
 
 
 
 

A Momentous Year for the Church in China 
 

Most observers agree that 2007 was an extremely significant year in the contemporary history of the Catholic Church in 
China.  The centerpiece of all these portentous developments was the Pastoral Letter to the Catholic Church in China 

issued by Pope Benedict XVI at Pentecost – traditionally observed as the “birth of the Church.”  Promulgated in late June 
in various languages, including both official and unofficial Chinese language versions, the Letter elicited a wide spectrum 

of responses from both the religious and secular sectors in China addressed: ecclesial leaders, communities of faith, as 
well as social/civic and political authorities.  [For analysis of some of these “reactions” cf. p. 3.] 

 

The Pope explicitly dealt with the most urgent challenges before the Chinese Catholic Church- both internal and external 
to its existence in that great Nation; and not shying away from controversy and complex juridical matters also.  The 

requirement for apostolic continuity of the appointment of bishops was one of many pressing issues dealt with in the 
Letter.  In point of fact – the past year has seen a resumption of the mutually acceptable process that had evolved 

earlier, to ensure both inviolable apostolic continuity in the appointments of bishops to various dioceses; as well as 

reasonable compliance with religious law and policy in China at the present time. 
 

During 2007, five new bishops were appointed/consecrated to take up episcopal leadership in China – either as the 
diocesan bishop of a vacant See or co-adjutor bishop with the right of succession to the current bishop. 

� Bishop Paul Xiao Zejiang, 40, ordained Co-adjutor Bishop of Guiyang, Guizhou on September 8, 2007. 
� Bishop Li Shan, 42, ordained bishop of Beijing on September 21, 2007. 

� Bishop Lu Shouwang, 41, ordained bishop of Yichang, Hubei, on November 30, 2007. 

� Bishop Gan Junqiu, 43, ordained bishop of Guangzhou, on December 4, 2007. 
� Bishop Joseph Li Jing, 40, Co-adjutor of Ningxia, Inner Mongolia on December 21, 2007. 

The selection of these priests to take up leadership was a cause of great rejoicing in their respective dioceses.  Solemn 
liturgies followed by traditional Chinese banquets and celebration with family and the Catholic faithful – were attended by 

tens of thousands of people and many hundreds of priests, religious sisters, and usually, many brother bishops from 

neighboring dioceses.  In each case, the ritual of episcopal consecration was provided by other validly consecrated 
bishops – thus insuring the requirement to preserve the apostolic continuity of the Chinese Episcopacy.  This is a cause 

for profound rejoicing and gratitude for God’s Providence for the Church of China. 
 

At the same time, everyone concerned is well aware of the crisis of leadership facing the Church in China.  There are 

currently 97 dioceses in China (re-configured to be co-terminus with civil territorial boundaries from some 138 dioceses 
from the pre-PRC or missionary era Church).  There are reportedly just over 100 bishops in China at present, about 40 of 

whom do not have their ecclesiastical jurisdiction recognized by local government authorities; and therefore extremely 
limited in their capacity to function publicly.  In addition, perhaps 80% of the Chinese bishops are quite elderly – many in 

their late eighties and even nineties.  Twelve senior bishops died in 2007 alone.  Hence the challenge to replace this 
leadership, let alone to supply adequate leadership for the rapidly growing Church in China is of crisis proportions. 

 

No matter how one may judge their ulterior motives, it is clear that the political authorities concerned with religious 
matters in China are anxious to see new leadership in place, in order to avoid devolution of rational and reliable direction 

of the Churches.  Clearly – albeit for very more fundamental theological and doctrinal reasons, the Holy See shares this 
concern. 

 

Another dimension of this leadership crisis is the challenge to provide suitable education, theological and spiritual 
formation and training in ecclesial administrative capacity for the bishops of China.  Two major efforts towards these 

goals are the Maryknoll Society sponsored Chinese Seminary Teachers & Formators Project which in the past 15 years has 
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Participants at the Winter 2007 Pastoral Enrichment Seminar 

enabled more than 60 young priests from China to obtain graduate degrees in US Catholic Colleges and universities with 

more than 50 of the having already returned to serve the Church in China.  Five of them have become bishops.  A second 
and more immediate response to this need is the program organized by the Verbiest Foundation in Belgium which has 

sponsored several intensive training courses for younger bishops and diocesan administrators – to spend a few weeks on 
exposure visits to dioceses in various European countries.  Several major Religious Orders collaborate in this project; and 

in addition the German Benedictines have arranged scriptural courses and intense prayer and retreat exposures for other 

young bishops and promising clerical leaders from China. 
 

As China continues to emerge as a global power, Christianity has a major role to play in providing moral and ethical 
underpinning.  This will demand a vibrant and viable local Church up to the challenge to witness to the Gospel in 

contemporary China reality.  The latest version of the World Christian Encyclopedia (2001) and updated data available at 
the website: www.globalchristianity.org/ibmrnote.php identifies China where the population is estimated to reach 1.5 

billion by 2033, as one of “the most responsive to Christianity, Christ and the Gospel”: as well as the country with the 

fastest growing number of new converts to Christianity [IBMR 01/08 pp.27-30].  The situation clearly calls for prayer and 
very supportive response from the Sister-Churches in solidarity with the Church in China. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
 

Maryknoll Society sponsored Chinese Seminary Teachers & Formators Project 
 
As a complement to their scholastic program while in the USA, young clergy, religious sisters and a few lay women from 

China attend an annual retreat in summer; and a pastoral seminar over the Christmas-New Year school holiday.  This 

year the seminar theme was “The Artist as Missioner of the Soul and the Senses” – reflecting on how drama, painting, 
sculpture, film and music remind us of the foundational life-death-resurrection rhythm of human life.  Art is an effective 

medium to contemplate and express Faith.  Five artists shared their life experiences, feelings, and love of their craft; from 
which the participants took inspiration and encouragement to remain strong in their own vocational callings. 
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Reactions to the Pope’s Letter  
 

At Pentecost 2007, Pope Benedict XVI addressed a 
Pastoral Letter to the Bishops, Priests, Consecrated 

Persons and Lay Faithful of the Catholic Church in the 
People’s Republic of China. Although expectedly 

addressed to China’s Catholics, the letter had a particular 

message for the leaders of the Catholic Church which is 
in China, as well as to China’s civil authorities. While 

mainly pastoral in its intent, it reaffirms that the Vatican 
wants to pursue dialogue with the Chinese government. 
 

The Letter presents a theological framework within which 

all current problems and difficulties are to be viewed and 
resolved. After greeting the Catholics in China and stating 

its purpose, the letter presents its two main parts: 

“Situation of the Church – Theological Aspects” and 
“Guidelines for Pastoral Life.”  It ends with a “revocation 
of the extraordinary faculties and special pastoral 
directives” for Church activities in past decades, and calls 
for “a day of prayer for the Church in China,” before the 
Pope imparts his apostolic blessing.   
  
As soon as the Letter was released, media attention 

turned immediately to everyone’s response to the Pope’s 

Letter: that of the Chinese Government; of the Chinese 
Catholics in general from “registered” and ‘non-

registered” Catholic communities, that of the Chinese 
Catholic Patriotic Association particularly, and of other 

“Chinese Catholics” in “greater China” (Hong Kong, 

Macao, and Taiwan); the responses of Europe and North 
America.  Summing the responses all together, it seems 

the Letter was generally well received.  
  
The Chinese Government’s reaction was reserved and 
non-committal. Some believe the absence of strident 

negative reaction could be considered positive. Some 
observers interpreted this as evidence of the Chinese 

government’s desire to pursue normalization of diplomatic 

negotiations with the Vatican. The Government 
authorities called upon the Chinese Catholics through the 

Patriotic Association to remain “calm” upon reception of 
the Letter. Perhaps fearing an overreaction, all domestic 

distribution of the Letter by print or by internet was 
restricted, in effect holding up its dissemination among 

the Chinese faithful. Obligatory political sessions were 

organized for Catholic priests accused of having publicly 
distributed extracts of the Pope’s Letter to their Catholic 

faithful without authorization.    
 

On the whole, there was a favorable reception on the 
part of the Bishops and the Faithful in China, many of 

whom thanked the Holy Father for his “wonderful letter,” 
which “had made clear the position of the Church without 

offending anyone.”  The Letter successfully presented a 
delicate balance between a “clarity of the principles” 

when talking about the constitution of the Church, and a 
“great understanding” when speaking to the people “in 

their present local situation.”    
 

Cardinal Joseph Zen of Hong Kong took the occasion of 
the recent consistory in Rome on November 23, to 

address the Pope and cardinals saying that: “Almost all 
Chinese Catholics and most of their Bishops are now in 
communion with Rome” and share a “communion of 
hearts waiting and praying for better times.”   
 

Cardinal-archbishop O’Brien of Edinburgh, returning from 
a visit to China in the first days of November noted that: 

“Many have accepted the Pope’s letter joyfully, others 
have been hurt by certain phrases, but there is a desire 
which I have clearly seen that this letter be used as a 
major step on the way forward to building up the unity of 
the Catholic Church in China and its challenging work of 
evangelization, while recognizing the legitimate role of 
the civil authorities.” He also observed that “although 
there are challenges still to be met, religious freedom has 
grown over the past years.”   For the good of the Church 
and China, further ways forward must be found in line 

with Church teaching as promulgated by Pope Benedict, 
“without denying the legitimate rights of the civil 

authorities there, and the Chinese character necessary to 

find new avenues for the way ahead.”  The emphasis is 
clearly pastoral, not political.  
 

In his Pastoral Letter, to describe China’s religious policy 

for the last 25 years, Pope Benedict XVI used the word: 
“religious tolerance” which means a reality far from 

“religious persecution” but which is not “religious 
freedom” yet. Hence the Holy Father’s pastoral call for 

reconciliation and unity to the Chinese Catholics and his 

reaffirmed wish for dialogue with China political 
authorities.   
 

One should not expect the Chinese authorities to change 

their religious policy immediately and for that reason, 
expect reconciliation and unity within the Church 

community to happen all at once. Yet, there is great hope 
that things will continue to evolve slowly in China.  For 

this reason, Catholics inside and outside China are invited 

to “actively wait and pray”  for reconciliation and unity 
within the Church community as well as normalization of 

diplomatic relations between China and the Vatican.  
Inside and outside China, Catholics stand behind the 

Letter of the Holy Father.                         [Michel Marcil, SJ] 
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 Church News 

 

Ordinations on Mission Sunday 
 

The new Bishop of Beijing, 
Giuseppe Li Shan celebrated 
the annual Mission Sunday in 
communion with the Universal 

Church, marking the occasion 
with the ordination of five new 

priests at Beitang, Holy Savior 

parish.   
 

A local priest said that after many years Bei Tang is 
finally being restored and is resuming its role as the 

cathedral.  “The decision to ordain the priests on Mission 
Sunday is a sign of our new Bishop’s missionary zeal and 
commitment.  It is a gesture to put us in communion 
with the Universal Church following the indications 
recently given to us by Pope Benedict XVI.”   

[China Infodoc 10/07] 
 

Several Churches Open for Worship 
 
In recent months several churches were consecrated 

and opened for worship. The churches had either been 
restructured or newly built and are a sign of the activity 

and hope in these Catholic communities. 

 
The churches include Nan Liang Tai parish, diocese of 

Ba Meng, in northern Mongolia, first built in 1874; Yun 
Xiao parish, diocese of Xia Men, south Fu Jiang province, 

dedicated to Our Lady of China, built exclusively with 

offerings from the faithful for a total 70.000 euro; and a 
new parish church at Liu He, diocese of Tai Yuan, Shan 

Xi province, with statues of the Sacred Heart, the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, St. Anthony, St. Joseph and St. 

Francis "we want to be near all the saints" the faithful 
say.  

 

On the occasion of the consecration of the parish church 
at Yun Cheng, an exhibition "The Light of Christ" was 

opened and thousands of missionary leaflets were 
handed out.  During the consecration of a gothic style 

church dedicated to the Sacred Heart in the diocese of 

Han Dan, three new priests were ordained.  In the 
parish church of St Joseph in the diocese of Lan Zhou, 

Gan Su province, the church has the shape of a boat to 
recall that the faithful are on a pilgrimage to the house 

of the Father.                                              [Fides 12/07] 

Chinese Printers 
Celebrate 50 millionth Bible 
 
In early December, a celebration was held in Nanjing to 

celebrate the printing of the 50 millionth Bible at the 

Amity Printing Company (APC), which was printed on 11 
September this year. 

 
The United Bible Societies (UBS) and Amity Foundation 
(AF) signed an agreement during the celebration to 
extend the Joint Venture Agreement between the two of 

them for another ten years.  UBS and AF first began the 

APC as a joint venture in 1988 and the current 
agreement is set to expire in June 2008. 

 
Ten years after the Cultural Revolution, Amity Press was 

established in Nanjing and its first Bible was printed in 

1987. Since then over 50 million Bibles have been 
printed there. Forty-two million of these were distributed 

in mainland China, whilst the remaining eight million 
were exported to over 60 different countries. 

 
China is believed to have one of the fastest growing 

Christian populations in the world. Officially there are 

thought to be around 22 million Christians in China, 
unofficially the number could be as much as four times 

higher.  During the Cultural Revolution, the Bible was 
banned and all copies were confiscated. But today there 

are more Bibles than any other book in China — it is 

unofficially the best-selling book there.         [China Infodoc 11/07] 

 

 

Hong Kong Christians seek True 
Religious Freedom in China 

 

A year before the opening of the 2008 Beijing Olympics, 

Hong Kong Christian leaders have asked China to grant 
true religious freedom in the country.  Even though 
Beijing tried to give the impression it would improve its 
human rights record, when it was applying to host the 
2008 Olympic Games, there is no substantial evidence to 
show its human rights situation has improved, according 
to Rev. Kwok Nai-Wang, a consultant to the Christian 
Conference of Asia.                                         [ENI 8/07] 

 
  


