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The Church in China: .
Ecclesiological Impasse?

A Christological and Trinitarian Approach
towards a Solution

by A. B. Chang Ch'un-shen, S.J.

The primary focus of the following
reflection on the Church in China will
be the Catholic Church, although some
of what I have to say mutatis mutandis
may resonate with other Christian
churches as well. Nor do I feel it
necessary here to add to the wealth of
descriptive detail available elsewhere
on the condition of those churches,
presupposing that my readers are al-
ready well informed about the general -
situation there. Besides, my concern in writing this paper is
theological, not phenomenological, and is summarized in the
following question: Has the Catholic Church in China, by cen-
tering her attention on what are basically intra-ecclesial matters,
now reached an ecclesiological impasse? Certainly the present
state of affairs gives every indication of having arrived at a
stalemate. And with no simple remedy readily at hand, it causes
one to question: What can be done about it? Most observers
would tend to agree that it will take a multi-leveled approach to
break the current deadlock, an approach which of necessity
would include: building Christian communities where mutual
forgiveness and reconciliation are active components; nurturing
a spirit of openness and liberality in the formation of future
priests; reviving the lost art of church diplomacy; promoting
interreligious and ecumenical dialogue; and, last but not least,
engaging in the on-going task of theological retlection.

The purpose of this paper, then, is to offer a few theological
thoughts which might in some small way contribute to the larger
effort of freeing the Church in China from its present impasse.
And I shall proceed in the following manner: first, outlining the
problem; second, proposing certain Christological and Trinitar-
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ian approaches that might prove useful in the search for a solu-
tion; and, finally, suggesting certain practical steps that might be
taken in the immediate future towards mitigating, if not resolv-
ing, the present dilemma.

I. An Ecclesiological Impasse

The following description does not presume to offer a
complete or even a balanced view of present conditions in the
Chinese church. If in the judgment of the reader I seem at times
to oversimplify, painting a picture in black-and-white devoid of
nuance and the shades of ambiguity that exist in every complex
situation, it is only to draw my reader's attention to the underly-
ing theological issue, which is the real focus of this article.
Also, I hasten to add that none of my observations are meant to
be value-judgments on any of the people or situations.

Church-centeredness

Catholics visiting their co-religionists on the Mainland...and
some have made repeated visits during the past few
years...notice how internal church affairs seem to dominate the
conversation, often giving the impression that intra-ecclesial
matters have become the prime topic of discourse when Catho-
lics get together. And sometimes the exchanges can become
quite heated, as when the talk turns to who belongs to the Patri-
otic Association, or what priests can or cannot be trusted,
perhaps because this one got married, or that one is too closely
allied with the Party and the government. A simple discussion
about the formation of future priests, a valid and urgent con-
cern, quickly exposes serious differences and the internal ten-
sions that exist between the various major seminaries, and which
have become common knowledge among ordinary Catholics.
The tendency towards church-centeredness is also reflected in
her work life, where most of her efforts go into restoring old
church structures and building new ones to accommodate the
ever increasing number of her converts. And the same tendency
can be found--supported by strong conviction--in her emphasis
on nurturing a church-oriented spirituality among the laity,
which puts much stress on observing church laws and prescribed
forms for individual, family and community prayer. All this
would indicate that a kind of ecclesio-centric mindset prevails
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among Mainland Catholics. And while there can be no doubt
the church has successfully integrated herself into the Chinese
social fabric, it does not necessarily follow that she has had any
impact on the surrounding Chinese culture. Given her present
mentality, it hardly seems likely that there will be any signifi-
cant changes there in the immediate future.

Few Ecumenical Initiatives

As far as ecumenical gatherings are concerned, there is slim
chance that a visitor to the Mainland will have an opportunity to
participate in any such inter-church activities. But if the ecu-
menical movement does not seem to be high on the list of impor-
tant Catholic Church priorities, it is also true that most of the
other Christian churches are similarly preoccupied with their
own struggles for survival, and this leaves little energy left over
on either side for engaging in creative ecumenical initiatives.
Thus, it would be unfair to say that the trend toward ecclesial
centricity is limited to the Catholic Church alone, although it
should also be noted that in recent years there has been more
active inter-faith cooperation than previously among mainline
Protestant Churches who operate under the umbrella of the
Three-Self Movement.

When the subject of dialogue with non-believers is
broached, the visitor is usually referred to some Chinese intel-
lectuals who have taken a renewed interest in Christianity in the
past few years. But in most cases they do not become formally
affiliated with any specific Christian denomination and prefer to
remain aloof from ecclesial structures. As far as interreligious
dialogue with the Buddhists and Taoists is concerned, formal
contacts are rare, so it comes as no surprise to learn that Chris-
tianity appears in their eyes to be a rather introverted and self-
confined minority religion, albeit a dynamic one.

Factors Absorbing the Church's Energy

In the socio-political order, two factors absorb much of the
church's energy; namely, her relationship to the Pope and the
Vatican, and the danger posed by the secular state to domesti-
cate her authority.

Chinese-Vatican relations have both a diplomatic and a reli-
gious dimension. The present diplomatic stalemate necessarily
has serious religious repercussions. When Premier Li Peng
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visited Italy in January and, contrary to general diplomatic
courtesy, did not call upon the Pope, it only added to the anxiety
of the many Mainland Catholics already troubled by the diplo-
matic deadlock. For while the Pope does indeed head the Vati-
can state, he is also very much the Primate of the Universal
Catholic Church. And there is nothing secret about the intra-
ecclesial tension that strains relationships between members of
the officially recognized Catholic Church, operating through the
auspices of the Catholic Patriotic Association, and those Catho-
lics who are denied state recognition because they continue in
their loyalty to the Pope. Here is a classical case of how eccle-
sial centricity can divert the church away from her all-important
mission to the outside world, to concentrate her energies and
resources on problems of internal structural unity.

The second socio-political factor dominating Catholic
Church life in China is the real danger of having its authority
domesticated by the secular state. For over forty years now the
church has been the target of a systematic active persecution by
the government, which has excluded her from all forms of
public education and political participation. “Patriotic" Catho-
lics, including their theologians, formally submit to the state and
accept the guidance of the Communist Party in all social and
political matters, at least outwardly...for who can presume to
know the internal secret choices of the human heart? Church
leaders go even further when they interpret such submission as
part of the moral obligation of Catholics to be obedient to God's
commandments. Opting for such a position brings the official
church very near to capitulation and the relinquishing of her
prophetic role in society, which is rooted in her biblical tradi-
tion. At the same time, the majority of Mainland Catholics feel
that interference by the secular state in their religious life is
unacceptable. The antagonism fueled by the presence of both of
these political-religious factors only gives greater impetus to the
movement towards ecclesial centricty.

II. A Christological and Trinitarian Approach
One of the possible ways the Catholic Church in China can

begin to free herself from the present ecclesiological impasse is
through the adoption of a Christological and Trinitarian ap-
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proach. This approach consists of four basic interdependent
theological concepts: the ecclesiology of Vatican II; the Cosmic
Christ; the pneumatological dimension of reality; and the Trini-
tarian mystery in salvation history.

Theological Reflection on Vatican Il Ecclesiology

The ecclesiology of Vatican II is mainly contained in its
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. It ofters a dynamic theol-
ogy that has for its starting point an attitude of wonder about the
mystery of the church as sacrament of salvation for the world
(sacramentum mundi). The Constitution speaks of a visible
community gathered by the Triune God and entrusted with the
challenging mission of announcing the Good News of salvation
to all of creation. From here it goes on to elaborate on the idea
of the Church as the People of God--a powerful concept--on
pilgrimage with the whole of humankind "in order that the entire
world may become the People of God, Body of the Lord, and
Temple of the Holy Spirit, that in Christ, the Head of the Body,
all honor and glory may be rendered to the Creator and Father
of the Universe (cf. DCC, conclusion of chapter 2).

In comparison with this theological view of the Church, the
ecclesiology now predominating in Mainland China seems
sorely lacking in breath and depth of vision. It is understand-
able how during her years of persecution when the Church in
China was struggling for survival, she clung, almost from
necessity, to an ecclesiology centered on questions of hierarchi-
cal structure and the role of the episcopacy. But while these
questions are given ample attention in the Constitution, Vatican
II has also recognized that solutions to structural and sacramen-
tal problems can only come about by returning to a root under-
standing of the deepest mystery of the Church's identity. This
indeed can provide the Mainland Catholic Church with a well-
spring of rich new insights, so needed at this time in her search
for a way out of the ecclesiological impasse.

The Cosmic Christ

The mystery of the Church leads to the mystery of Christ.
The beautiful image of the Cosmic Christ is rooted in the New
Testament and has been a source of inspiration for Christian
thinkers from the earliest centuries. The image is boundless and
liberating, taking us far beyond the narrow confines of such
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structural concerns as the role of church leadership, the validity
of its sacraments, or the nature of the local church vis-a-vis the
universal church, to mention but a few. It focuses rather on the
cosmic power of Jesus Christ, which embraces all humanity and
"all things created under heaven." Teilhard de Chardin (188l-
1955), the noted Jesuit paleoanthropologist, who spent many
years doing research work in China, visualized the entire
cosmos as an evolutionary movement upwards with Christ as its
omega-point. Some Third World theologians prefer to describe
Christ as "the great liberator" who leads all humankind towards
the Kingdom of God where radical freedom (in the biblical
sense) is fully realized. Then, there are the Asian theologians
who are drawn to Christ the God-man, i.e., the centerpoint of
the oneness and harmony of all things.

Could not a Christological aggiornamento with its mosaic of
Christologies that have enriched other local churches also in-
spire Mainland Catholics to look boldly beyond the limited
parameters of their present situation to this new source of spirit-
ual vitality? To paraphrase the well-known axiom "Think glo-
bally, act locally,” we ought to begin to "Think Christologically,
and act ecclesially". The widening perspectives of the Cosmic
Christ offer unlimited horizons on a scale quite capable of elicit-
ing the kind of fresh theological concepts necessary for a renew-
al of local church life. A devotional encounter with Christ must
be complemented by a sound Christology, and the sacramental
life of the Christian needs to be nourished by a substantial theol-
ogy, if both are to avoid slipping into a kind of sacramental
formalism. There is no need here to elaborate on the relation-
ship between the concept of the Cosmic Christ and the mystery
of the Incarnation, since the history of theology from the early
Church Fathers down to the present day attests to their insepara-
ble unity.

The Pneumatological Dimension of Reality

To speak of the pneumatological dimension of reality is to
speak of the Holy Spirit and the mystery of God's presence in
all living things. The Constitution of the Church states repeated-
ly that God's grace moves all people in the depths of their
conscience. Vatican Il opens us to a vision that embraces all
humanity, along with its infinite variety of traditions and cul-
tures. The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
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World reaffirms this active presence of the Holy Spirit and the
universality of the movement of divine grace in the world. In
the context of explaining the relationship of the Christian to the
Pascal Mystery, the Pastoral Constitution asserts: "...all this
holds true not only for Christians, but for every person of good
will in whose hearts grace works in an unseen way. For, since
Christ died for all, and since the ultimate vocation of human
beings is in fact one and divine, we must believe that the Holy
Spirit in a manner known only to God offers to everyone the
possibility of being associated with this Pascal Mystery."

Pope John Paul II, in his first encyclical Redemptor Hominis
(1979) states that the strong faith of persons of non-Christian
religions is "an effect of the Spirit of Truth operating outside the
visible confines of the Mystical Body" (No. 2). And in his
encyclical on the Holy Spirit Dominum et Vivificantem (1986) he
also suggests a broader view of the activity of the Holy Spirit in
the world: "We need to go further back--even further back than
the birth of Christ--to the very beginning of the world, to grasp
the entirety of the action of the Holy Spirit...and its close link to
the mystery of the Incarnation and Redemption" (No. 53).

Would this approach not prove useful for Christians on
Mainland China (as well as Christians in Taiwan), allowing as it
does for growth in the awareness of God's life-giving force at
work on different levels and in different ways throughout crea-
tion's vast domain? And could not a deepening consciousness of
this dynamic presence of the Holy Spirit help to relativize intra-
ecclesial problems by providing a broader theological backdrop
against which they can be seen in proper perspective? Is it not
also reasonable to assume that a keener attention to the work of
the Holy Spirit in the whole of the cosmos would heighten our
appreciation of the truly wonderful things now taking place in
that larger world outside the narrow confines of our Catholic
household?

Trinitarian Mystery in Salvation History

Theological reflections on the cosmic Christ and the Holy
Spirit lead us finally to the Trinitarian mystery in salvation
history. The Holy Spirit prepares for and effects the mystery of
the Incarnation and the Paschal Mystery as the definitive out-
come of his working in history. What remains now for the
Spirit to do is to lead the whole world into the mystery of
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Christ, and through Him, to the Father. Looking again at the
Catholic Church in China, could the basic theological principle
of the dynamic communion of the Trinity, at work in salvation
history, not help the Catholics in China to go beyond the
present status quo and inspire them to reach out to others
beyond the restricted realm of Catholic ecclesiastical life?
Imagine what a source of inspiration for Chinese Catholics the
traditional classical idea of jen, with its twofold dimension the
humanistic being-together-with-others (the highest moral ideal of
interpersonal relationship in the Confucian tradition) on the one
hand, and the cosmic communion of all things like one body, on
the other, could become in the light of the Trinitarian mystery of
love! Could it not act as a revitalizing experience to think of
other religions in China and even the so-called non-believers as
belonging to one and the same universal body? Does the
recent tendency towards the "global village," with the earth as
the common home of all humankind, not correspond exactly to
this Chinese classical insight?

It does not seem presumptuous to believe that theological
reflection on the ecclesiology of Vatican II, the Cosmic Christ,
the pneumatological dimension of reality, and finally on the
Trinitarian mystery in salvation history could encourage the
Catholic Church in China to go beyond her ecclesial-centricity
and to reach out to other Christians and non-Christians.

III. Looking Towards the Future

There is no easy way out of the current ecclesiological
impasse, and it would be presumptuous on my part to attempt to
offer quick solutions for such complicated problems. But nei-
ther do I speak from outside the situation, for I too am a Catho-
lic and member of the local Church of China, and as such would
like to offer some suggestions--limited as they are to the field of
systematic theology--in the hope that they may prove to be
constructive, practical and of some help along the way.

Chinese Edition of Vatican 11 Documents Urgently Needed

It seems of utmost importance to continue to propagate the
ecclesiology of Vatican II. If it took the Western churches,
enjoying full freedom, at least two decades to assimilate in
greater depth the main ideas of the Vatican Council, it is no
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wonder, that the Catholic Church in China, having been perse-
cuted and isolated for nearly four decades, needs time to under-
stand, appreciate and accept the rich ecclesiology of Vatican II.
To speed up the process,a new edition of the documents of
Vatican II with a solid and updated commentary in good
modern Chinese is both urgent and essential.

Bridge Building and Reconciliation Urgently Needed

The Decree on Ecumenism from Vatican Il offers some
words of advice that seem to me to speak directly to the church
in China with her political-religious complexities and urgent
need for bridge building and reconciliation among the faithful.
The Decree counsels theologians: "When comparing doctrines,
they should remember that in Catholic teaching there exists an
order or hierarchy of truths, since they vary in their relationship
to the foundations of the Christian faith" (No. 1l1). A more
conscious awareness among China's Catholics of this hierarchy
of truths could go a long way in helping them to distinguish
between their relative degree of importance in relation to the
whole of Catholic teaching; for example, the doctrine of the
Trinity compared to the judicial aspects of unity with the Pope;
or the indispensability of the Sacraments, especially the Eucha-
rist and Penance, in relation to the place of traditional devotional
exercises in developing the spiritual life of Christians; or again,
when judging the relative values of a loving heart promoting a
communion among men and women, to the formal observance
of the rules, regulations and proprieties of the community. A
sound ordering of the rich treasury ot Catholic truths and teach-
ings can serve as a light to guide the community, as well as an
instrument for alleviating much of the friction, resentment,
hostility, and even hatred, which now causes it such great dis-
tress. It may even help in the resolution of some of the commu-
nity's fundamental problems.

Finally, the time indeed has come to "think globally and
act locally,” but with the guidance and support of a faith in the
Cosmic Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the unfolding mystery of the
Triune God in salvation history. We can only hope and pray
that more Catholics will try more often to go beyond their
parochial concerns and reach out to the others in their vicinity.
For in the final analysis, the way out of the ecclesiological
impasse lies in the effort of Mainland Catholics to take those
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small, practical, and concrete steps forward, with the assurance
of a living faith that there is a way.

Conclusion

Facing the present impasse which exists in the Church in
China, I propose a Christological and Trinitarian approach.
Obviously, under the present circumstances, such an approach
will not solve the divisions that now exist within the Church.
Much less will this approach change the policy or the way the
Party deals with religion, especially the Catholic Church. Nor
will it ease relations betwen China and the Vatican. At heart,
what I propose is a pastoral and missiological appraoch. It will
not do away with the legal questions that remain. What it can
do is to enable the Chinese Church to expand its horizons and
experience the Father's immense saving gift of love poured out
on the world through the Son in the Holy Spirit. Through such
an experience the Church can break out of the narrow bound-
aries imposed by its own internal problems and come to achieve
a concern which is truly world-wide. Then, Chinese Catholics
can dialogue with other Christians, and friends from other reli-
gions as well as with all men and women of good will. United
in their efforts they can create a glorious future for their society
and nation.

One of the possible ways

the Catholic Church can free itself

from the present ecclesiological impasse

is through the adoption

of a Christological and Trinitarian approach.




