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AN INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR OF
TAO FONG SHAN

Dn. Peten Lee, the dirnectorn of the Christian Study Centrne on Chinese
Religion and Culture at Tao Fong Shan was interviewed by Sn. Beatrice
Leung, executive sechetary of Holy Spirnit Study Centre. He explained
to ws the role played by his study centrne between the Chinese
Chuistian Chunch and the Christian churches outsdide China. He also
discussed with wus the attitude he maintains towards the Chinese
Christian church.

Rev. Lee, you have been in the field of China research for more
than ten years. May I ask what is the purpose of your studies?

1t {5 not cornect to say that 1 have been “in this field forn oven
ten yearns. 1 have been working at the Tao Fong Shan Study Centre
edlght yearns only. Before we starnt our conversation could we
cLarnify the tenm "China study”, because Lt 45 a very broad

team. Could we narrow Lt down a £ittle, 50 that Lt is easdlen to
discuss.

Since you are a minister, it seems very natural that the focus of
your interest would be on religious matters or on theological
problems which relate to China. Isn't that true?

We could divide the question of religion Linto many areas. One angle

 could be Chraistianity 4in China, including both Catholicism and

Protestantism. Sdince I am a Profestant, Lt 46 naturnal that 1 focus
my attention on this aspect. But this does not mean 1 disregard

the situation of the Catholic Church in China.

On the othern hand, the team "religion" also embraces othen beliefs
besides Chrnistianity. Buddhism, 1slamism, Tacism, and folk religions
ane also within the nealm of our concern. We thy cur best to Look
forn maternials on these neligicns. T have found that the publications
of the Chinese Tnstitute of World Religions provide valuable
material wornthy of owr attention. 1 have not had time to Astudy
these materials in detail. 1§ we had enough manpower Lt would be
best to go to China to have perscnal contact with scholars o4
various study centres, and do more research there. We also keep 4n
touch with the political, economical and social problems of China.
Though we do not wish to appearn as experts Ln the study of these
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problems, religlous apfairs cannot be detached from the whole
socdal context of China. For example, the government policy

of neligious greedom 48 closely related Lo the socio-political
atmosphere. In ocur concern for China, we must not only observe
China's nelations with Catholicism and Protestantism. Attention
must also be paid to how rneligion can help shape the future of the
masses An China and how Lt Linfluences the welfare of the people.
Anyway, we do not have strictly Limited boundaries in our study of
rneligion in China.

Since the centhe 45 a Chuistion institution, our perspective L4 based
on our beldief. Ourn immediate aim 4s to have concean fon the
situation, difgiculties and happenings of the Chinese institutional
chunch., But this concern 48 not owr ultimate goal. Furntherwmore,

as thene are people in the church, and the Chiistian Church exists
within the Chinese cultune, it 48 natwwal for us to be concerned

fon the happenings and future of our brethren in China. Our concern
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even Ancludes the future of Chinese clvilisation. But this concean
5 AL not oun wltimate goal. Our wltimate aim points fo our
Chiistian faith in the broadest sense (which 4is not the same as the
imstitutional church). Here we come to the Level of Theology. When
we talk about the faithful in Chaistianity we focus not only on
those who have joined the Anstitutional church, we also allude to
the place of the Chinese in the Kingdom of God. Hene we also come
to the question of the meaning of Christianity in a socilety whenre
the great majority are non-believers. As Chruistians we must be
concerned about the sufferings, hopes, yearnings and sthuggles o4
owr Chinese people thrcugh the issues of Human Rights on through
reading thein Literature. Then we thy to reflect on these problems
of Life grom a Theological point of view. Therefore we could say
that we have to study every aspect of China to begin Lo understand
the Chinese people.

Now I understand that the ultimate aim of your studies goes back to
Christianity. No wonder you pay so much attention to the situation
of Christianity in China. I understand that Christianity has re-
ceived different treatment in China because of the unique political
atmosphere. Formerly, some people liked to follow evangelism while
others advocated the principles of the Three Self Movement. In
this context may I ask what future direction the Church in China
should take?

You mentioned Evangelism and the Three Self Movement. Actually

the Three Self Movement, includes the Three Self Patrniotic
Association and the Chiistian patriotic movement. Here we are not
goding to discuss these movements in detall because readers “are
familian with them. On the other hand, it 48 Lmpossible to discuss
Christianity in China without putting Lt in the social context. So
we shall go through these movements very baiegly. In the past we
saw many phases of heliglous policies in China, some strhict, some
Lenient. These phenomena went back and forth. Right now we could
say China £s Ain a period during which neligion 48 enfoying a
centain amount of freedom. But how great 45 that amount of greedom?
Everything has its own yardstick. Nevertheless we can say that
neligious freedom does exist 4in China. The People's Republic of
China 46 a soclalist nation deeply imbedded in Marxist Ldeology.

1t 44 cerntain that this kind of nation has Lts own Linterphetation

0f neligion which 45 quite different grom that of Western countries.
They negand neligion as a kind of "Anevitability", Anstead

of having a thue nespect fon £t. Whenever state policy 44 tightened,
neligion 48 immediately nestrnicted.
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Why do Communist countries have a feeling of inevitability toward
religion?

This question has a Long historical background. Some say that
neligion 44 the product of man. Even when socdial conditions have
been improved, yet because of human weakness Lt takes a very Long
time to do away with religion altogether. Therefore they simply
acknowledge that religion has existed duning the ghreater part of
human histony.

At the present stage, China would not strhongly attack religion. On
the conthany, she {5 giving religion a chance to enfoy a Limited
freedom. 1§ we overnseas Christians or the Chrnistians 4in China
mindlessly provoke the authorities by saying that "We do not
acknowledge your viewpoint of ws,”" then we may bring about a counter-
effect. 0f counse £t 44 very diffleult to draw the Line between
which conditions are favourable and which are unfavourable to neli-
glon. Likewise it 48 difficult fo see when the Church should stand
up An protest and when Lt shouwld patiently endure. Because of this
we could say that state-religion helations are something very subitle.
Somethimes the church 48 put through an unbearable ondeal, sometimes
there 45 the possibility of co-existence between state and church.
AL this takes great wisdom to discern. 1t 4s very important that
cverseas Chaistians not disturnb or Lritate the authorities.

Do you have the feeling that in the past outsiders have caused
disruptions in the Chinese Christian church?

Yes. Take a concrete example of the smuggling of Bibles. The
Chinese government and the Chinese chuwich made Lt clear that duiing
this period of adjustment and under the principle of Three Self
Movement, they are thying their very best to provide as many Bibles
as they can. The Chinese govermment alsc Ladld down regulations
stating that Lt is fonbidden to smuggle BiblLes into China, and
Chinese customs officens enfonce this regulation. Yet Lt happened
that one million copies of the Bible were smuggled into China. This
gesturne Anevitably was interpreted as interference and Lack of
hespect 4on the Chinese church. Such smuggling could bring about
many counten-effects. Othen kinds of minor gestures were very
subtle also. What 4s regarded as anti-revolutionary and what belongs
to the nealm of rheliglous frneedom, is treated difgerently acconding
to each context. ALL this (Llustrates the delicate relationship
between state and church. 1In the bureauchacy of the People's
Republic of China, there 45 a department called the "United Front".
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I§ within a given period of time Ualted Front Policy could
successqully unite the different ghoups other than the communisis,
then therne will be a good chance for religion. You might ask what
L5 the meaning of the United Front? This 48 a verny complex quesition.
We. overnseas Chinese have our own Lnterpretation which 4s sometimes
colowred by our personal gfeelings.

Rev. Lee, could you explain to us the work of Tao Fong Shan and
the Christian Studies Centre?

Tao Fong Shan Ecumenical Centre was established in the 1930's by a
Noweglan Missionary Dr. Karnl Redichelt who had a ghreat interest in
Buddhism and dialogue with Buddhists. Aften the death of Dn.
Redichelt, the trnend of our work expanded. Oun Arnt Department was
founded Ain the 50's when there wene nefugees coming from China.

Some of Them were converts from Buddhism and wene skRALFuL in paint-
ing porcelain gorn theirn Livelihood. So they wene employed by Tao
Fong Shan to paint porcelatin with a Christian gLavour, and this
deparntment became one undit of the Ecumenleal Centre. This Study
Centrne oniginally did not belong to Tao Fong Shan but was founded
An the 19505. From the name of the original centre - Chaistian Study
Centne on Chinese Religions and Culture - we can undernstand the
scope of our studdies. Ouwrt object of study 48 Chinese religions.
Therefone we do not Limit cwrselves to studying Buddhism but include
othen neligions such as Taodism, Islam and popular folk religions.

As far as Chinese culture 44 concerned, this coverns a vast area of
studies. Because of histornical circumstances, some seven to elght
yearns ago, we began to pay attention to the development of Communist
China. At that time the Chinese Chaistian church was not open, and
the Chrnistian church in Hong Kong did not pay too much attention to
that (ssue. We did not have as many hestrictions as other organisa-
tlons s0 we were free to do reseanch in this §Leld. When we dis-
covened that mone Chinese Christion churches had cpened, we cowld

see thene were some profects and ALssues that we cowld not but

engage ourselves Ain. Last year, the Study Centre was united again
with Tac Fong Shan and was eallfed the Study Depantment. Presently
in Tao Fong Shan we have three depantments, the Ant Department, the
Study Depantment and the Laity Training phrogham with its attached
chapel of worship. We have the intention of establishing a hetreat
house which will be a place of rnecollection and prayer for spirituak
thaining. 1t should be pointed out that we also put emphasis on
spirituality. Due to the Lack of personnel we cannot do much An
this area, but within ocur Limitations we thy ourt best fto make this
netrneat house a place of prayer, reflection and spiuituality. 1In
the future if we have enough assistance we can provide more An
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the area of the thaining cof the Lalty.

A moment ago you said that in the process of your China studies
there are some issues that "you could not but engage yourself in".

What are these?

Although we have to atfempt to play the hole of prophet, we must

also have some psychologlcal preporation to admit that what we

know 48 veny Limited. 1In the previows thirnty years the Commundist
Leadens have brought about drastic changes 4in China, and everything
thene 45 AtLLL An the process of change. Even though we are very
Limited in ourn knowledge, yet sometimes we are obliged to make
comments and express ouwrn views on some Lssues. Thenegfore we need
some s084d facts before we can make any remarks. At the same time
we make Lt known that we have no deleterdious motivation behond ocur
studies, on that we are preparing curselves to resume mLsELON AN
China when opportunities aiise. We aim only at understanding and
concenn, and to see theirn problems from a positive angle. In spite
0f the fact that we do not engage in mission work oursefves, we are
neventheless, concerned cven the deepen meaning of "evangelisation"
in the Chinese context. When Chinese Chaisiians come To kunow our
mentality and attitude, they are very willing to establish faiend-
ship and thust when we come into contact with one another. As we
are £iving outside the Chinese enviromment, Lt 45 a fact that we
cannot fully understand the real situation there. Each time we
view Amportant events we tay fo respect them and accept them as they
are and to see things from a Less blased angle, and in this way we
can forum a bond of frlendship with the Chinese Chaistians. Actual
opportundities forn ws to meet Bishop K.H. Tdng and the feaderns of the
Thhee Self Movement are very rane. Yet each time we have met, no
mattern through correspondence on An person duning conferences, I
personally have felt that we could easily build up a certain mutuad
thust and congidence. Therefore At has enabled us to provide a
bridge between China and those cutside.

With regand to (irnst-hand materials, L4 we fdind something which Ln
{tself 46 sdgnipicant enough for publishing and the Chinese
Canistian Church also feel that this could be shared with us, we
naturally get thein permission to have this translated for oun
periodical - Ching Feng. This pruincedple applies not only to the
matten of §inst hand Anfornmation, but also fo neponts writien

agten visits to China. Some church members An Hong Kong and
Chinese chrnistian Leaderns might not totally agree with ws. Even
some anticles An Ching Feng might express viewpodints different

from those of the Chinese Chiistian Church. But none of this
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arouses LLL-feelings. 1t depends very much on cur attitude. And
we maintain a frlendly attitude in cur contacts with the Chinese
Chuistian Church. We are not forced o go Anto one particulan

area of research. We cannot say that we have plenty of material
for ourn research. Yet we are fortunate encugh not to be compelled
to stop at a certain way of Looking at things without othen chodlces.

Leung: You have said that Tao Fong Shan is playing the role of a bridge.
Basically it is very difficult to be a bridge. The demands are
energy consuming but gain no praise. May I ask what kind of
difficulties you presently are facing in the performance of your
role?

Lee:  VYou are penfectly night that Lt 48 very difficult fo be a bridge.
It 45 a very difficult kRind of work, yet all the energy we spend
does not vanish {n the ain. 1t requines skilL, wisdom, and we
must balance all aspects before we can say the job 45 welk
done. 1§ that really s the case the work will be appreciated by
the people around ws.
1t 46 {nevitable that we will have difficulties An this area.
Because everyone has his own viewpoint. From different angles
and historial backghounds, Lt 48 very natural that each one has a
different way of Looking at China. 1% does not mean that we anre
helpless when surrounded by difgiculties and hardships. On the
contharny, we remind owwselves to work with skilf and patience amid
digglculties. 1t 45 challenging encugh to understand something 4in
a soclety which s completely different from ouns, purely grom the
point of research. Tan't At more difficult to go a step furthen
and play the nole of a braidge aftern we have understood the real
situation? 1t 4s not necessary to say that there are difflculties.
But what 48 most impertant for wus 48 to do something meaningful
despite these obstacles.

Leung: What kind of difficulties are you facing? From what direction do
they come? .

Lee:  1In Hong Kong it 48 not easy to study China Ln depth. This Ls the
fist difpiculty we have to gace. 1t 44 even more difpicult Lo
thansmit the findings of cur research to our Chriistian brotherns Ain
Hong Kong, s4ince we have different views and backgrounds. Howevern
we are aware that this Study Centre s gorn the service of the
Chnistian church., 1In the Christian Church of Hong Kong, pastonrs
and parish priests gorn example, Ln thein daily affains do not have
much time to do hesearnch on the problems in China. On the othexr
hand the Chnistian Chuich 48 a big ohganisation, 4n which there
are centain kinds of powen Lngluencing the whole situation. The
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biggern the ornganisation, the more divernse the opinlons. Some of
these opinlons are conditioned by centain elements, and thus exent
a kind of 4ngluence. It 48 very hard for the church to do research
work within this kind of big organisation because Lt L4 difpicult
to thanscend all these Limitations. But Lt 48 not absolutely
Ampossible. This does not mean that our study centrne has already
thanscended all the hardships and can do its nesearch without any
bias. But compared with other organisations, we can be moxre
trhanscendental and have a clearer perspective. Then we also have
the duty to assist other people to Look at the phoblems of China.
It 48 quite difpicult to help othens to be more thanscendental An
viewing China and the Chinese Church. 1t needs a Lot of consclence
haisding. Seminarns, personal contact, ghroup discussion, and co-
operation on a profect would be a means to this end. To entertain
the Chnistian Leadens from China who visited Hong Kong 44 a very
good example. When this group of Chinese Chrnistians Leaders made
thein visit to Hong Kong, Tao Fong Shan {tself could assume the
nesponsibility of hosting them. But we would rather have done this
as a {odnt project with the Chnistian Churches <n Hong Kong. 1%
was not easy to avive at an agreement with the Chruistian Councdk,
but 1 gound that it was an excellent opportunity or our own
formation. 1t was proved that every one Lnvolved benegited. With
the coming of the Chinese Chruistian delegation, the colleagues of
the Chnistian Church of Hong Kong had fo formulate a commonly
approved way to host them. Actually some of them were not willing
to do the work, some of them were afraid, while some did not know
what to do. Eventually we all joined togethen to work through £t.
As T told you befone, Lt was possible for Tao Fong Shan to shoulden
everything solely, but we gave the Hong Kong Chaistian Council a
chance to contact the delegates from the Christians <n China. We
planned to accept criticism and share praise together as a ghroup.
It worked out smocthly. From the experience of the reception of
the Chinese Chnistian Leadens we discovered that we reaped the
fruits of consclentization. On the sdde of the Chinese

Christian detegates, at the beginmning they were a bit agrald. At
this juncture, we really played the part of bridge by encouraging
them to be at peace in thein irnst contact with the Hong Kong
Christians. And we promised our assistance whereven Lt was needed.

It is true, Rev. Lee, that you have very successfully played the
role of bridge. In our Catholic Church we also need some one who
can be a bridge. We hope you can give us more guidelines

in this area and encourage us to proceed in the same endeavor.
Thank you.



