THE MONGOLIAN TERRITORY
AND THE CHRISTIAN ENCOUNTER (PART I1I)

by Leo Van Den Berg

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE IAND AND THE PEOPLE

It is a truism that the food/population ratio has been a
serious problem in China for centuries. According to studies
made in the early 1930's famines were nothing new in China.
Between 108 B.C. and 1911, there were no less than 1,828
famines in China, caused by floods, droughts, wars and other
disasters. Furthermore we may not forget that we are in the
final days of the Manchu Dynasty (1644-1911). The Central
Government in the Beijing capital had lost much of its control
over distant areas together with a diminishment of central
power, which formerly had been for the benefit of the people.

The arable land in China was greatly overpopulated and
there were many migrations during the last decades of the 19th
century. The Mongolian territory absorbed an increasing influx
of population and settlers from everywhere who were search-
ing for a new existence in this area.

However, agriculture was very problematic in this Mongolian
land. Bitter cold winters were followed by short summers and
the farmers were totally dependent on the elements.

PEASANTS AND VAGARTES OF NATURE
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The method of farming was almost always very traditional
and powerless against any unpredictable turn of nature. After
the spring thaw or summer rainfall the Yellow River became an
angry torrent, the fury of which was felt in the distant area
of Mongolia. Floods were an annual threat, the main reason
being the deforestation of the land. A break in the dikes
could mean a catastrophe for many villages and their inhabitants.

Not least, the misery of the poorer peasants was exacerbated
when they felt the merciless grip of the greedy and powerful
landlords who wanted the lion's share of the occasional rich
harvests.

Social security was almost always unknown and it was the
family which had to provide mutual protection. This absence
of security gave rise to the secret societies. On the one side
these societies were a support for their followers, on the
other side their policy developed into a distrust of whoever
did not follow their dictates.

In addition to these natural calamities there were local
wars, rampant banditry and communicable diseases. One can
conclude that Mongolian Land of those years was not exactly
the Garden of Eden.

The original Mongols were quickly overpowered by the Chinese
immigrants and were moved farthéer and farther away from the
Great Wall and closer to Western Mongolia. The Mongols them-
selves were divided into different banners or so-called kingdoms,
with their own customs and habits. Their nomadic life made
them break up their camps regularly, take up all their belong-
ings and their cattle and move on to new pastures.

The leaders - kings or princes - of the different Mongolian
tribes often sold land to the new waves of immigrants, but
usually got the worst of the transaction. This resulted in
tense relations between these two groups.

One final comment on the Mongols is that Lamaism was
their predominant religion and influenced all aspects of life.
This form of Buddhism was practiced by the people in Tibet
and Mongolia. Lamaism is shrouded with superstition but never-
theless is an integral part of Mongolian life and culture.

This is an overview of the situation in which the mission-
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ary effort of the late 19th century accepted the challenge to

"go and teach all nations." The call to bring the Gospel to Mon-
golia was a formidable task as it was in other areas of the world
where nature and society were not very accommodating. In the
mission of the Church nothing human is alien and the effort had
begun, a heroic initiative which would continue.

MISSION PERIOD: 1884-1900

As stated in the last issue of "Tripod", by 1884, this Inner
Mongolian Territory was divided in three ecclesiastical units:
the three Apostolic Vicariates of Central, Eastern and South-
western Mongolia.

The headquarters of the Central Mongolian Mission was located in

the village of Ziwanz (/fi#-F) and concentrated on a small nucleus of
Christians, some of whom had been faithful to the Gospel for two

or three generations.

The mission method was usually that one or two resident priests
settled down with a certain group of Christian families who were
subsistence farmers. A church or place for prayer was erected
together with simple living quarters for the priest(s). From
here the new parish covered a vast territory, sometimes requiring
a two day trip on horseback to reach the farthest points.

The thrust of evangelization was doubtless a spiritual one,
although immediately it should be added that this marginal church
got involved in a variety of social issues.

Certainly, one of the tasks each mission station tried to carry
out was that of the so-called "Holy Infancy". Poverty was rampant,
and many babies - mostly girls - were abandoned. The founder of
the Scheut society, Fr. Verbiest (Ft#{Z) ,had been national chaplain of
the same "Holy Infancy" in Belgium. It is quite likely that there
Verbiest received his call to go to China. Funds were collected
by the European Churches and the young church in the larger mission
centres always had a building for these little ones who had no-
body to care for them.

FORMATION OF LOCAL CLERGY AND CATECHETICAL TRAINING

— 55 —



There was great emphasis on the catechetical formation and
gradually the mission compounds, especially during the winter,
were providing room and board to groups of catechumens.

A special comment sould be made on the formation of a local
clergy. From the beginning in the Mongolian dioceses it happened
again and again, even in such a new mission as the distant province
of Gansu (HAE ), that every Mission Superior realized the primary
task of training young aspirants to eventually become the local
priests and leaders of the communities.

In the case of Central Mongolia it is noteworthy that one of
the most zealous missionaries who outlived many -of his com-
temporaries, Fr. Peter De Boeck (X%, for many years functioned
as parish priest of the rather large mission of Xiwanzi, but was
also the rector, procurator and teaching staff of the group of
seminarians. Almost as a one man-church he formed more than 10
local priests over a period of 15 years. Afterwards these local
priests gave great support to the expansion of the church of the
Apostolic Vicariate of Central Mongolia. In the adjacent Apostolic
Vicariates of Eastern and Southwestern Mongolia the situation was
somewhat the same.

Fastern Mongolla under the guidance of Msgr. Rutjes(&® +#)had
its headquarters in Songshuzuizi ( # K" F) which was the former
mission station of the Paris Foreign Mission society and was
situated at the most eastern part of this ecclesiastical Apostolic
Vicariate.

A great task awaited the new bishop Msgr. Rutjes together with
one Chinese and four foreign priests. There was the same kind of
apostolic policy as in the Central Vicariate of Xiwanzi with the
difference that here the remoteness of the mission stations was
greater than in the neighbouring Vicariate, the number of Christ-
ians was smaller and spread over a larger territory.

There was a yearly increase of foreign missionaries.and local
clergy. The economical situation of the people was somewhat better
than elsewhere in Mongolia. This became the future diocese of
Reho (#4#). It is also here that a first missionary attempt was
made to settle and build a mission in a city, Bagou (E#). This
was an exception, because local officials tried to keep

foreign influences of any nature away from the greater population
centres.



The newly erected Vicariate of Southwestern Mongolia, better
known as the Ortos Vicariate ( &% i ) stretched from below the
Yellow River to the prefecture city of Ningxia (% ¥ ). This
mission region had to cope with the greatest of difficulties.

As the name Ortos already indicates this was the central
location of many different Mongolian banners.

The appointed Apostolic Vicar, Msgr. De Vos ( # £ %) belonged
to the first group of missionaries who came into contact with
some Mongolian tribes. Many attempts were made, but despite all
efforts, only Poro Balgason (i%)I] ) became a flourishing centre of
Christianity for the Mongols.

The mobility of the Mongols, the difficulty of their languages,
and the overpowering influence of Lamaism were some of the reasons
why this mission was so difficult.

For the new settlers daily survival was extremely hard, mainly
because of the lack of a proper and efficient water supply. Here
the mission church became involved in development work on the
grass roots level. During the following decades land was either
bought or rented, waterways were dug and canals constructed. In
this fertile land settlements and villages gradually arose.

In addition to this development work large centres of population
had to be defended against bandits and robbers who took advantage
of the vulnerability of the region. In case of attack settlers
could guard themselves behind the walls and moats and so protect
their lives and belongings.

So a range of mission stations came into existence which had
the unhospitable appearance of little bastions, but this was the
only way to survive under such conditions.

This kind of protection was not unique to the Ortos as such, but
it happened here more frequently.

SURVIVAL IN REMOTE ISIAM TERRITCRY

Finally it should be said that in this area the influence of
Islam was very strong. At that time there was no talk of dialogue
with non-Christians. For Msgr. De Vos and his seven missionaries
of those days there was a formidable task. This was because the
normal mission apostolate of instruction, work of the Holy Infancy,
formation of future co-priests and all the other essentials belong-
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ing to any kind of missionary life were already their responsibil-
ity.

Despite failures, Christian communities came into existence in
this remote area of China. Assimilation, adaptation to the local
situation had to be learned and defective mission methods were to
be acknowledged, but the Church offered support for fundamental
change and basic survival to an increasing number of people who
were forced to live at the brink of existence.

Survival in the spiritual and physical sense of the term was
the preoccupation of missioners in Mongolia. Because their
efforts were directed at the "have-nots'" of the age there was a
greater concern over simple physical survival.

SOME CONCLUSIONS

Tt is impossible in this short article to go into depth about
the situation of the last two decades of the 19th century in the
Mongolian territory. The detailed elaboration of other points of
life in Mongolia would require a lengthy article. For reasons of
brevity, only a sketchy report is presented here.

My intention was to give a general description of the encounter
between the young missionary church, the land and people. While
we are mindful of the failures of this era we also focus upon the
primary purpose of missionary presence - the message of Salvation.
However,this Salvation was not only focused on a heavenly reward,
but in many cases also concerned with the fundamental rights of
the people in terms of food, shelter and a decent human existence.

Let us not forget that we are focusing on a time in which the
word or concept dialogue with non-christians was not yet coined.
Unfortunately but understandably men talked in terms of "pagans
and Christians'. However, let us add immediately, the great
respect developed by many a missionary and therefore the church
for local ideas and concepts which were setting the tone of the
society of those days. The dedication of this missionary church
goes beyond description and the sincere lifelong devotion of the
missionaries is above repute.

Many of them realized their limitations, but also that the
evangelical calling "Go and teach all nations'" was the core of
their existence.



