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Reported by Gianni Criveller

About eighty scholars from all over China met in Xiamen
University (Fujian) for the “National Conference for Overseas
Sinology and Cultural Relations between China and Southeast Asia”
from November 27 to December 1, 1999. The conference was
sponsored by six Institutions, which included the South Sea Research
Institute of Xiamen University, the Research Center of Overseas
Sinology of the Beijing Foreign Studies University, and Beijing
Administrative College (the Party School where the Zhalan Foreign
Missionary Cemetery is located).

While last year’s symposium in Hangzhou was an
international one, this one was national. In fact there were few
attendees from Hong Kong and Taiwan, and only two non-Chinese
scholars, Claudia Von Collani from Wiirzburg (Germany), and
Gianni Criveller of the Holy Spirit Study Centre (Hong Kong).

The official theme of the symposium was China and
Southeast Asia cultural relationships, but the papers offered a large
spectrum of topics. About half of these dealt with the Christian
mission, especially in Late Ming and Early Qing. The name of
Matteo Ricei was the one most often heard and discussed.

My impression is that the assessment of the meaning of the
Catholic Mission in China, at least at the academic level, 1s more and
more freed from ideological and pre-judicial interpretations. Many
years of direct personal contacts, cultural exchanges and mutual
collaboration between Chinese and Western scholars are finally
paying off. A more mature and balanced understanding between two
perspectives, often at odds, is now emerging. On the one hand there
was the Chinese vision, that stressed the failures, misunderstanding,
the conflicts and the supposed “hidden agenda” of the missionaries,
particularly of the Jesuits. On the other hand, there was the research
carried out by Western scholars, usually (but not always)
representations from the various missionary societies. Western
scholars usually underlined the remarkable achievements of Late
Ming-Early Qing Catholic mission: the inculturation practiced by the
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missionaries; the scientific, cultural and artistic exchanges; the
conversion of a number of famous scholars; the appreciation of the
imperial court. For many years most Chinese scholars kept saying the
Catholic mission was a failure, while the Western scholars applauded
a unique and not repeatable encounter between great civilizations.

Recently China mission studies are heading in a new
direction. Chinese scholars are more conscious of the difficulties
encountered by the missionaries and aware of their honest attempt to
be loyal preachers of the Catholic faith in China, and loyal guests of
Chinese society. The ever more qualified contribution of Chinese
scholars, looking for an objective assessment of the China mission, 1s
therefore quite encouraging. Primary sources are used more and more
often. These produce new perspectives by revealing how incomplete
or even false some generalizations are. More attention is also given
to the Chinese reaction to Christianity, especially at popular and
provincial levels. In this respect Chinese scholars are starting to
consider the intercultural and theological issues involved in all their
complexity and importance. Many scholars now acknowledge the
necessity of learning Western languages, including Latin, and to be
trained in Western thought, especially theology. The religious
specificity of the missionary enterprise is also valued in all its
dignity, and proper attention is at last given to the large number of
catechetical booklets, produced by the missionaries, sometimes
dismissed as second class literature. In reality, from these writings,
one can appreciate the enormous effort that missionaries and devoted
converts alike made to formulate Christian doctrines in Chinese
terms.

One hopes that the generous and diligent research of these
various groups of scholars will bring about a fairer assessment and
understanding of the presence of Christianity in China by public
opinion, the intellectual world and authorities both inside and outside
of China.

Western scholars, on their part, value the collaboration of
Chinese scholars in assessing the impact of Christianity on Late
Ming and Early Qing China: how Christian thought interacted with
Chinese imperial culture and other practical aspects of the political
situation. Western scholars acknowledge that they need, as much as
possible, to perceive the impact of the Catholic mission from a
Chinese point of view. More attention is given to how Christian
missionaries and converts interacted with the cultural and religious
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environment, mfluenced by the co-existence of several different
currents such as Neo-Confucianism, Taoism, various schools of
Buddhism, and popular and traditional religiosity. The focus is
shifting from the few Jesuit scholars who served at the imperial court
to the reception of Christianity at the grassroots level and in the
provinces, where the large majority of missionaries, Jesuits and
others spent their lives.

An 1mportant international conference is being planned in
Beijing for the fall of 2001, to commemorate the 400" anniversary of
the arrival of Matteo Ricci in the capital of the empire. Many
scholars from all over the world are presently conducting studies on
the fascinating topic of the encounter between China and
Christianity. One hopes that the Chinese and international academic
communities will benefit greatly from these endeavors.




