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Excerpt from Schism:
Seventh-day Adventism
in FPost-Denominational China

BY CHRISTIE CHUI-SHAN CHOW

Editor’s Note: This follows the original footnote numbering.

Chinese Adventism from the 1940s to the 1970s

he establishment of the China Division (honghua

zonghut) in Shanghai in the 1930s marked a

milestone of Adventist work in the China mission.
Yet, it was not until January 1941 that the missionaries
appointed a team of Chinese workers to lead the China
Division,™ and then only out of necessity, in response
to the Japanese occupation. After the Second World
War, and by November 1945, missionaries returned to
resume control of the mission.* With “one and a half
million dollars in gold” from the GC, the China Division
quickly restored the denominational properties that were

destroyed during the war.*®

Reestablishing sanitariums,
schools, and the printing press reflected the priority

the GC gave to institutional evangelistic methods of
education, medicine, and literature. Meanwhile, native
frontline evangelists worked on the ground to gain new
converts during the Chinese Civil War (1945-1949).
Once again, Adventist end-time messages did their job.
Through visual devices such as charts, pictures, slides,
and stereopticons, the fascinating prophecies about the
end of the world captivated ordinary minds. Combining
new technology and traditional preaching, the Adventists
walked the faith inquirers through basic gospel messages
and Adventist denominational doctrines. In one meeting,

after an audience member remarked that he had already
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learned the doctrine of salvation elsewhere, an Adventist
preacher urged him to come to the remaining meetings
for another “seventy-odd topics.” An evangelist boasted
on another occasion about how his presentation of

“the depth of Christian doctrines” had amazed a local
magistrate.

In the latter period of the civil war, the new bilingual
(English and Chinese) gospel radio stood out as an
effective evangelistic tool. Originally an independent
ministry founded by the American Adventist pastor
Harold Marshall Sylvester Richards, Sr. (1894—1985),
in 1942 the Voice of Prophecy radio broadcast grew to
have national distribution in the United States under the
sponsorship of the GC.* Fordyce W. Detamore, who
joined the Voice of Prophecy in 1941, later launched the
Bible Correspondence School, to which listeners could
write letters to request Bible lessons.* When David Lin
(Lin Yaoxi)*® (whom we will encounter with regard to
the two Adventist schisms to be discussed in the next
two chapters) was pursuing theological degrees in the
United States, he joined this new evangelistic ministry
and translated some of the English Bible courses into
Chinese. This work provided him with the opportunity to
understand how the combination of radio broadcasting
and Bible correspondence courses had been an effective
evangelist tool in Africa.”’ One month after the Allies’

victory over the Japanese in the Battle of Guadalcanal
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(August 1942-February 1943), the GC voted for Lin’s
departure for China. With his experience working in
the Adventist “North American Radio Commission,”
the GC appointed Lin as the China Division’s first radio
secretary.” He left America with twenty-six Chinese
Bible lessons and went back to Shanghai. Lin was later
joined by the veteran bilingual American missionary
Milton Lee.” In combination called the Voice of
Prophecy Bible Correspondence School, the bilingual
Adventist radio broadcast and the Bible correspondence
course extended the Adventist messages far beyond
metropolitan Shanghai. Within one year, the number of

local stations that were picking up the Voice of Prophecy

program rose from nine to twenty.>* Three more stations
joined after the radio work was moved to the south to
escape the Communist troops. By 1949, the station

had added a Chinese musical voice to the program by
replacing an album by an American a cappella quartet,
the King’s Heralds, with a live broadcast of a Chinese
quartet and organ music.”

The Chinese Voice of Prophecy broadened the
scope of evangelism by penetrating into areas that
colporteurs and mail were unable to reach. Specifically,
the English radio program and English Bible courses
drew listeners and students from the middle and upper
classes.” The Bible Correspondence School’s enrollment
depended on student introductions, advertisements in
denominational magazines and other periodicals, and
radio logs with application blanks attached. Thus, by
February 1948, many listeners connected to Adventism
through programs such as Present Truth Lectures and Spirit
of Prophecy, all with the denomination’s unique messages.
One example of the popularity of the Adventist radio
programs was when radio station XNRA asked the
Voice of Prophecy to broadcast an English-Chinese
translated program entitled Our Time each Sabbath.”” In
the spring of 1949, when several radio stations in the
Communist-controlled northern cities were being shut
down, feeling that “our days are numbered,” David Lin
directed the radio ministry team taking refuge in Canton
to transcribe the programs speedily. These transcriptions
were then sent out to regions that had lost access to the
radio programs.’®

However effective the evangelistic methods were,
they required local workers on the ground to reap
the results. And indeed, even during the civil war
local lay leaders delivered gospel tracts and the Bible
Correspondence School enrollment blanks, led Bible
studies in their homes, and rallied hundreds of students
to come to month-long evangelistic meetings.”® They

raised funds for local evangelistic meetings, diligently

In the spring of 1949, when several radio stations in the Communist-controlled
northern cities were being shut down, feeling that “our days are numbered,”
David Lin directed the radio ministry team taking refuge
in Canton to transcribe the programs speedily.
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visited their neighbors, and invited potential converts
to meetings. The China Division used Training Light
Bearers and Ellen White’s Gospel Workers to train the
laity in evangelistic skills. Both works gave guidance
on basic Bible study, denominational history, the GC
organization, and simple missionary work. Ten thousand
copies of the Chinese song book were published to
support newly established Sabbath meetings.®

Though the Chinese proved themselves to be
capable evangelists, they did not gain full leadership
of the denomination until the missionaries were forced
to leave China in the 1950s. The China Division’s
secretary, Nathan Falcon Brewer (1891-1959), did
call for more Chinese workers to be ordained as
pastors after the civil war. Comparing the seventy-six
ordained Chinese ministers to the twenty-six foreign
missionaries, Brewer commented in 1948 that, “Many
of our workers have been in the work for years and have
received ministerial licenses for ten to twenty years. It
would seem that a number of these workers should be
ready for ordination if they are ever to be ordained.
I believe that the council should give definite study
to this item.” With a national membership of 21,769
people, Brewer’s call for empowering more native agents
through ordination reflects a pragmatic concern for
growing the China mission, whose political future was
increasingly uncertain.®’ And indeed, from 1947 to 1950,
over thirty Chinese workers were ordained.®® In the
past, it might have taken years for a worker to become
qualified for ordination. But it soon became clear to the
missionaries that field experience was less relevant and
could be gained after ordination. David Lin, for example,
accomplished much in the radio department but lacked
frontline experience in pastoral ministry. Yet Lin was fast-
tracked to become an ordained pastor on January 24,
1948, less than two years after his return to Shanghai.®®
Another similar case was that of Xu Hua (Hsu Hua
1906—1995). Xu was more experienced in the printing
and editing ministry than the grassroots ministry but was
ordained in 1950 nonetheless.’* In Wenzhou, the first
Chinese president of the South Chekiang Mission was
Pastor Chen Youshi (1900—1974).% These precipitous
ordinations prepared the Chinese to fill the leadership
void after the missionaries left China.

When Ezra L. Longway, John Oss, and their families
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departed China in 1950,% for the first time in Chinese
Adventist history “the leadership of the work was entirely
in Chinese hands,”®” with Xu Hua as China Division’s
president, David Lin as secretary, and Li Chengzhang
(S.]J. Lee 1908-1987) as treasurer.®® The denomination’s
national membership had grown from just ninety-

five baptized members in 1909 to 22,994 in 1950.%
Despite the small membership in comparison with other
denominations,”® and despite the uncertainty under the
new regime, the Chinese leadership encouraged the
church “to be courageous and strong, and not to ‘draw
back’ in their work for God.””!

Yet the missionary-appointed Chinese leadership
was short-lived. For in the following months, the regime
imposed strict control over the Christian population.
Both Catholic and Protestant churches were demanded
to demonstrate patriotism by breaking their financial
and organizational ties with foreign missionaries. The
Communists used the bureaucratic framework of the
Three-Self Reform Movement (later renamed the
Three-Self Patriotic Movement [TSPM]) to place all
Christians under official control.”” Some politically
progressive Protestants responded favorably to the
new state,” others were suspicious of the communist
government, and still others were defiant. The Adventist
leaders responded with considerable caution. David
Lin reminded the churches that despite being under the
Three-Self Movement, Chinese Adventists continued
to be “members of the General Conference of the
Seventh-day Adventists.” Lin wrote, “Neither China
nor the United States owns the Seventh-day Adventist
Church. The Church has its own integrity. It is an
organization for all nations.” The theology undergirding
Lin’s statement is unmistakably a global Adventist one.
Referring to the first angel’s proclamation in Revelation
14:6, which the Adventists interpret as the Church’s
unique mission to spread the gospel to “every nation and
tribe and language and people,” Lin called on Adventists
to embrace the “world mission” instead of narrowly
focusing on evangelizing China. He criticized some
politically active Adventists, who quickly embraced the
ideological rhetoric of the state and sought to nationalize
the churches. Any ecclesiastical reform, according to Lin,
should be guided by the “spirit of cooperation, brotherly

trust, and mutual love,” not by any ideological agenda.”™



Lin’s statements express his worries about the
politicized environment that Adventist churches were
facing. He published these remarks in 1950, when
the Communists had already infiltrated the Adventist
mission’s school, the China Training Institute, and
its printing press, the Signs of the Times Publishing
House. The new Chinese leadership headed by Xu Hua
strove to resist the disruption of these infiltrations. A
heightened sentiment invoking divine intervention to
counter the Communist challenges was captured in the
June 1951 issue of the denominational magazine cover
that urged the Adventists to ““Hold high the torch of
truth!” and defiantly quoted Paul’s epistle to the Hebrews
(13:6): “The Lord will help me—T will not fear. What
can people do to me?””” The infiltrators destabilized
these institutions by creating pro-government student
and labor unions to undermine the existing Adventist
leadership.”

Pressure on Chinese Christians to support China’s
confrontation with the United State intensified during
the Korean War (1950-1953). In the name of purging
Western imperialism, the Communists launched
countless mass denunciations of Christian leaders,
forcing them to accuse and demonize the foreign
missionaries. This development was a continuation of
the contentious church-state relationship from the 1920s,
when the Soviet-supported nationalists and communists
launched a series of anti-Christian campaigns to foment
violence in coastal China. The party activists co-opted
those pro-government Chinese church leaders and
mission school students to challenge foreign missionaries,
exploiting one political crisis after another to bring the
idealistic Christians closer to their revolutionary agenda.
The radicalization of the Christian youths became
part of a broader Communist mobilizing strategy
to expand the revolutionary movement and to gain
popular support for an imagined Chinese nation-state.

This secular state-building process intensified in the

government-controlled patriotic churches after 1949. In
particular, the outbreak of the Korean War on June 25,
1950 worsened the situation for Chinese churches. The
Communist government expelled Western Catholic and
Protestant missionaries from China, confiscated mission
church properties, and forced Chinese Christians to cut
ties with foreigners. It was nationalistic and symbolized
the end of foreign imperialism in China. The TSPM was
launched to politicize religious doctrines and practices.
The movement subordinated the religious mission of
the church to the political agenda of the Communist
Party. The Christian ideas of pacifism, universal love,
and salvation by faith were dismissed as imperialist
opiates, while anti-imperialism and class struggle were
glorified as Christian virtues. The persistent wave of
party propaganda against US military intervention in
Korea incited anti-foreign sentiments. Under this sort
of everyday clamor, the TSPM became linked to official
xenophobia, and as a result, the state went after the
Euro- and US-centric Protestant denominations. This
kind of war psychology convinced many Christians that
the days of missionary work were over, and that any links
with foreigners would be unpatriotic.

In 1951, the Adventists in Shanghai were the first
group in the denomination to accuse the missionaries.”
The procedure for setting up the accusation committee
was dictated by the Communist officials in charge of
religious affairs and by the leaders of the TSPM. The
state’s agents decided which Adventists to accuse, who
should make the accusations, and what content was
to be included in the accusation materials. During the
accusation meeting, they manipulated the Adventist
participants’ anti-foreign sentiments and emotions;
afterwards, they replaced the existing church leaders
with their own protégés and completely integrated
the Adventist institutions into the socialist order.”

A similar model of top-down infiltration was later

applied to other Protestant and Catholic groups. The

The radicalization of the Christian youths became part of a broader
Communist mobilizing strategy to expand the revolutionary movement
and to gain popular support for an imagined Chinese nation-state.

WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG M New Books on Adventism

61



accusation campaign was a calculated tactic to expel
existing church leaders and put pro-government

agents in charge of former mission churches. After

three accusation meetings, the government formed

the Seventh-day Adventist Preparatory Committee of
the Three-Self Patriotic Movement in 1951 to take

over all Adventist religious, medical, and educational
institutions. Adventists could keep only a few of the
mission properties for religious purposes and were forced
to surrender the rest to the state.

When American mission funds stopped pouring in,
the China Division faced a serious crisis, for Adventist
clergymen left the ministry when they did not receive
their salaries. As the division was under the control
of pro-regime Adventists, and as government agenda
dictated evangelization, dedicated local believers strived
to keep the ministry going. In Wenzhou, Adventist
ministers and elders decentralized the ecclesiastical
structure by dividing South Zhejiang into seven sub-
divisions, with each unit headed by one young worker.”
The devolution of church authority gave individual
workers greater freedom to move around, bringing them
closer to congregants in rural areas, which in turn meant
they could better cater to their spiritual needs, and which
made intimate pastoral care possible. Reflecting on
China’s new challenges in the early Maoist era, David
Lin appraises South Zhejiang’s decentralization model as
“the best case” of coping with extreme pressures “under
the most difficult circumstances.”® Lack of mission funds
sharply reduced the number of full-time workers from
sixty to less than twenty.®!

Though they struggled, the churches survived
and continued to function without much outside help.
Local members kept the churches going with regular
tithes; they repaired old churches and even built new
ones. David Lin reports that in the midst of frenzied
sociloeconomic changes such as the Land Reform
and Collectivization (1950-1953), the total Adventist
membership in Wenzhou grew from 1,048 in 1949 to
more than 2,000 in 1956, with another 2,000 adherents
awaiting baptism. The local workers sent regular reports
of church revival to other Adventist national leaders.*
Daniel Bays traced this mode of decentralized and
autonomous house gatherings back to 1955 when Beijing

Protestant preacher Wang Mingdao and Shanghai’s
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Chinese Adventist evangelist interpreting the prophecies of Daniel.
Credit: Center for Adventist Research, Andrews University,
courtesy of University of Notre Dame Press

Catholic bishop Gong Pinmei (1901-2000) were
arrested.” In such cases of ordained leadership absence,
laity and dedicated former church leaders often played
key roles in rural and urban house churches. By relying
on family and peer networks, local house meetings
existed outside the control of the religious patriotic
institutions and helped sustain many believers.

Amid these church structural changes emerged
an important development in the Chinese Adventist
literature: the translation and dissemination of Ellen
White’s writings. Although many of White’s works had
previously and sporadically been published in Adventist
magazines and in book form, it was during the 1950s,
when the mission structure was disintegrating, that the
indigenous leaders determined systematically to translate
and retranslate some of White’s key works. The leading
figures in this endeavor were David Lin, Chen Min, and
Xu Hua. Young Adventists from the Huzhong Church
in central Shanghai hand-copied, studied, and circulated
these works. This Adventist literature standardized
the denominational doctrines and instilled a sense of
spiritual identity among believers. They managed to
promote and sustain a version of “orthodox” Adventism
based exclusively on Ellen White’s teachings. Lin’s role
in this translation project made him an authoritative
commentator on White’s works, and he would later fight
the Adventist schisms by referring to them exclusively to
attack those with whom he disagreed.®

During the peak of the anti-Christian denunciation
campaign, many former mission church workers and
ordained pastors were stripped of their ecclesiastical

leadership. Even though they were barred from officially



Launching a renewed attack on Protestant denominationalism,
the official propaganda condemned the multiplicity of Protestant
churches as a mirror of Western Christendom, which deliberately
fragmented the Chinese Church with competing denominational

structures, practices, and beliefs.,

ministering to the churches, they conducted frontline
ministry as “free evangelists,” whom the T'SPM labeled
as “self-styled evangelists” (zifeng chuandao ren). They held
house gatherings outside the government-run patriotic
churches. The many episodes of struggle had estranged
the believers from the pro-government church leaders,
and the politicized patriotic churches had failed to
function as a spiritual body. Those TSPM churches

that lacked capable pastors also invited these free
evangelists to preach and lead Bible studies occasionally.
In Shanghai, David Lin and other Adventist pastors,
who were accused of being “imperialists” and therefore
“excommunicated” from the church, were some of these
“free evangelists” carrying on clandestine meetings at
home in 1953 and 1954.%

National conditions for Chinese Christians
deteriorated between 1958 and 1962, and they referred
to this period as the beginning of the “elimination of
Christianity” (migiao). Because rural communities had
been organized into mutual aid teams with militarized
discipline during the campaign of agricultural
collectivization in 1953, the redrawing of village
boundaries merged Christian households with their non-
Christian neighbors. This, in turn, put non-Christian
cadres in charge of Catholic and Protestant villagers,
and replaced the existing Christian power structure with
a socialist one.* When Mao Zedong launched the Great
Leap Forward (1958-1962), a mass campaign designed
to mobilize all citizens to participate in collective
economic production to compete in short order with
Western modern nations such as the United Kingdom
and the United States, it established the people’s
commune system in the countryside.”” The communes

further divided into production brigands and production

teams, thereby setting specific targets to maximize
productivity. The campaign exacerbated an inherent
tension between religious practice and pursuit of
modernization at multiple levels. Whenever the collective
production activities conflicted with Christians’ weekly
congregational activities, non-Christian cadres often
accused the former of not doing their share to support
the Great Leap campaign but reaping the same benefits
and consuming the same amount of food as everyone
else.

Another level of tension arose from the different
understanding of work and labor. The socialist idea of
work, labor, and remuneration was a communal one, in
which all the outcomes of physical labor were handed
over to the local state agents and distributed collectively.
But the Christians believed that labor and time should be
at their own disposal with regard to church ministry, and
that they should be allowed to set aside some of their
earnings as tithes to support local ministers. Whenever
local pastors received donations from congregants,
cadres criticized them as lazy parasites, and as draining
resources from the communes. Throughout the Great
Leap Forward, local Christian leaders were pressurized
to submit public statements in support of the collective
production targets, and to urge their congregants to focus
on production activities. Even when village cadres turned
a blind eye to any clandestine church activities in 1958
and 1959, local pastors had to ensure that the Christians
would meet the production quotas.”® In a subsequent
1960 campaign called “Handing the Heart to the Party
Movement,” the pastors were finally forced to abandon
the ministry, to join in economic production, and to hand
over their church properties to the production teams.*

The nightmare for the denominational churches
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came in the united worship (lLanke chongbai) campaign
in the late summer of 1958. In supporting the Great
Leap Forward, this campaign called for churches of
all denominational stripes to support unanimously

the socialist construction of the nation. The discourse
of “imperialism” was a powerful rhetorical device

to justify this top-down, forceful strategy of church
unification.” Launching a renewed attack on
Protestant denominationalism, the official propaganda
condemned the multiplicity of Protestant churches as
a mirror of Western Christendom, which deliberately
fragmented the Chinese Church with competing
denominational structures, practices, and beliefs.

The state called on Chinese Protestants to be free
from imperialism by forming a unified church body.
Therefore, unified worship services signified a unified
China, and all churches had to join together—without
a denominational name—to reflect this nationalistic
sentiment.” In Wenzhou, the coercion to eliminate
denominations happened step by step. Early on, the
Protestants were permitted to keep different forms of
baptism and Saturday Sabbath observance, and women
followers of the Christian Assembly were allowed to
practice head-veiling.”” In May 1958, six Protestant
denominations in the downtown were forced to merge
and hold only one Sunday morning service at the
Chengxi Church. During the week, the church was
forced to be used as a theater to show propaganda
movies.” Likewise, many church premises were turned
over to the state as sites of production. Meanwhile,
numerous “‘struggle sessions” (pidou huz) against the
“rightists” and “counter-revolutionists” were held
throughout Zhejiang Province, and in December 1957,
nineteen evangelists, including the seminary-educated
Adventists Wu Huanwen and Zhao Dianlai,” were
arrested and condemned as rightists.” Wenzhou was
chosen as a laboratory for eliminating all religious
activities (wuzongjiao qu shiyan). In May 19359, the
Wenzhou municipal authorities touted the region as
the country’s first site without any organized religion.
Clergymen were forced to leave the ministry, church
properties were surrendered to the local production
brigades, and Christians were forbidden to take a day
off for worship. Intimidated believers renounced their

faith publicly. Those Christians who refused to do so
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suffered humiliation and torture. The people’s commune
system eviscerated the organic family units in rural
Wenzhou, separating parents and children, husbands
and wives. Anyone physically capable was assigned to the
production teams, and the strict demand on meeting the
mandatory quotas prohibited regular family and religious
life. The socialist education campaign (1962-1965),
which followed the Great Leap campaign, inculcated
the young minds with atheism. Local church leaders and
Christian parents found it immensely difficult to pass on
the faith to their children.

As Mao’s collectivization efforts encountered serious
setbacks, house church activities gradually resurfaced
in Wenzhou. One source suggests that the first house
meeting since the 1958 ban on religion was established
in the centrally located Wuma Street in 1960.% Official
statistics show that the total number of house churches
grew from eight in 1960 to eighty in 1962—a tenfold
increase over two years.” In Ruian, over seven hundred
Christians conducted worship in homes,” and a
few Adventist families began to hold regular house
gatherings in 1962. Liang Yizhen (b. 1940), father of
Liang Shihuan,” who would later launch the factional
“Wheatfield Ministry,” resumed worship at home in
Zhangpu Village, Lingxi Town, Pingyang County.
Clandestine house gatherings challenged government
surveillance. In Wenzhou, the local authorities imposed
eighteen prohibitions to constrain evangelistic activities.
The prohibitions confined evangelists’ mobility and their
communication with outsiders and potential converts,
and tried to ban all kinds of Christian activities.'"™ Given
such restrictions, it was indeed difficult for the pastors to
conduct clandestine ministry.

During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the
Red Guards attacked religious activities in the name
of destroying the four olds (old customs, old culture,
old habits, and old ideas). As with the Nationalist-
run anti-superstition campaign in the 1930s, the Red
Guards strove to eradicate violently any remnants of
Western and Chinese religious symbols. In September
1966, the Red Guards shut down the Chengxi
Church,'" virtually paralyzing the Three-Self patriotic
institution. One byproduct of this brutal repression
was that it advanced the rise of lay-led evangelism and

the proliferation of clandestine printing activities.'"



The Adventist-led Phoenix-Mound-Tower Church
(Fenggangta jiaohur) in Pingyang is an example of this.
Widely renowned as the Adventists’ mother church in
South Zhejiang and the “cradle of Adventist revival”
in Wenzhou, the church survived and was revived by
Adventists in the region in the mid-1960s. The church
building was completely demolished during the Great
Leap Forward. Nevertheless, the laity met in secret for
Saturday Sabbath. Without any professional ministers to
nurture their faith, these Adventists received no formal
theological training or doctrinal instruction. What
nurtured their Adventist knowledge was the Chinese
translation of Ellen White’s literature. The Phoenix-
Mound-Tower Adventists distributed copies of these
mimeographed materials to nearby house gatherings.
Together with hand-copied portions of the Bible and
the Adventist hymnals, these materials permitted the
continuation of Adventism when churches were shut
down and when professional ministers were locked up or
withdrew themselves from the public. In the mid-1960s,
eight heads of households organized themselves to
form a preaching band. To avoid surveillance, they took
turns giving sermons at different venues. In 1969, over a
thousand Adventists from South Zhejiang, Suzhou, and
Fujian Province participated in a revival meeting. Local
Adventists remember this remarkable gathering as the
beginning of the Adventist revival.'”

Factional rivalries among the Red Guards,
workers, students, and armies paralyzed the operation
of provincial and county authorities, and this made

it difficult for the local state to enforce effective

The two Adventist church buildings at Horizontal Dyke Village: the
reformist church (right) and the conservative church (left). Credit:
Christie Chui-Shan Chow, courtesy of University of Notre Dame Press

control over the populace. The attacks of religious
suppression decreased, and some Christians resumed
covert church activities during the early 1970s. While
political relaxation enabled some urban Adventists to
connect with the Phoenix-Mound-Tower congregation
and proselytize in the interior, years of their exposure

to abuses at the hands of the Red Guards resulted

in widespread revulsion and hatred in the events of
disagreement and conflict. Without a national Adventist
hierarchical body to mediate intra-church disputes and
formulate the rules of nonviolent conflict resolution, rival
Adventists often appropriated the correlative discourse
of class struggle to attack each other. Public shaming
and denunciation got into the pulpits and circulated

in writings. This became particularly troublesome for
the young Wenzhou Adventists and other like-minded
brethren and sisters in Ruian and Cangnan when they
were confronted with the problem of sharing power with
the older professional clergymen and church workers,
who were released from prisons and labor camps

to resume leadership in the newly opened patriotic

churches.

Reviving Adventism in Post-Maoist Era

With the deaths of Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai
in 1976, the new leader, Deng Xiaoping, gradually
launched economic modernization programs to make
the socialist state capable of global competition. To
strengthen internal stability, Deng emphasized upholding
the party-state’s laws and regulations in the private
domain. In the religious sphere, the state set out to
govern religious activities in the name of “respecting
and protecting the freedom of religious belief.” The ban
on public religious activities was gradually loosened,
and a spirit of religious tolerance was institutionalized
in a policy statement known as Document 19 in March
1982.1% The new era, which came to be known as
“reform and open,” witnessed an influx of overseas
Christian visitors seeking to reconnect with the mainland
believers. These visitors brought religious literature,
visual and audio materials, and financial assistance.
There were also new international mission groups who
saw China as a promising field in the global East. On
the other hand, former mission organizations sought to

regain lost ground, and Adventists were among them.
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The earliest effort to organize the China ministries by
the GC was the formation of the China Evangelism
Committee (honghua shenggong weiyuanhur) in the mid-
1970s in Hong Kong.'” This indigenous operation,
under the leadership of Samuel Young (Yang Jiansheng
1928-2018),'™ the newly appointed president of Hong
Kong-Macau Mission, was effective in reinitiating the
work in China. Its first order of business was to establish
an Adventist radio program targeting the mainland
audiences. Regular gospel radio programs began on
February 1, 1977 in Hong Kong, with the intention

of spreading their ministry in South China.'”” Samuel
Young reported that by 1989 Adventist organizations
such as the Adventist Development and Relief Agency
(ADRA), Christian Record Services, Pacific Union
College, and other Adventist-run ministries, including
Eden Valley Institute and Weimar Institute, had started
various kinds of works in China.'” After the United
States and European countries ordered arms and
economic sanctions on the Chinese government to
punish its brutal suppression of the Tiananmen pro-
democratic movement, Adventist organizations such as
the Loma Linda University Medical Center and ADRA
contacted local Chinese authorities to expand Adventist
medical and relief ministries there.!”” Meanwhile, the
GC’s East Asia Committee took advantage of the British
colony’s location and set up a branch in Hong Kong.
Adventists who emigrated from China to work for the
Hong Kong-based East Asian Committee (EAC) supplied
the needed workforce to produce Mandarin radio
programs. Experienced mainland Chinese immigrant
church workers and pastors wrote gospel literature and
training materials. Bibles, Adventist hymnals, Sabbath
school lessons, and Chinese versions of Ellen White’s
books were smuggled from Hong Kong to nearby
Guangdong and Fujian provinces, and from there to
other parts of China. In 1999, the EAC merged with the
South China Islands Union Mission to form the Chinese
Union Mission (CHUM), signaling the global Church’s

more progressive effort to organize the Adventist work

in China."® The reconnection with global Adventist
communities, however, complicated local Adventist
divisions in Wenzhou. Interaction between global and
local Adventists produced events that took the schisms on
a totally unpredictable trajectory.

The reintroductions of peoples, funding, and
religious materials aroused the Communist regime’s
reactions. Beginning in the late 1980s, the government
widened its control on religious printing,'"! church-based
Bible training, and the circulation of imported literature.
Listening to gospel radio broadcasts or any audio-
visual programs and receiving funding from overseas
religious bodies were all prohibited activities.'? Despite
these constraints, Chinese believers were relatively free
to gather at one another’s houses until the 1990s. For
since there was no national policy to regulate religious
gatherings outside designated venues,'"” the status of
house churches was ambiguous and was tacitly approved.
Nonetheless, to maintain control over Christianity, the
regime rebuilt the TSPM system and later created the
China Christian Council (hereafter CCC). Both religious
associations, jointly called the “two associations” (lLanghu,
hereafter TSPM/CCC), were tasked with rebuilding
a Christian organization the regime could trust. In
the following decades, the TSPM/CCC reinstated the
former TSPM leaders of the 1950s (lao sanzz), elected
and ordained new TSPM pastors, rebuilt the regime-
sponsored theological seminaries, and reclaimed the
numerous confiscated missionary properties. Under
the banner of the three-selfs, these endeavors had
crucial implications for the denominational believers.
Denominations had ceased to exist, the TSPM/

CCC asserts, and consequently no claim based on a
denominational need was legitimated. In the Adventist
case, pastoral ordination has to gain formal recognition,
Adventists are forbidden to open their own theological
seminaries, nor can they reclaim any church property in

the denomination’s name.

Bibles, Adventist hymnals, Sabbath school lessons, and Chinese versions of Ellen
White's books were smuggled from Hong Kong to nearby Guangdong and Fujian
provinces, and from there to other parts of China.
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Statistically, Chinese Adventists have been part of
the religious revival in post-Mao China. The national
membership has increased from nearly 250,000 in 1998
to 451,070 in 2017, with churches in coastal cities
like Wenzhou being one of the major contributors to
this growth, even though my informants cautioned that
membership growth seems to have stagnated in the past
few years. In the midst of sociopolitical upheavals during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Adventism’s deep
spiritual commitment has sustained the group, enabling
its members to continue their faith journeys. What the
figures do not reveal is that along with revival there
are enough intra-group disagreements, disputes, and
divisions to cause rivalries that continue to this day. How

the schisms happened is the subject of the next chapters.
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