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What is ecclesiology? It is a crystallization or concep-
tualization of the 'self-understanding' of a living community
which constantly responds to God's calling in history with love,
faith, and hope.

Although putting an ineffable mystery into a limited state-
ment will narrow the 'richness' of a reality, yet, a simple and
descriptive definition of ecclesiology will help the following
theological reflection become easier. Proceeding from this def-
inition given above, the following questions will be considered:
i) Is it possible for the Chinese Church under the Communist
regime to have a particular ecclesiology which is, in some way,
different from the traditional ecclesiology? ii) What kind of
ecclesiology should it be?

The Church in a Communist state like China really needs a
particular 'self-understanding' expressed in a new ecclesiology
which 1s capable of dealing with atheistic Marxist-Maoist thought.
The ecclesiology in question might be called a 'praxical eccle-
siology.' However, since an indigenous theology for the Chinese
Church is still in the making, a praxical ecclesiology is yet to
be born. When considering a 'praxical ecclesiology,' I am deeply
aware that I am talking about 'possibility' rather than 'reality,'
'method' rather than 'content.' In the last few years, much has
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been discussed about the 'theology of praxis,' particularly in
Iatin America and in Asia. Since the implications of 'praxis'
have been sufficiently investigated by contemporary theologians,
there is no need for me to repeat the same information here. In
brief, 'praxis,' derived from the Greek verb 'prasso,' whose
common and ordinary meaning roughly corresponds to the English
word 'action,' or 'doing,' and is usually translated as 'practice.’
Actually, the 1mpllcat10ns of praxis are deeper than that of
'practice.’

Through Marx, 'praxis' has come to our time as a new way
of perceiving reality. For Marx, 'praxis' is a pattern of chang-
ing social reality. For contemporary theologians, praxis is a
way of doing relevant theology. According to Mao's way of think-
ing, praxis is a dialectic way of knowing (although Mao did not
use the word praxis explicitly). In other words, praxis is Mao's
epistemology. Mao held the same viewpoint as Marx, who consider-
ed 'thinking' as a praxical activity.

According to modern theologians, particularly the Third
World theologians, the 'tripartite method' of doing theology is
based upon the praxical way of thinking. The three steps of this
tripartite method - i) analysis of reality (present situation),
ii) theological reflection, iii) pastoral consideration - reveal
that this method is a pattern in which activities of theological
thinking can cumulatively and progressively yield relevant results
to a given situation. In order to develop a relevant theology
which is able to respond to the contemporary Chinese experience,
this tripartite method might be an appropriate one. The tri-
partite method stresses the unity of theory and practice and is
suitable to deal with the contemporary Chinese experience which
has been influenced by Mao's way of thinking for the past thirty
years.

Mao's ideology is similar to Christianity in that it is
not a philosophy but a way of 1life. Mao challenged people to
change their daily lives. Mao's ideology is very practical in
nature. Whenever talking about the 'practice/theory' relation-
ship, Mao considered that human knowledge depends on practice
and is for practice. This is the central idea of Mao's episte-
mology. According to Mao, human knowledge develops through three
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stages. The first stage 1s the perception of a particular situa-
ion in which one 1s directly involved. The second stage is the
development of this perceptual knowledge into theoretical kmowl-
edge; this 1s a process of reflection, organizing the data of
perception, and the formulation of experience into conceptual
knowledge. It is in this way that a person comes to understand
the laws of the world outside himself/herself. The third stage
of Mao's epistemology is the most important. This is the stage
of 'applying the knowledge of these laws actively to change the
world.' Theory however is important. Without revolutionary
theory, there can be no revolutionary movement; but, the impor-
tance of theory consists entirely in that theory can guide
action.

For Mao, theoretical knowledge which is acquired through
practice, must return to practice.(l) The third stage belongs
properly to the theory of knowledge because it 1s the stage of
testing, verifying, and developing theoretical knowledge. It is
the final phase of the dialectical process of cognition. Knowl-
edge changes with practice. The new knowledge is related to the
previous knowledge not in a linear way but by 'unity-in-opposi-
tion,' in a dialectical way. The idea of the 'unity and con-
flict of opposites' is the key to understanding Mao's episte-
mology. Theory and practice form a unity of opposites, and make
up a non-antagonistic contradiction.(2) In Mao's ideology, the
importance of theory is never denied. Although Mao gave practice
the primacy over theory, it did not mean that theory is less
important. Theory is closely related to practice as 'unity of
opposites.' Theory and practice need each other. One cannot
exist without the other. The 'unity of opposites' cannot be forg-
ed when either of the two opposites 1s absent.

After the analysis of Mao's thoughts, which have more or
less affected the modern Chinese mentality, one can understand
why the tripartite method is a possible way of working out a
theology of praxis for the Church in China. Although the tripartite
method stresses the primacy of action over theological reflection,
this method itself also recognizes that only theological reflec-
tion and articulation can unfold the transcendental dimensions
and implications of human actions. In the process of theological



formulation of human experience into conceptual theory, the
Church comes to grasp the Christian principles of properly deal-
ing with the present situation and social reality.

It appears that the Chinese Church has already been de-
institutionalized and de-clericalized under the Communist regimej
the praxical ecclesiology in the making has to deal with a Church
in which the believers view themselves as the scattered pecple of
a living God rather than the people as a community under the
leadership of a visible authority. (I do not mean that the author-
ity is not important. I only point out the present situation of
the Chinese Church under the Communist regime.) The 'Patriotic
Assoclation' as an institution must not be considered as a Church,
because the 'Patriotic Association' already openly declared that
it is not a Church, it is only a Christian organization function-
ing as a mediator to help the Communist Government to implement
the policy on religious freedom, and to promote the unity of
Chinese Christians. Perhaps, Karl Rahner's idea of 'the Church
of the Little Flock'(3) can help to cast some light on the forma-
tion of such a praxical ecclesiology. 'The Church of the Little
Flock,' for K. Rahner, is a minority of Christians who live out
the message of the Gospel with a genuine Christian faith.(4) 1In
reality, during the past thirty years of persecution, the preser-
vation and transmission of Christian faith depended almost entire-
ly upon the old Christian family traditions. The younger Chinese
know very little about Christianity, except from the hostile
propaganda of the Communist Government which views Christianity
as a form of imperialism or superstition. The only way the
yvounger generation can learn scomething about God is from their
families, their parents, their reilatives, and their friends.

These 0ld Christians who became transmitters of the Christian
faith bequeathed the Gospel to the next generation not by
'indoctrination', but by their value system, by their own way of
life - their attitude towards suffering, death, disasters, happi-
ness, and by their human relatifonships. In brief, the preserva-
tion, transmission, and renewal cf Chinese Catholicism rely on

the o0ld Chinese Christian family traditions rather than the
Chinese Church as an institution. The Christian family traditions
will play a great role even in a time when the relationships
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between the Vatican and China might be normalized in the future.

Today, a new model of Church is emerging in China. This
new model presents the Church not as an institution, but as
'leaven, ' silently but powerfully resisting the overwhelming
pressures of atheism by its genuine spiritual life. This new
model of Church embodies a new form of faith. This faith 1s ex-
pressed not only in the 'creed' professed every Sunday in the
chapel; but also is witnessed through suffering in hope and pa-
tiently waiting day by day as the Kingdom of God unfolds in human
history. The Christians also take an active role in transforming
the Chinese society. This praxical ecclesiology, perhaps, is not
very systematic; but it is relevant to the present situation of the
Chinese Church and is able to speak for the Chinese experiernce.
This pracical ecclesiology is based upon a Christology which
pictures Jesus Christ not so much as a triumphant King, but as a
Resurrected-Suffering Servant, Who is constantly present among
the Chinese people, labouring 'for' them and 'with' them, Who
faces the atheistic Communist reality together with His people in
a loving, humble, and non-violent manner!

NOTES:

(1) Mao Tse-tung, 'On Practice' in Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung,
Vol. I, Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 1967, p.259-310.

(2) Mao Tse-tung, 'On Contradiction' in Selected Works of Mao Tse-
tung, Vol. I, Foreign languages Press, Peking, 1967, p. 31i-
345.

(3) Karl Rahner, The Shape of the Church to Come, New York, The
Seaburg Press, 1974.

(4) Karl Rahner's 'The Church of the Little Flock' is different
from the Protestant indigenous church in Mainland China dur-
ing the 50's. For Rahner, the Church of the Little Flock is
a Church belonging to a minority of Christians who might not
live in the same place, but they have the same attitude to-
wards the rality of the coming of God's Kingdom. They will .
offer their lives, if necessary, for the actualization of
the Kingdom of God on earth.
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