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hallenges and Hopes, Stories

from the Catholic Church in
China, by John Tong, Hong Kong’s
Auxiliary Bishop, expresses an
informed and insightful outlook on
the situation of the Church in .
Mainland China. Bishop John Tong, |Cathelic Cfmﬂ:h
one of the founders and director of the [ China
Holy Spirit Study Centre since 1980,
1s well known for his expertise on the
Church in China. From his privileged
position over the years, he has made
numerous trips to China, where he has
met with Catholic and State
authorities, and acquired a profound
knowledge of the situation of the
Church and of the government’s K ‘
religious policy. Throughout these years Blshop Tong has generously
shared his experiences, knowledge, and insights through articles,
lectures and conferences. Now he has collected this valuable
material, expanded and edited it, and given it a new order.

The book is short, easy to read, and quite engaging. It
contains some very moving passages. Professional China watchers
will not find in this book any new startling revelation, but the
purpose of the book is clearly different. Its purpose is to offer a
simple, yet comprehensive vision of the life of Catholics in China
from a spiritual and ecclesial point of view. The literary genre is
basically one of lectio divina (i.e. of biblical reflection), an ancient
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and still widely practiced method of biblical meditation. The lectio
divina consists of a two way spiritual exercise: to approach life’s
events from a biblical standpoint, and to interpret the bible from
one’s own life experience. This is what John Tong proposes for most
of his book by blending stories from the gospel and stories from
Chinese Catholics.

The book also includes an insightful study on Communist
China’s religious policy. John Tong notes the progress China has
made since the dark years of the political campaigns. But he does not
fail to stress the arbitrary restrictions on religious freedom which
appear to him all the more unjustifiable given the fact that China
aspires to modernization and to conform to international standards of
religious freedom.

Personally I find the ‘inside story’ of Cardinal John Baptist
Wu’s three historic visits to China, (1985-1986 and 1994) among the
most valuable and interesting parts of the book. Tong touches lightly
on the political implication of those visits and presents them rather as
spiritual pilgrimages. These visits reveal that the Cardinal’s
encounters with the authorities, the faithful, the clergy, and his own
mother, after forty years of separation, were deeply charged
emotionally. Cardinal Wu showed a great deal of sensibility, courage
and wisdom in dealing with extremely sensitive situations. I believe
these visits will remain particularly significant in the history of the
Catholic Church in China and Hong Kong.

I was also struck by three lengthy quotations from Hong
Kong’s Coadjutor Bishop Joseph Zen. Particularly strong 1s the
passage from Bishop Zen’s intervention at the Asian Synod

(1998), reported on page 55:

Proclaim Jesus Christ the only savior. Proclaim that
the Church is the sacrament of salvation. Proclaim that the
primacy of the successor of Saint Peter is an integral part of
our Catholic Faith. Don’t say that this last one 1s a secondary
truth — our brothers and sisters are giving their lives for that;
Catholics in China are agonizingly waiting for the day when
they can be embraced by the Holy Father, from whom they
are being kept separated.

To hide the truth is never a good strategy. Never
pretend that everything is all right and normal when it 1s not.
Only the truth sets us free. Only in truthfulness do we earn
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respect even from our persecutors, and telling them the truth
1s the best act of charity we can do for them.

John Tong’s wholehearted endorsement of the words of
Bishop Zen, together with the tribute to the zealous work of Cardinal
Wu towards China, show a great deal of unity in mind and action
among the three bishops of Hong Kong. This is quite inspiring, since
we are well aware of the subtle tactics sometimes used by the
Communist regime to spread and foster division in the Church.

The book Challenges and Hopes begins with a moving
personal tribute to Guangzhou’s late Bishop Dominic Tang, to whom
the book 1s dedicated. Bishop Tong was especially bound to Bishop
Tang by childhood memories and by a respectful devotion.

John Tong wrote this book especially for young people, so
that they might know about the wonderful witness offered by
~Catholics in China and the great task that lies ahead. Young
Catholics are needed to devote their lives to the service of the Church
in China. Hopefully, many of them all over the world will read this
small and worthwhile book, and will be touched by the grace of God
to give their lives in service of the Church.




