, social im-
provements and many other 
activities. Francis of Assisi 
wrote: “Preach at all times, if 
necessary, use words.” Do you 
agree with this broad defini-
tion of evangelism?

There is another way to 
think about evangelism—
from inside the creation, fall 
and redemption worldview.  
John Piper, senior pastor of 
Bethlehem Baptist Church in 
Minneapolis, has stated that 
“evangelism exists because 
worship does not.” Before cre-
ation the angelic realm wor-
shipped God. Into eternity, 

his chosen ones will worship him. Wor-
ship is the “big idea" in Scripture, not 
evangelism. If human beings had nev-
er fallen (Genesis 3), there would be 
no need for evangelism! In eternity, 
there will be no evangelism.

Evangelism can be viewed as a nec-
essary and compassionate detour from 
God’s original plan. He never intend-
ed that we would sin, but we did. 
Hence, we evangelize.  

The creation, fall, redemption 
worldview situates evangelism within 
worship—and cultural reform. “The 
idea that the gospel is addressed only 
to the individual and that it is only in-
directly addressed to societies, nations 
and cultures is simply an illusion of 
our individualistic post-Enlightenment 
Western culture,” according to Lesslie 
Newbigin in The Gospel in a Pluralistic 
Society.  

What is the relationship between 
evangelism (revival) and social 

action (reform)?
John Stott suggests that, at its very 

core, the Great Commission is about 
service: “It is in our service role that we 
can find the right synthesis of evange-
lism and social action.” Stott proposes 
three current approaches for thinking 
about evangelism and social action. 
“First, some regard social action as a 
means to evangelism.” Cultural reform 
only has extrinsic or instrumental val-
ue if it serves as a preliminary for 
evangelism.  Stott feels this approach is 
problematic. The second approach is 
to regard “social action not as a means 
to evangelism but as a manifestation of 
evangelism.” This holds that our social 
responsibilities grow naturally out of 
evangelism.  Stott sees this as an im-
provement over the first approach, but 
it still “makes service a subdivision of 
evangelism.” The third approach, advo-
cated by Stott, is to see “social action as 
a partner of evangelism. Neither is a 
means to the other or even a manifesta-
tion of the other; each is an end in itself 
and an expression of unfeigned love.” 

How do you see the relationship 
between evangelism (revival) 

Continued on page 6

Graham Cousens
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1Do we need to think more 
critically about who we are 

reaching rather than how many 
we are reaching?

Again, Keller and Berry’s book ad-
vocates for influencing just ten per-
cent of any population—the rest will 
follow.  In the 1930s, a committed 
Marxist named Antonio Gramsci fore-
cast the eventual fall of communism. 
He felt that while communist thinking 
played well with the masses, it had 
not proven to be persuasive among 
leaders in politics, commerce, the 
arts, education, and the media. 
Gramsci predicted the communist 
movement would eventually falter if it 
would not engage those who sit at 
the key crossroads of cultural leader-
ship. In 1989, we witnessed the fulfill-
ment of his prophecy.

2  Do we need to recalibrate 
how long it takes to “change 

the world” or a society?
In the postmodern world, it seems 

to take longer for someone to come 
to faith. In the 1950s and 60s, many 
parachurch organizations saw one in 
two individuals become believers 
when they first heard the gospel. To-
day, estimates vary between one in 
ten and one in twenty. Furthermore, 
it takes six to nine months longer for 
someone to come to faith than it did 
in modern times. Do we need to reca-
librate our view of evangelism as more 
of a process and less a point-in-time 
event?

3Do we need to change our 
perception of our role in the 

evangelistic process?

I have recently begun to suggest 
that evangelists in our culture need to 
see themselves more as “center field-
ers” rather than as “pitchers” as we do 
in our current approach. We make a 
presentation—a “pitch,” if you will—
and the listener responds. However, I 
suggest that we need more emphasis 
on becoming “center fielders.” Center 
fielders do not control the game as 
much as they cover a great deal of 
ground. Center fielders think on their 
feet. They anticipate well. They gain 
recognition by performing well, re-
sponding to questions and having a 
grasp of a wide range of topics (i.e., 
worldview). We will have to become 
experts on the cultural milieu around 
us. As Brian McLaren points out, Paul 
quoted the Athenian poets—not his 
prophets—on Mars Hill (Acts 17).

4Do we need to better appreci-
ate—and employ—those who 

have come before us?
I believe we can develop “world-

view evangelism” in the postmodern 
world.  Postmodern people think 
more broadly in terms of a process 
rather than a decision (or a point-in-
time conversion). Outreach that can 
think broadly is called “worldview 
evangelism.” Socrates suggested that 
it is often better to ask a few probing 
questions, interacting and exploring 
with people, than to present a pack-
age of propositions. In effect, he ad-
vocated for the art of conversation. 
The Apostle Paul wrote: “I didn’t take 
on their way of life. I kept my bearings 
in Christ, but I entered their world 
and tried to experience things from 
their point of view” (I Corinthians 9, 

The Message). Paul urged believers to 
enter the world of their friends, see 
life from their perspective and appre-
ciate that there are true and good ele-
ments in their beliefs. Francis Schaef-
fer took one of two directions in con-
versations with seekers and skeptics. 
One way was to walk with the skeptic 
and follow their belief system to its 
logical conclusion—exposing its bank-
ruptcy. This requires that Christians 
understand what skeptics truly believe 
and appreciate whatever parts of the 
truth reside in their belief system. 
The second direction advocated by 
Schaeffer was to describe the surpass-
ing beauty and coherency of a com-
prehensive and cogent Christian 
worldview.  For a believer, this means 
weaving an attractive narrative that 
leads the skeptic towards the surpass-
ing beauty of the Christian worldview.

5How much of the postmodern 
experience is going to influ-

ence China?
Recently, I watched a PBS special 

that tracked a Chinese family through 
five years. It seemed to me that the 
twenty-something son came to reject 
the family’s traditional (pre-modern) 
way of thinking and became post-
modern. I believe that, in the West, 
the postmodern world now character-
izes seventy-five percent of the popu-
lation including the urban core, me-
dia, cultural elites and intellectuals.  Is 
this true for China? Most of the mis-
sionary efforts of the last two hundred 
years in China assumed modernist ap-
proaches. If there are emerging, post-
modern Chinese, then this “modern” 
evangelism will appear backward and 
intolerant. To use James Collins’ 
words, we must “confront the brutal 
reality” that most of our evangelistic 
methods are grounded in modern as-
sumptions and techniques and are pri-
marily effective in pre-modern societ-
ies. The higher one goes in the strata 
of society throughout the world, the 
more postmodern thought prevails 
(and the less effective our modern 
methods become). Is China moving 
more and more toward postmodern-
ism or are these assumptions too 
great?  

—Michael W. Metzger

Conversation Launchers
China Partner
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and social action (reform)? If John 
Stott is close to the truth, what are the 
practical implications?

Based on his preference for “social 
action as a partner of evangelism,” John 
Stott sees three spheres of responsibili-
ties. The first sphere of responsibility is 
in our vocations. He advocates a view 
that sees our lifework as the central set-
ting for revival and renewal. Second, 
he urges that the local church under-
stand that “its mission of service is wid-
er than evangelism.” Third, he urges 
that believers develop networks, small 
groups and organizations that take up 
our responsibilities on the “national 
scene.” 

What do you think of Stott’s practi-
cal implications? How might 

this relate to China?
It seems to me as though the West-

ern experience of privatized faith is 
being replicated in China. Theodore 
Roszak says that faith in America has 
become “privately engaging…but pub-
licly irrelevant.”  Is this happening in 
China—where the higher you go in so-
ciety the less effective the evangelism?

A new book by Ed Keller and Jon 
Berry titled The Influentials: One Ameri-
can in ten tells the other nine how to vote, 
where to eat, and what to buy might offer 
some insights into influencing 
culture. The authors assert that ten 
percent of any population basically in-
fluences the other ninety percent. In 
America, this ten percent is a diverse 
group that focuses on “learning, ex-
perimenting and creating in every as-
pect of life.” These “influentials” can 
be grouped by three themes: strong re-
lationships (family, friends, and broad-
er connections), integrity (honesty and 
authenticity) and exploration (ideas, 
creativity, learning, and knowledge). Is 
it possible to think about developing 
communities of Chinese “influentials” 
who will influence other leadership? 
How would this begin?

Keller and Berry suggest that any-
one can be an “influential” simply by 
engaging in civic life. In other words, 
the “influentials” are not a closed soci-
ety. It should be noted that “influen-

tials” do not spend much time in front 
of a TV and do not respond well to 
technological approaches to ideas 
(such as film presentations of the gos-
pel). They want conversations, art and 
community. We should also remember 
that the authors believe only “influen-
tials” can influence the “influentials.” 
It places responsibility on believers—
who have been mandated to “have do-
minion and exercise influence” (Gene-
sis 1:26 -28)—to be the “influentials” 
in this generation. Does this research 
shed any light on evangelism in China?

Second, we might think about the 
relationship between “solicitation and 
starvation.” Decades ago, Harvey 
Conn’s missionary efforts brought him 
into contact with women who had mi-
grated to Seoul, Korea. Most could 
only find work as prostitutes. The good 
news is that many of these women 
came to faith in Christ. However, Conn 
saw that much of our traditional evan-
gelism inadvertently puts people in 
moral dilemmas.  

Korean culture, at the time of 
Conn’s work, offered few work options 
for women other than prostitution. 
Told to “walk in a new manner,” these 
new converts really had only two op-
tions—starvation or solicitation. They 
were stuck in a moral dilemma—in 
part due to the traditional approach to 
evangelism. Traditional evangelism 
teaches that our primary responsibility 
is to redeem people, not society. This 
demotes social reform to secondary 
status, using it only as a means to evan-
gelism. In other words, “doing good” 
and “doing justice” only have instru-
mental value—if they lead someone to 
faith.  By themselves, they have no in-
trinsic value.

In Evangelism: Doing Justice and 
Preaching Grace, Harvey Conn argued 
for a seamless approach to evange-
lism—that “doing good” and “redeem-
ing society” are all part of evangelism. 
The point of the gospel is not simply to 
reproduce souls who can reproduce 
other souls. It also must take responsi-
bility for those social, political and cul-
tural settings that enhance what it 
means to be fully human. This is why 
John Stott says social action and evan-

gelism “…belong to each other and yet 
are independent of each other.  Nei-
ther is a means to the other, or even a 
manifestation of the other.  For each is 
an end in itself.  Both are expressions 
of unfeigned love.”
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The only occurrence of 
tentmaking in the Bible is 
found in Acts 18:1-4. It 
took place during Paul’s 
missionary journeys and 

notably in the urban context of 
Corinth. When the concept was revital-
ized in the 1960s in the context of glob-
al world missions, the emphasis was on 
the professional status which a mission-
ary needs for creative access to Islamic 
and communist countries where the 
doors are closed to missionaries. How-
ever, the intent of this article is to un-
derstand the significance of tentmak-
ing for China’s indigenous missionaries 
and how it can help them overcome ur-
ban obstacles in their mission work. Al-
though the rural church in China has 
undergone revival and developed dy-
namic models in leadership training 
and mission sending, it is now facing an 
impasse in urban missions.

   
Tentmaking in China’s 
Rural Context

Tentmaking has never been a con-
cept emphasized by China’s rural 
house churches. It is the last thing they 
would like their evangelists to do. In 
their revival meetings, they have called 
thousands of young people, not a few 
teenagers, to dedicate their lives full-
time for the Lord’s ministries. Many 
have been sent off after one to three 
months of intensive training. The har-
vest field in China is so great, and the 
need is so urgent, that pastors and mis-
sionaries should serve full-time for 
their entire lives. Tentmaking does not 
seem to be a good choice.

However, I would like to argue that 
house church evangelists and mission-
aries have been tentmakers. This is 
probably the most neglected ingredi-
ent of the house church revival. Back 
in 1985, I visited Henan many times 
and heard wonderful reports of revival 

and missionaries being sent both there 
and elsewhere in China. From what I 
heard, I listed the ingredients of reviv-
al: fervent prayer, hunger for God’s 
word, Scripture memorization, miracu-
lous healings, itinerant preaching, per-
secution, house church models (dein-
stitutionalized), intensive training 
and mission sending. Tentmaking 
never crossed their minds or mine 
as a possible component of the 
house church revival.

However, in retrospect, I would 

like to add tentmaking to the list of 
revival ingredients. First, I would 
like to point out that few rural 
evangelists and pastors have really 
given up their farms or relied on 
the churches for their living. Their 
homes and fields are their work-
places. They evangelize people of 
their own profession (farming being 
the only rural profession!). They estab-
lish the church right in their workplac-
es (their homes) where they can take 
care of both church and farm activities 
at the same time. The way they sched-
ule their services and training pro-
grams fits their work rhythm and agri-
cultural calendar. For example, they 
have worship services and prayer meet-
ings at noon when they come back 
from the field to take a break from the 
scorching sun. They hold training ses-
sions up to three months long in be-

tween busy sowing and harvesting sea-
sons. Even full-time evangelists need 
to help with fieldwork back home dur-
ing busy seasons because their families 
and churches provide them with the 
strongest support.

Rural missionaries are also tentmak-

ers without realizing it. They do evan-
gelism and church planting in the ru-
ral context, reproducing their home 
models in the mission field. In busy 
farm seasons, they either help the host 
family in the mission field or return 
home to help their own families. Al-
though they are serving the Lord full-
time, they have never really given up 
their former farming profession. They 
still use it from time to time to en-
hance their mission work. House 
church mission work has been expand-
ing rapidly precisely because of the 

Tentmaking and Indigenous 
Urban Mission in China
Ronald Yu

Few rural evangelists 
and pastors have 

really given up their 
farms or relied on the 

churches for 
their living. 
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perfection of the art of tentmaking in 
the rural context.

To confirm my observations, I have 
begun an oral survey with house-
church leaders. I ask any leaders I meet 
whether or not they agree with my ob-
servations and analysis presented 
above. Last week, I met fifteen leaders 
from three major church networks, and 
I was surprised to get a unanimous con-
firmation of my thesis: tentmaking has 
been a key ingredient—and a much ne-
glected one—in rural house church re-
vival and missionary expansion. This is 
a wonderful discovery both for me and 
for the house church. It follows that if 
churches in China want a revival in ur-
ban mission, their missionaries need to 
do tentmaking also, just as they have 
done during rural revival in the past.  

Tentmaking in China’s 
Urban Context

   In China, there are only two kinds 
of churches and both are weak in ur-
ban missions. While the official TSPM-
affiliated churches, under the control 
of the Religious Bureau, may be large, 
the numbers of chapels in a given city 
are limited. There is no church plant-
ing or mission mandate in the TSPM 
churches because of their liberal theol-
ogy. Urban house churches are small 
(at most up to thirty people), and few 
can support a full-time pastor. They 
are struggling for survival and few can 
develop systematic training and persis-
tent mission sending like the rural 
churches. Besides the existing urban 
church polarity, there is the new mi-
grant wave into the cities with urban 
missionaries sent from rural churches 
trying to establish a new brand of ur-
ban churches. Will they develop into an-
other house church, TSPM church or 
something else? How will this new in-
flux of rural missionaries maintain 
their existence and establish their iden-
tities in the urban setting? 

For the churches in China to en-
gage in active urban mission, they 
must overcome three basic problems: 
an acceptable social status for the pas-
tor-evangelist; a stable financial source 
to sustain the pastor’s family and 
church expenses; and a church model 

that will transcend the limitations in-
herent in the traditional TSPM chapel 
or house church meeting in a home. 
Tentmaking seems to provide feasible 
solutions to all these problems.

First, China’s urban pastors need an 
acceptable social status. Only regis-
tered church pastors are licensed by 
the state. House church pastors are 
considered illegal because they do not 
have a license granted by the TSPM 
and Religious Bureau and therefore 
are respected only within the church. 
They are either despised or ignored by 
the urban community. In greeting new 
friends, a pastor looks suspicious be-
cause he finds it hard to explain 

what he does for a living. This 
damages the credibility of the mes-
sage he shares. Tentmaking will 
provide him with a respectable profes-
sional status that will facilitate his rela-
tional networking and enhance the 
credibility of his message.

Second, how can urban pastors be 
supported? This is not a problem for 
TSPM-affiliated churches because they 
have enough members to provide suffi-
cient donations. However, it is a severe 
problem for the house churches be-
cause their size is limited by religious 
policy. Any gathering bigger than thirty 
people is likely to be pressured or perse-
cuted by the police. If there are seekers 
or new believers in the group, they will 
be less likely to contribute much in 
terms of regular donations. Few urban 
house churches are able to afford a full-
time pastor. I know an urban pastor 
who serves three house meetings but 
still cannot get enough donations for 
his basic living costs. He has to pray 

hard each day just for his daily bread. 
Some house churches have pastors only 
because they receive external aid. Tent-
making serves to alleviate the financial 
pressure on the urban pastor. It is a 
means of self-support.

Third, how can an urban church be 
built without being controlled by the 
state like the TSPM-affiliated church 
or harassed by the police from time to 
time like the house church? The wil-
derness “tent” model is an option 
worth considering. It was a place of 
worship designed for a mobile people 
traveling through the wilderness to the 
Promised Land. Urbanization in Chi-

na has brought much mobility among 
people that could require a similar 
church model. A church could be set 
up in the Christian workplace instead 
of having a chapel exclusively for wor-
ship. Jesus himself liberated the con-
cept of worship by allowing worship in 
any place at any time as long as wor-
shipers worship in spirit and in truth 
(John 4: 20 -24). In the past, commu-
nist workplaces were owned and con-
trolled by the state, but economic lib -
eralization has brought about privati-
zation in many economic and social 
spheres with Party surveillance disap-
pearing from the workplace. As a re-
sult, active Christian witnessing is in-
creasing in these spheres. The only 
stumbling block is that urban mission-
aries are not radical enough to plant 
churches in the workplace. Amidst ur-
ban diversities, can we not have a vari-
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ety of church models such as office 
churches, factory churches and shop 
churches? Are chapels and homes the 
only alternatives? The tentmaker’s 
“tent” church model provides an inno-
vative alternative to the traditional 
models and can meet the challenge of 
urban mobility and diversity.

Tentmaking is an urban strategy 
that can help the native missionary 
face the urban challenges in China’s 
unique context. I started to apply this 
tentmaking strategy two years ago. I 
helped a team of urban missionaries, 
originally from house churches, to do 
microloan “shop-church” planting in 
factory areas. In 2002, an urban mis-
sionary received the first micro loan of 
RMB$10,000 and opened a shop. In 
the first month, he was able to sustain 
the living expenses of a family of four. 
In the meantime, he was able to evan-
gelize and train up Christians in the 
shop. In seven months, he returned 
the loan and became the shop owner. 
In 2003, four other couples received 
one week of business-tentmaking 
training and learned to do the same 
thing. By June, there were five other 
“shop-churches” planted. By year’s 
end, three additional “shop-churches” 
were planted in neighboring cities with 
one being self-financed and another 
operated by a Christian from a minori-
ty group. Over Christmas, one “shop-
church” had three worship services on 
Sunday and one of the services had an 
attendance of 50 believers! 

In this particular application of 
tentmaking, the shop business pro-
vides the missionary with a socially rec-
ognizable status as shop owner, a size-
able income to sustain his family with-
out relying on the mother church or 
external aid, and a “tent” church mod-
el which I call “shop-church.” These 
“shop-churches” are actually more se-
cure than home churches, because it is 
quite legitimate for business people to 
have an occasional religious meeting 
in the shop because there is not 
enough time to go to church. It is quite 
respectable for the shop owner to sac-
rifice a little of his work time to share 
spiritual truths. It would be another 
story if the police found a missionary 

claiming the gospel by word and deed 
in many different spheres of influence. 
As a result, Christian communities are 
being multiplied among many different 
affinity groups such as lawyers and 
medical workers—even government of-
ficials!

In addition, Christians are moving 
aggressively to minister to the urban 
poor, orphans and other disenfran-
chised groups of city dwellers. They are 
building schools for the children of mi-
grant workers, providing vocational 
training to give the urban poor a hand 
up and meeting social needs in the city 
in many other ways.

Over the past two and a half years, 
one young lady has developed a minis-
try of compassion to street children in 
one of China’s largest cities. These 
street children have been sold by im-
poverished rural parents to unscrupu-
lous “businessmen” who house them in 
shacks in the back alleys of the city and 
force them to beg, sell flowers and in 
other ways make money for them. The 
children are given a daily quota and 
are often beaten if they fail to meet it.

As she became aware of this situa-
tion, this young lady went to the home 
villages of these children and offered 

planting a church in a Christian home 
and spending all his time in religious 
proselytization. Increasingly, house 
meetings in the cities are reported to 
the police by neighbors, not for politi-
cal or religious reasons but for security 
reasons. There is concern about unem-
ployed migrants causing trouble in the 
neighborhood.

The shop is a tent both for the mis-
sionary’s family to live in and for God’s 
family to worship in. It is an evangelistic 
station, a meeting point and a training 
site for Kingdom business and ministry. 
A missionary can do nothing better 
than tentmaking in the urban context!

Ronald Yu, M.Div., Th.M., is the vice pres-
ident and director of missions and training 
at Chinese Mission Seminary in Hong 
Kong.

to pay their parents the same amount 
their bosses had promised to pay if 
they would either bring their children 
home and put them in school or give 
her permission to take care of them. 
She is currently caring for 20 -25 of 
these children and hopes to expand 
her capacity to care for 50 or more and 
to expand to other cities.

The growing emphasis on urban 
mission in China is a welcome trend.   
However, the needs and opportunities 
in China’s cities are overwhelming to 
those involved. “Please come help us!” 
was the plea this author heard over 
and over on a recent trip to China. 

In addition, there are hundreds of 
cities in China where very few, if any, 
of the kinds of ministries described in 
this article are taking place for one 
simple reason: there are very few 
Christians in those cities. Most Chris-
tian work seems to be concentrated in 
a handful of China’s cities. Who will 
take the gospel in word and deed to 
the vast majority of China’s cities that 
have yet to experience anything like 
what we have described here?

The opportunities are there. China 
is desperately seeking foreign experts 
to bring expertise and capital, create 
jobs and in many other ways assist in 
the development and modernization of 
China’s cities. Traditional missionaries 
are not welcome, but Christian profes-
sionals, business people and educators 
are. In addition, as the fledgling third 
sector continues to develop, Christians 
skilled in the development and man-
agement of non-governmental organi-
zations are also urgently needed and 
welcomed.

God is moving in the cities of Chi-
na, but it is clear that there is much 
more He could and would do if more 
of His people were to make themselves 
available to serve in these cities. We in-
vite you to contact us at info@chsource 
.org for more information on how you 
can be involved.

God is Moving in the Cities of China
Continued from page 2

Jim Nickel is vice president of ChinaSource 
and has been involved in promoting work 
among the unreached Chinese peoples for 
more than 20 years.
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gang was innocent. His death shocked 
society. As news spread, many ordinary 
Chinese citizens expressed their out-
rage. The government was forced to 
punish the perpetrator and changed 
some laws regarding migrant workers. 
His parents received government com-
pensation for his wrongful death. Be-
cause it forced the government to 
change some laws, his death was not 
completely wasted.  Nevertheless, jus-
tice might not have been served if not 

for Sun being a college graduate and 
for netizens expressing their outrage 
in internet chat rooms and bulletin 
boards. There were many migrant 
workers before Sun who experienced 
utter abuse or even death in the cities 
without any headlines.  

Millions of migrant workers accept 
low paying jobs that most urban peo-
ple do not want. These jobs tend to be 
very hard with long hours. Workers do 
not have holidays or benefits and are 
not even guaranteed to receive their 
wages. Not getting paid on time is be-
coming a normal phenomenon for 
many migrant workers. Some have not 
received wages for years. Nationwide, 
wages owed to migrant workers has 
reached 100 billion RMB. Some work-
ers resort to suicide in order to express 
their deep despair and dissatisfaction. 
In November, 2003, the city of Beijing 

The Chinese government’s 
release of its latest Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) 
figure of $1,000 per per-
son at the end of 2003 sig-

nifies that China is on the verge of be-
coming a world economic power. It 
also signifies that full-fledged urban-
ization has taken off. The traditional 
Chinese society, rooted in agriculture, 
is gradually diminishing and yielding 
to rapid industrialization. 

 To understand what is going 
on, one need only look at the new 
skyscrapers and traffic jams. The 
speed of urbanization is nothing 
less than amazing. A million acres 
of farm land disappears each year. 
A hundred million rural farmers 
have already flocked to the cities 
to seek better jobs. New factories 
and office buildings, new residen-
tial developments and road expan-
sion are constantly stretching city 
limits. A new city map of Beijing 
becomes outdated about a month 
after its publication. Many who 
hold the latest city map are per-
plexed and overwhelmed by the 
constant rapid changes. 

All this can be viewed as a Chi-
na that is advancing rapidly, or it 
can be seen as the disappearance 
of the old and traditional China. 
To those who for generations have 
lived in rural China, cities are no lon-
ger distant as they once were. Now, 
anyone has an opportunity to seek new 
dreams in the cities. However, behind 
the veil of impressive urban develop-
ment, there are countless stories woven 
together by blood and sweat.    

Migrant Workers: 
China’s Second Class Citizens?

On March 17th, 2003, Sun Zhigang 
arrived in Guangzhou from Jiangxi 
province to look for a new job. One day 
after dinner, while he was walking the 
streets of Guangzhou, he was detained 
by a government official for not having 
an identification card with him. Three 
days later he was found beaten to 
death. It seems the only reason for this 
was that he was a migrant worker with-
out an identification card. Sun Zhi-

had no choice but to provide 1.2 bil-
lion RMB emergency funds to tempo-
rarily alleviate the crisis. Furthermore, 
children of migrant workers are not el-
igible to enroll in the public schools. 
The government does not recognize 
schools started by migrant workers for 
their own children. 

      Nevertheless, migrant workers 
play a critical role in supplying cheap 
labor for a city to function—from gar-
bage collection, selling vegetables and 

milk delivery to construction. 
They give their lives to ensure 
that the modernization of the cit-
ies continues, but often their 
rights and very existence are not 
even acknowledged. They are a 
group that is forgotten or ignored 
by society. They are China’s sec-
ond class citizens. Urbanization 
and modernization have brought 
them nothing more than hard-
ship and trials. When you are as-
tounded by the rapid pace of ur-
ban modernization, do not forget 
the millions of migrant workers 
who make all these things possi-
ble with their hard labor.

Urbanites: 
Pain in Their Hearts 

During China’s October Na-
tional Day, several events occurred 

in Tiananmen Square. Some people 
jumped into the river in front of the 
Square; others wanted to burn them-
selves. Still others wanted to blow them-
selves up. The police were able to stop 
and arrest these individuals before their 
acts were carried out. However, these at-
tempts demonstrate the cry that comes 
from the heart of many. Some are local 
Beijing residents; others come from out-
side the city. Why do they seek death? It 
is because they hope that their death 
will serve as a wake-up call for society to 
pay attention to their plight. They have 
lost hope that justice will be done for 
them. 

 For some of these people, their life 
long residences were torn down against 
their wishes. Shanghai lawyer, Zheng 
Enlong, was arrested by the authorities. 
He represented many citizens of Shang-
hai who were forced to relocate as the 

 from the Wall 
View 

Behind China's
Urbanization
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city bowed to the pressure of wealthy 
developers. In Xian, Fuzhou, Cheng-
du, Guangzhou, Wuhan, Baotou and 
Beijing, real estate developers and cor-
rupt government officials have forced 
residents to accept very low payment 
for their properties. Then they turn 
around and build high-rises for instant 
lucrative profits. Things like this occur 
throughout China on a daily basis. His-
toric buildings and cultural relics will 
soon become ashes and their sites will 
house modern high-rises. Many of the 
developer’s victims have no choice but 
to relocate to remote areas since they 
simply cannot afford the cost of the 
newer housing in the cities.    

Numerous corrupt officials strike it 
rich as they grant favors to developers. 
Ordinary citizens have no way to fight 
this battle. Local courts refuse to ac-
cept lawsuits against government offi-
cials and developers—after all, it is the 
government who gives the orders to 
tear down the old buildings. The com-
panies that do this work are govern-
ment appointed. Compensation is de-
termined by the government. Can any-
one win a lawsuit against such a gov-
ernment?  

Rampant destruction of old housing 
and its unfairness has become a major 
source of social unrest. The central 
government was forced to ask local of-
ficials to stop “unreasonable” tear 
downs. The government is now re-
quired to clearly and openly state how 
compensations work so that all citizens 
know what they are entitled to. CCTV, 
a government run station, even broad-
cast a few corruption cases.  Neverthe-
less, all these efforts cannot erase the 
hurt and the pain in the hearts of 
many ordinary people whose lives have 
been turned upside down. 

Homeowners’ Councils: 
The Birth of New Communities

An unexpected product of rapid ur-
banization is homeowners’ councils. 
Homeowners’ councils have broken the 
age-old control of the Party at the most 
basic level of government—the commu-
nities. These new communities are self-
governing, unlike the past where the 
Party had virtual control over every-

thing. Of course, the Communist gov-
ernment does not like to see this new 
development. However, it cannot stop 
the birth or legalization of these self-
governing communities that actually 
are allowed to exercise their legal 
rights, a first since the 1949 revolution. 

This latest development is a big 
shock to the Communist government. 
Traditionally, the Party has set up a 
neighborhood council, the lowest level 
of government. These neighborhood 
councils would watch over every citi-
zen. However, privately owned proper-
ties broke the limits of the neighbor-
hood council. Now, properties can be 
bought by whoever can afford them. 
New property owners, wanting to pro-
tect their investments, have formed ho-
meowners’ councils. The government 
initially refused to recognize these as 
official entities. However, the force of 
the market has pushed the government 
to recognize their legality, albeit reluc-
tantly. For the first time, people in a 
community can discuss issues, make 

decisions, elect a representative and 
exercise their rights without the inter-
ference of a Party neighborhood repre-
sentative. 

The meaning and significance of 
homeowners’ councils are far reaching 
and may not be fully recognized until 
much later. If rural villages are also 
able to democratically elect their own 
community leaders, how much power 
does the Party have left at the most ba-
sic level of Chinese society? Perhaps 
the government can no longer worry 
about things such as this as they try to 
focus on economic development and 
making money. But, who knows? Once 
ordinary Chinese citizens have learned 
to exercise their basic rights at the 
most fundamental level, might they 
not want the same ability to protect 
their rights at a higher level?

Rampant destruction of old housing and its unfairness 
has become a major source of social unrest. 

Huo Shui is a former government political 
analyst who writes from outside China. 
Translation is by Tian Hui.
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This incident, perhaps as no other 
in recent history, underscores the di-
versity of people within the cities of 
China. Between the extremes repre-
sented by the wealthy woman in the 
BMW and the poor onion farmer lie 
dozens of other kinds of people, every 
one of them precious in God’s sight.

Take a walk with me through the 
streets of Beijing. Just past the sharply-
dressed young businessman talking on 
his cell phone, we see workmen mixing 
cement by hand as they lay the founda-
tion for yet another new building. Just 

Peoples of the Cities
Jim Nickel

around the corner from the internet 
café, where students are surfing the in-
ternet, is a noodle stand manned by a 
cook who looks as if he just stepped off 
the bus from the countryside.

Watch your step as we cross the 
street, or our walk may be cut short by 
one of those aggressive taxi drivers. Ah 
yes, the taxi drivers—a group all their 
own. Step back—here comes a military 
van, filled with soldiers. Let’s get off 
this busy street. I know God loves all 
these people, but they’re getting on my 
nerves!

She was a rich woman driving a silver BMW. They were a 
peasant and his wife atop a rickety tractor loaded with mar-
ket-bound spring onions. Their lives were a universe apart 

until a sack of scallions got tangled with the side-view mirror of the 
luxury car.

The outraged BMW driver, witnesses say, leaped out, punching and kicking the 
farm couple and screaming, “How can you afford to scratch my car?” A crowd gath-
ered to watch.

The woman got back into her BMW and ploughed into the bystanders, killing the 
farmer’s wife and injuring 12 others.

China’s most famous traffic accident happened last October in the city of Harbin, 
in the country’s remote north-eastern industrial rust belt. Few people outside the im-
mediate area would have heard about it if it were not for the court judgment issued 
last month against the driver, Su Xiuwen—a two-year sentence with a three-year sus-
pension, suggesting that she may not spend a day in jail. 

In a country where the smallest legal infringement can merit harsh punishment, 
many Chinese saw the ruling as a slap in the face. The country’s increasingly vocal 
court of public opinion, incensed that a well-off defendant appeared to be above the 
law, exploded on the internet.

A week or so ago local officials finally bowed to the pressure and vowed to reinvesti-
gate the case for judicial improprieties. 

To the people at the scene, it looked as if Su, in a fit of rage, deliberately mowed 
down the onion peddler. She said she had meant to reverse.

The only thing the public found credible was the rumor that Su, 45, the wife of a 
wealthy businessman, was also related to a high-ranking provincial leader. No one 
seemed to believe official denials of any connection.1

Peoples of ChinaPeoples of China
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Yes, this is better.  A quiet, broad, 
tree-lined street with a more reason-
able number of cars and bicycles. 
Grandmothers pushing strollers…old 
men playing mah-jong on the sidewalk 
…look at all the high-rise apartment 
buildings—there must be thousands of 
families living on this street. Where 
are they all?

We don’t have to wait long to find 
out. As night descends upon the city, 
the streets fill with busses, more taxis 
and bicycles, and the sidewalks fill with 
pedestrians as students and teachers 

make their way home from school while 
business and professional men and 
women return from their offices and 
government workers escape from their 
bureaucratic routines for a few hours. 

Here’s an interesting alley; let’s 
check it out. Interesting—these people 
aren’t Chinese; they look more like 
mid-easterners—and they’re living 
right on the street! There’s a bed, a 
kitchen table, a cookstove—all right 
outside. What is this? These are Hui 
Muslims, a friend explains. They’re mi-
grant workers, living here temporarily 
while they provide cheap labor for a 
building project nearby.  

A policeman comes by and hustles 

us out of the alley demanding our 
passports. “What are you doing here?” 
he wants to know.

“We’re just tourists, out seeing the 
sights.”

“Well, move on, and don’t take any 
pictures around here.”

Who will reach these people with 
the gospel, we wonder? And what 
about all the other groups we saw to-
day? Everyone we saw represented a 
different people group, some distin-
guished from others by ethnicity but 
most by socio-economic differences.

There are 13 million plus people in 
Beijing. Most have never heard the 
name of Jesus. There are perhaps half 
a million Christians here (many, many 
more than in most cities of China), but 
they tend to be concentrated in cer-
tain strata of society. How can all these 
different groups we have been exposed 
to today—and hundreds more like 
them —be reached with the gospel? 
How many different kinds of churches 
will be needed to enable people from 
all these different groups to worship 
God without having to cross cultural 
barriers to do so?

These are important questions, fo-
cusing our attention on issues that are 

often overlooked—perhaps not even 
considered—as Christians halfway 
around the world develop plans for 
their China ministry. A great deal of 
effort has been expended over the past 
twenty years to identify the unreached 
peoples of China. However, most of 
this effort has been focused upon iden-
tifying different ethno-linguistic peo-
ples. Very little has been done to iden-
tify the sociological barriers to the 
spread of the gospel in the huge cities 
of China.

If we take seriously the command of 
Christ to make disciples of all peoples, 
we must give careful attention to this 
task. The church in China today exists 
primarily within certain strata of soci-
ety. Church planting movements have 
been and are springing up within 
those strata, but it will take intentional 
effort to see church planting move-
ments begin in strata which the church 
has not yet penetrated.

The Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) has recognized this need for 
some time now. In 1991, a People’s Daily 
article, summarizing a speech by Jiang 
Zemin, stated, “Party members coming 
from workers, farmers, intellectuals, 
servicemen and cadres are the most 
fundamental components and back-
bone force of the Party ranks, at the 
same time, it is necessary to draw into 
the Party the outstanding elements 
from other social sectors….”2  

While it is highly unlikely that the 
CCP is going to succeed in achieving 
the goal Jiang enunciated in this 
speech, it is certain that someone or 
something IS going to capture the 
hearts and minds of the peoples of 
China’s cities. Will it be the message of 
Christ or some false “ism” or god?   

Endnotes
1. Excerpted from an article in the Los 

Angeles Times, January 18, 2004. (www. 
smh.com.au/articles/2004/01/18/
1074360636509.html)  

2. http://fpeng.peopledaily.com.cn/
200108/28/eng20010828_78614.html

Jim Nickel is vice president of ChinaSource 
and has been involved in promoting work 
among the unreached Chinese peoples for 
more than 20 years.
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Book ReviewBook Review

The plaudits on the back cover 
lured me into this book, and 
they served to express my reac-

tion when I finished the last of its 325 
pages:

“A superb inside view of China to the 
grass roots level… These Chinese lives as told 
by the Tysons are touching, but they ring 
true…” – Ezra Vogel, Harvard University.

“One of the most illuminating books on 
the profound changes affecting 1.2 billion 
Chinese as a result of the Deng Xiaoping re -
forms. This is the most penetrating analysis 
of how the reforms have affected various sec-
tors of Chinese society that I have read. An 
eye-opening, and often chilling, account.” 
–David Shambaugh, Editor of The China 
Quarterly.

In contrast to the equally impressive 
China Wakes by another husband and 
wife team, Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl 
WuDunn, this book takes a vertical 
slice out of different subgroups of Chi-
na’s population by following the lives 
of nine different people and their fam-
ilies. By tracing their careers over sev-
eral decades, the authors expose us to 
the vicissitudes of China’s tumultuous 
history since the Communist victory in 
1949.

For insight into the rapidly chang-
ing China of the early 1990s, Chinese 
Awakenings provides an excellent com-
panion volume to China Wakes. The Ty-

Carving Out a New Life
A review by John Peace sons have also filled 

out the portrait of the 
Communist years that 
we find in such ac-
counts as Wild Swans, 
Life and Death in 
Shanghai, and China: 
Alive in the Bitter Sea.

First, they look at 
the liberation from 
the drudgery of 
farm life of a wom-
an who migrated to 
a city to find work. 
Then, they describe 
the amazing rise of 
Zhang Guoxi to be-
come one of China’s 
richest men presiding 
over an empire built to-
tally from his own entre-
preneurial skills. Next, 
they turn to the tortur-
ous experiences of a 
man whom they call 
“the Shanghai cosmopo-
lite.”

They go to the far 
west to see how Tibetan 
nomads have fared un-
der the rule of Han Chi-
nese Communists, then 
to the southeast to re-
port on the resurgence 
of clans. Both these 
sketches show the tenac-
ity of traditional customs, including re-
ligion, despite communist propaganda 
and pressure.

Part Three paints the dark side of 
the recent reforms: at “the bold feast,” 
people like the women left behind on 
the farms and the countless industrial 
workers “starve.”  While their husbands 
have found new prosperity in the cit-

ies, the wives of millions of farmers are 
left to do all the work in the fields. 
Meanwhile, workers languish under 
harsh conditions in a new system of 
raw and unrestrained robber-baron 
capitalism. Exploitation of women and 
workers, which communism was sup-
posed to eradicate, lives on with even 
greater intensity than before.

Part Four looks at two Chinese who 
have challenged the state: a journalist 

turned dissident 
and a student 
turned collaborator. 
Each one started out 
with high, almost 
idolatrous, expecta-
tions—even wor-
ship—towards Mao 
and his radical revolu-
tion. Each one was 
horribly disillusioned. 
One continues to 
speak and write, albeit 
from the safety of the 
United States. The oth-
er keeps quiet, nursing 
hopes for eventual re-
form and biding his 

time.
The major thesis of the 

Tysons seems persuasive: 
millions of Chinese are 
carving out a new life for 
themselves either in total 
neglect of the policies, 
propaganda and programs 
of the Communist Party, 
or in some sort of manipu-
lative relationship with it. 
Each chapter shows how 
the Party has lost credibili-
ty among the masses it was 
supposed to represent. 
Hardly anyone believes the 
rhetoric emanating from 
official organs anymore. 

Instead, the Party is seen as a self-per-
petuating organization of power-hun-
gry, corrupt and utterly ruthless bu-
reaucrats.

The Tysons fill their carefully re-
searched book with dozens of exam-
ples of Communist Party corruption 
and oppression. They explain why 
countless Chinese have replaced their 

Chinese Awakenings by James and Ann 
Tyson. Westview Press, 1995, 325 pp. 
ISBN, 0813324734, paperback. Cost: 
$28 at www.barnesandnoble.com.

This book takes 
a vertical slice 
out of different 
subgroups 
of China’s 
population 
by following 
the lives of 
nine different 
people and 
their families. 
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earlier enthusiasm for the Communists 
with bitter disillusionment, even out-
rage and hatred. No wonder the au-
thorities in Beijing feel they must im-
pose rigid, even ruthless controls, on 
all dissent! With so much simmering 
anger against them, the Party bosses 
must find ways to distract, divide and 
discourage anyone seeking political re-
form lest a popular movement sweep 
them from power.

Indeed, the Tysons seem to think 
that the tide of history is with those 
who desire a more open and free soci-
ety. They do not predict an immediate 
change of regime, however, since the 
Party has total control and the will to 
use it. Nor, do they think that students 
and other reform-minded activists 
have the mental framework yet or the 
personal maturity to replace the cur-
rent government with anything better. 
It will take years for the Chinese to 
build a basis of political theory and so-
cial sophistication in order to bring 
into being a truly representative and 
free governmental system. 

Nevertheless, the authors do see 
change coming from the grass roots, a 
change that will ultimately weaken and 
perhaps even destroy the stranglehold 
that the Party now has on real political 
power. Too many people are now mak-
ing choices and building lives indepen-
dently of Party control. There are so 
many nongovernmental organizations 
and enterprises that the government 
cannot keep a lid on the forces of 
transformation that will work them-
selves up from below. 

One final observation: for those liv-
ing in America, who have never experi-
enced the kind of suffering and repres-
sion that hundreds of millions of Chi-
nese have endured for many decades, 
just reading the stories of the nine peo-
ple featured in this volume will inject a 
much needed sobriety into our 
thoughts about life. We have had it 
easy! Our hearts and our admiration 
go out to those who have survived “life 
in the bitter sea.”

The Turbulent 50-year 
History of Chinese 
Christians

The Cross—Jesus in China
Written and directed by Yuan Zhiming.

Consists of three episodes and one short subject. 

•  “The Spring of Life” recounts the testimonies of Christians from a 
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VCD in Mandarin with 
Chinese subtitles 

(4 discs, 1 hr/disc) $20

DVD in English and Mandarin 
(4 discs, 1 hr/disc) $40

• Provides an honest, compre-
hensive account of Christianity 
in China, especially the house 
church.

• Discusses the increase of 
Chinese Christians from 
700,000 in 1949 to approxi-
mately 70 million today 
despite communist control.  

• Uses live footage and 
interviews to capture true 
stories of Christians. 

• Addresses the dealings of 
the Chinese government 
with Chinese Christians and 
vice-versa.  

• Explores the influence 
Christians have had and will 
have on Chinese society. 
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ince, the provincial Christian Council 
took on another pressing social issue 
when it sponsored a symposium on 
AIDS for more than 60 church leaders, 
most of them from ethnic minority 

groups. Yunnan’s proximity to 
the infamous “Golden Trian-
gle” has contributed to the rap-
id spread of AIDS in the prov-
ince.

During the symposium a 
government official noted 
that lower incidents of AIDS 
were found in communities 
containing more Christians. 
“Why don't we build more 
churches in areas infected 

with AIDS?” he asked.2

Faced with shrinking budgets for so-
cial services and a growing list of social 
dilemmas posed by China’s rapid ur-
banization and globalization, the Chi-
nese government is finding an unlikely 
ally in the church. Traditionally mar-
ginalized and viewed as a possible 
threat to society, Christians are now be-
ing recognized as having a unique role 
in easing the inevitable pain brought 
about by unprecedented social change. 
The solutions that the church offers do 
not simply provide temporary relief 
through programs or financial subsi-
dies. Rather, they get to the core issue 
of how individuals deal with change by 
confronting the need for a heart 
change within the individual.

Evangelical Christians often come in 
for criticism because of the perception 

that their actions do not mea-
sure up to their words. Quick to 
point out social ills, they are 
sometimes seen as less than will-
ing to get involved in addressing 
them.

Christians in China are chal-
lenging this perception as they 
apply the truth of the gospel to 
the harsh realities of life around 
them. As China’s non-profit sec-
tor continues to expand, these 
opportunities will likely in-
crease. Confronting the wrench-
ing pain of social change may 
provide the church with its best 
avenue for a credible witness in 
China's increasingly post-mod-
ern culture. In the words of 
Charles Colson, “To much of the 
watching world, our determined 
concern for the ‘least of these’ in 
every land may be our most pow-
erful witness.”3

  
Endnotes

1. Ting Yanren, “From Jail Inmate to 
Sheep Farmer,” Amity Newsletter, April-
June 2003. Reprinted in China News 
Update, January 2004, pp. 3 -5.

2. “Yunnan Church Sponsored 
AIDS Education,” China News Update, 
January 2004, p. 6.

3. Charles Colson with Anne Morse, 
“Confronting Moral Horror,” Christian-
ity Today, February 2004, p. 128.

Unto the Least of These

Brent Fulton

For Xue Yunhao, a farmer and 
father of two in Shaanxi Prov-
ince, repaying a government 

loan of 20,000 RMB was proving to 
be an insurmountable obstacle. Faced 
with medical expenses for 
his mother’s extended ill-
ness plus injuries he had 
sustained in an automo-
bile accident, Xue fell 
hopelessly behind in his 
payments and ended up 
spending 15 days in jail. 
Upon his release he had 
little motivation to keep 
going.

Enter Wang Jinrong, a 
local church pastor, who arranged for 
Xue to participate in a new experi-
mental sheep raising program. With 
the help of the county Christian 
Council, Xue was given three sheep 
to start with. Three out of every ten 
lambs born to those sheep were to be 
given to the church so that other 
poor farmers could participate in the 
program. At the end of three years 
Xue would pay the church for the 
original three sheep. 

A year and a half after receiving 
the three sheep, Xue was converting 
his once unsuccessful farm into a 
sheep raising facility that would 
eventually accommodate 30 to 40 an-
imals. He estimated that within little 
more than a year he would be com-
pletely out of debt.1

In China's southwest Yunnan prov-

Brent Fulton, Ph.D., is the president 
of ChinaSource and the editor of the 
ChinaSource journal.


