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Abstract 

 

The pursuit of church indigeneity and unity was a two-fold theme throughout the 

history of twentieth-century Chinese Christianity. Modern scholarship has generated 

a good number of studies regarding church indigeneity, but has neglected the parallel 

trend towards interdenominational co-operation and church union in China. This 

thesis endeavours to remedy this deficiency. 

 The thesis examines the process of the quest of Chinese Protestants for a united 

indigenous church, focusing on Cheng Jingyi (1881-1939), one of the key figures in 

the early twentieth-century ecumenical movement. Additionally, it pays particular 

attention to the Church of Christ in China as a case study. It discusses the feasibility 

of the ecumenical convictions which were shared by a considerable number of 

mainline Chinese Protestants, with Cheng Jingyi as a representative, and evaluates 

the legacy of the church unity movement in early twentieth-century China. 

 The thesis argues that the church unity movement within the mainline Chinese 

churches differed from the ecumenical movement in the West, which aimed to realise 

fraternal co-operation and even union among various denominations. In China the 

aim was to establish a single national church on a federal pattern, reflecting a 

Chinese indigenous understanding of ecumenism and ecclesiology. It also reflected a 

broader vision of the Christian church than that exhibited by the majority of the 

independent Chinese Protestant groups or by the Chinese church under the control of 

the Three-Self Patriotic Movement during the 1950s. Based on the conviction of the 

universal nature of the church in which the Chinese church was an indispensable part, 

the church unity movement in China surpassed a narrowly nationalistic vision. 

Nonetheless, the good intentions of the Church of Christ in China were 

overshadowed by its dependence on foreign subsidies. The church never achieved 

‘three-self’ status: it was self-governing and self-propagating, but never self 

supporting. As such its goal of indigeneity was never fully realised. 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1. Context and Questions 

 

During the last thirty years, there has been a paradigm transformation in the 

historiography of Protestant Christianity in China, that is, from a ‗mission-centric‘ to 

a ‗Chinese church-centric‘ perspective. The academic approach has shifted from the 

activities of foreign missions in China, their methods of evangelism and their 

interaction with Chinese society, to the attitude and reactions of Chinese people 

towards Christianity and foreign missions, and the development of the Chinese 

church. With this academic background, studies on Chinese indigenous churches, 

independent churches and Chinese Christian figures have become popular topics for 

academic research both within and outside China. 

In early twentieth-century China, with the intensification of socio-political 

turbulence, the growth of national consciousness and nationalistic sentiment among 

Chinese people in general, and the increasing maturity of the ‗selfhood‘ of Chinese 

churches and a large number of Chinese Christian individuals, the demand for church 

independence from foreign missions and church indigeneity in the Chinese context 

became stronger. Chinese churches and Christians adopted various approaches in the 

realisation of church indigeneity and independence. The evolution of Christianity in 

China during this period was complex and varied. 
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Regarding the issue of church indigeneity and independence, Chinese Protestant 

churches in the twentieth century can be divided into three categories.
1
 The first 

category refers to churches which attempted to achieve church indigeneity and 

autonomy by taking over administrative authority from foreign missions, while 

maintaining a close relationship with missions and receiving their financial subsidies. 

These churches usually achieved indigeneity through a convergence of efforts 

between Chinese Christians and missionaries, though in most of the cases, Chinese 

Christians played a decisive role. This was the case in the Church of Christ in China. 

These churches are also referred to as mainline churches, or as Daniel H. Bays 

suggests, the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment.‘
2
 The second category refers to 

churches which, like churches of the first category, were planted by missions, but 

achieved independence by severing their ties with missions and were entirely 

self-supporting. ‗Zhongguo Jesujiao Zilihui‘ 中國耶穌教自立會 (the Chinese Jesus 

                                                         
1
 Daniel H. Bays divides indigenous churches in the twentieth century into two categories. In the first 

category of churches, according to Bays, Chinese Christians did not gain much autonomy to govern 

their own church affairs, however, they did enjoy more participation in church administration. The 

second category refers to churches which were independent of missions, self-governing, and 

indigenous in ideas. See Daniel H. Bays, ‗The Growth of Independent Christianity in China, 

1900-1937,‘ in Christianity in China: From Eighteenth Century to the Present, ed. Daniel H. Bays 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 307-16. Zhang Hua divides the churches into three 

categories. Churches of the first category are the same as those in Bays‘ division. Zhang divides the 

independent churches, which are in the same category according to Bays‘ division, into two. One 

refers to churches which were founded by missions, but gained independence and severed their ties 

with missions. However, a large number of churches of this type eventually joined the mainstream 

churches, such as the Church of Christ in China, or re-united with the missions from which they 

separated. The third category contains churches which were formed by Chinese Christians on Chinese 

soil and usually had some Pentecostal features. See Zhang Hua 張化, ‗Zhongguo Yesujiao Zilihui 

Shuping 中國耶穌教自立會述評 (A Study of the Chinese Jesus Independent Church),‘ Shi Lin 史
林 (Historical Review), no. 1 (1998): 57-66. As there are differences between the independent 

churches, those which were founded by missions and those by Chinese, in the inauguration, 

development and end, this thesis divides them into three categories. 
2
 Bays, ‗Growth of Independent Christianity,‘ 308. 
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Independent Church) in Shanghai founded by Yu Guozhen 俞國楨,
3
 was a church 

of this kind. The third category refers to churches which were planted by Chinese 

Christians in the Chinese soil, for instance the Jesus Family and the Little Flock.
4
 

They were indigenous in nature from the outset, and most of them had strong 

Pentecostal characteristics and anti-foreign sentiments.  

Studies of churches in the first category have made much progress during the 

last three decades. As the historiography of Christianity in China develops, an 

increasing number of scholars are shifting their attention from churches of the first 

category to the latter two, and especially to the third, which has been neglected in 

academia for a long time, and was even ‗invisible‘ to the mainline churches in the 

early twentieth century.
5
 It is a valuable field for the study and understanding of the 

variety of Christianity in China and of approaches to church indigeneity and 

independence. As Bays notes, these independent sectors of Chinese Protestantism 

‗marked a crucial stage in the maturity of the Chinese church,‘
6
 and therefore 

deserve further detailed examination.  

                                                         
3
 Yu Guozhen (1852-1932), was a pastor and the founder of an independent Chinese Christian 

organisation, the Chinese Jesus Independent Church in Shanghai. Yu became an advocate of the 

Indigenous Church Movement, thus in 1903 he purchased a piece of land on Haining road near North 

Shanghai and the following year he formed a self-supporting Presbyterian church and severed all 

financial ties with the mission churches. On 25 January 1906, Yu established the Chinese Jesus 

Independent Church. The local congregations of Pingyang in Zhejiang, Tianmen in Hubei, and several 

others joined his group. By 1910, the General Assembly of the Chinese Jesus Independent Church was 

formed in Shanghai. ‗Zhongguo Yesujiao Zilihui‘ is also translated as the China Christian Independent 

Church. See Bays, ‗Growth of Independent Christianity,‘ 310. 
4
 The Jesus Family was a unique Pentecostal communitarian church established in Shandong 

Province in 1927. They were located mostly in rural areas and the believers broke away from their old 

family, entered the new family, the ‗Family of Jesus,‘ and lived and worked together, sharing 

possessions in common. The Jesus Family was strongly millenarian and Pentecostal. The Little Flock, 

also called the Assembly Hall, was established in the middle of the 1920s and led by Watchman Nee 

till 1937. Antagonism toward missions and foreign Christians characterised its ministry. 
5
 Bays, ‗Growth of Independent Christianity,‘ 310. 

6
 Ibid., 316. 
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Compared to the degree of indigeneity demonstrated by these independent 

churches and sects, the mainline churches seem to some modern scholars to be 

insufficiently indigenous to merit study. Nonetheless, this category of church is still 

worthy of exploration. Firstly, they are the churches which were most closely 

associated with the dramatic socio-political changes in modern Chinese society. 

There is still plenty of scope left for the exploration of the interaction between the 

mainline churches and the Chinese context, either from cultural and social-scientific 

perspectives or from ecclesiastical and theological angles. For example, the Church 

of Christ in China, the largest Protestant church in China at the time and a 

co-operative of fourteen missions, played an active role in formulating a Christian 

response to various social and political issues during the 1930s and 1940s. This 

should not be neglected in recording the history of Chinese Christianity in the 

twentieth century. 

 Secondly, in the study of the mainline Chinese churches, there is an absence of 

examination of the trend towards interdenominational co-operation and church union 

in early twentieth-century China. The two addresses of Cheng Jingyi, one of the three 

Chinese delegates and later one of the key Chinese Protestant leaders, at the 1910 

Edinburgh World Missionary Conference in fact revealed what is a two-fold theme 

throughout the history of Chinese Christianity during the twentieth century, that is, 

the pursuit of church indigeneity and unity.
7
 Many studies have been done regarding 

church indigeneity in China, but few on church unity. Perhaps this is because for 

                                                         
7
 World Missionary Conference, Report of Commission VIII (Edinburgh, 1910), 196. 
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contemporary mainland Chinese Christians and academic scholars, a 

non-denominational church is a natural fact in this post-denominational era, owing to 

the dramatic transformation within the Chinese church from the 1950s onwards. 

Another reason may be the fact that the world ecumenical movement in the twentieth 

century has proved to be unsuccessful in so far as the denominational nature of world 

Christianity has not been changed. Additionally, the church unity movement of the 

mainline Chinese churches seems to have been labelled as mainly a western 

missionary activity, and its resultant church to be the vision of western missions. 

Scholars, both within and outside China, may find it insufficiently valuable to be of 

particular interest. However, it is undeniable that a great deal of effort from both 

Chinese Christians and foreign missionaries was devoted to the realisation of 

Christian co-operation and church union of an interdenominational kind in early 

twentieth-century China. Apart from endorsing the goal of an autonomous church 

which was independent of western missionary control, a number of mainline Chinese 

Protestant leaders became increasingly convinced that independence from western 

denominationalism was an indispensable part of church independence. The study of 

the church unity movement in China provides an integral picture of the evolution of 

Chinese Christianity in the twentieth century. 

 Thirdly, as one of the Chinese Protestant leaders who adopted the conviction of a 

united indigenous church in China as early as the first decade of the twentieth 

century, Cheng Jingyi became one of the key figures during this movement. However, 
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studies of him are rare. The Three-Self Patriotic Movement [TSPM] in China during 

the 1950s desperately attempted to sever the connection between Chinese churches 

and foreign missions, and the mainline churches became the chief target of criticism 

and correction. This overshadowed the study of mainline churches for a long time. 

Meanwhile, there remains a strong influence of the independent churches and sects in 

the Chinese church of today, in both theology and religious practice. The independent 

churches in general had a hostile attitude towards the mainline churches and 

considered them to be not only insufficiently indigenous, but also theologically 

liberal. As one of the leading figures of the mainline churches, Cheng Jingyi‘s name 

is seldom mentioned in the Chinese church of today. The tendency to neglect the 

mainline churches has been largely remedied by academic research, with the 

production of a considerable amount of study on these churches. However, due to the 

fact that Cheng‘s writings were less prolific than some other Christian figures, such 

as Zhao Zichen 趙紫宸 (T. C. Chao) and Wang Mingdao 王明道 (Wang Ming-tao), 

it is difficult to establish a biographical study of him. Nonetheless, producing 

Christian literature was not Cheng‘s main task, for he held a number of key positions 

in several Christian institutions and a number of Christian movements. Through the 

examination of his activities and the analysis of his work, it is still feasible to 

establish a comprehensive study of him, which will enrich the study of the praxis of 

Chinese Christian figures, a field that is far less developed than the study of the ideas 

of Chinese Christians. In addition, studies of Cheng usually focus on the aspect of his 
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contribution to church indigeneity in China. However, his perspectives and efforts 

towards an ecumenical future of the Chinese church are equally worthy of 

discussion.  

 

1.2. Aims and Arguments 

 

With such an academic background, this thesis aims to examine the process of the 

quest of Chinese Protestants for a united indigenous church, focussing on Cheng 

Jingyi in particular. It will explore his ecumenical convictions, and his participation 

and leadership in the promotion of the establishment of a united Chinese church 

under the turbulent social and historical circumstances of early twentieth-century 

China. In addition, it pays particular attention to the Church of Christ in China as a 

case study. Through examining its formation and its development in church union, 

this thesis aims to discuss the feasibility of the ecumenical convictions which were 

shared by a considerable number of mainline Chinese Protestants, with Cheng Jingyi 

as a representative. In doing so, it aims to facilitate an evaluation of the legacy of the 

church unity movement in early twentieth-century China for the Chinese church of 

today and the world ecumenical movement.  

 There are a number of specific questions which this thesis aims to answer: 1) 

How did Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical convictions come into being, and how far did 

his early education and background influence the formation of his vision? 2) How 
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did Cheng‘s belief in a united indigenous church develop over time, and how was it 

applied to the mainline churches? 3) What was Cheng‘s role in the progress towards 

the realisation of a united indigenous church in China? 4) What were the main 

features of these ecumenical convictions and the church unity movement in China? 5) 

What was the legacy of this ecumenical vision and the resultant church union? 

 Through answering the above questions, this thesis argues, first of all, that 

although the ecumenical convictions which Cheng and other mainline Chinese 

Protestants held echoed the efforts of a number of missions towards 

interdenominational co-operation and federation in China from the late nineteenth 

century to the early twentieth century, and were even inspired by the trend of 

interdenominational evangelicalism in the West, they were reshaped by the Chinese 

context and developed into an indispensable part of the demand for church 

indigeneity and independence from western missionary influence. Differing from the 

ecumenical movement in the West, which chiefly aimed to realise fraternal 

co-operation and federation among various denominations, the church unity 

movement in China aimed to establish a single national church on an 

interdenominational pattern. 

 Secondly, this thesis argues that in addition to a strong national consciousness 

for church independence and unity, the church unity movement in China was also 

driven by theological motivations. Cheng Jingyi and several other Chinese Protestant 

leaders exhibited a genuine belief in the biblical commandment to Christian unity, in 
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the universal nature of Christian fellowship and in the importance of expressing 

Christian union in forms that transcended the boundaries of denominations and 

nations. This ecumenical conviction, and the subsequent church unity movement 

within the mainline Chinese churches, reflected a broader vision of the Christian 

church than those exhibited either by the majority of the independent Chinese 

Protestant groups or by the Chinese church under the control of the TSPM during the 

1950s. Taking church-mission relationships as an example, their ideal of co-operating 

with western missions and churches was based on their conviction of the universal 

nature of the church in which the Chinese church was an indispensable part. It 

surpassed a narrowly nationalistic vision, and therefore differed, both from the 

independent Chinese Christian groups, among which there was a general anti-foreign 

attitude, and from the TSPM churches which severed their ties with foreign missions 

under pressure from the communist authorities. The pre-requisite of this ideal was 

the ‗church-centric‘ principle. Nonetheless, this good intention of the mainline 

churches towards a wider Christian union was overshadowed by the pragmatic need 

for co-operation due to their dependence on foreign subsidies. This resulted in a 

paradox for the mainline churches which intended to achieve ‗three-self 

(self-governing, self-supporting and self-propagating),‘
8
 and provided grounds for 

other churches to accuse them of insufficient indigeneity and too great a dependence 

                                                         
8
 The ‗three-self‘ principle was formulated by Henry Venn, the honorary secretary of the Church 

Missionary Society, and Rufus Anderson, a missionary of the American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Missions, at roughly the same time in the mid-nineteenth century. It was further developed by 

John Livingstone Nevius, a missionary of the American Presbyterian Mission to North China and 

Korea during the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century. 
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on the western presence. 

 Thirdly, this thesis suggests that Cheng Jingyi deserves more credit than has 

been given to him so far. With the decline of the mainline churches after 1949, 

Cheng‘s name has ceased to be prominent in the Chinese church or among Chinese 

Christians. By contraries, a number of Christian fundamentalists and evangelists, 

such as Ni Tuosheng 倪柝聲 (Watchman Nee), Wang Mingdao, Song Shangjie 宋

尚節 (John Sung) and Chen Chonggui 陳崇桂 (Marcus Cheng), and the chief 

leader of the TSPM, Ding Guangxun 丁光訓 (K.H. Ting), have remained popular 

Christian figures for Chinese Christian congregations. Even in academia, Cheng, 

being treated as a leader of the mainline Chinese Protestant churches, is occasionally 

presented in an unfavourable light when one discusses the above figures who 

demonstrated and advocated the ‗selfhood‘ of Chinese Protestantism. This thesis 

argues that Cheng Jingyi was a capable Chinese mainline church leader who 

developed his own independent vision of a united Chinese church in China. 

Additionally, he was an evangelist above all, and consistently emphasised the 

spiritual life of the church and the evangelisation of China, not only in words, but 

also in action. The ultimate goal of his initiation of the Chinese Home Missionary 

Society and the China for Christ Movement, and even the promotion of a united 

indigenous church, was to evangelise the Chinese nation. Due to Cheng‘s leadership 

in several major Christian organisations which were considered to be both 

theologically liberal and not evangelically oriented, this aspect of Cheng‘s life is 
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usually neglected. 

 Finally, this thesis suggests that more studies are required with regard to the 

topic of the church unity movement in China. On the one hand, the pursuit of church 

unity, together with that of church indigeneity, formed a two-fold theme throughout 

the history of Chinese Christianity during the early twentieth century, and therefore 

should not be neglected in the study of Christianity in China. On the other, as a 

Chinese case study in the evolution of Christianity when it encounters the local 

context of particular mission fields, the church unity movement in China is worthy of 

further and deeper study from the perspective of Christianity as a world religion. 

 

1.3. Approaches and Sources  

 

This thesis follows a chronological order, centred around Cheng Jingyi‘s lifetime 

(1881-1939), including his early life before the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary 

Conference, and his leadership and activities in a number of national Christian 

organisations after the 1910 Conference, including the China Continuation 

Committee, the National Christian Council of China and the Church of Christ in 

China. By doing so, it aims to explore and exhibit a dynamic picture of the formation 

and evolution of Cheng‘s ecumenical outlook, and the adoption and practice of this 

outlook in the mainline Protestant churches and a series of Christian movements in 

China. Although this thesis is not a biography of Cheng Jingyi, it illustrates the issue 
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of mainline ecumenism through setting out the pattern of his life. A brief introduction 

to Cheng‘s life follows this section in order to help readers to form a general picture 

of him. A few words are needed to explain the time frame of this thesis. Although the 

thesis title sets the time frame in the early twentieth century, an examination of 

Cheng Jingyi‘s early experience prior to his attendance in the 1910 Conference is 

crucial to the exploration of the forging of his ecumenical perspectives. The second 

chapter of the thesis is therefore devoted to Cheng‘s early life and his search for a 

united indigenous church, starting from the late nineteenth century. In addition, the 

fifth chapter focusses on the Church of Christ in China as a case study. Through the 

examination of the ecumenical scene created by the Church of Christ in China, this 

thesis aims to explore the feasibility of Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions which were 

shared by the mainline churches.  

 As this thesis will devote a considerable part to the examination of the activities 

of mainline churches on church indigeneity, it is necessary to clarify the usage of the 

word ‗indigeneity,‘ ‗indigenous‘ or ‗indigenisation.‘ The word ‗indigenisation‘ was 

the term widely used among Protestant missions during the early twentieth century, 

when missionaries began to take the variety of cultural forms seriously. It 

corresponds to the word ‗accommodation‘ in Catholicism. According to David Bosch, 

the word ‗indigenisation‘ was often confined to ‗accidental matters,‘ such as 

‗liturgical vestments, non-sacramental rites, art, literature, architecture, and music.‘
9
 

                                                         
9
 David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 1999), 448. 
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The discussions on church indigeneity among several Chinese Christian intellectuals 

and church leaders during the early twentieth century, particularly the 1920s, which 

the thesis will examine in Chapter 4, were chiefly of this manner. They referred to 

the cultural and ethnic aspects but not to theology.
10

 The way they used the word 

‗indigenisation‘ therefore differs from the modern understanding of contextualisation, 

which ‗involves the construction of a variety of ―local theologies.‖‘
11

 In addition, 

several Chinese Protestant leaders, including Cheng Jingyi, used the word 

‗indigenisation‘ to mean administrative autonomy and independence, or in other 

words, the realisation of a ‗three-self‘ church.
12

 This thesis uses the word as a 

historical term as used by those Chinese Protestants during that period. 

This thesis will achieve its goals through archival and library research. The 

primary source material on which this thesis is based falls into two categories: 1) 

Cheng‘s letters, writings and works; and 2) other correspondence, manuscripts and 

historical documentation related to Cheng Jingyi and several major Christians 

institutions for which Cheng worked. The concerns behind this classification are as 

follows. It establishes a closer and subjective understanding of Cheng‘s perspectives 

through the examination of Cheng‘s own works in this figure-centric study. At the 
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same time, it aims to form an integral and objective judgement of Cheng‘s deeds and 

the ecumenical movement in the mainline churches in a broader horizon through the 

analysis of other related sources. 

Referring to the first category of sources, there are a number of letters to and 

from Cheng in the English language, scattered through the London Missionary 

Society and the Presbyterian Church of England Mission archives at the School of 

Oriental and African Studies [SOAS] Library in London and in the Mott Papers at 

the Yale Divinity School Library Special Collections in the US. Cheng‘s available 

works, in both Chinese and English, have been published in various Christian 

journals and periodicals, as well as in conference digest and minutes of several major 

Christian institutions. The journals and periodicals include The Chinese Recorder, 

The International Review of Missions, The China Mission Year Book, The China 

Christian Year Book, The Chronicle (LMS) and Bulletin of the National Christian 

Council of China, which were in English; and Qingnian Jinbu 青年進步 (Youth 

Progress), Zhen Guang 真光 (True Light), Ming Deng 明燈 (The Lamp Monthly), 

Fuyin Zhong 福音鐘 (The Gospel Bell), Xiwang Yuekan 希望月刊 (The Christian 

Hope), Zhonghua Gui Zhu 中華歸主 (China for Christ), Wen She Yuekan 文社月

刊 (Wenshe Monthly), Shenxue Zhi 神學志 (Theological Journal), Tianjia Banyue 

Kan 田家半月刊 (The Christian Farmer), Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Nianjian 中華基

督教會年鑒 (The Church of Christ Year Book) and Zonghui Gongbao 總會公報 

(The General Assembly Record) in Chinese. Except for one item, ‗Some Problems 
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Confronting the Christian Movement in China: As seen by a Chinese Christian,‘ in 

the Bates Papers
13

 at Yale Divinity School Library Special Collections, others are 

available at SOAS Library and the University of Edinburgh (English), and in the 

Shanghai Municipal Archives [SMA], Central China Normal University in Wuhan 

and the National Library in Beijing (Chinese).  

Unlike other well-known Chinese Christian intellectuals or theologians, such as 

Zhao Zichen, Cheng was a doer rather than a thinker, a church leader rather than a 

Christian philosopher. His known works are therefore relatively limited. He never 

published any books or a large amount of scholarly work expressing his ideas. 

However, all of his articles, even those that were only a few pages, covered a number 

of central issues of the time and were published in the above major journals for 

missionary and Chinese Christian movements. This indicates the possible influence 

of Cheng‘s ideas on the mainline churches and the Christian movements in China, 

through the wide readership of the above journals. On the other hand, it also suggests 

that the study of Cheng requires the examination of his activities in several Christian 

organisations in order to draw an integral picture. 

This approach towards Cheng‘s activities and the case of the Church of Christ in 

China becomes more necessary due to the fact that Cheng‘s diaries, other 

correspondence, manuscripts and unpublished works, either in English or Chinese, 

are hard to find. These documents were collected by Xu Baoqian 徐寶謙, a 

                                                         
13

 Yale Divinity School Library Special Collections, Group 10, Bates Papers, Series II, C. Y. Cheng, 

‗Some Problems: Confronting the Christian Movement in China: As Seen by a Chinese Christian, An 

Address delivered in Martyrs‘ Memorial Hall, Shanghai, April 1927‘. 
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contemporary Chinese Christian leader of Cheng Jingyi, who was entrusted by the 

Church of Christ in China to write a biography of Cheng after his death. Xu, 

unfortunately, died in a car accident in Sichuan in 1944 and his collection of Cheng‘s 

works can no longer be traced. As a result, it is difficult to establish a biographical 

evaluation of Cheng‘s life or his thoughts and theology. Nevertheless, this 

disadvantage will be rectified by utilising sources of the second category, for the 

nature of this study is to explore the ecumenical movement in China through a deep 

examination of Cheng‘s perspectives and practice on certain related issues. 

The material in the second category is drawn from two main locations, namely, 

SOAS Library (English-language sources) and SMA (Chinese-language sources). 

Referring to Cheng‘s early life, there are large numbers of letters, manuscripts, 

records, reports and journals of the London Missionary Society in North China, with 

which Cheng was closely associated. These documents enable the scholar to form a 

general picture of Cheng‘s early education and subsequent pastorate service. Sources, 

such as correspondence, manuscripts, reports and records, on Cheng‘s early 

experience in Britain can be found in the Bible Society‘s Library in Cambridge 

University Library [CUL] and the International Christian College [ICC] in Glasgow. 

Referring to Cheng‘s activities as a Christian leader, in addition to the above 

Christian journals and periodicals which published Cheng‘s articles, I also analyse 

sources related to the development of several major Christian organisations in which 

Cheng served, in order to review Cheng‘s leadership and contribution to these 
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organisations, as well as the course of the evolution of ecumenism in China. These 

sources include the proceedings of the annual meetings of the China Continuation 

Committee, The Continuation Committee Conferences in Asia, 1912-1913: a brief 

account of the conferences together with their findings and lists of members, 

Findings of the National Conference held in Shanghai, March 11th to 14th, 1913, 

under the presidency of Dr J. R. Mott, Chairman of the Continuation Committee of 

the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, the annual and biennial reports of the 

National Christian Council of China, The National Christian Council: a five years’ 

review, 1922-1927, and The Chinese Church, as revealed in the National Christian 

Conference: held in Shanghai, Tuesday, May 2, to Thursday, May 11, 1922. 

Considering the fact that most of the above material is official publications, in which 

inner disputes or divergences failed to be brought up to the surface, I need to deal 

with them with caution and draw references to other historical records and even 

secondary sources, which provide different perspectives. All of the above sources, 

with the exception of those at CUL and ICC, are located at SOAS Library. 

The case study of the Church of Christ in China is grounded in a wide range of 

primary sources in both Chinese and English. Regarding the formation and evolution 

of the Church of Christ in China, in particular its progress in church union, there are 

a full series of minutes of its five General Assemblies and a good number of minutes 

of the General Council meetings at SMA, in both Chinese and English. Additionally, 

there are a considerable number of articles published in some of the above major 
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journals and periodicals discussing the activities and progress of the church. Again, 

the limitation in the utilisation of the official records will be remedied by the analysis 

of correspondence between the Church and a number of missionary societies, for 

instance the LMS and the English Presbyterian Mission. This correspondence, 

located at SOAS, is a valuable source that provides the scholar with different facets 

from official church records on the evolution of the Church of Christ in China. 

Finally, rather than adopting the traditional Wade-Giles romanisation system, 

this thesis uses Pinyin system to spell the names of Chinese persons, places and 

church organisations, annotating their Wade-Giles spellings or those being fixed as 

historical terms in brackets after the Pinyin spellings, if applicable.
14

 

 

1.4. A Brief Introduction to Cheng Jingyi 

 

Cheng Jingyi 誠靜怡 (also known as Cheng Ching-yi in the Wade-Giles 

romanisation system, 1881-1939), Chinese Protestant statesman, dedicated himself to 

the Christian movements in China and played a key role in shaping church trends in 

the Chinese Protestant communities.
15

 Throughout his lifetime, Cheng indefatigably 

advocated church indigeneity and church unity in China. He held key positions in 
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addressees, senders and places that appear in correspondence, and the names of Chinese authors that 

appear in printed primary sources, in the traditional Wade-Giles romanisation system in the footnotes. 
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 Howard L. Boorman and Richard C. Howard, eds., Biographical Dictionary of Republican China, 
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several mainline Chinese national Christian organisations, including the National 

Christian Council of China and the Church of Christ in China, and launched various 

nationwide Christian movements. 

Cheng Jingyi was born into a Christian family of Manchu origin in Beijing in 

1881. His father was a preacher associated with the London Missionary Society 

[LMS]. Cheng studied at the LMS Boys‘ Boarding School in the West city of Beijing 

from 1894 to 1896. In 1900 he graduated from the LMS Theological Institute in 

Tianjin, only two weeks before the outbreak of the Boxer Uprising in North China. 

While his family found refuge in the British legation, Cheng served as interpreter and 

stretcher bearer, accompanying the International Alliance Troops entering Beijing, 

and later participated in the supervision of civilian relief. 

In 1903 Cheng was invited to go to England to assist the Rev. George Owen of 

the LMS in the translation of the Mandarin Union Version New Testament. He stayed 

in Britain for the next five years. After the completion of the New Testament revision, 

Cheng was enrolled in a two-year theological course at the Bible Training Institute in 

Glasgow in September 1906. After graduation in 1908, he returned to China and 

served as an assistant pastor in the church of his childhood in Beijing, the East city 

church, a church which was progressing towards independence from the jurisdiction 

of the LMS. 

Cheng Jingyi became world-renowned through his selection as one of three 

Chinese delegates to attend the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference. He 
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made a strong impression on the audience of the conference through his two 

addresses, the first of which was during the debate of Commission II on ‗The Church 

in the Mission Field‘ on 16 June.
16

 The second, and most impressive, was during the 

debate of Commission VIII on ‗Cooperation and the Promotion of Unity‘ on 21 June, 

in which Cheng declared the desire of Chinese Christians towards a single Chinese 

church ‗without any denominational distinctions.‘
17

 At the end of the conference 

Cheng was chosen as the sole Chinese representative among the thirty-five members 

of the Continuation Committee to carry on the work of the conference in China. 

Immediately after the conference, Cheng was ordained as the first Chinese pastor 

of the East city church in the autumn of 1910. He continued the pastorate until 1913, 

when he was appointed as the first joint secretary of the China Continuation 

Committee, a branch of the Edinburgh Continuation Committee which was founded 

during John Mott‘s visit to China.
18

 Due to this position, Cheng travelled to Britain, 

the United States and all over China, and contributed to church indigeneity and 

ecumenism in China through various conference appearances and the initiation of 

two national evangelistic movements, namely, the Chinese Home Mission Movement 

(1918) and the China for Christ Movement (1919). 

In 1922 the National Christian Council of China was founded in Shanghai. 
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Cheng served as its general secretary until 1933. During this period Cheng tirelessly 

advocated church indigeneity and interdenominational co-operation and union in 

China, in the face of strong nationwide anti-Christian and anti-imperialist sentiments. 

In 1927 the Church of Christ in China was established, co-operating with fourteen 

denominations and missionary societies. Cheng was elected as the first moderator. In 

addition to his work with the National Christian Council of China and the Church of 

Christ in China, he also served in a number of Christian institutions, such as 

Zhonghua Jidujiao Wenshe 中華基督教文社 (The National Christian Literature 

Association). In 1934 Cheng accepted the invitation of the Church of Christ in China 

to be its general secretary. However, he had been suffering from high blood pressure 

and heart trouble for a long time due to overwork. After his visit to West China to 

inspect the mission work he had launched, Cheng‘s health soon failed and he died at 

the Lester Chinese Hospital in Shanghai in late 1939. 

 Cheng Jingyi was a capable Chinese Protestant leader with far-reaching vision. 

He was granted an honorary D.D. degree by Knox College in Toronto in 1916, an 

honorary LL. D. degree from the College of Wooster in Ohio in 1923, and a D.D. 

degree from St. John‘s University in Shanghai in 1929. He was the only Chinese who 

attended the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, the 1928 Jerusalem 

Conference of the International Missionary Council and the 1938 Madras Conference, 

and became one of the major figures in the early twentieth-century ecumenical 
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movement.
19

 He is the central figure of this thesis. 

 

1.5. Literature Review 

 

As noted previously, the prevalent academic interest towards the study of Chinese 

churches and Chinese Christian figures owes much to a paradigm shift in the 

historiography of Christianity in China which occurred around thirty years ago. The 

focus of academic study has switched from ‗mission-centric‘ to ‗Chinese 

church-centric‘ both within and outside China. 

Regarding Protestant history in China, the shift of paradigm began in the 1980s 

in the West. Many works on Christianity in China before this period focussed on the 

activities of missions, for example those of Kenneth Scott Latourette‘,
20

 J. K. 

Fairbank,
21

 Sidney A. Forsythe,
22

 Edward Gulick,
23

 Irwin T. Hyatt
24

 and Shirley S. 

Garrett.
25

 These works either adapted a missiological approach or were primarily 

interested in cultural or Sino-Western interaction. During the 1980s, Paul Cohen 

introduced the concept of ‗China-centric‘ in his book Discovering History in China: 
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American Historical Writings on the Recent Chinese Past.
26

 One of the most 

productive studies under the guidance of this concept is Daniel H. Bays‘ Christianity 

in China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, which clearly demonstrated 

the shift of academic approach from missions to Chinese indigenous churches.
27

 

Since then many works on Chinese indigenous churches, Chinese independent 

churches, Chinese Christian figures and Chinese theology have emerged, and an 

increasing amount of Chinese language sources have been used for research. In 2002, 

Peter Chen-main Wang organised an international Sinology conference at Leiden 

University, focussing on the topic of ‗Contextualisation of Christianity in China: An 

Evaluation in Modern Perspective.‘ ‗Contextualisation approach‘ to the study of 

Christianity in China was brought forward to balance the studies on missions and 

Chinese churches.
28

 

Referring to the historiography of Christianity in China, there were several 

attempts in church circles before 1949. One of the most prominent works was 

Christian intellectual Wang Zhixin‘s Zhongguo Jidujiao Shi Gang (A Brief History of 

Christianity in China).
29

 Despite the efforts and achievements made by a 

considerable number of contemporary scholars from Hong Kong and Taiwan, the 

study of Christianity in China barely existed in mainland China prior to the 1980s. 
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Nonetheless, the last three decades have witnessed a dramatic growth in this field in 

mainland China. 

The evolution of the study of Chinese Christianity in mainland China can be 

divided into three stages.
30

 During the first stage (the 1980s), a number of Chinese 

scholars started to re-think the paradigm of ‗cultural imperialism‘ in the study of 

Christianity in China. They tended to recognise certain positive elements in the 

missionary activities in China. During the second stage (from the late 1980s to 2002), 

scholars adopted the approaches of ‗Sino-Western interaction‘ and ‗modernisation‘ in 

the study of Christianity in China. To a large number of scholars, Christian 

movements and missionary activities were closely associated with the course of 

modernisation in Chinese society.
31

 The third stage (from 2002 onwards) saw an 

increasing number of studies of indigenous churches and Chinese Christian figures. 

As noted previously, the concept of ‗China-centric‘ and the efforts of a number of 

western scholars along these lines greatly encouraged mainland scholars to carry out 
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this study. With growing scholarly efforts in mainland China, Hong Kong and 

Taiwan, the study of Chinese churches has developed much faster in these regions 

than anywhere else.
32

 During the last decade, it has gone deeper and become more 

detailed, and as a result, a large number of case studies on individual churches, 

certain areas of China or Christian figures have emerged, adopting various methods 

in sociology, anthropology and oral history. In recent years, Peter Tze-ming Ng
 
has 

applied the sociological concept of ‗glocalisation‘ (to consider both global and local 

perspectives) in the study of Christianity in China.
33

 In a similar manner to Peter 

Chen-main Wang, Ng attempted to correct the tendency to focus chiefly on the 

Chinese context and Chinese elements, and therefore neglect foreign factors and the 

roles of missionaries in the study of Chinese Christianity among Chinese scholars. Li 

Tiangang also shared this view and suggested Chinese scholars study this issue with 

a global perspective, whilst western scholars were adopting a ‗China-centric‘ 

approach.
34

 

The study of Chinese churches and Christianity indigeneity has been approached 
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in several different ways. One of them is to discuss this issue as a whole, as 

demonstrated by Yamatoto Sumiko‘s History of Protestantism in China: The 

Indigenization of Christianity in 1972, Zhang Hua‘s ‗Jidujiao Zaoqi ‗San Zi‘ de Lishi 

Kaocha (A Historical Review of the ‗Three-Self‘ in China)‘, and Duan Qi‘s Fenjin de 

Licheng: Zhongguo Jidujiao de Bensehua (Indigenisation of Christianity in China). 

Yamatoto‘s work contains two main parts; the first concerns the course of the church 

indigeneity movement in China, including Chinese independent churches, such as the 

Jesus Family and the Little Flock, the second is a study of several Chinese Christian 

figures, such as Zhao Zichen and Wu Yaozong 吳耀宗 (Y. T. Wu).
35

 Zhang Hua‘s 

study points out that the ‗three-self‘ movement during the course of the church 

indigeneity movement in the early twentieth century was different from the 

Three-Self Patriotic Movement after 1949. She defines the former as a religious 

movement and the latter a political one.
36

 Duan Qi‘s book covers the period from the 

beginning of the Protestant missions in China in 1807 to contemporary China. It 

presents a comprehensive account of the history of church indigeneity in China, 

mainly based on the Chinese language sources.
37

 Additionally, the examination of 

the relationship between church indigeneity and the anti-Christian movements in 
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China during the 1920s has also been a popular approach.
38

  

In his article, ‗The Growth of Independent Christianity in China, 1900-1937,‘ 

Daniel Bays named one category of Chinese churches, which aimed to realise 

‗three-self‘ in the mission-related structure, as the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant 

establishment.‘
39

 This term has generally been used by mainland scholars when 

referring to the mission-related churches or the mainline churches. In his new book, 

A New History of Christianity in China, Bays explains in detail the origins and 

evolution of the so-called ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment.‘ According to him, 

this ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment‘ was formed by certain influential 

missionary individuals as ‗an elite policy-setting and decision-making 

‗establishment‘‘ among missionaries in the late nineteenth century, and only after 

1910 were Chinese Christian leaders gradually incorporated into this establishment.
40
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By demonstrating how generally insufficient the churches within this 

institution-heavy ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment‘ were in making efforts 

towards authentic indigeneity and autonomy, and in responding to changes in 

political and financial conditions in China before the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese 

War in 1937, Bays draws scholars‘ attention to a completely different Chinese 

Christian sector, which was ‗independent of foreign missions, autonomous in 

operations, and indigenous in ideas and leadership‘ but has been neglected by 

scholars in Chinese Christianity studies,
41

 and includes institutions such as the True 

Jesus Church and the Spiritual Gifts Church alongside Chinese evangelists such as 

Ding Limei 丁立美 (Ting Li-mei) and Chen Chonggui. Along these lines, an 

increasing number of studies have been done with a focus on these independent 

churches and evangelists in China,
42

 and there is plenty of scope left for further 
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detailed studies in this field. 

As for case studies of the mainline Protestant churches, the majority of works 

have focussed on the evolution of churches in certain regions of China, such as Hu 

Weiqing‘s study of the Lingdong (East Guangdong) Presbyterian Church and Ryan 

Dunch‘s monograph on the experiences and social role of Chinese Protestants in the 

Fuzhou area of southeast China.
43

 So far, the only monograph on the Church of 

Christ in China, the largest mainline church before 1949, is Wallace Merwin‘s 

Adventure in Unity, The Church of Christ in China.
44

 It presents a detailed account 

of the Church of Christ in China, as a whole, from its preparation for inauguration to 

its decline in mainland China during the 1950s and 1960s. As Merwin states in the 

book, his intention was to write a ‗brief, popular history‘ of the church. His book is 

not written from an academic perspective. Moreover, as it was finished quite early, 

the author still held a very positive view about Christian missions to China and the 

achievement of the Church of Christ in China towards church indigeneity and unity. 

Nonetheless, as the only detailed study on this topic, Merwin‘s book is an important 

source of reference for scholars when discussing the history of the Church of Christ 

in China. 

Other works related to the Church of Christ in China include Wu Yixiong‘s essay 

                                                                                                                                                                
The Rise of Popular Christianity in Modern China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). 
43

 Hu Weiqing 胡衛清, ‗Lujing yu Kunjing: Lingdong Zhanglaohui Zili Yundong Ge‘an Yanjiu 路徑

與困境：嶺東長老會自立運動個案研究 (Path and Predicament: A Case Study on the Indigenous 

Movement of Lingdong Presbyterian Church),‘ in Liyi yu Ronghui (Fracture and Consolidation), ed. 

Liu Jiafeng, 126-155; Ryan Dunch, Fuzhou Protestants and the Making of a Modern China 

1857-1927 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001). 
44

 Wallace C. Merwin, Adventure in Unity, The Church of Christ in China (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1974). 



30 

 

on the Guangdong Synod of the Church of Christ in China.
45

 In this case study, he 

examines the role of western missionaries in the matter of church indigeneity in 

China.
46

 Wu believes that it is still important to study the role of western 

missionaries in the process of church indigeneity in China, and that the study of 

Christianity in modern China will not be integral if the study of missionary 

movements is not properly developed. Wu‘s research shows that the American 

Presbyterian Mission (North) played an indispensable role in church indigeneity in 

Guangdong. It is another attempt to correct a perceived imbalance in the 

historiography towards the ‗Chinese factor.‘ Another essay, by Timothy Brook, 

examines the Church of Christ in China as a case study during the period of the 

Sino-Japanese War. He argues that the wartime was vital in accelerating the steps of 

Chinese churches towards church independence and unity. The case of the Church of 

Christ in China, to him, demonstrates that the Japanese occupation in fact pushed 

forward the independence and unity of the Chinese church, as it severed the ties 

between churches and missions due to the withdrawal of missionaries by 1941, and 

forced the church to unify itself among denominations, which Japan considered to be 

consistent with the occupation state.
47

 In addition, there are Yang Tianhong and 
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Deng Jie‘s studies on the ‗Border Mission‘ of the Church of Christ in China during 

the wartime.
48

 

The study of the church unity movement in China, especially within several 

major national Protestant organisations, such as the National Christian Council of 

China and the Church of Christ in China, has been confined to a few brief treatments 

scattered in a number of works regarding the history of Christianity in China, with 

the exception of Merwin‘s narratives. There are roughly two categories of studies 

which have noted the mainline church unity movement. The first category refers to 

works from a traditional missiological approach, for example, Latourette‘s A History 

of Christian Missions in China and Norman Goodall‘s A History of the London 

Missionary Society 1895-1945.
49

 They usually hold a positive attitude towards this 

movement. The second one includes a number of contemporary academic studies, 

such as Bays‘ Christianity in China: From the Eighteenth Century Present and A 

New History of Christianity in China, Lian Xi‘s Redeemed by Fire: The Rise of 

Popular Christianity in Modern China, R. G. Tiedemann‘s ‗Comity Agreements and 

Sheep Stealers: The Elusive Search for Christian Unity among Protestants in China,‘ 

Philip Wickeri‘s Seeking the Common Ground: Protestant Christianity, the 
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Three-Self Movement, and China’s United Front, Kevin Xiyi Yao‘s The 

Fundamentalist Movement among Protestant Missionaries in China, 1920-1937, and 

Guo Weilian‘s Fandui Heyi?! Jia Yuming, Jiyao Zhuyi yu Heyi Yundong de Jiujie 

(Against Union?! Jia Yuming, the Entanglement of Fundamentalism and Union 

Movement).
50

 These works recognise the efforts of mainline Chinese Protestants 

towards a united indigenous church in China, and that of several missions towards a 

greater breadth of co-operation and federation, such as in educational and medical 

work. Meanwhile, through revealing the dynamics of the growing diversity and 

fragmentation in Chinese Protestantism, particularly in the twentieth century, they 

provide critical assessments of the quest for church unity. However, as a number of 

them focus specifically on either independent sects, the TSPM churches, or on 

conservatives and fundamentalists, the mainline churches, together with their vision 

of Christian unity, are occassionally regarded as in an inferior position due to their 

insufficient indigeneity and incomplete unity. 

Regarding case studies on Chinese Christian figures, a good number of works 

have been done both on Christian intellectuals, such as Zhao Zichen, Wu Leichuan 

吳雷川,
51

 Xu Baoqian,
52

 Liu Tingfang 劉廷芳 (Timothy Tingfang Lew),
53

 Yu 
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Rizhang 余日章 (David Yui),
54

 Wei Zhuomin 韋卓民 (Francis Wei),
55

 Wu 

Yaozong, Ding Guangxun,
56

 and independent evangelists, including Wang 

Mingdao,
57

 Ni Tuosheng,
58

 Song Shangjie
59

 and Chen Chonggui.
60

 Among them, 

Zhao Zichen and Wu Yaozong are the most popular figures.
61
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 As one of the most outstanding Christian leaders of the mainline churches, 

Cheng Jingyi‘s name was bound together with numerous Christian movements in 

China during the first half of the twentieth century. Nonetheless, modern scholarship 

has yet to produce a complete study of him. Jonathan Ti‘en-en Chao was perhaps the 

first scholar who attempted to focus on Cheng Jingyi. However, due to the shortage 

of sources, Chao failed to complete his study.
62

 His partial essay on the subject 

examines Cheng‘s early life, from his education within the system of the LMS and 

his experience in Britain, to his ordination as a pastor in Beijing. Using Cheng 

Jingyi‘s early life as a case study, Chao analyses the features and style of the work of 

the LMS in late nineteenth-century China, and points out several contradictions in 

the work of the LMS between their theory of church planting and their actual 

practice. These contradictions, to Chao, explained the failure of foreign missions in 

achieving the goal of the establishment of indigenous churches in China. He 

therefore evaluates Cheng‘s ordination to be a Chinese pastor in the LMS church as 

‗a breakthrough in this impasse.‘
63

 In addition, Chao argues that Cheng‘s experience 
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in Britain brought him ‗unexpected liberation from ecclesiastical servitude.‘
64

 

 In his recent IBMR article, Peter Tze-ming Ng provides a brief narrative of the 

efforts of Cheng Jingyi and other Chinese Protestants towards the goal of church 

independence and indigeneity. He quoted John Mott‘s compliments on Cheng Jingyi 

to appraise him as ‗a great prophet of his time.‘ Ng further notes the historical 

significance of Cheng Jingyi by pointing out that a number of issues which Cheng 

regarded as essential during the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference are 

still of significance to the development of Christianity in China today.
65

 

 Several scholars have noted Cheng during their discussions of the period of 

history related to him. In her book Fenjin de Licheng: Zhongguo Jidujiao de Bense 

Hua (Indigenisation of Christianity in China), Duan Qi mentioned Cheng Jingyi 

several times when discussing church indigeneity and the various activities and 

conferences organised by the China Continuation Committee, the National Christian 

Council of China and the Church of Christ in China, all of which Cheng served in 

key positions. Duan fully acknowledges Cheng‘s contribution to church indigeneity 

in China; however, she did not form any particular analysis on Cheng‘s perspectives 

and contribution, only treating him as one of the leading figures in the church 

indigeneity movement in China, due to the nature of her book as a general history of 

church indigeneity in China. 

 Brian Stanley provides a comprehensive account of Cheng Jingyi‘s presence at 
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the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference in his book The World Missionary 

Conference, Edinburgh 1910. Cheng‘s call for a united church in China is discussed 

under an international background, rather than focussing on China alone. According 

to Stanley, the Edinburgh conference played an important role by giving Cheng an 

opportunity to express his ideas regarding church unity.
66

 With a brief introduction 

to Cheng‘s activities on church unity within the China Continuation Committee, the 

National Christian Council of China and the Church of Christ in China after the 

Edinburgh Conference, Stanley claims that Cheng‘s practice on church unity can be 

seen as a partial realisation of the three-self non-denominational church, which the 

Chinese Communist Party imposed on the Chinese church after 1951.
67

 Cheng is 

considered by Stanley as ‗one of the major figures in early twentieth-century 

ecumenism.‘ Additionally, Stanley points out that Cheng‘s selection as the secretary 

of the China Continuation Committee was ‗noteworthy,‘ since Cheng was a Manchu 

and the Qing sovereignty had already been wiped away in Republican China.
68

 

 In his book Redeemed by Fire, The Rise of Popular Christianity in Modern 

China, Lian Xi states an altogether different opinion from Chao‘s view of Cheng 

Jingyi‘s ordination as a milestone in the erosion of missionary dominance over 

Chinese churches. The image of Cheng Jingyi which Lian presents is one of a 

moderate Christian leader, who chiefly followed missionaries‘ lead regarding church 

affairs in the mission-related structure, and who was a ‗gradualist‘ towards church 
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independence, ‗carefully balanced between patriotism and recognition of the reality 

of financial and administrative dependence on western missions.‘
69

 It should be 

noted that Lian does give credit to the efforts of western missionaries and Chinese 

Christians of the mission-related churches towards ‗an indigenous Christianity,‘ and 

the important role Cheng Jingyi played as ‗one of the most visible Chinese Christian 

leaders‘ within the missionary enterprise. Additionally, he indicates the gulf that 

existed between the different backgrounds of the western-educated Chinese 

Protestant leaders and ‗modern urban elites,‘ such as Cheng Jingyi and Liu Tingfang, 

and the independent church leaders, such as Wei Enbo, the founder of the True Jesus 

Church.
70

 Nonetheless, Cheng seems to be described as a puppet of foreign missions, 

and the church indigeneity which he and other leaders ardently advocated is 

criticised as merely a ‗missionary vision of a native church safely within the limits of 

mainline western Protestantism.‘
71

 

 As noted previously, in his book A New History of Christianity in China, Daniel 

Bays points out the insufficient indigeneity of mainline Chinese churches and the 

failure to achieve a wide denominational representation of the Church of Christ in 

China. However, he does evince sympathy for Cheng Jingyi‘s ultimate goal of the 

establishment of a united church in an ecclesiastical aspect, and a single indigenous 

church in practice, which set keynotes for the formation of the Church of Christ in 
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China.
72

 

 So far, the only detailed study of Cheng Jingyi has been written by Liu Jiafeng. 

Liu studied Cheng Jingyi in his post-doctoral dissertation, which was the first 

detailed study of Cheng‘s life, his ideas and activities regarding church indigeneity.
73

 

In this work, Liu focusses not only on Cheng‘s perspectives, but also on his deeds for 

the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment‘ and church indigeneity. As a detailed 

narrative of a series of Cheng‘s activities, his dissertation contributes to the study of 

the practice of leading Chinese Christian figures, a field of study which has not been 

fully developed. Based on this research, Liu published another two essays on Cheng 

Jingyi and the church indigeneity movement in China.
74

 ‗Cong Chaihui dao Jiaohui: 

Cheng Jingyi de Bense jiaohui Sixiang Jiexi (From the Missions to the Church: An 

Analysis of Cheng Jingyi‘s Perspectives on Church Indigenisation)‘ focusses on 

Cheng‘s ideas. Liu points out that Cheng‘s opinions on church indigeneity contained 

two aspects: one was Christianity indigeneity, that is, to adapt Christianity to Chinese 

culture and Chinese civilisation; and the other was church indigeneity, namely, the 

church should be independent with regard to economy, structure and personnel. He 
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argues that these two aspects formed Cheng‘s perspectives on what an indigenous 

church should be. Additionally, he notes that Cheng had a special concern with 

‗nationalism,‘ and emphasised the spiritual nature of Christianity when discussing 

church indigeneity. The other essay ‗Cong Zhushou dao Lingxiu: 1910 Niandai de 

Zhongguo Jidutu – Yi Cheng Jingyi wei Zhongxin de Kaocha (From Helper to 

Leader: Chinese Christians in the 1910s – A Case Study of Cheng Jingyi)‘ discusses 

Cheng‘s major activities during the 1910s, when he was emerging from a helper of 

missionaries to a leader of the Chinese church. Liu attempts to discover why it was 

around the 1910s that the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment‘ formed and how its 

formation took place. Taking Cheng as an example, his essay explores the significant 

position of the period of the 1910s in the history of Christianity in China. 

 Liu‘s study initiated a good start on the study of Cheng Jingyi, a figure who has 

been neglected in academic research. Based on Cheng‘s writings and abundant 

documents of the major institutions which Cheng served, such as the China 

Continuation Committee, the National Christian Council of China and the Church of 

Christ in China, Liu‘s post-doctoral dissertation contains rich information regarding 

Cheng‘s life. It is a detailed introduction to further and deeper study of this figure, for 

instance Cheng‘s vision of a united single national church, especially of an 

interdenominational Christian union, Cheng‘s conviction of the fraternal 

church-mission relationships, as well as the connection between his early life and 

later approach to church construction in China.  
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 As Jonathan Chao states, Cheng‘s stay in Britain liberated him from 

denominationalism. The question of whether this ecumenical conviction was solely a 

western idea or rather a Chinese indigenous one is worthy of exploration, for this 

leads to the evaluation of the nature of the efforts of the mainline churches towards 

the goal of establishing a united indigenous church. Was this desire for a single union 

church in China an authentic indigenous concern of a considerable number of 

Chinese Christians, or was it, as Lian Xi states, merely a missionary vision of a 

native church? With the review of the church unity movement in early 

twentieth-century China, and in particular the examination of the Church of Christ in 

China, one may get an integral picture regarding this matter. Additionally, the 

exploration of Cheng‘s perspectives on Christian unity is of importance to the 

understanding of the church-mission relationships of the mainline churches, for 

example, the Church of Christ in China. Was the maintenance of this relationship 

chiefly out of the concern over foreign subsidies, or was there a genuine conviction 

of international Christian fellowship? Furthermore, did Cheng Jingyi‘s role in a 

number of major Christian institutions only function as a puppet under missionaries‘ 

control, or as Jonathan Chao comments, was it the ‗end of a missionary era?‘
75

 All 

of these questions concerning Cheng Jingyi, the Church of Christ in China, and the 

church unity movement in early twentieth-century China require further exploration 

and discussion in a wider context rather than being confined only to China. This 

thesis will attempt this further exploration and analysis. 
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1.6. Outline of Chapters 

 

Chapter 2 focusses on a chronological study of Cheng Jingyi‘s early life prior to his 

attendance at the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference. It delves into the 

course of the formation of Cheng‘s convictions of the ecumenical future of the 

Chinese church. 

 Chapter 3 examines the evolution of Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions which 

were shared by a considerable number of mainline Chinese Christian leaders, and 

explores how the desire for a united indigenous church in China was proclaimed, 

reinforced and promoted through the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 

1910 and the work of its Continuation Committee in China during the 1910s. 

 Chapter 4 surveys the course of the establishment of the National Christian 

Council of China [NCC] and its effort toward building a united indigenous church 

appropriate to the complex social and political circumstances in China stirred by the 

Anti-Christian Movement of 1922-1927. Additionally, the 1920s witnessed the 

challenge of the controversy between Protestant liberals and fundamentalists which 

deeply affected the NCC and the Protestant enterprise in China. An examination of 

how this controversy affected the NCC and the church unity movement, and how 

Protestant ecumenism in China evolved at this stage, also forms the content of this 

chapter. 
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 Chapter 5 uses the Church of Christ in China [CCC] as a case study, canvassing 

the evolution of the CCC and its efforts towards church union from 1927 to 1939. 

Through a discussion of the feasibility of the mode of church union of the CCC, it 

evaluates the legacy of the church unity movement in early twentieth-century China 

for the Chinese church of today and the world ecumenical movement.  
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Chapter 2: 

Cheng Jingyi’s Early Life and his Search for A United 

Indigenous Church in China (before the Edinburgh World 

Missionary Conference, 1910) 

 

Chapter 2 is a chronological study of Cheng Jingyi‘s early life, including his 

education associated with the London Missionary Society [LMS] in Beijing, his 

experience in Britain, his ministry in Beijing following his return, and his first 

published article, which expressed his ecumenical outlook, in early 1910. These 

events are worth exploration, as Cheng‘s early experience was closely linked to a 

series of social, political and historical shifts in Chinese society and Christian 

enterprise in China from the late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, 

and played a significant role in the formation of his perspectives on Christian 

ecumenism and church indigeneity in China. 

 

2.1. Cheng’s Early Life Associated with the London Missionary Society 

 

During his early life, Cheng Jingyi was closely associated with the LMS. His father, 

Po Hai-ting 博[?]海亭,
76

 served as a preacher in one of the branch churches of the 
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LMS in Beijing, and Cheng was brought up in the church, studied in both the Boys‘ 

Boarding School of the West city mission of Beijing and the Theological Institute of 

the LMS in Tianjin. His association with the LMS formed the early half of his 

lifetime, and even in subsequent years Cheng still kept a close connection with the 

LMS.  

The late eighteenth century had seen a remarkable revival of evangelical fervour 

in Britain, which gave birth to a number of missionary societies.
77

 These societies 

included the Baptist Missionary Society [BMS] (1792), the LMS (1795) and the 

Church Missionary Society [CMS] (1799). The LMS demonstrated the 

non-denominational concern of its founders from the very beginning, and this was 

embodied in its Fundamental Principle: 

 

As the union of God‘s People of various Denominations, in carrying on this 

great Work, is a most desirable Object, so, to prevent, if possible, any cause 

of future dissention, it is declared to be a fundamental principle of the 

Missionary Society, that our design is not to send Presbyterianism, 

Independency, Episcopacy, or any other form of Church Order and 

Government (about which there may be differences of opinion among 

serious Persons), but the Glorious Gospel of the blessed God to the Heathen: 

and that it shall left (as it ever ought to be left) to the minds of the Persons 

whom God may call into the fellowship of his Son from among them to 

assume for themselves such form of Church Government, as to them shall 

appear most agreeable to the Word of God.
78

 

 

Although the subsequent history of the LMS showed that this genuine 
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enthusiasm towards interdenominational co-operation was impossible to maintain, 

and the society gradually turned into a Congregational and Presbyterian agency,
79

 

its original commitment to its Fundamental Principle, to some extent, still 

encouraged openness towards other missions and cultures, as revealed by the 

extent of its co-operation with other missions and its constant promotion of 

church union and the liberty of churches in the mission fields on the adoption of 

church order.
80

 

 

2.1.1. The LMS in Beijing 

 

The work of the LMS in Beijing began on 18 September 1861 when missionary 

William Lockhart gained admission to Beijing as medical officer of the British 

legation.
81

 Until 1881, when Cheng was born, the LMS had two mission stations in 

Beijing, one of which was in the East city and originated from the hospital and 

mission station founded by Lockhart in 1861, while the other was in the West city, 

started in 1878.
82

 Although the strategy of the LMS in the mission fields was shaped 

by the ‗three-self‘ formula, which aimed at planting a ‗self-supporting, 
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self-governing, and self-propagating church,‘
83

 the LMS‘s work in Beijing was 

‗mission-centric‘ rather than ‗church-centric‘ until the early twentieth century. 

Missionaries dominated church affairs and made all decisions through the North 

China District Committee [NCDC], which consisted entirely of LMS missionaries in 

North China.
84

 The outstanding Chinese Christians who were selected and trained to 

serve in mission stations were considered only as ‗native helpers‘ with the status of 

employees of missionaries.
85

 

 Cheng‘s father, for example, was one of the main assistants of the Rev. George 

Owen in the East city church in Beijing and became a preacher entrusted with the 

affairs of the West city church after 1900, where he ‗faithfully‘ carried on his work 

until 1910, when he had to retire due to a long illness.
86

 During his lifetime, Po was 

held in esteem by many LMS missionaries of Beijing for his faithful service and his 

powerful preaching, although he never gained the position of pastor. The LMS even 

voted to offer him a retiring allowance of half his salary in consideration of his 

service both in the East city and the West city churches.
87

 As a Manchu who had 

converted to Christianity, Po risked the sacrifice of his monthly allowance offered by 

the Qing Government to all Manchus.
88

 Owen appraised him as a ‗spiritually 
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minded earnest man and invaluable helper.‘
89

 The Rev. S. E. Meech, who was 

responsible for the East city mission, also mentioned Po in his annual report:  

 

He was a remarkable man…of commanding demeanour…was possessed of a 

considerable power of speech, and was a welcome speaker at the united 

gatherings of Christians…He was somewhat of an autocrat, and, though the 

Church was supposed to be founded on congregational lines, his was the 

ruling will.
90

 

 

As Cheng was growing into a young man, his first and foremost influence came 

from his father. Cheng‘s faithfulness and Christian loyalty, his enthusiasm for his 

work, as well as his elocution left a deep impression upon his fellow-workers, and he 

was acclaimed as a Chinese Christian statesman.
91

 All of these characteristics were 

ones Cheng shared with his father. 

Apart from family influence, most of Cheng‘s time was spent in the school and 

college of the LMS during his early lifetime. To understand the impact of the LMS 

on his early life, it is vital to explore the role of Cheng‘s early education with the 

LMS. 

 

2.1.2. Cheng’s Early Education with the LMS 

 

The 1890s saw a rapid expansion of mission schools in China, as an increasing 
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number of missionaries came to believe that school education was ‗the best way‘ of 

obtaining qualified Chinese workers. Through this they could stress a solid scriptural 

knowledge for children among whom they could select those who were willing to 

become pastors and teachers for further theological training.
92

 Under such an 

educational strategy, Cheng was moulded by the Boys‘ Boarding School and the 

Theological Institute of the LMS.  

 

The Boys’ Boarding School in the West city of Beijing 

 

Cheng entered the LMS Boys‘ Boarding School in the West city of Beijing in 1894 at 

the age of thirteen, the same year the school was established by the Rev. J. M. 

Allardyce.
93

 Allardyce had foreseen the urgent need for teachers and evangelists in 

the LMS mission work in North China, and by establishing this school he aimed to 

bring up well-trained students and prepare their way for further theological 

training.
94

 

The school provided students, who mainly consisted of ‗sons and adopted sons 

of the converts of the mission,‘ with a Christian elementary education. As revealed 
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by the Report of the LMS in 1897, during the time when Cheng studied in the school, 

the curriculum contained ‗the Scriptures, the Chinese classics, Arithmetic, 

Geography, History, Physical Geography, Electricity, and Singing.‘
95

 The Chinese 

classics were embraced into the curriculum but the school also placed much 

emphasis on western scientific learning. Many missionaries believed that these 

western subjects would give Chinese students ‗new ideas about the world and new 

habits of thought‘ that ‗no place in the attainments of the Chinese scholars‘ would 

find.
96

 Besides western learning being introduced into the school curriculum, the 

western style of living had been brought into school life. As Allardyce noted:  

 

It is really wonderful the change they [students] have undergone, not only in 

knowledge, but also in personal appearance…the dull stolid look of the 

utterly ignorant changes to the bright intelligent countenance of a schoolboy 

who loves to acquire knowledge.
97

 

 

Through education, a western style ‗product‘ was thus intended by the school. This in 

fact reflects the gulf between the actual practice of the LMS in its mission fields and 

its General Instructions to Missionaries, which required missionaries not to 

‗Anglicise‘ their converts but to ‗seek to develop and mould a pure, refined, and 

Christian character, native to the soil.‘
98

 It seemed to be inevitable that missionaries 

would assess a student or a native co-worker according to their own cultural values, 
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and would define a church in China in accordance with their own criteria. 

In this manner, students who graduated from the LMS schools tended to be more 

favourable to missionaries than those who had not had experience in a mission 

institution. Some of them were admitted to ‗the fellowship of the church,‘ or went to 

mission hospitals, or became assistants of missionaries, while others who were 

‗brighter and better‘ were sent to be trained as preachers and pastors of the LMS 

churches.
99

 Allardyce was in charge of selecting ‗promising‘ students and 

recommending them for further study at the Theological Institution in Tianjin.
100

 

During his three years in the Boys‘ Boarding School, Cheng had been fully trained 

with biblical knowledge, western scientific subjects, as well as the western style of 

behaviours and manners. Compared with those of the same age who either had not 

had any education or had gone to Chinese schools, both Cheng‘s outlook and 

appearance would have been quite different. Most of all, he became one of those 

‗brighter and better‘ students who were selected to study in Tianjin in 1897. 

 

The Theological Institute in Tianjin 

 

The Theological Institute in Tianjin was founded for the purpose of training 

preachers and other native workers by the Rev. Jonathan Lees in 1863 and underwent 

significant enlargement during the period from 1896 to 1898 due to an urgent need 
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for the theological training of qualified native workers and evangelists in North 

China.
101

 The LMS missionary S. Lavington Hart donated funds to renovate the 

institute in memory of his brother J. Walford Hart, and the institute was thus renamed 

‗The Walford Hart Memorial College‘ when the renovation was completed in 

1898.
102

 Cheng was enrolled with five other students in the autumn of 1897.
103

 In 

1898, when the renovation was completed, it was equipped with more advanced 

facilities.
104

 The administration of students in the institute was very strict and was 

controlled by missionaries. In spite of several cases where some students were 

dismissed, most of the graduates became evangelists and helpers of missionaries in 

all parts of North China.
105

 

 Apart from teaching theological knowledge, the institute played a special role in 

Cheng Jingyi‘s life. According to the register form of the Bible Training Institute in 

Glasgow, where he was enrolled in a theological course in 1906, Cheng confessed 

that he was converted to Christianity during a revival meeting when he was 
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seventeen years old.
106

 This referred to a series of revival meetings held in the 

institute in the spring of 1898. On 9 April 1898, over 100 institute students and 

church members gathered together in the college chapel for earnest prayers, which 

lasted two weeks with ‗great emotion.‘
107

 According to several LMS missionaries in 

North China, this series of revival meetings was of great help in promoting the 

spiritual growth of the students.
108

 Although he had grown up in a Christian family 

and had studied in the mission school, Cheng‘s Christian faith was ‗awakened‘ in the 

institute where, at the age of seventeen, he had become an adult. In what way Cheng 

was involved in these revival meetings and the detail of his ‗conversion‘ experience 

is not known, but there is no doubt that the institute played a considerable part in 

shaping Cheng‘s spirituality. 

 As mentioned previously, the institute was established by Jonathan Lees, one of 

the missionary ‗pioneers‘ of the LMS to China.
109

 Lees believed that education 

should be based on local conditions and suitable to national life. He criticised the 

‗semi-foreign‘ educational methods which were copied from other countries, trained 
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native helpers solely through western science, and put the hope of uplifting the native 

church on the early education of young Chinese. These methods, to him, would 

create a gap between native helpers and the ordinary Chinese people.
110

 He chose 

students from all ages and emphasised ‗personal influence‘ during education, which 

showed students ‗Christ-like‘ virtues through the example of their teachers.
111

 Lees‘s 

educational approach had given the institute a strong impact, though there were an 

increasing number of western scientific subjects being introduced into the institute. 

In 1927, twenty-five years after the formation of the Tianjin Anglo-Chinese 

College, the LMS missionary Evan E. Bryant recalled the history of the college and 

printed a photograph of the college library revealing a history of its early time. 

Bryant‘s historical narrative records two names, Jonathan Lees and Cheng Jingyi.
112

 

The college library in the photo was the lecture room of the Theological Institute, 

over which Jonathan Lees presided; and Cheng, one of the Chinese preachers trained 

by Jonathan Lees,
113

 used to sit right in front of the lecturer‘s reading desk in the 

lecture room.
114

 This intimate relationship that existed between the two seems to 

strongly support Jonathan Chao‘s deduction regarding the possible impact of Lees on 

Cheng Jingyi. In accord with Lees‘s educational philosophy, Cheng became one of 

the objects of Lees‘s ‗personal influence.‘ Lees was described as ‗open-handed, 

                                                         
110

 Jonathan Lees, ‗The Best Method of Selecting and Training Native Preachers,‘ General 

Conference 1890, 483-6. 
111

 Ibid., 490. 
112

 SOAS Library, Archives & Special Collections, CWM, China, Personal, Box 11, S. Lavington 

Hart Personals, Evan Bryant, ‗An Historic Place and an Historic Relic,‘ 11 March 1927. 
113

 Goodall, History of LMS, 153. 
114

 SOAS, CWM, China, Personal, Box 11, S. Lavington Hart Personals, Bryant, ‗An Historic Place.‘ 



54 

 

fervent, ardent and enthusiastic‘ by George Cousins, the joint foreign secretary of the 

LMS.
115

 As a Christian, he was ‗devout and truly consecrated,‘ and ‗stood forth 

prominently as a leader of men;‘
116

 as a missionary, Lees ‗freely, lavishly gave 

himself, his vigour and his possessions‘ to the evangelisation of China.
117

 Chao 

believes that these characteristics were replicated in Cheng‘s life in later years.
118

 

Lees‘s teachings in Christian doctrine, morality and life were certainly influential on 

Cheng‘s growth into a preacher and Christian leader. 

After graduation Cheng was assigned to Dong‘an, near Beijing, by the LMS in 

1900.
119

 However, his way to Dong‘an was blocked by the outbreak of the Boxer 

Uprising. The Boxer Uprising of 1899-1900
120

 is widely considered to be a ‗major 

anti-foreign explosion and watershed event in Chinese history.‘
121

 Thousands of 

Boxers streamed into Beijing, destroying mission stations, burning churches and 

Chinese Christians‘ homes, attacking the legations and commencing a massacre of 

Chinese Christians in June 1900. 180 Chinese Christians of the LMS found refuge in 
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the British legation, including Cheng‘s family.
122

 Cheng Jingyi, at the age of 

eighteen, served as interpreter and stretcher bearer, accompanying the International 

Alliance Troops entering Beijing. He later participated in the supervision of civilian 

relief and, in the face of great danger, narrowly escaped death.
123

 During the Boxer 

Uprising, the LMS suffered great loss. All LMS property in Beijing, including both 

the East and the West city missions, was destroyed, and the membership of the 

congregations in the East city church dropped from 224 to 107, in which the adult 

Christians declined from 197 to 35.
124

 Around 150 deaths were reported in Beijing 

district, 230 in Cangzhou, and 121 adults and 26 children in Xiaozhang.
125

 

 Being the targets of the Boxers‘ atrocities, Cheng and his family shared the same 

fate with foreign missions and found themselves standing on the side of missions 

alongside other foreigners. Certainly this experience deepened their identification 

with Christian missions in China. Meanwhile, being a witness to the Boxers‘ 

persecution of Christians and the Chinese Christians‘ faithfulness, Cheng endured 

great challenges, and this event impressed on him the true extent of the Chinese 

hatred towards the Christian church in China due to its western affinity. His 

experience of the Boxer Uprising may have shaped his subsequent attitudes towards 

Christian mission enterprise and church construction in China, as he assumed more 

responsibility in church affairs and acted more independently of foreign missions. 
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Additionally, after order was restored in China, foreign missions started to shift their 

strategies, and churches in China attempted to wash off their western colour, due to 

the increasing awareness of the shortcomings of the Christian mission enterprise in 

China uncovered by the Boxer Uprising. 

 

2.2. Cheng’s Experience in Britain 

 

Having been educated by the LMS, Cheng would normally have followed in the 

footsteps of other graduates of the LMS schools and served as a native helper in one 

of its mission stations in North China while awaiting appointment as a preacher, and 

hopefully a pastor, in the LMS churches. However, this course was interrupted by 

Cheng‘s experience in Britain. This section will examine Cheng‘s experience in 

Britain, including his assistance in the Mandarin Union Version New Testament 

translation, his study in the Bible Training Institute in Glasgow and his attendance at 

the Keswick Convention.  

 

2.2.1. The Mandarin Union Version New Testament Translation 

 

Cheng‘s experiences in Britain began in 1903 when he was invited by the Rev. 

George Owen to assist him in the translation of the Mandarin Union Version New 
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Testament in England.
126

 George Owen was a LMS missionary, chiefly associated 

with Beijing from 1875 to 1902. He was in charge of the affairs of the East city 

church in Beijing from 1881 and was appointed as one of the seven translators of the 

Mandarin Union Version New Testament.
127

 Owen had known Cheng‘s family for a 

long time through Cheng‘s father, and he baptised Cheng Jingyi.
128

 It was Owen 

who first discovered and encouraged Cheng‘s gifts when Cheng studied in the Boys‘ 

Boarding School. He asked the British and Foreign Bible Society [BFBS] to arrange 

for Cheng to go to Britain and assist him in the New Testament translation in 1903.
129

 

As the genesis of Cheng‘s experience abroad, working with the BFBS afforded him 

the experience of adaptation to a foreign country, which gave him extraordinary 

impressions, both physical and spiritual. Since the Chinese Bible translation was 

dominated by foreign missionaries, we should take full note of the fact that Cheng 

was listed as one of few Chinese assistants whose names are noted in the history of 

the Chinese Bible translation.
130

 

 There is no record of George Owen‘s Chinese assistant during his stay in China, 
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but in England his assistant was Cheng Jingyi. Owen returned to England in 1902 

due to his wife‘s serious illness, but was able to continue the New Testament 

translation at home.
131

 The BFBS committee agreed to arrange for a ‗Chinese 

scholar‘ to assist him, and Owen thereupon recommended Cheng Jingyi, ‗a young 

man of marked ability and good scholarship,‘ to be appointed.
132

 

Cheng started to work with Owen as soon as he arrived in England on 27 July 

1903. The correspondence of the BFBS indicates that both Cheng and Owen resided 

in Wandsworth. It seems very likely that Cheng lodged and worked in Owen‘s home. 

Cheng‘s appointment to the translation work was for three years, at the expense of 

the BFBS, with a contribution from the National Bible Society of Scotland 

[NBSS].
133

 After Cheng joined the project, the translation work went ‗steadily 

forward‘ and no holiday was taken during the three years, with the exception of a 

short period in which Cheng had to refit his glasses.
134

 Their work included the 

books of Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1 and 2 

Timothy, Philemon and Revelation, as well as a revision of the whole New 
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Testament.
135

 Cheng Jingyi‘s contribution to the translation work was revealed by 

Owen, who always reported to the BFBS with a high estimate of Cheng, stating, for 

example:  

 

He [Cheng] has an unusually minute knowledge of the Bible and a deep love 

of its truths. He has also an excellent Chinese style and a fine perception of 

the meaning of words. He is peculiarly fitted for translation work and takes a 

deep interest in it.
136

 

 

And ‗I am greatly pleased with my assistant. He is rendering me splendid help.‘
137

 

According to Thor Strandenaes, the knowledge of classical Chinese and the 

receptor language which Chinese assistants possessed was essential to the process of 

Bible translation.
138

 Owen‘s reports clearly showed that Cheng possessed these skills, 

which he had obtained through an early education in classical Chinese along with his 

residence in Beijing where Mandarin was the dominant spoken language. 

Additionally, Cheng‘s experience of school education and theological training under 

the LMS brought him good English language skill and Bible knowledge, and gave 

him a competence in such a role which many other Chinese assistants did not have. 

Although Owen was ‗thoroughly satisfied and delighted‘ with Cheng‘s efforts, 

he showed concern over Cheng‘s life in Wandsworth outside his translation work.
139
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It was Owen who applied to the BFBS committee, asking that a half salary should be 

paid during Cheng‘s voyage to England, as Cheng hoped to share a portion (£2 per 

month) of his salary with his family in Beijing during his work with the BFBS.
140

 

Additionally, Owen appealed to the BFBS committee to provide Cheng with a larger 

allowance due to the high level of Cheng‘s living expenses. Cheng‘s original annual 

allowance was £100, of which he allocated £24 to his family in Beijing, spent £52 on 

board and lodgings, leaving only £24 for his living expenses. The BFBS granted 

Owen‘s appeal and increased Cheng‘s allowance to £120 per annum.
141

 Owen‘s care 

for Cheng, and his influential requests to the BFBS regarding the above matters, not 

only brought Cheng a more adequate stipend, but also enabled him to be treated 

properly as a Chinese assistant. Nevertheless, there was still a gap in status between 

Owen who was a translator and Cheng Jingyi, an ‗assistant.‘ Cheng‘s salary was less 

than half of Owen‘s (£250 per annum), which was supported by the BFBS and the 

LMS, even though the work Cheng conducted was outstanding. The disparity 

between Cheng‘s salary and that of Owen symbolised the fact that there was a 

systematic under-valuing of the importance of Chinese co-workers in translation 

work both by the Bible societies and individual missionaries.
142

 Although the 

missionary dominance of the translation process was gradually amended and Chinese 
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assistants‘ significance was gradually acknowledged as the translation work 

progressed, exemplified by their full names appearing in the records, the tendency to 

leave Chinese assistants‘ contributions in the dark was still apparent at this time.
143

 It 

is likely that Cheng, without Owen‘s appeal, would not have received adequate 

appreciation regarding his role and influence in the New Testament translation. His 

name was seldom mentioned in the annual reports of the BFBS.
144

 The missionary 

domination of the Christian enterprise in China resulted in the invisibility of Chinese 

Christians, and time was needed for missionaries in general to realise the importance 

of their Chinese fellow-workers. 

Despite such inequality, being chosen to work on the translation was a 

remarkable experience for Cheng Jingyi, as it was a task mainly undertaken by 

missionaries. The advantage of doing assistant work in Britain enabled Cheng to 

participate in the activities of the BFBS and to win him wider recognition from 

missionary circles. An example was the 1905 BFBS annual meeting, at which Cheng 

presented on the stage, together with the Bishop of St. Albans and the leading Baptist 

missionary Timothy Richard, when they were discussing the report of the BFBS 

committee.
145

 Meanwhile, the non-denominational character of the BFBS may have 

contributed to Cheng‘s ecumenical concern by its diversity of membership around 

the world and its principle to ‗cut off the occasion of theological hostilities, and 
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invite Christians in general to associate for the more extensive propagation of their 

common faith.‘
146

 

After completing their translation work in August 1906, Cheng was appointed as 

one of the BFBS Honorary Foreign Members, while Owen became Honorary 

Governor for Life.
147

 Both of them were presented with a specially bound copy of 

the ‗English Jubilee Bible‘ (four volumes) with an inscription by the BFBS.
148

 On 

the one hand, this was certainly an award for their labour in the translation work. On 

the other, it can be understood as a sign indicating that Cheng‘s ability was 

acknowledged by the BFBS, for amongst these eight members, Cheng was the only 

non-European who was appointed with this honour, and furthermore, the first 

Chinese.
149

 

In addition to Cheng‘s association with the BFBS, another movement which 

Cheng would have encountered during his three-year stay in England may have 

influenced his view of Christian co-operation and federation. This was the Free 

Church Council Movement, which began in the late nineteenth century in response to 

the need for co-operation in the face of religious and social issues, as well as the 
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desire for church reunion.
150

 Around 1890, the proposal for a Nonconformist Church 

Congress, which was analogous to the Anglican Church Congress, was seriously 

considered by a number of Nonconformist churches and bodies. The first congress 

was held in Manchester on 7 November 1892, and it appointed a committee to take 

immediate action to communicate with various denominations for Free Church 

co-operation.
151

 Co-ordination of visitation evangelism became the chief aim and the 

identity of ‗free churchmanship‘ consolidated the feeling of oneness among various 

Nonconformists, such as Baptists, Congregationalists, Methodists and Presbyterians. 

The representatives of local councils attended the congress not as denominationalists 

but as evangelical free churchmen.
152

 

As members of the Congregational denomination, Owen and Cheng would 

certainly have learned of this movement, not only from the church they attended in 

Wandsworth, but also from newspapers and other means, as the Nonconformists‘ 

political agitation was at a peak during the first decade of the twentieth century.
153

 

Although it may have helped to open Cheng‘s mind towards other denominations, as 

it was a movement towards federation and union among certain denominations, the 

influence of this movement on Cheng‘s experience in Britain, and especially his 

ecumenical formation, was probably limited. This was because its federal objective 

was confined to the Nonconformists, large numbers of whom demonstrated a strong 
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antipathy towards the Anglicans.
154

 Compared with this, the scope of Cheng‘s 

ecumenical outlook formed in later years was considerably wider. 

It should be noted that some of Cheng‘s lifelong colleagues testify that Cheng‘s 

faith was shaken during his engagement in the New Testament revision.
155

 Although 

we are unable to know the reason, it appears that Cheng gave up attending church 

services, daily prayer and Bible reading presumably during 1903-04. It was with the 

help of Dr. and Mrs. Eliot Curwen that Cheng restored his faith.
156

 No information 

regarding the course of this event survives, however, an intimate connection between 

Cheng and this couple was evident in many ways. Cheng‘s connection with Eliot 

Curwen can be traced back to 1897 when he was suffering from a serious fever at the 

age of sixteen. It was owing to Curwen‘s medical treatment that Cheng ‗narrowly 

escaped from death.‘
157

 This may explain why Cheng became so close to Curwen. 

During the time when Cheng was in Britain, Curwen suggested that Cheng stay for a 

few months after finishing the New Testament translation for a short course of study 

in English and biblical exegesis.
158

 He was also one of the three referees when 
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Cheng applied to the Bible Training Institute in Glasgow, and paid the tuition fee 

(£20) for him.
159

 Their close relationship was likely to have been reinforced during 

Cheng‘s revision work in Wandsworth. The Curwens lived in St Albans, north of 

London. Such a distance made travelling between Wandsworth and St Albans to visit 

each other attainable. Furthermore, the evidence is strengthened by one of Cheng‘s 

letters to Mrs. Curwen, in which he called her ‗mother‘ and Eliot Curwen ‗father.‘
160

 

As the key persons who helped to re-establish Cheng‘s faith, the Curwens may have 

behaved as ‗godparents‘ in Cheng‘s life. This built an unusually close relationship 

between them, and Cheng‘s appreciation of missions and his association with the 

LMS may have been intensified due to this dramatic event. 

 

2.2.2. The Bible Training Institute, Glasgow 

 

Cheng Jingyi was enrolled in a two-year theological course at the Bible Training 

Institute [BTI] in September 1906, after the completion of the Mandarin Union 

Version New Testament revision.
161

 The BTI was established in 1892 for Christian 

workers in Scotland. When the American evangelist D. L. Moody visited Scotland he 

realised the great need for training Christian workers in Scotland and called upon the 

establishment of a training college at the annual meeting of the Glasgow United 
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Evangelistic Association on 10 March 1892. Moody‘s suggestion was innovative in 

its call for volunteers for evangelistic ministry work from those classes of people 

who had not been reached by the existing churches and was fully supported by the 

directors of the Glasgow United Evangelistic Association. After a series of meetings, 

the directors agreed to establish the institute and appointed John Anderson to be its 

superintendent.
162

 In order to serve its objectives well, the institute trained Christian 

workers in a number of ways, with an emphasis on knowledge and use of the Bible, 

addressing meetings, dealing with various classes of people, carrying out evangelistic 

work and leading the service of praise.
163

 

It should be noted that the interdenominational and international characteristics 

of the BTI were demonstrated from the very beginning. Working together with 

churches and missionary societies as an auxiliary, the BTI functioned as a platform 

for communication between different churches and denominations. Additionally, the 

institute‘s wide range of recruitment also contributed to the formation of its 

interdenominational and international characteristics. As mentioned in the annual 

report of 1908-09, students were drawn from all over the UK and other parts of the 

world, and the churches which these students belonged to represented various 

denominations.
164

 The office records on 10 September 1906 show that four students 

from the Hermannsburg Mission were sent to study in the institute for three or four 

months in the same academic session as Cheng Jingyi. These students had completed 
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their course of study in Germany and were sent to the institute to have a short 

experience of training before they moved on to their mission stations in China and 

India.
165

 According to the regulations of the institute, students of the BTI were 

expected to reside in the institute, living and studying together. This situation easily 

fostered an environment for closer interdenominational and international 

communication. 

The allocation of the BTI graduates also revealed the denominational diversity 

and world-wide scope of the institute. Graduates who were allocated to work in 

Britain engaged in various positions, such as evangelists and church ministers, while 

the majority were distributed to foreign mission fields after special training offered 

by their respective churches and denominations. At the end of the academic year 

1906-07, three men were assigned to China, one to Africa, one to Salonica, three to 

South America, four to Australia, four to Canada, and ten women were waiting to 

proceed to the mission fields.
166

 The annual report of 1908-09 indicated that 

graduates who were sent abroad found that the training in the BTI not only ‗qualified 

them for efficient service,‘ but also given them a ‗special fitness‘ to guide and 

instruct native evangelists and pastors.
167

 

Not many records with regard to Cheng‘s life in the BTI survive in the 

International Christian College. According to the student records, Cheng was 

enrolled in September 1906 with George Owen, Elliot Curwen, and G. Thomas from 
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the BFBS as his referees.
168

 As noted previously, Elliot Curwen also paid the tuition 

fee (£20) for Cheng.
169

 Information regarding Cheng‘s course of study is no longer 

available, although the annual report shows in detail the courses of study for the 

academic year 1908-09, the year after Cheng‘s graduation. The length of study was 

two sessions of ten months each, with various courses including a comprehensive 

study of the English Bible, a course of study in Bible doctrine, Biblical theology and 

Christian evidences, church and mission history, homiletical and practical studies 

(including elocution, music, preparation of addresses, organisation of work, 

conducting meetings and dealing with enquirers), practical work, conducting services 

and addressing meetings, medical lectures and dispensary work. Examinations were 

held every month and the marks were included in the diplomas.
170

 As an auxiliary of 

the churches, and a training institute for Christian workers, the institute had a very 

practical curriculum. 

 If life in the Boys‘ Boarding School the Theological Institute of the LMS had 

equipped Cheng with western learning and biblical knowledge in all ways and made 

him a satisfying ‗native helper‘ of missionaries, then life in the BTI not only gave 

Cheng a firm foundation for conducting church ministry and evangelistic work in 

China, but also offered him an extraordinary experience of interdenominational and 

international Christian fellowship, which were attested to by the curriculum of the 

BTI and its study and life environment. Before Cheng entered the BTI in 1906, the 
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scope of his Christian activities was limited to the circle of the LMS. Even during the 

course of the New Testament translation, most of Cheng‘s time was spent with Owen 

and the Curwens. Not until he was enrolled in the BTI did Cheng begin to have 

independent and direct contact with Christians from other denominations. It was in 

the interdenominational and international atmosphere at the BTI that Cheng‘s view 

was broadened and his outlook towards denominations and Christian fellowship was 

renewed. Cheng himself confirmed the decisive impact the BTI had on him, 

confessing that he used to ‗hold very poor ideas about men of other denominations, 

especially those of the Church of England,‘ but that his attitude towards other 

denominations completely changed during a later stage, which he attributed to his 

two-year experience in the BTI, where ‗Christian federation and unity was 

manifested in actual practice.‘
171

 Throughout his lifetime, he consistently expressed 

his ‗deep gratitude‘ towards the BTI and, as his own testimony demonstrates, the 

influence of his experience in the institute towards his ecumenical formation cannot 

be exaggerated and deserves particular attention.
172

 It is fair to conclude that 

Cheng‘s openness towards denominations and his conviction of the universal nature 

of Christian fellowship, which were demonstrated in both his subsequent articles and 

actions, were forged during his study in the BTI. 

 

2.2.3. The Keswick Convention 
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Cheng‘s experience in Britain also included his attendance at the Keswick 

Convention, which was noted in his later works.
173

 The Keswick Convention traces 

its origins back to 1875.
174

 It was founded by Thomas Dundas Harford-Battersby, an 

Anglican clergyman, and Robert Wilson, a Quaker businessman, under the influence 

of the holiness movement which emerged in the United States in the 1830s.
175

 The 

convention‘s primary concern was a deepened and revived spiritual life, which 

should be Bible-based and Christ-centric, as well as an effective and transformed 

Christian way of life. As soon as it was formed, it quickly became the centre of the 

‗higher life‘ movement and its teaching on spiritual experience increasingly became 

mainstream evangelical teaching in Britain.
176

 As the influence of the Keswick 

Convention has been worldwide, what it contributed to Cheng‘s ecumenical 

formation and the growth of his Christian personality is certainly worthy of 

exploration. 

 Despite the fact that no information survives regarding which convention Cheng 

actually attended, nor did he ever mention any speaker or address, two points are 

beyond doubt regarding Cheng‘s attendance at the convention. One is that Cheng 

certainly attended the convention at least once, most probably in either 1907 or 1908, 
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during his study in the BTI,
177

 and the other is the deep impression that the 

convention‘s motto – ‗All One in Christ Jesus‘ – had on Cheng Jingyi.
178

 

 The motto ‗All One in Christ Jesus‘ was interpreted by Cheng as the very 

essence of an ecumenical spirit.
179

 Although Keswick had ‗special links‘ with certain 

missions, such as the CMS and the China Inland Mission [CIM], and its connection 

with the Church of England was particularly strong,
180

 Cheng was inclined to think 

very positively of Keswick. Keswick‘s ecumenity owed much to its evangelical 

enthusiasm and mission orientation: the enthusiasm for spreading the Keswick 

message had great impact on foreign missions after the 1880s, and its emphasis on 

holiness and consecration did not allow theological disputes to spoil its teachings.
181

 

At the conventions of 1907 and 1908, one of which Cheng attended, all the addresses 

were Christ-centred and stressed ‗practical godliness‘ rather than any specific scheme 

of Christian union. However, this Christ-like godliness strengthened the brotherhood 

of all participants.
182

 The national and international links which Keswick helped to 

shape among evangelicals created an interdenominational and international 

atmosphere, which Cheng Jingyi was better placed to appreciate than any other 

Briton or westerner. As he testified subsequently:  
                                                         
177
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As a foreigner in a foreign country they [the words ‗All One in Christ Jesus‘] 

seemed especially comforting and delightful. I do not think I can recollect 

now the…addresses…but this grand text has ever been a comfort in my soul 

and constantly before my mind‘s eyes…
183

  

 

To him, the motto surpassed all national and personal barriers and invited him to find 

home in Christ and in Britain. Additionally, David Bebbington has pointed out the 

‗romantic affinities‘ of Keswick,
184

 and we will suggest in later sections of the thesis 

that romantic and idealistic characteristics were displayed in Cheng‘s life. 

Furthermore, Keswick had a strong connection with the Student Volunteer 

Missionary Movement and this connection gave much impulse to Keswick‘s 

ecumenical dimension. Many Student Volunteer leaders had spoken at Keswick, such 

as Robert Speer and John R. Mott.
185

 When Cheng attended Keswick, he was around 

the age of twenty-five to twenty-six, a stage in which he was easily moved and 

stimulated by any emotional and idealistic calling. To Cheng, the experience of 

Keswick was symbolised by its motto and message. ‗All One in Christ Jesus‘ had 

been accepted by Cheng Jingyi with all his heart. 

 

To summarise, Cheng‘s experience in Britain first of all prepared the way for his 

future Christian leadership in China. Cheng‘s work with missionary societies at their 

home base and his study in a western Bible institute not only laid a firm foundation 
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for his future church ministry, but also uplifted his status, with his ability being 

increasingly acknowledged in missionary circles. It provided the precondition for his 

ordination as a pastor at a later stage and subsequently opened the door for his future 

leadership in various Christian movements in China. Additionally, his five-year life 

in Britain enabled Cheng to master the English language to a high level, which 

became ‗invaluable‘ to him in his subsequent work with missions and his 

international activities.
186

 

Secondly, Cheng‘s experience in Britain was vital to his ecumenical formation. 

His horizon and contacts were broadened by his work with the BFBS, a 

non-denominational society, the propaganda of the widespread Free Church Council 

Movement, as well as his presence at the Keswick Convention which contributed to 

evangelical unity. More significantly, the BTI played a vital part in Cheng‘s 

ecumenical formation due to its interdenominational and international features. As 

Chao indicated, Cheng‘s foreign experience brought him ‗unexpected liberation from 

ecclesiastical servitude.‘
187

 

 Thirdly, Cheng‘s life in Britain reinforced his Chinese identity. Cheng‘s 

education under the LMS and his experience during the Boxer Uprising encouraged 

his sympathy and identity with western missions, but his experience abroad 

stimulated the development of his distinctive Chinese viewpoint, though this did not 

mean that he abandoned his affinity with missions. Cheng‘s work on the Bible 
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translation brought to the fore his Chinese perspective, as he was expected to 

consider those vexed disputes in translation and to provide advice from the angle of 

the expression of Chinese language and the Chinese understanding. One example 

was that he once replied to a friend in London regarding the ‗Term Question‘ by 

saying that: ‗Any of these titles will be quite good and suitable, as long as such a 

harmony will be made.‘
188

 His emphasis was typical of the high value given to 

achieving a sense of harmony in Chinese culture. His indigenous concern and his 

Chinese identity were also demonstrated by his desire to ‗look to the Church of his 

own land as the medium of his ordination,‘ though he was offered an opportunity to 

be ordained in Britain after his graduation from the BTI.
189

 Cheng‘s experience in 

Britain brought him an educational qualification and ministry experience, a 

broadened outlook regarding denominations and international Christian fellowship 

and a reinforced Chinese viewpoint. 

 

2.3. Movements towards Christian Federation and Church Independence in 

Early Twentieth-Century China 

 

During the period when Cheng was in Britain, there was a series of dramatic changes 

emerged in the Protestant enterprise in China. As the Boxer Uprising disclosed the 

shortcomings of Christianity in China, both missionaries and Chinese Christians 
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started to seek changes to the situation of Christianity in China, with new approaches 

being introduced. Protestant churches in China saw two parallel trends after 1900: 

one of which was an extensive modification in foreign missions‘ strategies, 

especially with regard to the co-operation and federation among various missions. 

The other was the increasing desire for church independence claimed by Chinese 

Christians. As a member of both the LMS and its branch church in Beijing, Cheng 

would have been inspired by the growth of missions and churches in China when he 

returned in 1908. Movements towards Christian federation and church independence 

in China provided Cheng with a new context in which to develop his outlook. 

 

2.3.1. The Early History of the Federation Movement in China 

 

Due to the rapid expansion of Protestant missions in China during the early twentieth 

century, an increasing number of missions recognised the significance of 

collaboration, and therefore rapidly carried out programmes towards co-operation 

among Protestant bodies in China.
190

 Although the progress towards Protestant 

co-operation did not start in 1900, extensive progress towards interdenominational 

co-operation was only made at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

The federation movement originated from a paper read by Thomas Cochrane of 
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the LMS on ‗Some Problems in Mission Work‘ at a meeting of the Beijing 

Missionary Association (Peking Missionary Association) in November 1902. The 

paper emphasised the significance of union among Protestantism in China and 

proposed the appointment of a committee to work on this matter. A committee on 

church union was thus formed with Cochrane being chairman. It consisted of seven 

members representing all the missions in Beijing in 1903.
191

 After several meetings, 

the committee proposed two letters, one of which was sent to every Protestant 

missionary in North China, explaining the federation scheme and asking for their 

opinions concerning four questions:  

 

1. Would you approve of the preparation of a Union Hymn Book? 

2. Would you approve of a common designation for our churches and 

chapels such as Yeh Su Chiao Li Pai T‘ang for places of worship, and Yeh Su 

Chiao Fu Yin T‘ang for street chapels? 

3. Would you be willing to adopt common terms for God and the Holy Spirit 

such as Shang Ti and Sheng Ling? 

4. Would you favour the federation of all the Protestant churches in China 

and the appointment of a committee to consider the question?
192

  

 

The other letter was sent to every Protestant missionary throughout the country, with 

the latter three questions.
 
With ninety to ninety-eight per cent affirmative responses 
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having been received from missionaries to all questions,
193

 a conference was called 

to meet for further discussion at Beidaihe on 24-26 August 1904, and Cochrane was 

chosen to be the chairman of this conference. 

During the Beidaihe Conference, a considerable number of missionaries showed 

their readiness to organise a ‗Union Protestant Chinese Church,‘ despite several 

concerns expressed by Episcopal and Baptist missionaries. The conference attempted 

to enlarge the federation from North China on a nationwide scale by organising a 

general committee, representing each mission in China, to promote Protestant 

co-operation and federation.
194

 Taking things a step further, the Beijing Conference, 

which was held in September 1905, approved the formation of local and national 

councils. It paved the way for the Centenary Missionary Conference in Shanghai 

from 25 April to 8 May 1907.
195

 

As a conference marking the one-hundred-year history of Protestant missions in 

China, the influence of the 1907 Centenary Conference was far beyond that of the 

previous conferences. One of the concerns and visions of the conference was to raise 

the level of the discussion, from a federation among various denominations and 

societies, which dominated the themes of the previous conferences, to a wider 

Protestant union and church unity in China. The majority of the committee on 

‗Comity and Federation‘ showed their readiness toward federation in the national 
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scale, and some of them even saw federation as the first step towards an ‗organic 

union‘ in China.
196

 The approval by the conference of the goal of establishing a 

‗Christian Federation of China‘ was a significant step towards securing a national 

federation. 

It should be noted that a link between the Chinese church and the federation 

among missions and denominations was indicated by a number of missionaries 

during this conference, though there was no Chinese delegate present.
197

 The 

emphasis on the issue of the Chinese church and the goal to plant one church in 

China during the conference provided the promotion of a broader Protestant 

federation and church union with much impetus, though the ideal of establishing a 

‗United Christian Church in China‘ was dropped due to the lack of general support 

from missionaries.
198

 

The 1907 Conference prepared the way for further discussion on co-operation 

among world missions at the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference.
199

 

Delegates obtained experience and lessons through discussions. Provincial councils 

were formed immediately after the Shanghai Conference to work on Christian 

federation. This conference turned China into an experimental field for 

interdenominational co-operation, from where missionaries brought to the 1910 

Conference their experience of co-operation and federation, together with the ideal of 
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a ‗United Christian Church in China.‘ 

As noted previously, the inauguration of the federation movement owed much to 

Thomas Cochrane,
200

 a medical missionary of the LMS in North China from 1896 to 

1912, who had a far-reaching vision regarding the evolution of Christianity in China. 

The Boxer Uprising left a deep impression on Cochrane concerning the unstable 

situation of foreign missions in China, and he was convinced of the significance of 

church indigeneity in China.
201

 In order to promote the union scheme, he conducted 

a large amount of correspondence with the LMS board in the UK.
202

 As early as 

1903, Cochrane had already demonstrated his convictions about a united church in 

China in his article ‗Church Union‘ in The Chinese Recorder, by saying that: 

 

Missionaries in this land could do much toward forcing their home 

denominations to found in China not Methodist churches, or Presbyterian 

churches, but one church, the Christian church of China.
203
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This idea was later adopted into the recommendations of the 1907 Conference, in 

which Cochrane was a member of the committee on federation.  

The federation movement reflected the attempts of a number of missionaries to 

promote a wider breadth of Protestant co-operation and federation in China, driven 

by the needs of the Protestant missions. It conformed to Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical 

convictions, which had developed during his time in the West, and further 

encouraged his desire for interdenominational union. It was the LMS and other North 

China missions in particular, where Cheng himself was based, which took the 

initiative during the movement. The link between the Chinese church and the 

federation movement, together with the vision regarding a united Christian Church in 

China expressed by several missionaries, inspired Cheng‘s ecumenical outlook and 

paved the way for his subsequent claim for church unity. Although the proposal for 

establishing a united church in China was not approved by the majority of 

missionaries, the issue was soon raised again by Cheng Jingyi from a Chinese stance. 

 

2.3.2. The Efforts of Chinese Christians towards Church Independence and 

Unity in the Early Twentieth Century 

 

The year 1900 was a turning point for the development of church indigeneity in 

China. According to Daniel Bays, the ‗most important feature‘ of the period from 

1900-25 was ‗the growth of the spirit of independence in Chinese Protestant 
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churches.‘
204

 A strong desire among Chinese Christians for a new identity was 

increasingly ardent. One of the most outstanding cases, which was well-known 

throughout China at that time, was the efforts toward independence made by Yu 

Guozhen 俞國楨, a Chinese pastor associated with the American Presbyterians 

(North), and his fellow-workers in Shanghai during 1902-06.
205

 In 1902, Yu, 

together with other thirteen Chinese Christians formed an all-Chinese organisation 

called ‗Zhongguo Jidutu Hui 中國基督徒會 (The Chinese Christian Union),‘ 

aiming to ‗connect Chinese Christians to be a union, to promote self-propagation in 

China, with the heart of loving the country and its people.‘
206

 In 1906, Yu and other 

Chinese Christians established an independent and all-Chinese congregation. Based 

on it, a federation of churches was formed in the same year, entitled ‗Zhongguo 

Yesujiao Zilihui 中國耶穌教自立會 (The Chinese Jesus Independent Church).‘
207

 

According to its manifesto, the goals of this church included realising self-reliance, 

establishing a good reputation for churches, and uniting Chinese Christians in each 

locality in Shanghai. This church exhibited strong patriotic features and was 

supported by many well-to-do Chinese Christians, which laid a foundation for the 
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realisation of its self-support.
208

 Due to its patriotic sentiment, the China Jesus 

Independent Church was approved by the Qing government and local officials. By 

1909, the number of members in its congregations reached over 10,000 and a 

General Assembly was formed in Shanghai in 1910.
209

 

 

As early as the beginning of the twentieth century, both missionaries and 

Chinese Christians had launched movements towards Protestant federation and 

church independence, contributing much to the evolution of Christianity in China. 

When Cheng Jingyi returned to China in 1908, dramatic changes had taken place in 

Chinese society, and much progress had been made in the Christian enterprise of 

China. On the one hand, the federation movement encouraged Cheng‘s desire for an 

interdenominational union. The vision of a united Christian Church in China raised 

during the 1907 Conference further inspired Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions and 

paved the way for his subsequent efforts towards church unity. On the other hand, 

Chinese Christians‘ desires for church independence and their endeavours towards 

self-reliance of Chinese churches brought forth a nationwide movement toward 

church independence in China. The widespread patriotic sentiment and the increasing 

tide of church independence in China stimulated Cheng‘s Chinese concern and 

enable him to foresee an independent future for the Chinese church. 
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2.4. Cheng’s Ministry in the East City Church in Beijing 

 

After graduating from the BTI in 1908, Cheng Jingyi was appointed to be an 

assistant pastor in association with the Rev. Hopkyn Rees in the church of his 

childhood, the East city church in Beijing. As a young man who had just finished a 

course of education and theological training and who had begun to conduct church 

ministry as a Chinese assistant, Cheng‘s selection as a delegate to the 1910 

Edinburgh Conference may have owed much to his two-year ministry in Beijing. 

 Compared to the West city church, the East city church had larger congregations 

and possessed a more important position in the LMS mission work in North China.
210

 

Cheng‘s work in the East city church included conducting regular services, directing 

two Sunday Schools of the East city church, taking charge of Bible readings on 

Thursday evenings, Christian Endeavour meetings on Sunday and Thursday 

mornings, prayer meetings on Wednesday afternoons, morning prayers in the Girls‘ 

Boarding School and Friday evening meetings in that school once a fortnight. Cheng 

conducted all these tasks with passion and gained much appreciation from the LMS 

missionaries.
211

 Additionally, Cheng, together with the LMS missionary Howard 

Smith, assisted Rees in the summer and winter classes for native workers from all 
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areas around Beijing.
212

 Furthermore, Cheng was asked by Rees to be co-examiner 

during the examination of preachers in 1908-09, instead of the missionary T. Bryson, 

and all the papers were ‗independently‘ examined by Cheng and Rees.
213

 Cheng‘s 

appointment to this position indicated that the LMS missionaries had recognised his 

outstanding ability among his Chinese fellow-workers, for this position was usually 

dominated by missionaries. 

Cheng demonstrated his capacity to conduct church ministry to a high standard. 

His ministry impressed the LMS as ‗faithful,‘ ‗successful‘ and ‗exceptional,‘ which 

accounts for his selection as a LMS delegate at the 1910 Edinburgh Conference.
214

 It 

also convinced the LMS that he was ready for his own pastorate. During the NCDC 

annual meeting of 1909-10, Cheng was appointed to ‗take sole charge of‘ the East 

city church and its branch churches.
215

 However, Cheng‘s ordination took place after 

the 1910 Conference, a detailed account of which will be given in the next chapter. 

Considering the fact that churches in China were largely controlled by foreign 

missions during that time, the rise of Chinese pastors was vital for Chinese churches 

to move towards self-fulfilment. 

 Cheng‘s two-year ministry provided him with a good opportunity to put his ideas 

and knowledge into practice and to examine and correct them in reality. It was a 
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period of close contact with Chinese society and Chinese Christians, as daily church 

work revealed a true picture of the condition and need of Protestant churches in 

China, and in Beijing in particular. Meanwhile, as a member of this church, Cheng, 

together with the East city church, experienced a series of changes which were taking 

place in its administration, organisation and relationship with the missions. As a vital 

factor during the course of the independence of the East city church from the LMS, 

the formation and operation of the Chinese church council in North China requires 

exploration. 

 The LMS Chinese church councils were first formed in the Cangzhou and Jizhou 

stations in North China after the Boxer Uprising. They consisted of native Christians 

and conducted native church affairs through discussions during their general 

meetings.
216

 During the NCDC annual meeting in 1908, church councils were 

combined into an integral part of the LMS church system and were subsequently 

formed in connection with both the East and West city churches, though they were 

yet to conform to any uniform regulation and system.
217

 A joint committee of both 

Chinese workers and missionaries formulated a uniform system of local and district 

church councils in 1909, and the NCDC eventually adopted it with minor 

amendments during its annual meeting in early 1910.
218

 According to the system, 
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three grades of church councils were formed, namely, local, district and annual 

church councils.
219

 These councils were basically parallel to the structure of the 

LMS which had local, district and China national committees.
220

 They were 

composed of lay Chinese delegates, who were elected in accordance with the size of 

the churches, Chinese workers and missionaries. Native Christians determined 

church affairs. Local church councils controlled the admission and expulsion of 

church members and church finances; district councils had rights on the selection of 

school and college students, the establishment of new churches and the appointment 

and dismissal of church employees; and annual church councils dealt with general 

issues regarding both the LMS churches and organisations in North China.
221

 

 The formation of these church councils was a significant step for Chinese 

churches striding toward independence in a practical way: the LMS Chinese 

churches became more autonomous and Chinese workers enjoyed more authority 

regarding church administration and school education. Church councils stimulated 

the self-consciousness of Chinese Christians to take responsibility for their own 

churches.
222

 According to Meech‘s report, an outstanding example can be found in 
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Cheng‘s church: it supported its own pastor, chapel keeper and school teachers, and 

covered its own expenses and those of two branch churches, demonstrating itself as a 

‗living church.‘
223

 

 As an assistant pastor of the East city church, Cheng was certainly a member of 

its church council and would have taken part in decision-making regarding its church 

affairs. Church councils provided Cheng with an opportunity to refine his ideas of 

church construction and to obtain experience for his future leadership in mainline 

Chinese Protestant circles. The moves of the East city church towards independence 

largely stimulated Cheng‘s conviction for an indigenous future of Christian 

enterprise of China. It should be noticed that a council‘s financial capacity for 

self-support was not the condition for the transfer of administrative and executive 

authorities, and the council could administer grants from overseas and decide the best 

use for them.
224

 Chinese church councils obtained autonomy with the co-operation 

of the LMS and were combined into the system of the LMS churches, a significant 

contrast from those Chinese churches which achieved independence by severing 

relations with foreign missions. The course of the LMS churches toward 

independence did no harm to their relationships with the missionary society, which 

certainly had a strong impact on Cheng‘s convictions of a co-operative mode of 

church-mission relationships. 
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2.5. Cheng’s Article ‘What Federation can Accomplish for the Chinese 

Church’ 

 

Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions were finally put in print in his article ‗What 

Federation can Accomplish for the Chinese Church,‘ which was published in The 

Chinese Recorder in February 1910, four months before the 1910 Edinburgh 

Conference. The editors of The Chinese Recorder had seen the significance of church 

unity in China and therefore gave special attention to the themes of federation and 

church union in the February issue.
225

 Articles were contributed by Christians from 

various denominations and backgrounds, including Charles George Sparham, the 

LMS missionary in Hankou, Bishop F. R. Graves, American Protestant Episcopal 

Church Mission [APECM], Shanghai, the Rev. James V. Latimer, American Baptist 

Missionary Union [ABMU], Huzhou, and Cheng Jingyi. In particular, the editors 

aimed to bring in Chinese opinions in order to render to missionaries ‗considerable 

help‘ in disposing of the problems which emerged in the mission fields.
226

 Cheng‘s 

view of federation and church union in China was, to them, representative, and was 

therefore specifically chosen to present the Chinese point of view.
227
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This article reveals that Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions had surpassed those of 

large numbers of missionaries by early 1910. By claiming his dream of ‗a large 

organization of a union Chinese church where denominationalism will be out of the 

question,‘
228

 Cheng demonstrated that his vision of the ecumenical future of the 

Chinese church was to realise church unity rather than to merely form a federation 

among various denominations, which was generally within the vision of western 

missionaries. Cheng began by making his point from a Chinese stance and intended 

to remind missionaries of the Chinese context, which they usually neglected. 

According to him, denominationalism did not have Chinese roots, and was a matter 

in which Chinese Christians took ‗little or no interest.‘ On the contrary, they 

appreciated the concept of harmony and unity.
229

  

Secondly, Cheng stressed in his article the church-centric approach to be adopted 

in the Christian work in China. On the matter of co-operation and union, despite the 

fact that several missionaries had recognised the liberty of the Chinese church in its 

own development during the 1907 Centenary Conference, the majority discussed the 

issue of federation and union from a missionary viewpoint based on the practical 

needs of their work in China. Cheng, on the other hand, considered church unity as 

an integral aspect of the establishment and development of the Chinese church. As he 

indicated, 
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Protestant missions have been in China more than a century now, and it is 

time for the Chinese Christians to show their interest in, and activities for, the 

Christian cause in a practical way. So now is the time of the beginning of the 

Chinese church.
230

 

 

This exhibited an altogether different orientation towards the matter of church unity 

from that of the missionaries. 

It should be noticed that there was a divergence in the approaches taken towards 

the goal of ‗three-self‘ between the majority of missionaries and most Chinese 

Christians. Missionaries usually insisted that self-support was a prerequisite of 

independence, a status which most of the churches in China failed to meet at that 

time.
231

 Just as David J. Bosch complained, the ‗three-self‘ principle itself was 

derived from a western idea of a living community, and was treated as the criterion 

for church maturity, by which churches in the mission fields were measured and 

judged.
232

 In contrast, Cheng‘s article reflected that the primary concern of Chinese 

Christians in general was ‗self-government.‘ Native Christians in the mission fields, 

including in China, were inspired by this principle and sought for an independent 

national church on the basis of it, especially on the aspect of ‗self-government.‘ What 

form the Chinese church should adopt therefore became the question that needed to 

be solved first and foremost. It also raised a sub-question of whether or not those 
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church forms which western missions had unconsciously transplanted into China 

should necessarily be kept by the Chinese church. Cheng‘s article reflected a Chinese 

perspective on church independence, not only from western missionary control, but 

also from western denominationalism. 

Although Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions were forged in the West and were 

further inspired during the federation movement in China, which were initiated with 

a western perspective on Christian co-operation and union, this article showed that 

Cheng‘s ecumenical outlook had shifted from a western form, which was driven to a 

large extent by western ecclesiastical preoccupations, to an indigenous form of 

ecumenism, which was driven by the strong national quest for the establishment of a 

native church. The desire for church independence surpassed denominational barriers, 

and became the dynamic of the quest for a united indigenous church in China. The 

efforts of Chinese Christians towards church independence and self-reliance 

provided Cheng with an intimate understanding of the actual needs of the Chinese 

church and elevated his perspectives to a higher level. 

Thirdly, although Cheng‘s Chinese identity added volume to his original outlook 

regarding church unity, his vision remained in a wider scope that was based on the 

scriptural truth of Christian unity beyond denominational and national boundaries, as 

he proclaimed at the end of the article:  

 

Thus union with Christ, union of all denominations and union of all 
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nationalities forms ‗a three-fold cord which is not easily broken!‘
233

 

 

This declaration certainly found a similarity to Keswick teaching.
234

 Cheng‘s 

experience at the BTI and the Keswick Convention, his connection with the LMS 

and his friendship with its missionaries, all contributed to this dimension of his 

ecumenical convictions. It continued to make a strong impact on Cheng‘s subsequent 

Christian leadership and his approach to the church-mission relationships, especially 

in the face of strong nationalistic sentiment, which will be discussed in the following 

chapters. 

 

2.6. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined Cheng Jingyi‘s early life, and explored the influence 

of a series of events which occurred during this period and reflected a series of 

socio-political shifts in Chinese society and the Protestant enterprise in China from 

the late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. To begin with, it followed 

the course of the shaping of a Chinese Christian leadership, as Cheng‘s early life 

witnessed his rise to Chinese church leadership. Although Cheng‘s early life 

associated with the LMS was always likely to shape him into a qualified ‗native 

helper,‘ his vision was broadened by his experience in Britain. His church ministry in 

Beijing, to a large extent, qualified him to be a delegate at the 1910 Edinburgh 

                                                         
233

 Cheng, ‗Federation,‘ 160. 
234

 Hopkins, ‗Walking in Light,‘ 11. 



93 

 

Conference and prepared him for future leadership in the mainline Chinese Protestant 

churches. Cheng had matured from a native assistant under the umbrella of the LMS 

into a capable church leader with an independent outlook regarding the future of the 

Chinese church. During the course of the development of Christianity in China, the 

rise of Chinese leadership was a significant step towards the realisation of 

self-fulfilment of the Chinese church. 

 Secondly, this chapter has uncovered the course of the formation of Cheng‘s 

ecumenical convictions. The Chinese context and the indigenous demand for 

self-reliance of the Chinese church became a vital factor in reshaping his ecumenical 

outlook, which was forged during his time in the West. Its focal point had shifted to 

the construction of the Chinese church. Cheng‘s convictions of an ecumenical future 

of the Chinese church prior to the 1910 Conference had already demonstrated the 

national consciousness for church unity. Yet it had not lost the theological 

convictions of universal Christian union. 
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Chapter 3: 

Cheng Jingyi and the China Continuation Committee of the 

World Missionary Conference (1910-1922) 

 

As noted previously, Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical convictions featured a strong desire 

for church independence and unity in China, differing considerably from the western 

style of ecumenism. Cheng‘s vision was endorsed by a considerable range of Chinese 

Christian elites of the time, including Yu Rizhang, Wang Zhengting 王正廷 (C. T. 

Wang), Zhang Boling 張伯苓 (Chang Po-ling), Xu Shengyan 許聲炎 (Hsu 

Sheng-yen) and Chen Jinyong 陳金鏞 (Chen Kin-yung).
235

 This chapter will focus 
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on the evolution of this type of ecumenism in China, in order to explore how the 

desire for a united indigenous church, represented by Cheng Jingyi, was proclaimed, 

reinforced and promoted through the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 

1910 and the work of its Continuation Committee up until the establishment of the 

National Christian Council of China. 

 

3.1. The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh, 1910 

 

It has been noted that a series of movements towards the goal of a united Chinese 

church were carried out, and made considerable progress, in China prior to the 1910 

Conference. All of these facts serve to qualify the significance of the 1910 

Conference to the world ecumenical movement, especially in the course of the 

establishment of a united national church in China. Nonetheless, as a worldwide 

missionary conference, the 1910 Conference provided a platform for a broader 

discussion of Christian indigeneity and interdenominational co-operation. This 

section does not claim to significantly advance the state of scholarly knowledge 

surrounding the 1910 Edinburgh Conference. However, it forms an indispensable 

foundation for the rest of this chapter, as the desire for a united national church in 

China was not only indicated through the correspondence of several missionaries in 

China, but also proclaimed by Cheng Jingyi, as a Chinese delegate, through his 
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speeches at the conference. If Cheng‘s article ‗What Federation can Accomplish for 

the Chinese Church‘ in The Chinese Recorder can be seen as a prelude to express the 

point of view of a Chinese Christian, his addresses at the 1910 Conference, 

manifesting the convictions of an ecumenical future of the Chinese church, became a 

formal declaration of the standpoint of the majority of Chinese churches in front of a 

wider audience. Cheng‘s activities at this conference directly related to his 

subsequent leadership in Christian movements in China, and therefore are worthy of 

examination. 

The 1910 Conference differed from previous international Protestant missionary 

conferences in the analytic and even ‗scientific‘ nature of its objectives.
236

 It 

contained eight commissions devoted to the chosen themes.
237

 After a long period of 

preparation, the conference was held in Edinburgh from 14 to 23 June 1910, with 

John R. Mott as chairman. There were 1,215 official delegates present, nineteen of 

whom were from the churches in the mission fields, including Cheng Jingyi.
238
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 The cost of Cheng‘s journey to the 1910 Conference was entirely borne by 

Chinese Christians from the LMS churches in Beijing, Tianjin, Cangzhou and 

Xiaozhang, which the LMS missionary Nelson Bitton, referred to as an ‗outward and 

visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace and growth‘ of Chinese churches.
239

 

Cheng delivered two speeches during the separate discussions of two commissions, 

despite the fact that he was probably the youngest delegate at the conference at the 

age of twenty-eight.
240

 His first speech was made during the debate of Commission 

II on ‗The Church in the Mission Field‘ on 16 June, in which he expressed the strong 

demand of the Chinese churches for self-reliance, alongside appeals from other 

delegates of churches in the mission fields and several missionaries. Cheng began his 

speech with the statement that: ‗The problem in China is the independence of the 

Chinese church.‘
241

 He claimed that Chinese Christians had realised their 

responsibility for their churches and the propagation of the Christian faith, and thus 

urged missionaries to pass over the responsibility for church administration and 

sustenance to the Chinese church.
242

  

 It was Cheng‘s second address, which was during the discussion of Commission 

VIII on ‗Cooperation and the Promotion of Unity‘ on 21 June, that left a stronger 

impression on the audience at the conference. The address has been frequently cited 
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when discussing the subsequent history of ecumenism. ‗Seven Points in Seven 

Minutes‘ was the title given by the editor of The Chronicle, in which this speech was 

put in print, and is an indication of how substantial the speech was.
243

 This was not 

the first time Cheng Jingyi had declared from a Chinese standpoint the desire of 

Chinese Christians for ‗a united Christian Church without any denominational 

distinctions.‘
244

 For the majority of missionary delegates and those at the home base, 

who viewed the issue of co-operation and unity mainly from the perspective of a 

concern for missionary activities in the mission fields, the demand of the Chinese 

church which Cheng demonstrated must have been impressive. As Cheng stated at 

the beginning of his speech, he spoke ‗entirely from the Chinese standpoint,‘ his 

address therefore echoing the voice of the Chinese church, which was usually 

obscured due to the missionary dominance of Christian work in China. As he 

declared: 

 

This may seem somewhat peculiar to some of you, but, friends, do not forget 

to view us from our standpoint, and if you fail to do that, the Chinese will 

remain always as a mysterious people to you!
245

 

 

Through his address, this voice was heard by Christians throughout the world. 

 A Chinese standpoint, according to Cheng‘s addresses, referred to the need for a 

                                                         
243

 The seven points were: 1. Why do we want such a union? 2. Is such a union possible? 3. Is it 

desirable? 4. Is it timely? 5. Is it an ideal to be aimed at? 6. Will such a union be lasting? 7. How is 

such a union to be accomplished? ‗Seven Points in Seven Minutes, Mr. Cheng Ching-yi‘s Speech,‘ 

The Chronicle (1910): 143. 
244

 World Missionary Conference, Report of Commission VIII (Edinburgh, 1910), 196. 
245

 Ibid., 196. 



100 

 

united Christian effort toward helping the growth of Chinese churches, the lack of 

interest in denominationalism in the Chinese mind, and the desirability of union in 

national life.
246

 Although these ideas were certainly developed from the basis of his 

previous article, this time it was a more emphatic expression concerning ‗the 

establishment of the Church of Christ in China.‘
247

 In addition, it should be noted 

that the concept of church unity beyond denominations and nationalities was brought 

forward by Cheng in order to balance the emphasis on church indigeneity and 

independence in China. The Keswick motto of ‗All one in Christ Jesus‘ once again 

appeared in Cheng‘s talk.
248

 It demonstrated that Cheng‘s claim for a united national 

church remained consistent with his theological convictions of Christian unity, 

though it had an indigenous prerequisite. 

 Cheng‘s second speech has been commended as a ‗classic statement‘ in 

Protestant missionary annals.
249

 Nonetheless, to perhaps the majority of missionaries 

who were present at the conference, Cheng‘s ideal of a united national church in 

China raised a controversial issue regarding federation and union. W. H. Temple 

Gairdner argued that Cheng‘s speech amply illustrated the cogency of two warnings 

regarding the intemperate pursuit of church unity in the mission fields, though these 

two warnings were aimed in rather opposite directions. The first was from the Right 

Rev. Bishop Roots (Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA) of Hankou, who had 
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been aware of the nationalistic drive behind the demand for a united church in China 

and urged missionaries to concede to this demand. To Gairdner, Cheng‘s enthusiastic 

speech reflected a nationalistic sentiment, which according to Bishop Roots, should 

not be neglected.
250

 Nevertheless, Gairdner also regarded the dream of a united 

church illustrated by Cheng as naïve, and as evidence of his unawareness of the ‗real 

difficulties and essentialities of the question [of church unity].‘
251

 In Gairdner‘s 

mind, this speech was an example to justify the warning of Charles Gore, the Bishop 

of Birmingham, in the debate of Commission II, where he argued that the ‗essentials 

or real Catholic features‘ of the Church should be introduced to the mission fields 

before any encouragement was given to the haste of native Christians towards church 

unity.
252

 

 Although the 1910 Conference is frequently remembered as a milestone in the 

world ecumenical movement, its agenda was officially limited to the promotion of 

practical co-operation among mission agencies and denominations. Discussions in 

Commission VIII amply demonstrated the divergence between the western style of 

ecumenism and the ecumenism which emerged in the mission fields. The majority of 

the participants treated the conference merely as ‗a conference about world mission 

in which like-minded Protestants would consult about more effective common 

strategies for the evangelisation of the world,‘ rather than a conference to promote 
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the goal of Christian unity.
253

 No judgement or decision on practical union among 

different ecclesiastical authorities could be made due to the agreement, which was 

reached during the conference preparations, that the commissions would not deal 

with any question or proposals of union which involved church policy or 

ecclesiastical order.
254

 Under such circumstances, Cheng‘s appeal for church unity in 

China was not taken seriously by most of the participants, with a few exceptions 

from missionaries, such as Rev. E. W. Burt (English Baptist Mission in Shandong, 

China), Rev. S. Thomas (English Baptist Mission in Delhi), Rev. J. P. Jones (ABCFM, 

South India), and Rev. J. Campbell Gibson (Presbyterian Church of England, 

Shantou, China).
255

 Although the ideal of one united Church of Christ and the 

importance of the tendency towards unity to social change in the Asian mission fields 

caught missionaries‘ attention, the ideal was believed to be in the ‗far distance.‘
256

 

Additionally, the rationale of co-operation among missions was evangelistic, rather 

than arising out of a concern for church unity of Asian Christians imbued with 

national consciousness. 

 Nevertheless, the work of Commission VIII was still of significance, for it ‗had a 

greater impact on subsequent ecumenical history than that of all the other 

Commissions put together.‘
257

 According to Nelson Bitton, the presence of the 

Chinese church at the conference was considered to be ‗a reminder to western 
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Christianity‘ of the rise of the Chinese church and that mission work would 

increasingly be in the hands of native workers.
258

 Missionaries generally 

acknowledged the link between national consciousness and the desire for church 

unity in the mission fields. The theme of Commission VIII was unpremeditatedly 

raised to a new plane by the appeal for a ‗visible unity of indigenous national 

churches‘ from the Asian delegates.
259

 More significantly, the most important 

contribution of the 1910 Conference to the world ecumenical movement was the 

appointment of a Continuation Committee, which aimed to carry forward the 

co-operative spirit of the 1910 Conference, continue its work, carry out further 

investigations and prepare for the formation of a permanent International Missionary 

Committee.
260

 The Continuation Committee consisted of thirty-five members of the 

Edinburgh Conference, with ten coming from each of America, Britain and the 

Continent, and one from each of Australasia, South Africa, Japan, China and India, 

with John Mott being elected as chairman.
261

 

 Through his two speeches, and especially the second, Cheng Jingyi caught the 

attention of John Mott, who he had already served as an interpreter during Mott‘s 

1907 tour in China.
262

 On 22 June, he was chosen as the sole Chinese representative 

among the thirty-five members of the Continuation Committee.
263

 As noted above, 
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the cost of Cheng‘s journey was borne by several LMS churches in North China, and 

it was his duty to report to each of them on the message of the conference. His 

position in the Continuation Committee enabled Cheng to implement his vision of an 

ecumenical and indigenous future for the Chinese church with authority. The work of 

the China Continuation Committee, which was formed in 1912 under the leadership 

of Cheng Jingyi, pushed the Chinese church forward towards the goal of establishing 

a united national church in China. Nevertheless, before we examine the work of the 

China Continuation Committee, there is another event which requires exploration: 

Cheng‘s ordination as the first Chinese pastor of the East city church in Beijing. 

 

3.2. Cheng’s Ordination and the Independence of the East City Church 

 

Jonathan Chao has evaluated Cheng‘s ordination as ‗the end of a missionary era.‘
264

 

Although this judgement appears exaggerated, Cheng‘s ordination as the first 

Chinese pastor of this church was certainly meaningful, occurring as it did during a 

time when the majority of Protestant churches in China were controlled by 

missionaries. As discussed previously, it was difficult for churches to realise 

independence due to the standard of missions, according to which self-support was 

the first step towards independence. As most of the churches in China were unable to 

realise self-support, such standards could not result in a productive outcome. A 
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Chinese pastor was of great importance if the church wanted to gain independence 

from missions, as churches in China needed an indigenous leadership, who were able 

to speak for them, represent their views and guide them toward their goals. As 

demonstrated by his church ministry and activities during the 1910 Conference, 

Cheng was certainly the right man for the job. 

 Cheng‘s ordination took place on 13 October 1910, with a large audience 

composed of ‗members of all the Protestant missions‘ in Beijing. Pastors and elders 

of all the Protestant missions in Beijing, both foreign and Chinese, took part in the 

service, with the sole exception being those attached to the Anglican churches.
265

 

Once again Cheng became a figure in The Chronicle, in which this event was noted 

to western readers.
266

 Cheng‘s ordination was considered a ‗great change‘ in the East 

city church, as this position had always been held by missionaries.
267

 Additionally, 

as this church was at the core of the LMS‘s work in Beijing, Cheng‘s appointment as 

the first ordained native was even more significant. To the Chinese congregations, it 

was certainly a sign of the advent of Chinese leadership. This significance is 

demonstrated in the LMS annual reports of 1865-1913: Cheng was the only ordained 

native pastor of the LMS in Beijing from 1881 to 1913 and the only one in North 

China from 1884 to 1913, becoming one of only thirteen ordained nationals of the 

LMS in the whole of China during 1910 and 1911.
268

 Although an accurate figure 
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for the total number of ordained Chinese Protestant pastors in Beijing during Cheng‘s 

ordination is unavailable, a group photograph which was taken during the ceremony 

makes clear that there were only a handful of ordained natives in Beijing at that time. 

The notes on the back of the photograph indicate that the Chinese in the front row 

were either deacons of the East city church or Chinese pastors of other missions, with 

the rest being mainly Chinese delegates to the ordination. As shown in the 

photograph, in addition to Cheng, there were altogether thirty-five Chinese, ten of 

which were in the front row. From this information we can conclude that the number 

of ordained native pastors in Beijing was certainly less than ten. The LMS missionary, 

S. E. Meech, noted several Chinese pastors who attended Cheng‘s ordination in his 

own account, including Pastor Jen and Pastor Li of the churches associated with the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions [ABCFM], and Pastor 

Chen of the American Methodist Church.
269

 As can be seen, Cheng‘s ordination was 

a momentous event for Chinese Protestant churches in Beijing and across North 

China. 
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Figure 2: ‗Ordination of Mr. Cheng in Peking, October 1910‘ 

Source from SOAS Library, Archives & Special Collections, CWM, LMS, China 

Photographs, Box 13, File 80; reprinted in ‗Native Pastors in China and Africa,‘ The 

Chronicle (1911): 12-3. 

 

 Perhaps for the LMS, Cheng‘s ordination was no more than some sort of 

‗experiment‘ with a native pastor, but for the Chinese congregations in the East city 

church at least, this was symbolic of the promising future of self-fulfilment.
270

 In the 

LMS reports, Cheng‘s church was already regarded as an ‗entirely independent‘ 

church during 1910 and 1911, self-governed by its own church council of 

twenty-four members, twenty of whom were Chinese.
271

 It should be noted, however, 

that in the case of the Chinese congregations in the East city church, the 

‗independence‘ stated in most of the records prior to 1912 implies independence in 
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church administration, rather than financial self-reliance, though it is undeniable that 

the congregations were moving towards the goal of self-support, as will be discussed 

shortly. The church buildings in the East city compound, in which the main part of 

Cheng‘s congregations were based, belonged to the LMS. Cheng‘s salary was $40 

(Mexican) a month, $30 of which was offered by Eliot Curwen.
272

 Although the 

church was yet to realise self-support, Cheng‘s leadership soon became an 

accelerator in its progress towards further independence. 

 According to Meech, Cheng and a number of members of the Chinese 

congregations manifested a strong desire for establishing a truly independent church. 

It should be noted that part of the congregations were situated at the East city church, 

which was located in the East city compound in the area of Dengshikou 燈市口 

(Deng Shih Kou) and Hademen Street 哈德門大街 (Hatamen), whilst others 

gathered in two branch stations of the East city church at Dongzhimen 東直門 

(Tung Chih Men) and Ciqikou (South) 磁器口 (Tsz Chi Kou). Their first move 

towards this goal was to apply to the LMS for the transfer to them of the street chapel 

and the adjacent church buildings in the East city compound for their use in early 

1911. As this was declined by the LMS Advisory Council, in the autumn of 1911 the 

congregations decided to move out of the compound and to establish their 

headquarters at the South city chapel at Ciqikou. They therefore requested the LMS 

legally hand over to them the chapels and buildings of the above two branch 
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stations.
273

 Shortly after, in early 1912, the LMS home board approved this request, 

as the chapels and buildings of these two sites were not formally listed as the 

property of the LMS corporation.
274

 The outcome of this move was that Cheng, as 

its pastor, followed the Chinese congregations to its new quarters, and gave up the 

charge of the church and congregation remaining in the East city compound, which 

devolved to the LMS.
275

 The remaining congregation was later known as the Mishi 
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米市 church (Mi Shih).
276

 Its steps towards independence took place during 1916 to 

1920, and will be examined in Section 3.3.2.  

 The available data are insufficient to draw a clearer picture of the relationship 

between Cheng‘s congregations and the remaining church, or to answer questions 

such as how many church members remained with the original congregation and 

what their status was. Nonetheless, these records are ample for demonstrating that 

Cheng‘s church had obtained visible independence, with Cheng himself playing a 

vital part in this process. As revealed in the letter from Currie Martin to Meech in 

early 1912 regarding the issue of the independence of the Chinese congregations, it 

seemed to be beyond the expectation of the LMS home board that Cheng might 

identify himself with the Chinese view of the question: 

 

I wonder what was the reason of the failure of the experiment…of having Mr. 

Cheng as pastor of the East City Church? Dr Cochrane thought that Mr. 

Cheng quite understood the position that it was impossible for us to hand 

over the property to the Chinese and that Mr. Cheng would be able to put the 

case to them so clearly that there would be no further trouble. It appears, 

however, as if this had not been so.
277

 

 

Meech replied as follows:  
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Mr. Cheng does not consider himself pastor of the East City Church, but 

pastor of the independent church, part of which happens to meet in the East 

City compound…It is Mr. Cheng‘s hope repeatedly expressed, that he does 

not desire to break away from the mission, but to work in fullest harmony, 

though still, independent.
278

 

 

As a man who usually enjoyed good relationships with missions, to cause the 

discontent of the LMS was rather a rare event in Cheng‘s life. It reflected the fact that, 

while maintaining a fraternal church-mission relationship had always been part of his 

convictions, it was the Chinese church above all which was his focal point. In this 

matter, Cheng‘s sympathies obviously lay with the Chinese. 

 The advent of Chinese leadership encouraged church independence in a larger 

context. A conference, with Cheng as chairman and more than forty Chinese 

Christian delegates of the churches in Beijing and Tianjin present, was held in the 

Mishi church on 4 May 1912. One of the outcomes was the resolution to form the 

Chinese Christian Church of Beijing (The Chinese Christian Church of Peking).
279

 A 

church organising committee was formed, with Cheng elected as vice-director. It 

consisted of three Chinese members of each denomination and mission in Beijing, 

including the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, the 

American Methodist Episcopal Mission, the ABCFM, the American Presbyterian 

Mission (North), the YMCA and the LMS.
280

 At the beginning, the church was only 

composed of Cheng‘s congregations, those in the Dongzhimen and Ciqikou 
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chapels.
281

 It centred on the Ciqikou chapel, with Rev. Meng Jizeng 孟繼曾 (Meng 

Chi-tseng), once the pastor of the Ciqikou chapel, taking up the same position at the 

new church.
282

 The Chinese Christian Church of Beijing had two goals: one was to 

carry out effective evangelistic work under its status as a Chinese church, and to 

realise ‗three-self,‘ whilst the other was to achieve Christian unity.
283

 As indicated in 

the constitution, it accepted the ‗Evangelical and Trinitarian Creeds‘ of all the 

recognised Protestant churches, and was open to all Christians without any national 

or denominational distinctions.
284

 A board of directors consisting of fifteen members 

representing all Protestant churches in Beijing ‗except one,‘ were in charge of its 

church affairs. Meanwhile, it demonstrated a willingness to maintain its friendship 

with missions, allowing its members to retain their membership of the existing 

mission churches when joining. In addition, an advisory board was organised with 

four missionaries representing four Protestant missions in Beijing as a symbol of the 

maintenance of church-mission co-operation.
285

 

 What should be noted is that after the transfer of the chapels and buildings of the 

LMS to the Chinese Christian Church of Beijing was eventually validated in 1913-14, 
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Cheng Jingyi and several other Chinese leaders registered the Chinese Christian 

Church of Beijing with the Ministry of the Interior of the newly established national 

government in 1915. The church became the first Chinese Protestant church to take 

this step, and the first to be validated by the government.
286

 This action can be seen 

as a remarkable step in the course of the development of the Chinese church, 

especially in terms of church independence and indigeneity. As Christian churches in 

China had long been under the wings of missions, and protected by the ‗toleration 

clauses‘ of the ‗unequal treaties,‘ they had never enjoyed legal status in Chinese 

society, but only caused the hatred of Chinese nationalists. This situation became 

even more acute during the 1920s, which will be examined in detail in the following 

chapter. Registration with the government enabled a church to obtain a legal status, 

and have the right to deal with its property, which was pragmatically advantageous to 

its future expansion. More significantly, it secured a social and legal standing for the 

church, with consequent recognition from Chinese society. This was vital for a 

church to not only become independent, but also to be Chinese with a firm 

foundation. On this matter, Cheng Jingyi‘s outlook exercised a vital role. As early as 

1912, he already held the convictions of securing religious liberty from the 

government for the sake of the development of the Chinese church.
287

 Cheng‘s view 

of the legal status of the church had undoubtedly been impacted greatly by the Boxer 

Uprising. In addition, we might also trace some influence of modern thought 
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concerning the western liberal social and political model of nation state and the spirit 

of the rule of law, which became increasingly welcome in Chinese society, 

particularly among intellectuals and metropolitan elites, in the early twentieth 

century.  

 The Chinese Christian Church of Beijing also endeavoured to realise the goal of 

self-support. When it was established in 1912, both the Dongzhimen and the Ciqikou 

chapels were receiving a monthly allowance from the East city church. By the 

summer of 1915, the Chinese Christian Church of Beijing was ‗entirely‘ 

self-supported, and no longer received any financial aid from the East city church.
288

 

A scheme for raising funds to construct new church buildings at Ciqikou was adopted, 

requiring each member of the church to contribute ‗at least a copper a day.‘ A new 

church building was thus established with these funds, which amounted to 

approximately two thousand dollars in total, in addition to contributions from other 

sources.
289

 The Chinese Christian Church of Beijing was an outstanding example of 

the endeavour of Chinese Christians towards the goal of a united Chinese church in 

the early twentieth century. As one of the key figures who enabled the realisation of 

this goal, Cheng Jingyi certainly played a vital role in its formation. 

 As examined in the previous chapter, the first decade of the twentieth century 

saw a rising tide of Chinese Christians‘ endeavours towards church independence 

and unity. This tide became even stronger in the second decade, especially after the 
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1911 Revolution and the establishment of a Republic. ‗The Chinese Christian 

Churches‘ thrived not only in Beijing, but also in Tianjin, Jinan, Qingdao and Yantai. 

The independence of Cheng‘s congregations and the formation of the Chinese 

Christian Church of Beijing were good examples of how Cheng‘s claim during the 

1910 Conference was becoming a reality, and how significant the native leadership 

was to the self-reliance of the Chinese church. It should be noted, however, that 

Cheng could not exert a wider influence if he had remained merely as a Chinese 

pastor in a Chinese church. It was Cheng‘s efforts in the China Continuation 

Committee that carried his vision of a united Chinese church nationwide. 

 

3.3. The Work of the China Continuation Committee and Cheng’s Activities 

 

3.3.1. The National Christian Conference of Shanghai, 1913 

 

Following the appointment of the Continuation Committee at the Edinburgh 

Conference, a resolution was adopted during its first meeting calling upon the 

chairman to visit the mission fields to consult missionaries and native Christian 

leaders with regard to the work and plans of the committee.
290

 From this point on, 

John Mott, as chairman, was engaged in a worldwide tour during which a number of 

conferences were held in the mission fields.
291

 In China, his visit took place in 
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February and March 1913. During Mott‘s visit, sectional conferences were held in 

Guangdong (Canton), Shanghai, Jinan, Beijing and Hankou, followed by a National 

Conference in Shanghai and a supplementary conference in Shenyang (Mukden).
292

 

The National Conference of Shanghai was held from 11 to 14 March 1913. As a 

nationwide conference which followed in the wake of the Shanghai Centenary 

Conference of 1907, the 1913 Conference demonstrated the productive achievements 

which had been made in the intervening period; for example, the Chinese church had 

become the central point of the conference, and the attendance of Chinese Christians 

equated to one third of the total 120 delegates.
293

 

 Among the various topics for discussion, the issues of ‗the Chinese church‘ and 

‗co-operation and unity‘ attracted particular attention from conference delegates. 

These two topics were not only discussed during the sessions of their own 

committees, but also received attention during those of the other nine committees. It 

should further be noted that Chinese Christians claimed and obtained a larger share 

of the administration of church affairs through conference resolutions. Additionally, 

conference delegates generally recognised a single union church to be the direction 

of the evolution of the Chinese church, though the goal of federation was considered 
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to be a preliminary step.
294

 In particular, two conference resolutions were of 

significance in the course of the evolution of Christianity in China. One was that 

‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui‘ 中华基督教会 (The Chinese Christian Church or the 

Christian Church in China) – the title recommended for use in all Christian churches 

in China – was adopted during the conference.
295

 The name ‗The Chinese Christian 

Church‘ was put forward for common use in Chinese churches by Cheng Jingyi in 

his article ‗The Chinese Church in Relation to its Immediate Task,‘ which was 

published in the first issue of International Review of Missions in 1912.
296

 As 

discussed previously, this name was adopted by his independent church in Beijing. 

Being adopted by a national conference meant that this name would be used in 

churches throughout China, and as a result, the spirit of independence and unity 

which this name reflected would disseminate considerably. 

 The other resolution, which was a momentous step, was the recommendation 

that a China Continuation Committee be formed on the model of the Edinburgh 

Continuation Committee. Although the 1907 Conference had already approved the 

organisation of a national council to advocate Christian co-operation and union, no 

such council was established during the following six years, due to the unfinished 

work in forming district and provincial councils. A solution was brought forward at 
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the end of the 1913 Conference that a national organisation, representing both 

foreign missions and Chinese churches, should be formed as an interim substitute for 

a national council. The China Continuation Committee consisted of fifty members, of 

which no less than one-third were Chinese.
297

 Its objectives included: 1) to carry out 

the recommendations of the 1913 national and sectional conferences in China; 2) to 

serve as a means of communication between Christians bodies in China, the 

Edinburgh Continuation Committee and mission boards; 3) to serve as a means 

through which Christian bodies in China could express themselves united; 4) to 

promote Christian co-operation and co-ordination in China; and 5) to act as a board 

of reference.
298

 

 G. H. Bondfield of the BFBS commented that the formation of the China 

Continuation Committee was ‗the only constructive act of the National Conference,‘ 

and ‗one of the most important steps ever taken by the missionary body in China.‘
299

 

For the first time, it provided a platform for both mission home boards and the 

missionary enterprise in China to communicate with each other, and for both 

missionaries and Chinese Christians to gather together and discuss issues that 

emerged during the development of Christianity in China as a whole. More 

importantly, Chinese Christians started to share more responsibility for church work, 

and joined missionaries in determining the future of the Protestant enterprise in 
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China. Matters such as the Chinese church and Christian federation and union were 

treated with particular care. Through the common strategy and policy it adopted, the 

China Continuation Committee was able to mobilise the nationwide Protestant 

strength to move towards the goal of a united Chinese church. 

 

3.3.2. The Work of the China Continuation Committee towards a United 

Chinese Church and Cheng’s Role 

 

As the only Chinese representative of the Continuation Committee of the 1910 

Conference, Cheng Jingyi not only took charge of the preparations for Mott‘s visit to 

China, but also accompanied Mott during his tour of conferences as one of the 

interpreters.
300

 As soon as the China Continuation Committee was formed, Cheng, 

as Mott‘s ‗great favourite,‘ was elected as the first Chinese secretary with Mott‘s 

strong support, working together with the foreign secretary, the American 

Presbyterian (North) missionary E. C. Lobenstine.
301

 This appointment 

demonstrated that Cheng‘s capability for Christian leadership had been recognised by 

a large number of missionaries and Chinese Christians. The China Continuation 

Committee came into being during a transitional period, a time when Chinese 

Christians began to take on more responsibility for church administration from 
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missionaries‘ hands. During this period, an increasing number of articles emerged in 

various Christian journals and periodicals, written by both missionaries and Chinese 

Christians, discussing the issues related to this transitional era, such as the task of the 

Chinese church, the goal of ‗three-self,‘ church-mission relationships and Christian 

co-operation and union, in order to provide some guidelines for actual Christian work. 

It was also during this period that Cheng‘s ideas of church construction blossomed 

and became systematised. His position within the China Continuation Committee 

provided him with more opportunities to gather information nationwide and examine 

his ideas, while also giving him the power to implement these ideas directly through 

the work of the committee. Meanwhile, as the Chinese secretary of the committee, 

Cheng‘s ideas that were put in print also echoed the will of the committee. 

First of all, comprehension of the nature of this period was essential in 

evaluating other related issues for both missionaries and Chinese. As early as 1912, 

in his IRM article ‗The Chinese Church in Relation to its Immediate Task,‘ Cheng 

described the course of the evolution of Christianity in China as follows: 

 

The time is passed from the period of the China Mission into the period of 

the China Church, and it will slowly but surely pass from the period of the 

Church in China to that of the Church of China. During the time of the first 

period it was of necessity that the work was entirely in the hands of 

European missionaries. In the second period joint action and the united 

efforts of the West and East are of absolute necessity. In the third period we 

may hope for the time when the Chinese Church will undertake her own 

responsibility, and our missionary friends will be spared to evangelise other 

unoccupied dark fields.
302
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The above analysis of the characteristics of three stages of Christian work in China, 

and in particular of the transitional stage, set the keynote for Cheng‘s arguments on 

the ‗immediate task‘ of Christian work in China in his subsequent articles during this 

period. Accordingly, the central position of the Chinese church was once again 

emphasised, with the intention to call for missionaries to shift the focus of their work:  

 

The Church work as far as possible should be gradually in the hands of 

Chinese pastors…In the end the Church must become Chinese, so let the 

missionary do his best to lead them [Chinese Christians] into the right and 

proper way…the question seems clear as to how the Chinese Church should 

be established.
303

 

  

 Compared to his emphasis on the Chinese church before 1912, Cheng‘s 

arguments on the central position of the Chinese church were more emphatic and 

specific at this stage, which may be related to his work associated with the China 

Continuation Committee, as the ‗church-centric‘ principle was largely embodied in 

the work of the committee. From its formation onwards, the committee held annual 

meetings to hear the reports of its special committees, to organise discussions and to 

adopt recommendations concerning various aspects of Christian work in China, such 

as the Chinese church, evangelistic work, theological education, Christian literature, 

self-support, comity, survey and occupation, etc. Most of the work of other special 

committees related to that of the committee on the Chinese church, of which the 
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regular members were all Chinese.
304

 Cheng‘s top priority lay with this committee, 

into which his vision of a united Chinese church was incorporated.
305

 

 Referring to the method to realise an indigenous church, due to his experience in 

church ministry, Cheng‘s discussion tended to focus on how churches should deal 

with practical issues of church life and Christian ethics, such as the commemoration 

of ancestors, marriage and burial customs, as well as polygamy and concubinage. 

This reflected the continual work of the special committee on the Chinese church 

regarding these matters. From 1917 onwards, the special committee had studied and 

discussed these issues through a series of annual meetings.
306

 From 1919, studies of 

other issues were brought onto the agenda of the committee, including church unity, 

self-support, the situation of Chinese pastors, the Christian church and social service, 

methods of securing, training and utilising Christian leaders, etc., some of which had 

previously been the focal points of other special committees.
307

 To gather them into 

the work of the special committee on the Chinese church may have been an economic 

decision, which prevented the work of the China Continuation Committee from 

overlapping. In addition, all these issues were closely related to the growth of the 
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Chinese church. The work concerning the Chinese church would have become more 

effective after these issues were concentrated into one committee and were studied 

and discussed under coherent guidelines. Through the work of the special committee, 

the construction of the Chinese church was not confined to theoretical discussion, but 

was carried out through the implementation of practical measures. 

 Cheng‘s stress on the central position of the Chinese church embraced an 

indispensable dimension: the international character of the church. As the 

self-consciousness of Chinese people was growing, and anti-foreign sentiments 

became stronger, especially after the 1911 Revolution, the Chinese church was also 

affected by these currents. The idea of ‗China for the Chinese‘ emerged in a number 

of Chinese churches, with church-mission relationships becoming subject to tension 

as a result. In many of his articles, Cheng therefore emphasised the ‗essentially 

universal‘ nature of the church, and applied this principle to the church-mission 

relationship in particular, aiming to keep the trend towards church independence 

from the spoilage of nationalistic sentiments and political interests.
308

 As noted 

previously, the organisation of a missionary advisory board in the Chinese Christian 

Church of Beijing was an example of maintaining a fraternal relationship between 

churches and missions. 

 This fraternal relationship between churches and missions resulted from Cheng‘s 

strong convictions of Christian unity. According to him, the Chinese church was a 
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part of the universal church. It enjoyed equality with churches in other parts of the 

world, while they together formed mutual co-operative relationships.
309

 Cheng 

considered such a relationship to be a healthy one for the Chinese church. 

Accordingly, even though large numbers of Chinese churches still relied on foreign 

funds, which to a certain extent became one of the main factors explaining the 

maintenance of a friendly church-mission relationship, Cheng reminded Chinese 

Christians that the church-mission relationship was not a ‗dollar-and-cent‘ one.
310

 To 

him, this relationship must not be based on financial subsidies or other means, but 

solely on an equal footing. 

 Pragmatically, Cheng believed that the co-operation between churches and 

missions was of the ‗greatest importance‘ during the transitional period, and therefore 

‗joined action of both the workers of the West and the East should be certainly the 

policy‘ of the work of Protestant enterprise in China during this time, in order to 

‗save the Church from an immediate and disastrous situation.‘
311

 His view on this 

matter was consistent with the principle of the China Continuation Committee. 

 It should be noted that Cheng‘s convictions of the fraternal church-mission 

relationships were to a considerable extent influenced by his friendship with 

Christians of other lands, and in particular with the LMS. His strong identification 

with the LMS was demonstrated in a letter to Mrs. Curwen in July 1916, concerning 

the independence of the East city church and its joint action with the Chinese 
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Christian Church of Beijing. 

As the LMS sold the East city compound to the Rockefeller Foundation in 1916, 

the Chinese congregation of the East city church, known as the Mishi church at that 

time, needed a site for a new church building. Frank Yong Tao 雍濤 (Yung Tao), a 

well-known philanthropist in Beijing who had recently joined the Chinese Christian 

Church of Beijing through baptism, offered to contribute his property (about 

$20,000), which was opposite to the old compound, to the Mishi church on condition 

that the church would become an entirely Chinese independent church free from any 

association with the LMS.
312

 Cheng, who had a strong tie with the Mishi church 

since childhood, expressed to Mrs. Curwen his discontent with Yong‘s proposal: 

 

While I have been, and I am still, a hearty supporter of the Chinese Church 

movement I do not favour this proposal of Mr. Young [Yong]‘s. If he is 

willing to build a purely Chinese Church well and good, but to put the 

London Missionary Society Church out of existence in the East City where 

the work originally started is totally against my personal wish. I like to see 

both these Churches grow and develop…I sincerely hope the three letters 

‗LMS‘ shall always be connected with the East City Church…The LMS has 

done so much for the Mi Shih Church, and it is a grateful heart that has 

prompted me to write to you this letter…
313

 

 

Cheng‘s attitude, as revealed in this letter, seems to be inconsistent with that which 

he held during 1911-12 when he led the Chinese congregations to achieve 

independence. However, both instances reflect the fact that Cheng was not against 
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the independence of the Mishi church. As indicated by the Mishi church, the reasons 

behind its independence and joining with the Chinese Christian Church of Beijing 

were identical with Cheng‘s outlook for church independence. For example, for the 

Mishi church, the adoption of the name ‗the Chinese Christian Church‘ rather than 

‗London Mission‘ was founded on their convictions that it demonstrated thoroughly 

the non-denominational nature of the Chinese church.
314

 This was identical with 

Cheng‘s argument in his 1912 article. Additionally, the action of the Mishi church in 

affiliating to the Chinese Christian Church of Beijing was approved by the LMS 

home board, and Cheng noted it in a positive tone in his article of 1917.
315

 

Nonetheless, there would definitely have been some contradiction within Cheng‘s 

mind if the situation had gone too far as in this case, which, perhaps in his view, was 

to the extreme. What seems to have troubled him was the consequences of the action 

of independence, which would have ‗put the London Missionary Society Church out 

of existence in the East City.‘ Cheng‘s personal gratitude to the LMS could 

sometimes be emotional, and his association with the LMS certainly had a strong 

impact on his attitude towards church-mission relationships. 

 Through the studies and conferences of each special committee, as well as the 

annual meetings of the China Continuation Committee, a closer contact between 

Chinese Christians and missionaries was formed and a co-operative mode of work 

was established. The Chinese church and the Christian enterprise in China were 
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viewed as a whole when decisions were made. Although Chinese Christians had been 

unable to obtain sole control of their own church affairs, and little progress had been 

made towards the goal of a single union church in China, rather than Protestant 

co-operation and federation, concrete measures were taken by the committee for the 

development of the Chinese church, and were increasingly based on the vision of 

Chinese Christians. L. H. Roots, chairman of the China Continuation Committee, 

gave credit to the secretaries of the committee, including Cheng Jingyi, for the active 

roles which they played in, and the contributions which they made to, the work of the 

China Continuation Committee. As Roots expressed it: 

 

It has been no small thing to have the whole time of the Chinese Secretary, 

Dr. Cheng Ching-yi, devoted to the common interests of half a million of his 

fellow Christians in China.
316

 

 

3.3.3. Two Christian Movements under Cheng’s Leadership 

 

In addition to the regular work regarding church construction and other issues 

conducted by Cheng Jingyi and the China Continuation Committee, two movements 

were inaugurated and led by Cheng during this period, one of which was the Home 

Mission Movement,
317

 and the other the China for Christ Movement. Under Cheng‘s 
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leadership, both movements were infused with his ideas and vision of the 

development of the Chinese church, and therefore required further examination. 

 

3.3.3.1.The Chinese Home Mission Movement 

 

Following the formation of the China Continuation Committee, the special 

committee on the forward evangelistic movement eagerly endeavoured to promote a 

national evangelistic movement in China.
318

 Accordingly, a series of evangelistic 

campaigns centred in Chinese churches in a number of cities took place from the 

autumn of 1917, with assistance from Frank Buchman, Sherwood Day and Sherwood 

Eddy. One result of these campaigns was that considerable progress was made in the 

recognition of the individual responsibility of Chinese Christians towards evangelism, 

and the discovery of the capability of Chinese evangelists. An increasing evangelistic 

zeal had been evident among Chinese Christians.
319

 Another outcome was that a 

number of united evangelistic committees had been permanently organised, 

representing all the Protestant bodies in each city, and there was ‗an increased sense 

of real unity‘ among Christian workers.
320

 Additionally, the evangelistic campaigns 

enabled Chinese Christians to perceive the urgent need of organising a missionary 

society, which would aim to bring the gospel to the far corners of the country, and 
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which was expected to depend wholly on the Chinese church and express its own 

missionary purpose.
321

 

 It was against such a background that the Chinese Home Missionary Society 

[CHMS] came into being at a conference for English-speaking Christian leaders on 

personal evangelism in Guling, 1918, where a desire to evangelise China was 

expressed by a number of Chinese delegates and missionaries, mainly female. The 

Home Mission Movement to Yunnan was therefore launched, followed by the 

formation of a committee of seven Chinese members.
322

 Cheng Jingyi became fully 

involved in its work and served as chairman and chief executive officer of the 

CHMS. 

 A number of outstanding features of the CHMS are worthy of discussion. First of 

all, as Cheng once commented, it was ‗a Chinese movement.‘
323

 The CHMS fully 

demonstrated the characteristics of ‗three-self‘ in its work. It was initiated by and 

composed of Chinese Christians, and was centred in the Chinese church. According 

to its constitution, only Chinese Christians were eligible to become members, and 

foreign missionaries could only participate in an advisory committee.
324

 It was a 
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‗self-governing‘ organisation free from the control of missions. This became crucial 

to the ability of the society to carry out evangelistic work in the mission fields. 

According to No. 6 issue of the official jounal of the CHMS, Fuyin Zhong 福音鐘 

(The Gospel Bell), there was a strong anti-foreign sentiment in Yunnan when the first 

commission of the CHMS entered in 1919. This was mainly due to the fact that their 

neighbours were colonised by foreign countries, for example, Burma was a British 

colony at that time and Vietnam French.
325

 

It should be noted that according to Cheng‘s ideas of church construction, 

‗self-propagation‘ was considered to be the ‗supreme task of every Christian worker,‘ 

and a sign of a living and true church. Cheng‘s convictions were fully embodied into 

the CHMS.
326

 The birth and growth of the CHMS manifested the increasing 

evangelistic consciousness of Chinese Christians. The society chose Yunnan, one of 

the ‗unevangelised‘ areas of China, to begin their work. Some of the areas in Yunnan, 

for example Gejiu (Kokiu), had never been entered by a missionary society, whether 

foreign or Chinese.
327

 The mission work of the CHMS included church planting, 

evangelistic meetings, theological training, educational and medical work and 

evangelistic work in prisons, hospitals, police offices, academia and even tea 

houses.
328

 A number of well-known Chinese evangelists joined the CHMS, 
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including Ding Limei 丁立美, a travelling secretary for ministry associated with the 

Student Volunteer Movement for more than ten years. He was one of the seven 

members of the first CHMS commission to Yunnan in 1919.
329

 More significantly, 

this evangelistic spirit of Chinese Christians was not confined to domestic mission, 

but developed into a broader vision of evangelising countries and regions in and 

around the Chinese borders, including Tibet, Xinjiang, Burma (Myanmar), India, 

Afghanistan and Nanyang.
330

 

 Furthermore, a sense of ‗self-support‘ emerged within Chinese churches during 

the movement, with contributions being received daily from individuals and churches 

all over the country.
331

 Statistics show that from 1918 to 1921, the number of 

Chinese individual contributors rose from 7 to 1,380, with their contributions 

totalling twenty-six per cent of the entire budget. Contributions received from 

foreign individuals equated to five per cent, with the remaining sixty-nine per cent 

coming from Christian organisations and churches as well as western missionary 

societies.
332

 The CHMS can be seen as one of the best examples of the 
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self-propagation of the Chinese church, in which self-support served as a means to 

achieve this goal. 

 Secondly, it was described by Cheng Jingyi as ‗a united movement.‘
333

 The 

CHMS bore an interdenominational characteristic from its inauguration. The 

membership of the first commission to Yunnan in 1919 reflected this feature. Rev. 

Ding Limei had a Presbyterian background, and his wife was associated with the 

American Methodist Episcopal Church [AME] in Jiujiang. Rev. Li Yunsheng 李雲

陞 was from the AME, while Rev. Sang Jiantang 桑堅棠 and Miss Li Jingqian 李

靜謙 were connected with the Southern Presbyterian churches in Hangzhou, and 

Miss Chen Yuling 陳玉玲 was a member of the American Board Mission in 

Beijing.
334 

Chinese Christians from various denominational backgrounds were all 

welcome to join the CHMS. Additionally, its work in Yunnan was in close 

co-operation with a number of foreign missions which had already begun their work 

in the province, including the China Inland Mission [CIM], the Pentecostal 

Missionary Union, the YMCA, the Methodist Episcopal Mission (South), and 

Zhonghua Shenggong Hui 中華聖公會 (Chung Hua Sheng Kung Hui, the Holy 

Catholic Church of China, Anglican), as well as several independent missionaries.
335 

It was also recorded that the LMS churches were formally affiliated with the 
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CHMS.
336

 Some of them co-operated with the CHMS by encouraging their own 

Chinese congregations to participate, handing over their stations or offering districts 

in which the CHMS could expand its work.
337

  

Thirdly, the CHMS demonstrated an early attempt by Chinese Christians to plant 

‗three-self‘ churches along interdenominational lines in the mission fields. There 

were a number of pragmatic reasons for doing so. For example, the missionary 

activities did not only involve Han majorities, but also local ethnic minorities, such 

as the Miao and Yi, whose customs, expression and psychology were altogether very 

different. Local native evangelists were of great importance in the smooth operation 

of mission work. Additionally, the rapid turnover of the missionary personnel of the 

CHMS often led to the discontinuity of church work in the mission fields, especially 

when the hardship in those remote areas caused some of the missionaries to cease or 

give up their work. Moreover, although the CHMS was substantially self-supporting, 

there was a possibility of causing the dependency of local churches by relying solely 

on mission funds, just as Chinese churches had on western financial subsidies. This 

was shown to be the case during the late 1930s, as socio-political turbulence, 

financial depression, and the shortage of funds to the CHMS caused difficulties for 

missionary activities and the subsistence of some of the local churches in the mission 
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fields.
338

  

In response to the above issues, the CHMS encouraged local fund-raising in each 

area and the self-support of the churches. According to several records, seven out of 

the eight stations of the Heilongjiang (Heilungkiang) Mission, which joined the 

CHMS in 1921, were able to build their own venues by 1926.
339

 The society also 

encouraged each parish to carry out its own evangelistic work and to train suitable 

local personnel for taking up the responsibilities of church administration and 

expansion. The erection of the Bible College in Yunnan was for this purpose.
340

 It 

should be noted that it remains unclear whether the CHMS granted local 

congregations real authority to administer their own churches affairs without the 

supervision of CHMS missionaries. Most of the available sources regarding local 

church statistics in the mission fields do not identify whether the leaders of these 

churches were raised from local congregations or sent by the CHMS office in 

Shanghai. There are several cases which might indicate the possibility of local 

congregations running their churches. One example can be found in Hailar of the 

Heilongjiang Mission. Instead of sending Chinese missionaries to Hailar, the 

Heilongjiang Mission encouraged local congregations to raise their own evangelists 
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and to expand churches on their own.
341

 However, it is difficult to tell whether this 

method was also applied to Yunnan, where the ethnic minorities were usually 

regarded to be ‗uncivilised‘ and ‗backward‘ by Han Chinese, especially those who 

were from more developed regions. Several accounts reveal that the missionary 

activities of the CHMS were unable to surpass the cultural barrier. A number of 

CHMS missionaries embraced the intention of ‗civilising‘ the Yunnan local people by 

spreading the gospel.
342

 Moreover, the Chinese culture and traditions to which they 

referred were chiefly those of the Han majorities. Although the CHMS was already 

aware of the significance of native evangelism and church indigeneity, one can 

perceive a ‗cultural motive‘ behind their mission work, which sought unconsciously 

to transfer the missionary‘s superior culture to the mission fields.
343

 

Records in later years also show that the churches which the CHMS planted 

were separate from those established by other denominations, and they bore the name 

of CHMS churches, though a number of practical problems emerged at a later stage, 

such as the baptismal forms and the rituals for weddings and funerals.
344

 As Cheng 
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indicated, the CHMS‘s mission work was an experimental case study in the capacity 

of Chinese Christians to create a united indigenous self-propagating church.
345

 

The CHMS made slow but visible progress following its formation. The 

missionary branch of the Scottish-Irish Presbyterian Mission in Manchuria joined the 

CHMS in 1921, becoming the Heilongjiang branch of the CHMS. In 1925, it 

launched the Mongolia Mission. Within the first seven years, the membership of the 

supporting churches of the CHMS rose from only 7 to over 13,000 Chinese 

Christians, with twenty foreign missionaries acting as advisory members. The society 

also established 264 auxiliaries, which were scattered not only in China but also 

overseas, including in Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Tokyo.
346

 By the late 1930s, 

the Yunnan Mission had enlarged to include both Yunnan and Sichuan provinces, 

with seven formal parishes, nineteen missionaries, thirty local evangelists, four 

clinics, and twenty-five churches. The total number of communicants and inquirers 

was 1,786.
347

 As the first Protestant evangelistic movement on a national scale 

launched by Chinese Christians, directed by Chinese minds and supported by 

Chinese funds,
348

 the CHMS and its Home Mission Movement were a profound 

attempt at realising Chinese Christians‘ ambitions of self-propagation with an 

inter-denominational character. The CHMS and its Home Mission Movement 

demonstrated, and even further stimulated, Chinese Christians‘ consciousness of the 
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‗selfhood‘ of the Chinese church. The advocacy of the church-centric idea, the 

evangelistic spirit and Christian unity, as well as the encouragement of the 

application of church indigeneity in the mission fields, were signs of the growth of 

the Chinese church, and accelerators for its further development.  

 

3.3.3.2.The China for Christ Movement 

 

The China for Christ Movement was launched under the background of a series of 

cultural, social and political changes taking place in China in the late 1910s. These 

changes included the emergence of the New Culture Movement, which eagerly 

advocated the ‗Science‘ and ‗Democracy‘ of western countries. As a movement 

which resulted in a new intellectual awakening in China, the New Culture Movement 

was called the ‗Chinese Renaissance‘ by several Chinese intellectuals, and even 

Christians.
349

 During this movement, a series of discussions, evaluations and 
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critiques emerged among Chinese intellectuals concerning issues of religion and faith, 

especially with regard to Christianity. At the same time, Chinese Christians were 

forming different attitudes and responses to this movement. Some Christians 

considered it a threat to churches in China, while others were more receptive to the 

new ideas which were emerging, and viewed the movement as an opportunity to 

reform the Protestant churches in China and enlarge the influence of Christianity.
350

 

Additionally, the outbreak of the May Fourth Movement in 1919, and the subsequent 

rising tide of nationalism in China, hastened Chinese Christians and the Chinese 

church to re-think their social roles and duties, and to take action at this crucial 

junction. 

 The growth of the national consciousness of Chinese Christians, particularly 

among Christian elites and intellectuals, resulted in a number of Chinese Christians 

drawing a connection between Christianity and the concept of ‗national salvation‘ 

(Jiu Guo 救國). National salvation, to them, could be interpreted as helping China 

rid herself of invasion and decline, and to restore her sovereignty, justice and order. 

These Christians turned to Christianity for reference, and believed that Christ himself 

was an example of patriotism, as the gospel was given to the Jews before the 

Gentiles, as was salvation.
351

 They deemed that individual salvation would lead to 
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national salvation, for a nation consisted of many individuals. Nonetheless, their 

perspectives on national salvation were not limited to an expansion of the salvation 

of individuals, but included carrying out reforms in both Christian churches and 

society as a whole, affecting both spirituality and politics. During the conference in 

Guling in 1918, when the Home Mission Movement was launched, more than sixty 

Chinese Christian leaders, including Cheng Jingyi, shared this consciousness for 

national salvation, and eagerly discussed and made practical schemes regarding 

‗Christian patriotism and personal evangelism.‘
352

 

 To apply Christianity nationwide to provide assistance and guidance to China, 

and to meet the social and individual needs of China with an evangelistic spirit, were 

always Cheng Jingyi‘s convictions. As early as 1912, he had expressed his belief that 

Christianity had ‗a great deal‘ to do with the social reform led by the new 

Republic.
353

 He was one of the Chinese Christian leaders who responded to the May 

Fourth Movement at an early stage with a positive stance.
354

 Although Cheng was 

against the idea of ‗China for the Chinese,‘ which was a purely nationalistic approach 

to Christianity, he made his standpoint clear regarding patriotic activities towards 

social justice, stating that: 

 

We believe that Chinese Christians should take a leading part in real patriotic 

activities, and in upholding true democratic ideals. This is not, as we have 

said before, to suggest that the Church should become a political party, but it 

                                                         
352

 ‗Churches and Missions,‘ The China Mission Year Book 1918, 150-1, 162-3. 
353

 Cheng ‗Immediate Task,‘ 381-2. 
354

 Cheng, ‗Chinese Christian Church and National Movements,‘ The Chinese Recorder 50, no. 7 

(1919): 457. 



140 

 

is its duty to seek and work for the salvation of the individual, the society, 

the nation, and the world.
355

 

 

Cheng‘s ‗salvation of the society, the nation and the world‘ can be understood as an 

appeal to Chinese Christians to take responsibility for Chinese society and to restore 

social morality in China. This was demonstrated in Cheng‘s speech of the same 

period, in which he asked for Chinese Christians to give their ‗responsibility, 

solidarity and renewal‘ in order to build a stronger China with Christian faith.
356

 

 In the face of such political and social turbulence, the conscience of Chinese 

Christians was awakened, and the Chinese church desired to express its patriotism in 

a Christian way. The China for Christ Movement was thus inaugurated during a 

conference in Shanghai on 16 December 1919, when 110 Christian workers – half 

Chinese and half foreign – representing twenty-six Christian organisations, were 

invited by the China Continuation Committee to discuss how the Christian church 

could help China in an effective way.
357

 As one of the initiators of this movement, 

Cheng gave a detailed explanation of the necessity, scope and aim of the movement. 

He stated that it was church-centric, and aimed to stimulate Chinese Christianity into 

a nation-wide movement, express Christian patriotism, and save and strengthen 

China through a strengthening of the spiritual life of Chinese Christians.
358

 Although 

Cheng emphasised that the movement was purely religious, and not political, it 
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demonstrated the influence of the ‗social gospel‘ to a large number of Chinese 

Christian intellectuals. It stressed the duty of the Chinese church in social work and 

its ‗social message.‘ In other words, it focussed on the function of the Chinese church 

in saving Chinese society from social injustice, selfishness and godlessness.
359

 These 

Christian intellectuals‘ understanding of Christianity in China had already been 

expanded from individual salvation to a wider concept of the social and political 

salvation of China, which would strive to make the conditions of life in China 

correspond to Christian life and values, promote both the spiritual and social welfare 

of Chinese people, and make Christianity a dynamic in China.
360

 

 There were five major features of the China for Christ Movement, which can be 

termed ‗spiritual,‘ ‗immediate,‘ ‗practical,‘ ‗Chinese‘ and ‗united.‘
361

 The focal point 

was to deepen the spiritual life of Chinese Christians, in order to help the Chinese 

church realise its responsibility in evangelism.
362

 Evangelism once again became the 

central theme of a Christian movement in China. Nonetheless, compared to the 

Home Mission Movement, this was first of all an inward and individual movement, 

which then spread outward and nationwide for the ‗entire Church,‘ the ‗united 

Church.‘ As Cheng himself stated, in addition to the work for individuals, the focus 

of this movement was on the community.
363

 After one year of effort, the movement 
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had taken root in Guangdong, Beijing, Yantai, Changsha, Hangzhou, Xiamen, 

Fuzhou, Hankou, Yichang, Jiujiang, Kaifeng and Xiangtan. Several missions and 

denominations, including the American Methodist Episcopal Mission, the Lutheran 

Mission, the Church of England Mission, the Methodist Episcopal Mission (South), 

the American Presbyterian Mission and the YMCA, in various areas of China joined 

in this movement, alongside with the united activities of churches in the previously 

noted cities and provinces.
364

 

The China for Christ Movement was an evangelistic response by Chinese 

Christians to a series of national events in the late 1910s, and a sign of the awakening 

of the social consciousness of a number of them. As one of its leaders, Cheng‘s 

convictions of the social function of the church and his concern over the spiritual life 

of the church were fully embodied into this movement. Differing from the Home 

Mission Movement, the China for Christ Movement not only stressed the 

evangelisation of others, but also laid emphasis on the quality of the inner life of 

Chinese Christians. By strengthening Chinese Christians‘ spiritual life, the Chinese 

church itself was much strengthened. 

It is worthy of noting that at the beginning of the China for Christ Movement 

discussions were initiated concerning the organisation of the movement, as both the 

organising committee of the China for Christ Movement and the China Continuation 

Committee were aimed at a nation-wide evangelistic campaign, and their machinery 
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and personnel were similar. Organisers faced two choices in attempting to secure an 

efficient nation-wide service, either retaining the China for Christ Movement as a 

separate and limited activity, or combining its work with that of the China 

Continuation Committee. In an attempt to avoid a division between western and 

Chinese Christians, Cheng stated that the Christian church in China was not 

financially able to handle a nationwide movement, and therefore, co-operation 

between Chinese and foreigners and between churches and missions was needed.
365

 

Consequently, the China for Christ Movement was merged into the China 

Continuation Committee. On the one hand, this move secured co-ordinated efforts 

between western and Chinese Christians in a single nation-wide evangelistic 

campaign; and on the other, it stimulated several changes in the China Continuation 

Committee. In accordance with the proposal made by the organising committee of 

the China for Christ Movement, the membership of the China Continuation 

Committee was changed to one-half Chinese and one-half foreigners, and the general 

secretaryship of the China for Christ Movement was held by a Chinese, Cheng Jingyi, 

whilst the issue of renaming the China Continuation Committee would be discussed 

and solved during the 1922 China Continuation Committee annual meeting.
366

 This 

was a significant change, as the number of Chinese delegates increased and the 

strength of Chinese leaders in the China Continuation Committee began to grow. 

Meanwhile, the proposal to rename and re-organise the China Continuation 
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Committee paved the way for the 1922 National Christian Conference in Shanghai. 

 

3.4. Conclusion 

 

The second decade of the twentieth century witnessed the rise and establishment of 

Cheng Jingyi‘s leadership, first in a Chinese church, and then in the Protestant 

enterprise in China. His leadership in the East city church in Beijing had borne 

visible fruit: it brought forth the independence of the church from the LMS and the 

establishment of the Chinese Christian Church of Beijing, a united Chinese church, 

yet one which maintained friendly relationships with missions, and embodied his 

outlook. In addition, his election to the secretaryship of the China Continuation 

Committee symbolised an increasing share of responsibility for Chinese Christian 

elites in the Protestant enterprise. With one third of the membership of the China 

Continuation Committee, and as much as a half when approaching 1922, Chinese 

Christians had joined missionaries in the determination of the future of Protestantism 

in China. What Daniel Bays has called a ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment‘ had 

taken shape.
367

 

 During this period, a Chinese form of ecumenism, which aimed for a united 

national church in China, was not only proclaimed by Cheng in the presence of a 

worldwide Protestant audience during the 1910 Edinburgh Conference, but was also 

                                                         
367

 Daniel H. Bays, ‗The Growth of Independent Christianity in China, 1900-1937,‘ in Christianity in 

China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, ed. Daniel H. Bays (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1996), 307-16. 



145 

 

brought into greater context in China through the work of the China Continuation 

Committee. Although it began pragmatically in the form of Protestant co-operation 

and federation, the central position of the Chinese church was considerably 

emphasised through both a large amount of literature which emerged in Christian 

journals and periodicals, and the discussions and actions taken by special committees 

of the China Continuation Committee. Cheng Jingyi‘s perspectives on church 

construction had developed and incarnated into the work of the committee and 

several Christian movements during this period. Through the two movements under 

his leadership, the Home Mission Movement and the China for Christ Movement, the 

Chinese church showed signs of its growing ‗selfhood,‘ demonstrated its increasing 

consciousness of self-propagation and social responsibility, and began to respond to 

the times and contemporary Chinese society with its own voice. All these efforts 

further contributed to and impelled the growth of the Chinese church, preparing the 

way for the opening of the National Christian Conference in 1922 and the formation 

of a National Christian Council.  
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Chapter 4:  

Cheng Jingyi and the National Christian Council of China – the 

Church Unity Movement during the Anti-Christian Movement in 

China (1922-1927) 

 

The 1920s were a vital period for the evolution of Christianity in China. During this 

period, the most significant achievements of the church unity movement were the 

opening of the National Christian Conference and the establishment of the National 

Christian Council of China [NCC] in 1922. As a formal national organisation among 

Protestant communities in China, the formation of the NCC was a significant step in 

co-ordinating different churches and missions towards the goal of a united 

indigenous church in China. Following its formation, the NCC encountered 

extraordinary challenges from a series of nationalist movements which were 

dedicated to the establishment of a strong sovereign and independent state. Among 

them was the Anti-Christian Movement of 1922-27 which brought Christianity in 

China under serious attack. This chapter focusses on the activities of the NCC, 

aiming to explore how these activities were shaped by the Anti-Christian Movement 

and how successful the NCC was, as a chief organ of Protestant ecumenism in China 

during 1922 to 1927, in building a united indigenous church in a form it considered 

appropriate to a complex social and political environment. Additionally, the 1920s 

witnessed the challenge of the controversy between Protestant liberals and 
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fundamentalists which deeply affected the NCC and the Protestant enterprise in 

China. An examination of how this controversy affected the NCC and the church 

unity movement, and how Protestant ecumenism in China evolved at this stage, also 

forms the content of this chapter. 

 

4.1. A Brief Account of the Course of the Anti-Christian Movement in China 

 

The Anti-Christian Movement emerged in response to a conference of the World 

Student Christian Federation [WSCF] on 4
 
April 1922 at Tsinghua University in 

Beijing.
368

 A brief account of the evolution of the Anti-Christian Movement and the 

various issues which emerged during its course is a necessity in uncovering the social 

and political background of the period with which this chapter is concerned, and in 

introducing the vital challenge which the NCC and Christianity in China faced. An 

understanding of the seeming contradiction between Christianity and Chinese society 
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during this period helps to form an integral comprehension of the NCC‘s policies and 

actions. 

 During its first stage in 1922,
369

 the Anti-Christian Movement developed into a 

broader campaign to oppose all religions and to achieve social progress through the 

advancement of science.
370

 As the original leading forces in the movement, Chinese 

intellectuals and students stressed the ‗unscientific‘ and ‗outdated‘ nature of 

Christianity within modern societies.
371

 Although it faded away after a couple of 

months, as the socio-political situation deteriorated, politics and ideology united, and 

the primary concern of the movement shifted to the relationship between Christian 

churches, imperialism and exploitation. During the second phase from 1924 to 1927, 

the movement featured the demand for the restoration of educational rights as well as 

customs rights and extraterritorial rights. Churches and mission schools were 

denounced as agents of foreign ‗cultural aggression.‘
372

 The movement gradually 

became linked with two political parties, the Chinese National Party (Guomindang) 

[GMD] and the Chinese Communist Party [CCP].
373

 The ‗May Thirtieth Incident‘
374
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in 1925 acted like a spark to gunpowder in spreading anti-foreignism throughout the 

country. Leftists successfully transformed the anti-Christian sentiment into an 

anti-imperialist one. It was not until the establishment of the new government in 

Nanjing in 1927 that the hostility to Christianity and mission work began to moderate 

into an attitude of conciliation. 

 As a whole, the Anti-Christian Movement differed from previous expressions of 

hatred towards Christianity, such as the Boxer Uprising. The CIM missionary and 

historian Marshall Broomhall concluded that the Boxer Uprising had been largely 

‗the work of mobs,‘ but the Anti-Christian Movement was ‗the work of the 

intelligentsia.‘
375

 Nonetheless, a number of studies on this matter show that this 

movement was far more than what Broomhall considered to be merely an intellectual 

opposition to Christianity. This movement uncovered a number of issues which 

Christian churches were facing in Chinese society, and once again reminded 

churches in China of their precarious situation in this semi-colonial context. 

 Firstly, Christian churches in China had failed to respond adequately to China‘s 

desire for national unity, strength and sovereignty. As noted in the previous chapter, 

one of the most important issues in modern Chinese history was the desire to seek a 
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path towards ‗national salvation.‘
376

 Yip Ka-che identified two dimensions of the 

concept of ‗national salvation:‘ the ending of foreign domination in China and the 

establishment of a strong centralised state equipped with socioeconomic 

modernisation.
377

 On the one hand, Christianity was unable to offer solutions for the 

first dimension owing to its apparently inseparable relationship with foreign 

countries. The incomplete indigeneity of Christian churches and schools became a 

source to stir up the hatred of nationalists and anti-Christian sentiment in Republican 

China.
378

 Concerning the establishment of a powerful national state, on the other 

hand, the assumption of both foreign missionaries and Chinese Christians that it was 

necessary to establish a western liberal social and political model for Christian China 

became discredited after World War I, when western countries betrayed China‘s 

interests at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919.
379

 Meanwhile, with the large-scale 

introduction and adoption of western science, technology, thought and learning into 

Chinese society, the majority of Chinese, especially intellectuals, increasingly 

considered Christianity to be irrelevant to the realisation of the goal of political unity 

and economic growth. More damaging was the fact that, according to Lutz, several 
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Christian intellectuals attempted to defend Christianity in terms of Confucianism 

during a time when Confucianism was declining in the face of accusations that it was 

‗immoral and feudalistic.‘
380

 As a result, Christianity, together with other religions, 

was criticised as counterproductive and backward within modern societies. 

 Secondly, a new type of nationalism, which matured in the 1920s, dramatically 

changed the image of Christianity from being viewed as a positive factor in China‘s 

modernisation to that of a hated cultural imperialist invasion.
381

 This new 

ideological direction of nationalism, which developed during the May Fourth 

Movement, was in comparison with earlier expressions of Chinese nationalism more 

radical and more sceptical towards the western presence in China, under the 

influence of Lenin‘s theory of imperialism.
382

 Owing to Lenin‘s expansion of the 

definition of imperialism to include cultural aggression, Chinese nationalists began to 

identify Christian churches and foreign missions in China with the political 

ambitions of western countries, particularly the US.
383

 The position of Christianity 

was thus relocated on the political map of 1920s China. 

 During the third decade of the twentieth century, Chinese nationalists became 

convinced that unless China was rid of foreign interference and exploitation it could 

not survive as a nation. Christianity not only became irrelevant to the modernisation 

of China under the influence of various secular ideas, its entanglement with western 
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imperialism also caused it to become a target of the new nationalism in China. As a 

national expression of anti-imperialism, the Anti-Christian Movement brought an 

extraordinary challenge to the Christian enterprise in China during the 1920s. 

 

4.2. The National Christian Council and its Role in Building a United 

Indigenous Church 

 

The National Christian Council [NCC] was formed during the 1922 National 

Christian Conference. During a time when anti-Christian sentiment and nationalism 

strongly challenged Christianity in China, the NCC‘s policies and activities were 

more or less shaped by the Anti-Christian Movement and marked with the features of 

the times. In this section, I will give a detailed account of the origin of the NCC 

before moving on to explore how successfully the NCC functioned in the realisation 

of an indigenous and ecumenical scene of the Chinese church during the 

Anti-Christian Movement of 1922-27. 

 

4.2.1. The 1922 National Christian Conference and the Establishment of the 

NCC 

 

To a large extent, the formation of the NCC was a consequence of the efforts of the 

China Continuation Committee towards the realisation of a co-operative Protestant 
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enterprise in China, and was not directly linked with the Anti-Christian Movement in 

1922. As noted in the previous chapter, the China Continuation Committee was 

formed as an interim substitute for a national interdenominational council until a 

more representative council could be brought into existence.
384

 As Protestant 

churches and organisations in China gradually acknowledged the importance of 

developing co-ordinated aims, the desire to establish a formal national council 

became increasingly stronger.
 385

 Additionally, in the face of the unsettled political 

and social environment, and the challenge and inspiration which the New Culture 

Movement posed to Christianity in China, a large number of Protestant bodies in 

China were convinced of the need to gather together through a nationwide 

conference and examine the situation confronting them in China in its entirety.
386

 

After a decade of co-operative practice under the leadership of the China 

Continuation Committee, its member missionary societies and other Protestant 

groups were ready to consider the idea of establishing a national council which 

would link more closely with missions and churches. Simultaneously, as previously 

noted, the proposal to rename and re-organise the China Continuation Committee, 

which had been made by the organising committee of the China for Christ Movement 

in 1919, further put the establishment of a formal national Christian council on the 
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agenda.
387

 

 Under such circumstances, the China Continuation Committee called a national 

Christian conference in Shanghai on 2-11 May 1922. The total number in attendance 

was 1,185, including 564 Chinese delegates and 486 foreign delegates. The 

remainder was made up of delegates of missionary home boards and neighbouring 

countries, and Chinese and foreign visitors, altogether 135.
388

 The composition of 

delegates of this conference truly achieved the goal of being ‗nationally 

representative,‘ with its wide range of delegates, covering churches and missions 

from nineteen provinces, six major denominations, including the Anglicans, Baptists, 

Congregationalists, Lutherans, Methodists, Presbyterians, and CIM, YMCA, YWCA, 

forty-two other missions, independent churches, the newly established provisional 

Church of Christ in China, and other nationwide Christian organisations.
389

 It should 

be noted that this conference paid particular attention to the issues of women in the 

church. There were approximately 248 female attendees at the conference. Cheng 

Jingyi‘s younger sister, Cheng Guanyi 誠冠怡 (Ruth Cheng) of Yenching 

University in Beijing, and Fan Yurong 范玉榮 (Fan Yu Jung) of the national YWCA 

in Shanghai, delivered addresses on ‗Women and the Church‘ and ‗Women Leaders‘ 

respectively during the conference, followed by discussions.
390

 This can be seen as a 

response to the New Culture Movement and the Anti-Christian Movement, as there 
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were a number of criticisms of the backwardness of Christianity through pointing out 

women‘s unequal status in the church.
391

 

 The conference in many ways demonstrated a similar mode of operation to the 

1907 Shanghai Missionary Conference and the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary 

Conference. For example, delegates were allocated to commissions which were 

appointed in advance and were responsible for drafting reports, and the procedure of 

the conference was based on the discussion of these commission reports.
392

 Even the 

commissions of the 1922 Conference paralleled those of the 1910 Conference: 

Commission I on ‗The Present State of Christianity in China‘ and Commission II on 

‗The Future Task of the Church‘ in the 1922 Conference were similar to Commission 

I and II of the 1910 Conference on ‗Carrying the Gospel to all the World‘ and ‗The 

Native Church and it Workers;‘ the former‘s Commission III on ‗The Message of the 

Church‘ resembled the latter‘s Commission IV on ‗The Missionary Message in 

Relation to Non-Christian Religions;‘ and Commission V on ‗Co-ordination and 

Co-operation‘ in 1922 replicated the subject of Commission VIII in 1910.
393

 Cheng 

Jingyi was elected as chairman of this conference and delivered both the opening and 

closing addresses. 

 In almost all the accounts of the 1922 National Christian Conference published 
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in The Chinese Recorder, The Chinese Christian Church Year Book, and other church 

periodicals of the time, two features were given special attention. One was the central 

position of the Chinese church during conference discussions, while the other was 

the need to encourage a spirit of co-operation among Protestantism in China and a 

common expression of Christian unity. This showed continuity with the 1913 

Conference and demonstrated that these two features had become a two-fold theme 

throughout the evolution of Protestantism in early twentieth-century China.  

 Firstly, ‗the Chinese church‘ was the central theme of this conference. For the 

first time in the history of Christianity in China, the number of Chinese delegates 

exceeded that of their foreign counterparts. It reflected a dramatic change from the 

three previous national conferences of 1877, 1890 and 1907, during which Chinese 

Christians hardly participated. According to the accounts of the conference, Chinese 

delegates showed an eagerness to participate in discussions and to express their own 

voices.
394

 The chief editor of The Chinese Recorder, Rev. Frank Rawlinson
395

 

referred to this eagerness as ‗a new Christian ambition‘ of Chinese Christians.
396

 The 

work of the China Continuation Committee had made much progress in this 

mission-church transitional period and resulted in the growth of both the 

self-consciousness of Chinese Christians and the articulation of the mind of the 
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Chinese church. This conference can without doubt be described as ‗the first really 

representative gathering of Protestant Chinese Christians in China.‘
397

 

The discussions of all five of the commissions exhibited an ecclesiocentric 

emphasis. Both in his article ‗Zhongguo de Jiaohui 中國的教會 (The Chinese 

Church),‘ which was published in the journal of National Committee of the YMCA 

of China, Qingnian Jinbu 青年進步 (Association Progress), one month before the 

opening of the conference, and in his chairman‘s opening address, Cheng Jingyi 

urged that the matter of church independence should be the central theme of the 

conference.
398

 Among the five commissions, Commission III on ‗The Message of 

the Church‘ was especially noteworthy. It was entirely Chinese in its origin and 

organisation, aiming to provide an opportunity for the Chinese church to express its 

own opinions and Chinese Christians to formulate a statement of their own religious 

experiences for presentation during the conference.
399

  

As chairman of this commission, Cheng Jingyi called for several conferences of 

the commission members during 1921, to discuss the best measures of carrying out 

their work. During the preliminary conference in Shanghai in November 1921, the 

Committee on Arrangements of the 1922 National Conference organised five 

sub-committees of Commission III to meet in Guangzhou, Fuzhou, Suzhou, Hankou 

and Beijing, to study issues surrounding the scope of its message. The chairmen of 
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the five sub-committees and Cheng Jingyi formed a central committee to draft the 

commission report. Two questionnaires were sent to both Christian and non-Christian 

authorities throughout China to investigate the religious needs and conditions of 

China from Chinese points of view. The Dean of Yenching Graduate School of 

Religion, Liu Tingfang 劉廷芳 (Timothy Lew), was asked to study the replies to 

these questions and to present a digest which would form the basis of the 

commission report, together with the findings of five sub-committees.
400

 The central 

committee completed the final draft of the report during a conference in Hangzhou in 

February 1922, and decided to change the title of its report from the Chinese term 

‗Shengming 聲明 (message)‘ to ‗Xuanyan 宣言 (manifesto),‘ which sounded more 

emphatic.
401

 This change manifested Chinese Christians‘ desire to express their 

self-consciousness of the central position of the Chinese church and their 

determination to make this public statement. 

The fact that this report was the only commission report read directly to the 

conference gave prominence to the central theme of ‗the Chinese church.‘
402

 During 

the meeting of Commission III, Cheng Jingyi delivered a presentation speech to 
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introduce the Message of the church, whilst Liu Tingfang read the first section of the 

Message, ‗To Christians.‘ In this section of the Message, church unity, church 

indigeneity, evangelism and international fellowship were all emphasised from 

Chinese viewpoints. The Message, which was issued on behalf of ‗various branches 

of the Christian Church and of the organisations and institutions,‘ expressed a desire 

for ‗an essential unity‘ among all Chinese Christians without the division of 

denominationalism, and ‗an indigenous church‘ that would present ‗an indigenous 

Christianity‘ and bear the features of self-supporting, self-governing and 

self-propagating.
403

 Cheng Jingyi‘s outlook on the two-fold task of the construction 

of the Chinese church, which, as he stated in 1912, consisted of both church unity 

and indigeneity, doubtless found an echo here.
404

 His advocacy of ‗a united Christian 

Church without any denominational distinctions‘ during the 1910 Conference had 

been accepted by a considerable number of Chinese Christians, and was re-affirmed 

by this statement in a stronger tone.
405

 As Rawlinson commented, ‗self-expression is 

one element of self-consciousness,‘
406

 and the Message, which was addressed to 

both Chinese Christians and non-Christians, as well as to missionaries, demonstrated 

the growing consciousness of Chinese Christians of their mission and duties in the 

development of Christianity in China, as well as their actions to discharge them. Liu 

Tingfang regarded the Message to be symbolic, as for the first time in the history of 
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Protestantism in China, Chinese Christians obtained sole responsibility in 

formulating a statement of the Chinese church.
407

 The Message thus marked a 

significant step forward in the direction of an indigenous and ecumenical future for 

Christianity in China. 

It should be noted that, in both sections of the Message, ‗To Christians‘ and ‗To 

Non-Christians,‘ Christianity was declared to be a means of both individual and 

national salvation, just as a number of Chinese Christians, such as Cheng Jingyi, had 

stated at the time of the China for Christ Movement in 1919.
408

 Chinese Christians‘ 

optimism, and their social conscience which was stimulated by this optimism, were 

still in their heyday. Meanwhile, the impact of the social and political turbulence in 

China during the early twentieth century, and especially the newly-emerging 

anti-Christian sentiment of 1922, were disclosed in the Message. Not only did 

phrases such as ‗[western countries‘] unchristian exploitation‘ and ‗aggression upon 

the sovereignty of China‘ appear in the Message, even the section of the Message 

devoted to ‗international brotherhood‘ called for Christians in China to fight against 

international injustice and asked for efforts from missionaries to improve this 

situation. Chinese Christians were aware that their close relationship with western 

missions had become a highly sensitive matter in the face of the challenge of 

nationwide anti-Christian movements.
409
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Secondly, this conference exhibited a spirit of co-operation and unity by 

avoiding doctrinal schism but seeking the ‗common ground‘ among Protestant 

communities. It endeavoured to avoid doctrinal discussion and make its own 

theological stance as wide as possible in order to assemble as many Protestant bodies 

as it could into the union. In a similar manner to the 1910 Conference, it was 

‗corporate unity‘ among Protestant bodies rather than ‗ecclesiastical unity‘ that this 

conference aimed to achieve in Protestant movements in China.
410

 As a result, 

phrases such as ‗common expression,‘ ‗common faith,‘ ‗common Lord,‘ ‗common 

responsibility‘ and ‗common service of the Church in China‘ became keywords of its 

statements, just as Rawlinson stated in the conference report:  

 

In 1907 there was considerable [sic] said as to whether any or what creed 

should be taken as a guide. This Conference attempted to get down to the 

fundamentals beneath the creeds. In 1907 it was to some extent a question of 

which denominational position came nearest to expressing the belief of all. 

In 1922 the issue was to find an expression of faith that left denominational 

statements unimpaired while finding one through which all could in some 

measure express their faith…The Conference desired a common expression 

of faith in a common Lord but not necessarily uniformity of statement.
411

 

 

The effort to focus on the ‗common ground‘ of Protestantism in China reflected the 

principle adopted by this conference to stay neutral in ecclesiastical and theological 

divergence. Nonetheless, a neutral stance on current matters of theological 

controversy did not please a number of missions and denominational bodies, which 
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began to question the theological convictions the conference held. This was largely 

due to the rise of the controversy between Protestant fundamentalists and liberals 

during the 1920s, which will be discussed in later sections. 

As one of the main purposes of organising this conference, a National Christian 

Council was eventually appointed, aiming to carry out the work of the 1922 

Conference, make provision for dealing with issues regarding Christian movements 

in China, and promote co-operation among all Protestant bodies in China. Its 

functions, which consisted of thirteen items, fully embodied the themes of the 

conference, namely, the Chinese church and Christian unity.
412

 As a representative 

and advisory body, the NCC neither served as a super-church council, nor had any 

authority to deal with any issue of ecclesiastical polity, doctrine or principle of 

churches and missions. Yet it was entrusted with certain executive powers on behalf 

of the bodies it represented, and was able to direct co-operative activities on a 

national scale.
413

 At this stage of the evolution of Christianity in China, the NCC 

was a timely organ for co-ordinating different Protestant groups in China to 

co-operate coherently in nationwide Christian programmes. 

The NCC consisted of representatives from most of the denominations and 

organisations which were present during this conference, including the Anglicans, 

Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Methodists, CIM, 

Seventh-Day Adventists, YMCA, YWCA, in addition to other missions, colleges, 
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national organisations, Bible societies and literature organisations, Christian and 

Missionary Alliance, independent churches and the provisional Church of Christ in 

China. The number of the NCC members to be elected from each denomination or 

organisation was in accordance with the number of the communicants in each group. 

Seventy-five members were elected, and they in turn recommended another 

twenty-five as general members. This was out of a concern to make the NCC as 

representative as possible of various forms of Christian work in China. Additionally, 

twenty-one out of the one hundred members were elected to form an executive 

committee. The number of the Chinese members in both the NCC and its executive 

committee was required to exceed half.
414

 The general secretary of the national 

YMCA, Yu Rizhang 余日章 (David Yui), was elected as the first chairman of the 

council and of the executive committee.
415

 According to the reports of the four 

subsequent annual meetings of the NCC held from 1923 to 1926, the proportion of 

Chinese members to all NCC members was 34:60 in 1923, 34:59 in 1924, 26:52 in 

1925, and 31:54 in 1926.
416

 Thus the proportion of Chinese members never fell 

below half. 
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 During the 1922 Conference, the themes of the central position of the Chinese 

church and the spirit of Christian unity were re-emphasised. These two themes 

continued to serve as a two-fold task of the Chinese church construction and 

Christian movements in China in subsequent years. Undeniably, there was criticism 

expressed of this conference. For instance, the delivery of conference addresses in 

the English language contradicted the central theme of the conference, ‗the Chinese 

church;‘
417

 the concept of ‗the Chinese church,‘ in the view of certain Chinese 

Christians, was unduly nationalistic;
418

 and the influence of liberal theology at this 

conference, especially on Committee V regarding the doctrinal stance of the NCC, 

annoyed some fundamentalists. Nevertheless, to the majority of attendees, whether 

Chinese Christian leaders or missionaries, the conference seemed to promise them a 

desirable future of the Protestant enterprise in China. In particular, the establishment 

of the NCC provided Protestantism in China with institutional support for further 

progress on a nationwide scale. 

 

4.2.2. The NCC’s Role in the Development of a United Indigenous Church 

 

During the period from 1922 to 1927, the attempts of the NCC to forward the growth 

of Christianity in China comprised a number of aspects. Firstly, with the purpose of 
                                                         
417
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encouraging co-ordination and co-operation among all Protestant bodies in China, 

the NCC called for annual meetings, as a platform for Christian groups and 

individuals to communicate, discuss major issues which emerged during the 

development of Christianity in China, and make recommendations for future 

action.
419

 Secondly, the NCC appointed committees to investigate major issues 

regarding Christianity in China each year and to report their investigations and 

recommendations concerning those problems during annual meetings. These issues 

included evangelism, Christian education, self-support of churches, training of 

missionaries, work among Muslims and Buddhists, industrial and rural conditions, 

home life, social betterment and international relations.
420

 Thirdly, as a central 

bureau of information for churches and missions in China, the NCC continued to 

provide churches with information, such as personnel, church and mission actions, 

and with accounts of progress being made, through a series of Christian journals and 

bulletins, including The China Mission Year Book, The China Church Year Book, the 

Missionary Directory and the NCC Bulletin.
421

 From 1922 to 1927, the NCC‘s 

activities extended into almost every aspect of Christian life and Christian 

movements in China, and this helped churches and missions in China to view the 

growth of Christianity and to plan Christian work as a whole. Meanwhile, the focal 

points of the NCC‘s activities were largely shaped by the pressure of nationwide 
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anti-Christian movements and other nationalist movements during this period. 

Accordingly, the attempt to build a united indigenous church in a form appropriate to 

the complex social and political environment overwhelmed any other theme in the 

NCC during the 1920s. 

 

4.2.2.1.Church Indigeneity 

 

In the face of the attack from the Anti-Christian Movement of the 1920s, the primary 

task facing Chinese Christians suddenly shifted from an active participation in the 

construction of a modernised national state to a defensive response to the new type of 

nationalism, in which the elimination of the foreign colour of Christianity and the 

desire to make it an authentically Chinese Christianity became focal points. Although 

the concern to express the Christian faith in a Chinese way and to plant churches on 

Chinese soil was ardent before the Anti-Christian Movement, the growth of 

nationalistic sentiment during this movement heightened this desire to its peak. The 

range of discussions of, and actions towards church indigeneity, in terms of 

administrative independence and culturally and liturgically Chinese, was never so 

broad as in the 1920s, and nationwide movements towards the goal of church 

indigeneity became a unique feature of the history of Protestantism in China in this 

period. As a national Christian organisation, the NCC certainly treated this goal with 

high priority. 
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 After the formation of the NCC, the first concentrated effort on the matter of 

church indigeneity was made during the second NCC annual conference in Shanghai 

during 13-20 May 1924. The executive committee of the NCC appointed a standing 

and special committee on ‗the indigenous church‘ to give particular attention to this 

issue, and asked Cheng Jingyi and E. C. Lobenstine, the former foreign secretary of 

the China Continuation Committee, to make the study of this subject a ‗major part‘ of 

their work as council secretaries.
422

 By this time, Cheng‘s leadership in Chinese 

Protestantism had been fully recognised by both Chinese Christians and missionaries. 

When the NCC was formed in 1922, Cheng and Lobenstine were appointed merely 

as honorary secretaries of the council due to their absence from China. Lobenstine 

returned to China from America on 15 February 1924, and was appointed by the 

executive committee of the council as a regular full-time secretary, with a 

considerable part of his time being devoted to the work of the Council of Higher 

Education.
423

 Cheng went to the US to pursue further study at Union Theological 

Seminary in New York from 1922 to 1924. As soon as he returned to China in the 

autumn of 1924 he took up work as a full-time secretary of the council, mainly 

focussing on the work of the committees on ‗the indigenous church‘ and ‗retreat and 

evangelism.‘
 424

 Meanwhile, Cheng was still largely involved in the work of the 

CHMS. Members of the nucleus committee on the indigenous church, who were 
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appointed by the executive committee for the period from 1924 to 1925, consisted of 

Liu Tingfang, Zhao Zichen 趙紫宸 (T. C. Chao),
425

 C. G. Sparham, a LMS 

missionary from Shanghai, R. J. McMullen, a Southern Presbyterian missionary from 

Hangzhou, John Y. Lee of the National Committee of the YMCA in Shanghai, as 

well as Cheng and Lobenstine. As council secretaries, Cheng and Lobenstine 

organised local committees in Shenyang (Mukden), Beijing, Jinan, Hankou, 

Changsha, Shanghai, Fuzhou, Guangzhou and Chengdu, and held conferences in 

Wuchang, Changsha, Tianjin, Yantai (Chefoo), Tengxian, Hangzhou and Hong Kong 

with local church leaders and missionaries, in order to get the most representative 

opinions on this subject.
426

  

 The period from 1924 to 1927 was one in which the discussion of church 

indigeneity flourished. A number of Christian journals and periodicals, such as The 

Chinese Recorder, Qingnian Jinbu, Shengming Yuekan 生命月刊 (The Life 

Monthly)
427

 and Wenshe Yuekan 文社月刊 (Wenshe Monthly),
428

 became the 
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platform for discussions, and Chinese Christians published numerous articles and 

essays to express their opinions. Many of them were NCC members, such as Cheng 

Jingyi, Zhao Zichen, Liu Tingfang and Wang Zhixin 王治心.
429

 The definition of an 

indigenous church and the methods to achieve it were the focal points of discussion. 

  

The Definition of an Indigenous Church 

 

In the face of the emergence of various ideas and concepts of an indigenous church, a 

number of Chinese Christian leaders and intellectuals saw the necessity of first 

clarifying what an indigenous church was not. As early as 1923, Cheng Jingyi had 

published an article, ‗The Development of an Indigenous Church in China,‘ in the 

International Review of Missions, giving a detailed explanation and discussion of this 

issue. In this article, Cheng pointed out a number of misconceptions surrounding the 

use of the word ‗indigenous,‘ one of which was to consider an indigenous church to 

be a church which was born on the Chinese soil according to the literal meaning of 

the word ‗indigenous,‘ and the other was to build an indigenous church upon 

nationalistic sentiment, in other words, with the colour of anti-foreignism.
430

 Wang 

Zhixin in his article ‗Bense Jiaohui yu Bense Zhuzuo 本色教會與本色著作 (The 
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Indigenous Church and the Indigenous Literature)‘ also criticised three mistaken 

concepts of what indigeneity meant, namely, church indigeneity on the basis of 

anti-foreignism, the restoration of the ancient practice of Chinese religious rituals in 

church services and Christian worship, and the adaptation of Christianity to Buddhist 

expression and practice.
431

 For both Cheng and Wang, church indigeneity above all 

demanded that the essentials of Christian doctrine as well as its universal nature 

should be preserved. 

Regarding the definition of an indigenous church, on the positive side, Jonathan 

Chao has identified three ‗essential elements‘ of the Chinese concept of an 

indigenous church, which were emphasised by a number of Chinese Christians, 

namely, de-westernisation, adaptation, and a distinctively Chinese expression of 

Christian belief. Chao argues that the first point of ‗de-westernisation‘ was mainly 

suggested by Wang Zhixin, with the second being emphasised by Cheng Jingyi and 

the third stressed by Zhao Zichen.
432

 Nonetheless, the views of these writers and 

many others more or less overlapped with each other when they were forming 

detailed and integrated discussions. They may have stressed one or two particular 
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points, but this did not imply that they had neglected the rest. 

Referring to the first point that an indigenous church was one that had gone 

through a process of ‗de-westernisation,‘ Wang Zhixi suggested: 

 

An indigenous church is one which has successfully been de-Westernised 

and is made to suit Chinese ethnic characteristics. This reform does not 

shake the foundations of Christian truth, but rather integrate traditional 

Chinese culture with Christian truth, so that the religious life of Chinese 

Christians would suit the sentiments of Chinese people and avoid the sense 

of alienation between the two.
433

 

 

On the second point, as early as 1918, Cheng had already pointed out the adaptable 

nature of Christianity to other cultures.
434

 In his article in 1923, Cheng stated that:  

 

…an indigenous church means nothing more or less than the power of the 

Christian Church to adapt itself to the people of China, and to be able freely 

and fully to express itself and determine its work.
435

 

 

In his article ‗Bensejiaohui zhi Shangque 本色教會之商榷 (A Discussion on the 

Indigenous Church),‘ which was published in Wenshe Yuekan in 1925, Cheng not 

only raised the idea of an indigenous church as one which adapted to the ethnic 

characters of Chinese people, but also added another point into the definition of an 

indigenous church, by emphasising the self-reliance of the Chinese church: 
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If Christianity is to be indigenous it must root itself in the rich soil of China‘s 

past…Chinese Christians should take the responsibility of the development 

of the Church…the major share of the responsibility for promoting 

Christianity in China has been borne by foreigners.
436

 

 

As Liu Jiafeng points out in his study of Cheng Jingyi, Cheng‘s definition included 

two aspects of indigeneity, one of which was indigenisation of Christianity as a 

religion, and the other indigenisation of the church as an institution.
437

 The third 

point emphasised that an indigenous church must express its faith and life in Chinese 

cultural forms, as Zhao Zichen stated: 

 

The indigenous church is one which unifies all truth contained in 

Christianity and in Chinese ancient culture and which thus manifests and 

expresses the religious life and experiences of Chinese Christians in a 

fashion that is alive and natural to them.
438

 

 

While Wang Zhixin and Zhao Zichen gradually inclined toward the search for 

integration between Christianity and Chinese culture after 1925, Cheng focussed 

more on the practicalities of church indigenisation. 

 Based on the conferences and discussions conducted during 1924 and 1925, the 
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committee on the indigenous church presented a statement on the definition of an 

indigenous church in their report during the third annual meeting of the NCC in 

Shanghai during 13-20 May 1925, only a couple of days before the outbreak of the 

‗May Thirtieth Incident.‘ The statement first of all clarified that an indigenous church 

did not imply an intention to spread ‗anti-foreign propaganda,‘ to establish ‗a new 

denomination,‘ to organise ‗a national church,‘ to produce ‗an eclectic religion‘ or to 

preach ‗a new Gospel other than that of Jesus Christ.‘ It then defined an indigenous 

church more positively as: 

 

(a) To make organised Christianity more congenial to Chinese life and 

environment. 

(b) To help Chinese Christians to realise more and more their individual and 

corporate responsibility. 

(c) To enrich the Christian life and enlarge the usefulness of the Christian 

Religion by laying at the feet of the Master the contribution of China.
439

 

 

After the outbreak of the ‗May Thirtieth Incident,‘ the tension between China and 

foreign countries dramatically increased. During the fourth annual meeting of the 

NCC from 13 to 20 October 1926, at which Cheng accepted the invitation to serve as 

general secretary, the committee made supplements to the original definition: 

 

(2) The Chinese Church is a member of the Church Universal. 

(3) The Indigenous Church does not mean an Anti-Foreign Church, nor a 

vain, glorification of the Chinese civilisation. Her true aim seems to be 

bringing into fusion the best elements of both the Western and the Eastern 
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civilisations, after the draining out of the dross.
440

 

 

As anti-foreign nationalism spread throughout the country, the above definition of 

church indigeneity reflected the NCC‘s attempt, on the one hand, to manifest the 

Chinese features of the church, and on the other, to ease the possible tension caused 

by political ferment between churches and missions, and to avoid a radical 

nationalistic approach to church indigeneity. Both statements reflected the NCC‘s 

attempt to communicate the message to both churches and missions in China, that 

alongside the dimension of making the church indigenous, the Chinese church 

construction also contained the aspect of cultivating the international characteristics 

of the church. The NCC‘s definition of an indigenous church bore a much closer 

similarity to Cheng Jingyi‘s perspectives than to others, as is demonstrated in his 

reminder to Chinese Christians not to follow the idea of ‗China for the Chinese‘ but 

‗China for Christ.‘
441

 

 

The Methods of Realising Church Indigeneity 

 

Jonathan Chao has discerned three ‗essential guidelines‘ for the establishment of an 

indigenous church shaping the outlook of Chinese Christian intellectuals and church 

leaders. The first one was to develop ecclesiastical independence, the second was to 
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shift contextual thinking, and the third was to foster indigenous church leaders. Chao 

also pointed out three external manifestations of an indigenous church, namely, a 

united church without denominational distinctions, the Christianisation of Chinese 

lifestyle and the practical expressions of indigeneity in social customs.
442

 Chinese 

Christian figures, such as Cheng Jingyi, Zhao Zichen and Wang Zhixin, all 

contributed to this subject through their writings, which more or less covered the 

three points which Chao identified. In his IRM article, Cheng emphasised 

ecclesiastical independence and indigenous church leadership by saying that the 

transfer of control from missions to churches was ‗one of the most effective ways‘ of 

realising church indigeneity.
443

 He also referred to two movements in Chinese 

churches, which in his opinion, manifested the self-consciousness of Chinese 

Christians. One was the desire for church unity in China, and the other was the 

re-appreciation of traditional customs in the light of Christian faith.
444

 

 Firstly, as Cheng noted, the goal of realising church unity in China was 

embraced within the discussion of church indigeneity during this period. An 

increasing number of Chinese Christians had shared Cheng‘s perspective on this 

matter and seen denominationalism to be a western element which was transplanted 

into the Chinese church by missions. To realise church unity, to them, had become 

part of the theme of achieving church indigeneity. Some suggested promoting 

co-operation and union through the work of several interdenominational 
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organisations, such as the NCC and the CHMS, and enlarging interdenominational 

co-operation in education, particularly theological education, in order to cultivate a 

spirit of union among students.
445

 Cheng pointed out the emergence of serious 

theological disputes among both missionaries and Chinese Christians at this stage as 

an obstacle to church union.
446

 Considering this article was published in 1927, 

Cheng was very likely to refer to the controversy between fundamentalists and 

liberals. 

 Secondly, Cheng laid great emphasis on the issue of practical expressions of 

indigeneity in social customs when he discussed church indigeneity. As noted in the 

previous chapter, his work in the China Continuation Committee was largely 

engaged in the study of these issues, for example, ancestor veneration.
447

 He 

disapproved of the total rejection of ancestor veneration and suggested a distinction 

between what he called ‗unworthy‘ and ‗worthy‘ motives of veneration. According to 

him: 

 

The backbone of all Chinese ethical teaching is to be found in ‗Filial Piety,‘ 

which is quite in keeping with the great Commandment of God, ‗Honour thy 

father and thy mother‘…The desire to maintain the family unity…forms the 

basis of society and of the nation.
448

 

 

He also suggested establishing some Christian forms of commemoration to 
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appreciate traditional virtues which were embodied in ancestor veneration, like filial 

piety, and on the other hand, to reshape the traditional practice into a Christian 

one.
449

 To him, it was in these practical matters that lay the capacity of a church to 

become indigenous: 

 

This problem of ancestor worship illustrates a point on which I wish to lay 

emphasis, namely, that Christianity is capable of becoming indigenous in 

every land and is adaptable to all peoples.
450

 

 

 Others, like Zhao Zichen and Wang Zhixin, laid much emphasis on indigenous 

leaders and literature. Whilst Chinese Christians expressed their ideas of how to 

realise church indigneity, the NCC passed several resolutions during the third annual 

meeting in 1925, which emphasised ‗the study of Chinese language and literature‘ 

among missionaries and in Christian schools, ‗the sympathetic understanding of 

Chinese ceremonies‘ and ‗the conserving of the best and most characteristic elements 

of Chinese civilisation,‘ the development of ‗actual Chinese leadership‘ in the church, 

and investigation regarding church property which related to missions.
451

 During the 

fourth annual meeting of the NCC in 1926, the committee on the practice of church 

indigeneity added a number of points to their recommendations, such as the 

‗three-self‘ principle, a detailed ‗modified Christian form‘ of ancestor veneration and 

the institution of church festivals which included both Christian and Chinese festivals, 
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such as the Lantern Day and the Day for the Sweeping Ancestral Graves. 

Additionally, the committee suggested individual‘s ‗free choice‘ in the manner of 

baptism,
452

 which can be seen as an attempt to ‗de-westernise‘ Christian practice and 

encourage indigenous understanding and acceptance of Christian rites free from 

denominational compulsion. Due to the more acute socio-political situation after the 

outbreak of the ‗May Thirtieth Incident,‘ the committee was wary of any issues that 

could possibly stir up nationalistic sentiment, and thus resolved that: 

 

The deletion of that part of the official name of the mission or church which 

indicates foreign nationality. That there be no hoisting of flags of foreign 

nations over the church for protection, to the infringement of China‘s 

sovereignty and the resentment of the people.
453

 

 

Compared to the recommendations of the committee on the Chinese church of the 

China Continuation Committee, the recommendations of the NCC regarding church 

indigeneity were more specific and pragmatic. Nonetheless, the committee revealed 

that it had failed to implement its original plan for organising local committees to 

study further the issues of this subject during the years of 1925 to 1926, due to 

Cheng‘s illness and, more significantly, the outbreak of the ‗May Thirtieth Incident.‘ 

Although discussions on church indigeneity continued among Protestant bodies in 

China, the NCC ceased to re-appoint the committee on the indigenous church at its 

annual meeting of 1926. Perhaps Cheng‘s health issues and the social and political 
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turbulence forced the committee to drop the plan of forming guidance for churches in 

China to achieve indigeneity officially; or the enthusiastic discussion among Chinese 

intellectuals and church leaders in various Christian journals and periodicals and the 

effort of churches toward the goal of indigenisation throughout the country 

convinced the organisers of the NCC that church indigeneity in China was already 

becoming a reality. For instance, Yu Rizhang mentioned in his chairman‘s address 

during this meeting that Christians of the Lutheran, the Methodist and the Baptist 

churches in Harbin had come forward to organise a Chinese Christian church. He 

concluded optimistically that ‗the Chinese Christian Church is fast approaching 

realisation.‘
454

 Although the NCC organisers did not indicate any reason for ceasing 

to re-appoint the committee on this subject, one thing was for certain: from this point 

on, the focal point of the NCC shifted from the promotion of church indigeneity to a 

more urgent demand for a Christian response to the socio-political situation, 

especially the Chinese church‘s response to the abolition of the ‗unequal treaties‘ and 

the registration of Christian schools. 

 

4.2.2.2.The Tension between Christianity and Nationalism 

 

The majority of the Chinese members of the NCC had positively responded to the 

Anti-Christian Movement and nationalism either by engaging in self-criticism or by 

seeking a way to make Christianity more adaptable and acceptable to Chinese society. 
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As discussed previously, several Chinese Christian leaders, such as Cheng Jingyi and 

Yu Rizhang, had paid particular attention to the expression of Christian patriotism 

and the social consciousness and responsibility of Chinese Christians, aiming to 

demonstrate the Chinese identity of the church and deliver a Christian message 

regarding China‘s problems. After the formation of the NCC, this concentration was 

also embodied within the work of the NCC, especially in its response to the ‗May 

Thirtieth Incident.‘ 

The day after the incident, the Shanghai members of the NCC executive 

committee called an emergency meeting to discuss this issue. They unanimously 

determined to take action, urging editors of both foreign and Chinese newspapers to 

withhold judgement until the facts were clarified, and urging the NCC to provide 

constructive instructions to churches and missions in China regarding this issue.
455

 

On 8 June 1925, the NCC executive committee addressed an official letter to the 

Shanghai Municipal Council, urging the appointment of a special commission of 

enquiry to investigate the incident, with enough Chinese members being included.
456

 

The committee also appointed a sub-committee to draft a Message to Christians 

throughout China concerning the social and political conflict between Chinese and 

foreign countries at that moment. This Message was adopted by the executive 

committee on 16 July 1925, and was published on the front page of the NCC Bulletin. 
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In the Message, the executive committee raised a number of questions for Christians 

in China to consider and discuss, such as what steps churches and missions should 

take in light of the current situation, and what attitudes Christians in China should 

hold. It called for a Christian response to contemporary problems in Chinese society. 

Overall, the Message was composed in a rather strong political vein. There were two 

questions it sought to answer, one of which concerned Christianity and patriotism, 

with the other regarding the church and politics. On the first point, the Message 

stated: 

 

Christianity, patriotism, and good citizenship are not necessarily opposed to 

each other. To be a Christian does not at all mean to be unpatriotic or to 

surrender one‘s rights of citizenship. We are not dealing with that kind of 

narrow and selfish patriotism and citizenship…To us, a Christian should be 

the highest type of patriot and the noblest example of citizen.
457

 

 

By saying this, the same national identity and social responsibility which Chinese 

Christians shared with common Chinese citizens were highlighted. The two identities, 

Chinese and Christian, which were assumed to be incompatible during the first 

hundred years of the history of Christianity in China, were brought together. 

Concerning the second point, the Message firstly clarified the nature of the church‘s 

involvement with politics: 

 

…the Church should not meddle, if by that we mean for the Church to seek 

to control the government or actually to interfere with its functions... On the 
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other hand, if political powers violate any or all of the Christian principles of 

life, should the Church remain silent and passive?
458

 

 

The Chinese leaders of the NCC still confidently believed in the social 

transformative function of Christian faith in relation to all issues within Chinese 

society, including politics: 

 

Christianity will penetrate and transform the economic, social, and political 

life of the people; and it will reign supreme in all international relations. It is 

inconceivable that certain areas of life should be shut out from the Christian 

way or influences.
459

 

 

Behind this Message lay the eagerness of several leading Chinese Christian figures to 

manifest the Chinese identity of the church, to clarify its standpoint, and to deliver a 

Christian response in the face of national crisis. The Message perfectly reflected the 

tension between Christian faith and nationalism which a number of Chinese 

Christians were experiencing, and which affected the NCC itself. 

 In June 1925, Cheng Jingyi also wrote an article referring to the incident and his 

opinions. The tone of this article was more or less in accordance with the Message of 

the NCC: 

 

In this trouble, Christian people cannot stand with folded hands neglecting 

their duty. On the other hand, should they act upon their temporary emotions 

or hot excitement? Or should they follow the trend of the time, based on 

narrow, patriotic but uncontrollable current…In short, while it is better for 
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the Christian Church never to interfere in politics, nevertheless the 

fundamental principles of Christianity do have a bearing upon government. 

 

Cheng here was attempting to encourage a broad and what he believed to be 

well-balanced nationalism in China which was driven by Christian morality. Yet 

there was one point on which Cheng spoke with a rather determined tone: 

 

Since the rise of the anti-Christian movement all the young people of this 

country aim at this target, the duplicate protection given to Christianity by 

the unequal treaties. They call Christianity a foreign doctrine, and Christians, 

foreign followers. They even consider them to be slaves of imperialism and 

capitalism…. there is no need of this further protection.
460

  

 

Cheng‘s words reflected the consistency between his attitude toward the ‗unequal 

treaties‘ in this situation and his advocacy of church registration and claim for 

religious liberty during the 1910s.
461

 The abolition of the ‗unequal treaties,‘ to him, 

would provide the Chinese church with an opportunity to get rid of foreign 

domination and imperialist condemnation, which were of significance in securing a 

legal status for further development in Chinese society. 

As discussed in Cheng‘s article, the abolition of the ‗toleration clauses‘ of the 

‗unequal treaties‘ became one of the central themes of the Anti-Christian Movement 

during its second stage, and one of the focal points of the NCC. Wang Zhixin took 
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the initiative to organise a committee to promote the abolition of the ‗toleration 

clauses‘ of the ‗unequal treaties‘ in Nanjing immediately after the outbreak of the 

‗May Thirtieth Incident.‘ Following his action, large numbers of Chinese Christians 

in Nanjing, Nanchang, Guangzhou, Wuxing, Hengshan and Danyang issued 

manifestos to promote abolition. Christian journals and periodicals also published 

special issues for articles on this subject.
462

 Nonetheless, at the beginning, there 

were different opinions on this subject within both Chinese churches and missions. 

Some Chinese Christians insisted that churches should not interfere with politics, and 

therefore were against the abolition; others opposed the abolition on the grounds that 

churches needed to be protected by the ‗toleration clauses‘ of the ‗unequal treaties,‘ 

especially at a time when the socio-political situation in China was unstable; whilst 

others again approved of it, for these treaties were against the principles of 

Christianity and they caused the hatred of Chinese people to Christian churches.
463

 

The NCC sent a questionnaire consisting of fourteen questions to Chinese Christians 

in each province in January 1926, before its annual meeting in October. Questions 

included whether churches should respond to political issues, whether the ‗toleration 

clauses‘ were compatible with the Christian doctrine, whether the protection of the 

‗toleration clauses‘ was necessary when religious liberty was guaranteed in the 

committee on international relations, the 275 replies to the questionnaire showed that 
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between sixty and seventy-five per cent agreed that: 

 

…the ‗toleration clauses‘ are incompatible with the teachings of Christianity, 

and further that even if they were not, they are no longer needed and by 

implication, not desirable; and that in order to do away with them a formal 

declaration, voluntarily made, by missionaries and (or) Chinese Christians, 

signifying their willingness to see them abolished, would be of value.
464

 

 

The report also quoted several resolutions adopted by a number of Chinese churches, 

such as Huabei Gonglihui 華北公理會 (the North China Kung Li Hwei, the North 

China Congregational Union) and the Guangdong Divisional Council of the Church 

of Christ in China. Their opinions, and those of large numbers of Chinese Christians, 

regarding the abolition of the ‗unequal treaties‘ were determined. During this stage, 

there was in general a visible divergence in opinions between Chinese Christians and 

missionaries regarding this matter. Mission home boards in general preferred ‗the 

revision of the existing treaties,‘ but missionaries seemed to have divergent opinions. 

In addition, there was a ‗definite opinion‘ ‗strongly‘ held by certain missionaries and 

several Chinese Christians that ‗any change at the present time would be 

premature.‘
465

 Concerning the divided opinions on this issue, especially between 

Chinese Christians and missionaries, the resolutions the committee finally adopted 

included: 

 

1. That the Christian Church and Christian Missions should preach the 
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Gospel and perform Christian service in China upon the basis of religious 

liberty freely accorded by the Republic of China, and that all provisions in 

the treaties with foreign countries for special privileges for the churches or 

missions should be removed. 

2. That the present treaties between China and foreign Powers should be 

revised on a basis of freedom and equality.
466

 

 

The above resolutions indicated that certain progress had been made regarding the 

issue of the ‗unequal treaties,‘ for both Chinese Christians and missionaries in 

general had reached an agreement on the removal of the special privileges for 

churches and missions, though it was rather a compromise between Chinese 

Christians and missionaries, and the desire of large numbers of Chinese Christians 

for the abolition of the ‗unequal treaties‘ had not yet achieved its goal. 

 In addition to the abolition of the ‗toleration clauses,‘ the issue of Christian 

school registration with the government was the other main theme of the times. It 

was raised during the second stage of the Anti-Christian Movement in early 1924. 

Before the outbreak of the ‗May-Thirtieth Incident,‘ there were quite divergent 

attitudes among Chinese Christians towards this matter. Some, such as Li Denghui 

李登輝, Principal of Fudan University in Shanghai, entirely disapproved of 

registration and thought highly of Christian education;
467

 others, such as Wang 

Biting 汪弼廷, viewed it in a positive way; whilst others again, such as Liu Tingfang, 

urged reforming Christian schools.
468

 In general, Chinese Christians, with only a few 
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exceptions, such as Zhao Guanhai 招觀海, still believed in the necessity of carrying 

out religious education in schools.
469

 After 30 May 1925, anti-Christian sentiment 

became stronger in both Christian schools and Chinese society, and many Christian 

schools and colleges were affected by student strikes. On 16 November 1925, the 

Beijing Board of Education issued ‗Regulations Governing the Recognition of 

Educational Institutions Established by Funds Contributed from Foreigners,‘ and 

required that schools should have Chinese principals or vice-principals, that the 

curriculum must conform to the standard of the Ministry of Education, that there be 

no compulsion to attend religious ceremonies and that no course in religion should be 

included in the compulsory subjects.
470

 According to the report of the meeting of the 

China Christian Educational Association [CCEA] in May 1926, an association which 

was affiliated to the NCC and represented ten Christian educational associations and 

other bodies in China, Chinese Christian leaders generally agreed that schools should 

accept the regulations and register with the government. However, there was still 

much reservation regarding the issue of making religious education and practice 

optional in schools. The cost of the acceptance of this item was that the Christian 

characteristics of the schools would be much weakened. It therefore became the 

central concern for both missionaries and Chinese Christian leaders and educators 
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over the acceptance of the complete regulations issued by the national government. 

The majority of mission home boards and missionaries were unwilling to register and 

considered the regulations as an interference with religious liberty. Concerning 

various opinions, the CCEA therefore stated that: 

 

 Christian educational institutions have been established to serve the interests 

of China and should conform to the law of the land and official regulations. 

The Chinese constitution having guaranteed full religious liberty, it follows 

that laws and official regulations cannot be inconsistent with this 

fundamental principle. There is general agreement as to the desirability of 

the registration of Christian educational institutions…
471

 

 

It then resolved to urge Christian educational institutions to put government 

regulations on Christian education into effect and to register with the government. 

Regarding concerns over the regulation that religious education should be optional in 

schools, the CCEA decided to send a group of people to negotiate with the Ministry 

of Education.
472

  

 On 18 October 1926, during its annual meeting, the NCC for the first time 

devoted a considerable part of its discussions to the problem of Christian education 

in China.
473

 With the reference of the report of the CCEA, the committee on 

religious education stated the following regarding school registration: 

 

The disadvantages of non-registration will be so serious for middle schools 

and colleges that every effort must be made to retrieve whatever loss in 

                                                         
471

 Ibid., 201. 
472

 Ibid., 201-2. 
473

 SOAS, CBMS 348, NCC Annual Report 1925-6, 3; CBMS 350, BNCC, no. 21 (1926): 4. 



190 

 

opportunity for religious education may be involved in registration. 

Manifestly an added responsibility will fall on the Church to meet this loss 

by providing a more adequate programme of religious education.
474

 

 

 During the North Expedition of 1926-28, large numbers of Christian schools and 

colleges came under serious attack from nationalists, and the government constantly 

urged schools to be registered in accordance with the government‘s regulations. 

Faced with such a severe situation, both Chinese Christians and missionaries were 

obliged to alter their views of school registration. A large number of Chinese 

Christian educators, such as Zhao Zichen and Wu Leichuan, began to accept the 

regulations of the Ministry of Education and agreed to make religious education 

optional in schools.
475

 If the approval by Chinese Christians of the abolition of the 

‗unequal treaties‘ can be seen as a positive response to nationalism and an active 

action to demolish the foreignness of the church, then their gradual agreement with 

the regulations of school registration, particularly on the issue of religious education 

in schools, was a rather passive acceptance of the claims made by the growing 

nationalism in Chinese society, at the cost to the mission schools of losing their 

distinctively Christian features and rights.  

 From 1925 to 1927, the NCC‘s message to Chinese churches and Christians 

contained more and more political and social elements. For instance, during the 
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group discussion on several ‗outstanding questions‘ of the Christian movement at the 

fourth annual meeting in 1926, some points of Yu Rizhang‘s opening speech were 

rather radical and reflected this trend: 

 

The nationalistic movement is due...Christians should sympathise with it and 

help it. The Church should also contribute to China‘s national life. Politics 

and religion should not be separated.
476

 

 

During the fifth annual meeting of the NCC on 13-20 October 1927, Yu distinguished 

between nationalism as a general popular movement and the nationalism of various 

governmental parties, and once again expressed his sympathy with nationalist 

movements by saying that Christians should co-operate with these movements which 

sought national reconstruction.
477

 During the same meeting, in his chairman‘s 

closing address, Cheng Jingyi approved of a number of Christian practices in 

Chinese society: 

 

I believe that there is a real contribution, and we are beginning to see that 

there is a great task for the Christian Church to undertake in the social phases 

of life…We think that the church has also some part to play in the shaping of 

the political life of the nation, and we have the conviction that Christianity 

and the principles of Jesus Christ can be brought into the political life of the 

nation though it is positive and definite; and yet at the same time we must 

not forget or belittle that spiritual contribution of the Christian Church…We 

must not emphasise the one to the neglect of the other…the Christian gospel 

has a social side. I do not agree with the frequently used term ‗The Social 

Gospel.‘ Personally I do not think there is such a thing as a ‗Social Gospel.‘ I 

honestly believe there is one gospel of Jesus Christ, and that gospel is for 
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both personal and social betterment and change and transformation…The 

application of Christianity is good and right, and yet that personal touch with 

the eternal should be ever kept before us.
478

 

 

Such an attitude showed continuity with his ideas on the social application of the 

gospel throughout the 1910s and 1920s, though it is undeniable that a more political 

tone is reflected in his addresses and talks during this period. It should be noted that 

while advocating the social and political functions of Christianity in Chinese society, 

Cheng, as manifested in this address, never neglected the spiritual side of the church. 

Further examples of this breadth of emphasis can be found in Rev. Zhang Fang 張坊 

(Djang Fang), the NCC secretary, Gu Ziren 顧子仁 (T. Z. Koo) of the national 

YMCA and Rev. Tan Woxin 譚沃心 (Y. S. Tom), general secretary of Guangdong 

Synod, the Church of Christ in China. During this meeting, they did not only pay 

attention to the actual needs of individuals and society, but also re-emphasised the 

precedence of the inward life of the church and the desire for Christian solidarity and 

unity.
479

 

 In the face of a series of national crises and attacks against Christian churches in 

China, it was impossible that the declarations of a number of leading Chinese 

Christian figures in the NCC would not be affected by the political atmosphere, as 

shown for instance by Yu‘s and Cheng‘s points. Out of the conviction that Christian 

unity was a universal Christian principle that should not be broken by narrow 

nationalism, and that churches in China were pragmatically still in need of 
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co-operation with foreign missions, the NCC and its member churches and societies 

maintained the link with foreign missions. This resulted in severe criticism from 

Chinese society, which was stirred by nationalistic sentiment. Under such 

circumstances, the Chinese leaders of the NCC endeavoured to express the churches‘ 

patriotism and demonstrate their Chinese identity by taking a stand on social and 

political events. 

On the other hand, the concern to make the church indigenous and to stress the 

social application of Christianity in China should not be seen only as a response to a 

politically hostile environment. It was also a natural step during the course of the 

growth of the ‗selfhood‘ of the church, and a wider dimension of the vision of the 

future of Christianity in China held by a number of Christian figures. Influenced by 

social gospel teachings and a metropolitan intellectual elitist culture,
480

 a group of 

Chinese Christian leaders and intellectuals, especially those involved in the NCC, as 

represented by Cheng Jingyi and Yu Rizhang, were optimistically convinced that 

Christianity had great value within Chinese society, not only for the realisation of 

personal salvation through the evangelical aspect of the Christian faith, but also for 

social transformation through the application of an ethical Christianity. The NCC‘s 

activities in searching for the conjunction between Christianity and the 

reconstruction and salvation of the Chinese nation were of this manner. It should be 

noted that, during the Anti-Christian Movement, Chinese Christians‘ claims for a 
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Chinese church were stimulated by the growing nationalism in Chinese society. 

During the annual meeting of 1927, a desire emerged among a number of NCC 

delegates, in particular Chinese delegates, to re-organise the NCC, in order to make it 

more directly and effectively representative of Chinese churches. According to the 

report of the annual meeting, the ‗church-centric consciousness‘ of the delegates 

quite overwhelmed the discussion.
481

 

Nevertheless, the efforts of the NCC and the mission-related churches may not 

have convinced contemporary critics to change their unfavourable image of Christian 

churches in China as a form of ‗cultural aggression.‘ The NCC‘s renewed emphasis 

on the spiritual life of the Chinese church from 1926 to 1927 was not only a pure 

spiritual reminder to Christians in China, but also a reflection of the diversion of the 

attention of the Chinese church towards the building of inner church life after its 

quest for wider social application had met with considerable frustration.
482

 

 

4.2.3. A ‘National’ Christian Council? 

 

During the 1920s, not only was the NCC‘s attempt to achieve church indigeneity in 

China challenged by the nationwide anti-Christian sentiment, but its ecumenical 

outlook of a co-operative consensus among all Protestant bodies in China was also 
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put on severe trial owing to a series of intensified theological disputes. In particular, 

the controversy between liberals and fundamentalists deeply affected the NCC. Some 

communities did not join the NCC due to this dispute, whilst others withdrew during 

a later stage. Considering that this controversy had a vital influence over ecumenism 

in China during the 1920s and 1930s, and that two major Protestant organisations 

that this thesis deals with, the NCC and the Church of Christ in China, both had 

dramatic interaction with it, this section will pay particular attention to the evolution 

of this controversy during this period, and examine in what way it affected the NCC. 

The fundamentalist movement emerged in North America during the late 1910s 

and early 1920s as a militant evangelical opposition to modernists.
483

 According to 

George Marsden, fundamentalism had its roots in the nineteenth-century traditions of 

revivalism, evangelicalism, pietism, Americanism and variant orthodoxies. Marsden 
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identified several major streams in shaping fundamentalism before the First World 

War, particularly dispensational premillennialism, the holiness movement, and 

Princeton theology based on Scottish Common Sense philosophy. After the First 

World War, as he noted, in the face of the modernist erosion of Christian civilisation 

and morality as well as changes in Christian views towards culture which modernism 

endorsed, fundamentalists took a stand and fought back.
484

 On the other hand, 

William Hutchison has identified liberalism as having three major components, 

namely, ‗the conscious, intended adaptation of religious ideas to modern culture,‘ 

‗God‘s immanence in human cultural development and revelation through it,‘ and 

‗the realisation of the Kingdom of God in human society.‘
485

 It spread widely among 

the mainline Protestant denominations and their foreign missions in the early 

twentieth century, and was transmitted through the Student Volunteer Movement and 

the YMCA. According to Hutchison, liberalism became a ‗powerful orthodoxy‘ in 

missions during the 1920s.
486

 This certainly caused serious concerns among 

fundamentalists in North America, who immediately assembled the young 

missionaries of their side. The dispute continued to develop when the young 

generation of missionaries imported it into China. 

As a part of the international fundamentalist movement, the fundamentalist 

movement in early twentieth-century China had an intimate connection with that in 
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North America. However, Kevin Yao has pointed out that the fundamentalist 

movement in China was also shaped by a Chinese context; its roots, theological 

agenda and practice were ‗not completely identical‘ with those in North America. 

Some characteristics of the movement in North America, such as premillennialism, 

were not so obvious in China. According to Yao, the central doctrinal tenets of the 

movement in China were biblical authority and the supernatural aspects of the gospel. 

Liberals developed a ‗social-gospel model‘ of mission work, which was heavily 

inclined towards educational, medical and other social programmes, whilst 

fundamentalists held a conversionist approach which was preaching-centric rather 

than focussed on social involvement.
487

 It has been suggested that these 

characteristics of the two parties in China demonstrate that the dispute between them 

more or less inherited the two different missionary approaches that emerged during 

the second half of the nineteenth century, as represented by Timothy Richard, the 

Welsh Baptist missionary, and Hudson Taylor, the founder of the CIM. Generally 

speaking, Richard was flexible and culture-oriented, while Taylor was driven 

exclusively by evangelistic enthusiasm, although it must be stressed that they shared 

the common goal of evangelising China (Richard had, after all, originally applied to 

the CIM). As a result, Richard‘s approach was not merely focussed on soul-salvation 

but also on social reform by western civilisation, with Taylor insisting on the priority 

of the preaching of the gospel and the salvation of souls. Their models were 

considered to be the most representative and influential approaches in shaping the 

                                                         
487

 Yao, Fundamentalist Movement, 280-5. 



198 

 

whole Protestant missionary movement and Chinese churches.
488

 Each side had a 

group of missionary supporters. Nonetheless, as Yao noted, Richard and Taylor 

demonstrated two different emphases and tendencies within the unbroken 

nineteenth-century missionary consensus. A dramatic conflict between the two 

parties began to take shape as the divergence intensified in North America and 

among the young generation of missionaries to China. Although to liberals the 

controversy only raised the question of which Christian expression would be more 

effective to modern societies, to conservatives it raised the fundamental question of 

whether the liberals were spreading the same gospel as them. As Hutchison pointed 

out, by the 1920s, the hard-line opposition to liberalism in the mission fields 

focussed on the question of ‗Is it Christianity?‘ rather than ‗Is it effective?‘
489

 This 

judgement of fundamentalists tended to deepen the gulf between the two parties. 

During the 1920s, the majority of fundamentalist missionaries in China viewed 

the church unity movement with disfavour, which they believed to be a 

liberal-dominated movement.
490

 As a milestone in the evolution of ecumenism in 

China, the NCC certainly evoked their caution and anxiety. It was accused by these 

fundamentalists of disseminating western ecumenical propaganda, which they traced 

back to the 1910 Conference.
491

 Fundamentalist missionaries simply equated these 
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Chinese leaders with liberals of the West, and the NCC and the church unity 

movement in China with western ecumenism. 

Fundamentalists saw the NCC as consisting mainly of liberal Chinese church 

leaders and missionaries. For example, the North Jiangsu (Kiangsu) Mission of the 

Southern Presbyterian Church refused to join the NCC, though they sent four 

delegates to the National Christian Conference in 1922. In a letter to the executive 

committee of foreign missions, delegates complained about the modernistic features 

of the NCC: 

 

The movement is largely a modernist movement. While some conservative 

men are on the various Committees, the majority are men of modernist 

sympathies. The Chinese put forward as speakers and leaders in the National 

Conference, with the exception of Dr. Chen Ching I [Cheng Jingyi], were 

mainly of the same class. The whole general drift of the movement, both as 

regards religious beliefs and administration, is opposed to the convictions 

and policies of our Southern Presbyterian Church.
492

 

 

To them and other conservative missions, the addresses of several Christian 

intellectuals, such as Zhao Zichen and Liu Tingfang, were potent examples of the 

NCC‘s liberalism. Zhao expressed a strong cultural and social concern over 

Christianity in China, especially in his search for integration of Christianity and 

Chinese traditional culture. In his speech, phrases like ‗social consciousness‘ and 

‗social needs‘ frequently appeared, which echoed the ‗social-gospel thinking‘ of the 
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NCC.
493

 Liu Tingfang openly welcomed ‗scientific investigation‘ and ‗critical study‘ 

of the Scripture in his address, which also fitted the fundamentalists‘ criteria for 

being a liberal.
494

  

As mentioned previously, fundamentalists were dissatisfied with the neutral 

theological stance of the 1922 National Christian Conference and its resultant council. 

What they were concerned about most was whether the NCC shared the necessary 

fundamentals of the faith which would make co-operation possible. The NCC 

certainly failed to meet the criteria of the North Jiangsu Mission.
495

 Others, such as 

the CIM, chose to join the NCC, though had reservations about it. Yao has provided a 

broad survey of the course of negotiations between the CIM and the NCC.
496

 

According to him, the reasons behind the CIM‘s joining included that it always 

acknowledged the importance of Christian unity in China and was willing to 

contribute a doctrinally orthodox voice to the NCC discussions, even though the 

theological views that some bodies of the union held may have been quite different 

from their own. Additionally, the CIM never felt at ease with the NCC, and desired to 

keep a close watch on the NCC‘s policy and actions, and gain influence over certain 
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doctrinal matters through joining the NCC.
497

 Furthermore, as Yao pointed out, there 

were quite a number of ‗moderates‘ or ‗mild fundamentalists‘ in the fundamentalist 

camp. They ‗could agree with the fundamentalists on such issues as the authority of 

the Bible and supernatural Christology and regretted the rise of modernism,‘ but did 

not join the anti-modernist campaign for the sake of Christian unity within the 

missionary community.
498

 For example, as David Bebbington has noted, there were 

the British ‗conservative evangelicals,‘ who were ‗often eager to distinguish 

themselves from‘ fundamentalists.
499

 The CIM‘s joining and later withdrawal from 

the NCC may also have revealed such a divergence in attitudes within the mission on 

union with the NCC. 

During the commission‘s discussion on the formation of the NCC, D. E. Hoste, 

the CIM director, raised the concerns of the CIM regarding the doctrinal statement of 

the NCC and suggested a doctrinal resolution with ‗three fundamental Christian 

truths‘: 

 

1. The Deity of our Lord. 

2. Salvation through His atonement. 

3. The trustworthiness and authority of the whole Bible.
500

 

 

Hoste‘s claim was supported by Ruth Paxson, a famous evangelist in China during 

the 1920s, and a member of the executive committee of the Bible Union of China 
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which was formed in 1920 as ‗the most significant indicator of the fundamentalist 

rallying against‘ the liberals.
501

 It should be noted that most liberals would not have 

found any difficulty in signifying their approval of these three items. What large 

numbers of the NCC organisers were concerned about was that: 

 

The conference however is not constituted as a church council with authority 

to pass upon questions of doctrine and of church polity or to draw up a 

creedal or doctrinal statement of any kind.
502

 

 

Hoste‘s suggestion even encountered strong opposition from a number of 

conservative missionaries, for they also believed that the NCC had no authority over 

any doctrinal matters, and therefore had no power to insert a doctrinal statement in 

the new constitution.
503

 

As a British conservative evangelical, or moderate fundamentalist, Hoste‘s claim 

could hardly satisfy his North American colleagues, who held a more radical view of 

the theological statement. According to Alvyn Austin, the American CIM was 

inclined to step into the ‗tent of the hardest of hard-liners‘ in the early twentieth 

century.
504

 Fundamentalists eventually obtained dominance in the mission, and the 

CIM thus formally withdrew from the NCC on 15 March 1926, in order to protect the 

mission‘s doctrinal orthodox image and principles.
505

 In addition to the CIM, the 
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Christian and Missionary Alliance also withdrew in 1926. In response, the NCC, 

while expressing its regret over this issue, which it considered to be the outcome of a 

‗fundamental misconception‘ over the nature and function of the council, once again 

stressed its theological neutral stance in 1926 by stating that:  

 

We wish to take this opportunity of making absolutely clear that the NCC 

does not stand for nor seek to promote the point of view of any one group or 

party in the Christian family.
506

 

 

The NCC believed that Protestant communities in China were able to unite on 

the basis of a common faith in a common Christian God, no matter if there was 

ecclesiastical difference or theological divergence. That was why the council took a 

theologically neutral stand and constantly advocated that Christians should ‗agree to 

differ but resolve to love.‘
507

 However, for fundamentalist missions, such as the 

North Jiangsu Mission and the CIM, genuine unity could only be based on a common 

faith with a common theological and doctrinal expression. Yao has interpreted the 

divergence as a conflict between ‗two different visions of church union,‘ one liberal, 

and the other evangelical.
508

 Nonetheless, if we go back to Hutchison‘s claim, which 

suggested the existence of two competing Christianities of modernism and 

fundamentalism, we might find that the ultimate problem of the divergent views of 

unity between the NCC and the CIM lay in divergent answers to such basic 
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theological questions as: What standards did the common faith refer to – the love of 

God in Christ, or biblical authority and doctrinal consensus? On what level should 

the theological lowest common denominator be drawn? 

Apart from the controversy between liberals and fundamentalists, there were 

also criticisms from other missions of the NCC‘s sympathy with political movements, 

in particular from the Lutherans. During the commission debate on the NCC at the 

1922 Conference, Siegfried Knak, the director of the Berlin Mission Society, 

questioned the council‘s political stance: 

 

Should the National Council deal with political matters or not? …A Church 

and a national Christian council should not have to do with political methods. 

Evangelism must be kept free from political polity. The German missions did 

so before the war, following the great doctrine of Martin Luther. It is not 

dealing with politics which makes the church a fountain of strength. The 

Chinese Church is not asking, what is heavenly, but what is Chinese…Very 

soon the church of China will be mixed up with politics.
509

 

 

Following the traditional Lutheran doctrine of the separation of the two kingdoms, 

Knak and the Berlin Mission strongly opposed the entanglement between 

Christianity and politics, and emphasised ‗the purity‘ of the gospel and the 

Reformation roots of his mission.
510

  

After the ‗May Thirtieth Incident,‘ the NCC‘s letter to the Shanghai Municipal 
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Council in 1925, and the general attitudes of its Chinese members towards the 

abolition of the ‗unequal treaties,‘ once again evoked general criticisms from the 

Lutherans: 

 

Then again, as to the question of politics, we think if the Church involves 

herself in it, she is at once not keeping herself within the proper boundary of 

the field of endeavour…the Council is now planning to engage itself in the 

campaign of the abolition of Toleration Clauses and the ‗Unequal‘ Treaties. 

This is to expose itself to the suspicion that it is meddling in political matters, 

and consequently it would seem that the Council has already gone beyond its 

limit.
511

 

 

 Then again, on 7 April 1927, a critical letter from thirty-two missionaries 

accused the NCC of causing division by its political actions:  

 

It has endeavoured to determine the policy of the Missions and Churches in 

China; and has repeatedly put forth pronouncements in regard to political 

matters on its own authority without ascertaining the wishes of the 

co-operating bodies…For these reasons it has lost the confidence of a large 

part of the Missionary Body and we are making this protest against its being 

considered as representing our views and opinions. We regard its recent 

policy and methods as dangerous to and subversive of the best interests of the 

Churches in China.
512

 

 

The NCC, however, stated that the council was primarily responsible to Christian 

organisations rather than individuals, and only three of the thirty-two missionaries 

were members of the council.
513

 This implied that the focal point of the above 
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criticism was in fact the NCC‘s attitude toward political issues rather than its 

departure from the constitution as a representative and advisory body. 

Although the NCC intended to co-ordinate all Protestant bodies to step forward 

towards an ecumenical future of Protestantism in China, the reality was rather the 

frustration of such hopes. The controversy between liberals and fundamentalists had 

broken the Protestant consensus, and the NCC failed to unite all Protestant 

communities and merit the title of a ‗national‘ council. Even within the NCC, there 

were dispute in opinions regarding politics and social involvement among different 

Protestant denominations and groups. Moreover, fundamentalist missionaries 

successfully trained a number of conservative Chinese evangelists, such as Wang 

Mingdao 王明道 and Jia Yuming 賈玉銘.
514

 Each of them had considerable 

influence within Chinese Protestant churches. Although Chinese liberals and 

fundamentalists only ‗occasionally‘ condemned each other, as their conflicts were not 

as severe or as frequent as among missionaries,
515

 their increasing deviation from 

each other became a serious obstacle to the church unity movement in early 

twentieth-century China. Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical ideal of the Chinese church, 

which aimed to surpass denominational distinctions, failed to overcome this 
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liberal-fundamental theological divergence.  

 

4.3. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have examined the course of the establishment of the National 

Christian Council of China and its effort toward building a united indigenous church 

appropriate to the critical social and political circumstances in China which were 

stirred by the Anti-Christian Movement of 1922-1927. Behind a series of responses 

by the NCC to the Anti-Christian Movement was the constant desire for church 

indigeneity and unity in China. This desire became even stronger in the face of 

nationwide nationalism and deteriorating socio-political circumstances in China. 

With numerous articles, the efforts of Chinese churches and the resolutions of the 

NCC, the church indigeneity movement reached its peak during this period. The 

self-consciousness of Chinese churches was expressed through their responses to 

several socio-political issues, such as the abolition of the ‗unequal treaties‘ and the 

restoration of educational rights. A number of Chinese Christian elites endeavoured 

to testify the Chinese identity of the church in the presence of Chinese nationalists. 

The NCC responded to the times positively, and its advantages as a national advisory 

body were demonstrated in activities such as collecting information, proposing 

recommendations and conducting investigations on a nationwide basis. Nevertheless, 

due to the unavoidable connection with foreign missions, the endeavour of those 
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mission-related churches and the NCC in church indigeneity and social 

transformation failed to convince Chinese people to change their unfavourable image 

of Christianity as a ‗foreign religion‘ and ‗cultural aggression.‘ Those Chinese 

Christian elites aimed to demonstrate the Chinese characteristics of the church by 

adapting Christianity into Chinese life and culture through social involvement, 

church indigeneity and patriotic response to political issues. However, what Chinese 

nationalists sought was chiefly for the church to sever its connection with foreign 

powers. The NCC and the mainline churches proved unable to meet even this limited 

demand. 

 In addition, this chapter has shown that the NCC‘s self-proclaimed status as a 

‗national‘ council was increasingly challenged by the divergence in theological 

convictions of different Protestant communities. The 1920s witnessed the rise of the 

controversy between Protestant liberals and fundamentalists in China, with the 

church unity movement and its resultant council becoming the main targets of the 

missionary fundamentalist movement. The gulf between the two different visions of 

‗church unity,‘ and even the ‗two Christianities,‘ seemed to be impassable. The 

obstacles to the church unity movement in China at this stage were not only 

denominational distinctions but also theological divergence. 

 As David Paton stated: ‗The struggle among the educated – which was not 

usually overt – was between those who primarily wanted a Chinese church 

responsive to the national need and the national mood and those who wanted a 
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Chinese church primarily faithful to the ecclesiological understandings and cultural 

assumptions of the missionary movement.‘
516

 For many Christian leaders in the 

NCC, such as Zhao Zichen, Liu Tingfang and Yu Rizhang, the former was certainly 

their preference. Referring to Cheng Jingyi, as the North Jiangsu Mission delegates 

noted, he was not a liberal to them; but neither did he belong to the class of 

fundamentalists. He was inclined to be sympathetic to the liberal approach to social 

reform through Christian faith, and had a strong national and social consciousness 

which inclined him to link Christianity and the concept of ‗national salvation.‘ Yet he 

never lost sight of the goal of the evangelisation of China, or concern over the 

spiritual life of the individual and the Protestant community. There were a number of 

Protestants, both foreign and Chinese, in the middle of the dispute between 

fundamentalists and liberals, such as Cheng Jingyi and D. E. Hoste. Nonetheless, this 

group of Protestants were able to stop neither the liberal inclination of the NCC nor 

the increasing hostility of fundamentalists to it. The tendency of polarisation between 

the two extremes in the subsequent history of Protestantism in China put ecumenism 

in China under severe trial. 

  

                                                         
516

 Whyte, Unfinished Encounter, 153. 



210 

 

  



211 

 

Chapter 5:  

The Church of Christ in China as a Case Study of the Church 

Unity Movement (1927-1939) 

 

During the 1920s, the Chinese church and the Chinese ecumenical movement had 

endured a series of challenges, both outside and within the church, such as the 

Anti-Christian Movement and the conflict between conservatism and liberalism 

which emerged in Protestant missions and churches in China. Nevertheless, the 

efforts of the mainline Chinese churches towards the goal of a united national church 

had continued during this period. One of the most significant steps towards this goal 

was the organisation of the General Assembly of the Church of Christ in China [CCC] 

in Shanghai in 1927. As a united Chinese church, co-operating with fourteen 

denominations and missions at the time of its formation, and with the number of 

communicants totalling one third of the whole body of Protestant communicants in 

China, the formation of the CCC seemed to be a symbolic event that marked the 

realisation of Cheng Jingyi‘s dream of a united indigenous church, which he had 

proclaimed during the 1910 Edinburgh Conference. The CCC played an active role 

in the promotion of church unity in China and in formulating a Christian response to 

various social and political issues during the subsequent three decades, a role that 

should not be neglected in recording the history of Chinese Christianity in the 

twentieth century. This chapter uses the CCC as a case study, focussing on the 
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evolution of the CCC from 1927 to 1939,
517

 and aims to answer the following 

questions: 1. As a united indigenous church, how did the CCC seek its own 

development and how did it promote further union in China between 1927 and 1939? 

2. What was the role of Cheng Jingyi in the development of the CCC? 3. What was 

the legacy of the CCC for Chinese Christianity and the world ecumenical movement? 

 

5.1.The Formation and Development of the CCC 

 

5.1.1. The Origin of the CCC 

 

Although the first General Assembly of the CCC met in Shanghai in 1927, the 

history of the formation of the CCC can be traced back to the beginning of the 

twentieth century. The origin of the CCC owed much to the efforts of the 

Presbyterian churches in China towards union. As mentioned in Chapter 2, a number 

of churches and western missions had already foreseen the necessity and possibility 

of church union in China in the early twentieth century, and among them were the 

Presbyterians. During a conference in Shanghai in October 1901, fifty-four 

representatives of ten Presbyterian church bodies, mainly based in central and north 

China, expressed their sense of the ecumenical future of the Christian movement in 

China, and indicated that the first step towards this goal was to achieve a union 
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between the ten Presbyteries in China.
518

 The conference approved two resolutions: 

 

1. This Conference earnestly desires the unity of the Christian Church in 

China and cordially welcomes all opportunity of co-operation with all 

sections of the Church. This conference resolves therefore to take steps for 

uniting more closely the Presbyterian Churches, hoping thereby to facilitate 

the ultimate attainment of a wider union. 

2. The Conference therefore recommends the appointment of a committee to 

prepare a plan of union, organic or federal as may be found practicable, and 

submit [the] same to the church courts (native or foreign) concerned.
519

 

 

The conference then sent letters to all the Presbyterian churches in China to discuss 

the possible union.
520

 In April 1907, a federal council of the Presbyteries in China 

was formed in Shanghai, with approximately equal numbers of Chinese and 

missionary delegates.  

 Meanwhile, a number of Congregational churches, for example, those planted by 

the LMS, were also keen to explore possible union among various denominations. 

The formation of the CCC reflected a convergence between the efforts of these two 

denominations. What made their union feasible in China was the synthesis of their 

church polities. The history of Protestant missions demonstrates that there was 
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usually a shift in the shape of Protestant traditions between the domestic church and 

the church in the mission fields after these traditions were transmitted from one 

culture to another.
521

 According to Norman Goodall, as early as the second half of 

the nineteenth century the LMS had been encouraging the establishment of some 

form of church union among its local congregations in India and China in order to 

foster responsible relationships among them. This policy was embodied in its 

Instructions to Missionaries.
522

 The creation of district committees in the mission 

fields during the 1860s not only made this strategy applicable in China, but also to 

some extent redefined Congregational traditions of church government. Instead of 

individual congregations being the seat of authority, district committees attempted to 

foster the corporate responsibility of missionaries for the direction of church work. In 

1910 an Advisory Council, which represented all the district committees, was 

established to superintend the LMS work in China as a whole with a common policy. 

This indicated the LMS‘s move away from Congregational independency towards a 

functional presbyterate. The formation of a parallel Chinese Advisory Council of the 

LMS in 1912 accelerated the pace towards Christian union, for Chinese Christians 

were particularly enthusiastic about this matter. At its first meeting in 1912, the 

Chinese Advisory Council urged the necessity of union by declaring that: 
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In the opinion of the Chinese Council the surest way to secure union between 

the church denominations is first to secure throughout our churches the 

dropping of our distinctive denominational names…Further, the Chinese 

Council think that an inclusive term should be agreed upon, as e.g., Chi Tu 

Chiao Hui (Christian Church), and further designation should be local or 

geographical, rather than mission or denominational. Our aim is to prepare in 

every possible way for union with others…
523

 

 

In a simultaneous development, a number of Presbyterian churches showed an 

opposite tendency towards encouraging both native leadership and self-support of 

individual churches during the mid-nineteenth century, particularly in Guangdong 

and Fujian.
524

 The emergence of autonomous local congregations in some of the 

Presbyterian churches demonstrated a trend among Presbyterians towards a less 

centralised administration and an incorporation of certain Congregational elements 

regarding the autonomy of native churches. 

As a matter of course, the next stage witnessed an intersection of the converging 

efforts towards union being made by both Presbyterians and Congregationalists. The 

formation of the South Indian United Church in 1908 further inspired some of the 

leaders of both denominations, who had already borne in mind the possibility of a 

similar union in China. In April 1918, during the course of the formation of the 

General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in China, the federal council of the 

presbyteries met in Nanjing and formally invited representatives of the LMS and the 

ABCFM to be present. Delegates of the three bodies approved the principle of a 

wider union among them, and accordingly appointed a committee of twelve members 
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on the Basis of Union to draft a scheme of union and to submit it to the church courts 

for consideration. The council voted to call the first General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church in China and, as a result, to dissolve itself.
525

 Efforts at actual 

co-operation soon became ardent among a number of uniting churches in several 

regions. This was most conspicuous in Guangdong and South Fujian, where the 

united churches evolved into the CCC synods after the inauguration of the CCC in 

1927. According to The China Mission Year Book, all the churches of a 

Congregational or Presbyterian character in Guangdong had joined in organising a 

divisional council of the united church in 1919, and similar actions were taken in 

South Fujian.
526

 As a result of the fact that over two-thirds of the votes within the 

LMS, ABCFM and Presbyterian churches agreed to this union, the Provisional 

General Assembly of the Church of Christ in China met in Shanghai in April 1922.
527

 

The official representatives in attendance included those of the Presbyterian Church 

in China, churches and church councils associated with the LMS and the ABCFM, 

and the synods of the Church of Christ in Guangdong and South Fujian.
528

 The 

Provisional General Assembly adopted the doctrinal basis of union and the 
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provisional constitutions prepared by the committee on the Basis of Union. This 

paved the way for the first General Assembly of the CCC in Shanghai five years later, 

which marked the official establishment of the CCC. 

 It should be noted that although the origins of the CCC owed much to the efforts 

of the above two denominations towards interdenominational co-operation and union, 

it was Chinese Christians who pushed the realisation of a united Chinese church 

further forward. Referring to the name of the united church, Chinese Christians 

demonstrated their determination to see the establishment of a single 

non-denominational Chinese church. According to both Norman Goodall and 

Wallace Merwin, it was the consensus of Chinese Christians that organic union was 

preferable to federal union.
529

 The Chinese delegates of the 1922 Provisional 

General Assembly decided unanimously on the name ‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui 中华

基督教会 (The Church of Christ in China),‘ which resembled the name ‗Chi Tu 

Chiao Hui‘ in the previous quotation from the Chinese Advisory Council of the LMS, 

instead of ‗Zhonghua Jidujiao Lianhui 中華基督教聯會 (Federal Council of 

Christian Churches in China),‘ the name which western delegates proposed.
530

 As 

Sparham revealed, Chinese Christians ‗firmly objected to give any other name as it 

might be construed as denominational,‘ even including the word ‗united‘ which, to 

them, implied a union of western denominations.
531

 According to Xu Shengyan 許
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聲炎, vice-moderator of the first General Assembly of the CCC, the name ‗Zhonghua 

Jidu Jiaohui,‘ to Chinese Christians, embodied the ‗three-self‘ characteristics of an 

ideal church, a church which was national and was independent from western 

administrative control and denominational influence.
532

 As discussed in Chapter 3, 

Cheng Jingyi had recommended that this name be adopted by all Chinese churches as 

early as 1912, the same year his independent church began using this name.
533

 

During the 1913 National Conference in Shanghai, the name ‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui‘ 

had been recommended for use by all Chinese churches.
534

 The adoption of the 

name ‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui‘ by the 1922 Provisional General Assembly thus 

showed continuity with the desire for a united independent Chinese church. 

 

5.1.2. The First General Assembly of the CCC, Shanghai, 1927 

 

The first General Assembly of the CCC met in St Mary‘s Episcopal School in 

Shanghai from 1 to 11 October 1927. Cheng Jingyi served as moderator while A. R. 

Kepler, a missionary of the Presbyterian Church in the USA, was appointed general 

executive secretary. There were eighty-eight commissioners, of whom sixty-six were 

Chinese and twenty-two were missionaries, officially representing eleven divisional 

councils and forty-six district associations. Additionally, there were eight 
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commissioners from two presbyteries who disapproved of the scheme of union, and 

twenty-eight fraternal delegates from other communions which had not yet joined the 

union. The general theme of the Assembly was ‗Our Church,‘
535

 which was fully 

demonstrated by Cheng Jingyi‘s address, ‗The Chinese Church of Tomorrow.‘ Cheng 

stated six key points of church indigeneity, including the realisation of the 

‗three-selves‘ of the Chinese church, the adaptation of Christianity to Chinese culture 

and the formation of a united Church of Christ in China.
536

 Not only was church 

indigeneity stressed as a central theme of the General Assembly, Christian unity was 

equally emphasised: the first Assembly issued a call for Christian solidarity to all 

Christians in China.
537

 

 The commissioners were assigned to fourteen commissions where they were to 

study and report their findings regarding a number of issues centred on the general 

theme of ‗Our Church.‘
538

 Among these issues, it is worth noting that the General 

Assembly adopted a statement regarding the position of women in the church, which 

stated that ‗in the church men and women have an equal personality and in society 

they are mutually necessary.‘ Ding Shujing 丁淑靜, the first Chinese female leader 

of the national YWCA, delivered an address on this topic during the Assembly, 
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discussing the actual situation with regard to the position of women in Chinese 

churches, the necessity of lifting up their position, and strategies for achieving this 

goal.
539

 At a time when footbinding had not been entirely eliminated in some areas 

of China, this resolution was certainly an advanced one. In 1928 when Kepler 

published a brief introduction of the CCC in Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Nianjian, he 

stated that one of the tasks of the CCC was to ‗safeguard women‘s rights.‘ According 

to him, there was no objection to the ‗possibility‘ of the ordination of women to 

ministry in the CCC.
540

 Merwin commented that the right of the ordination of 

women was accepted by the CCC ‗long before most Western churches had agreed to 

it.‘
541

 In this regard, the CCC made remarkable progress. 

 The first General Assembly voted that the CCC should administer its affairs 

through four levels of councils, namely, local church, district association, synod, and 

the General Assembly.
542

 This form of organisation was considered as a suitable type 
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for the ‗initial‘ and ‗transitional‘ period and would, it was hoped, be replaced with a 

more perfect form in the future. In a booklet, Let us Unite, The Church of Christ in 

China, Church Unity in China and Church and Mission Cooperation, written by A. R. 

Kepler and published in 1938, there was a clear explanation of the principles 

underlying the organisation of the CCC. Kepler stated that the principles were 

‗democratic and not hierarchical,‘ which guaranteed adequate freedom to local 

congregations and recognised that power and authority were not imposed from above 

but arose from within the church – a central principle of Congregationalism.
543

 

The first General Assembly established twelve synods (divisional councils), 

comprising Guandong (Manchuria), Zhili, Shandong, Hebei, Huadong (East China), 

Lianghu (Hunan and Hubei), Minbei (North Fujian), Minzhong (Central Fujian), 

Minnan (South Fujian), Lingdong (East Guangdong), Guangdong and the 

independent district association of Hainan.
544

 As churches in Yunnan had not been 

organised into a district association, the work in Yunnan was directly placed under 

the General Council of the CCC.
545

 These synods were regionally divided and a 

large number of them contained a denominational mix. For example, there were 

seven missions incorporated in the Guangdong synod, including the American 

Presbyterian Mission (North), Canadian Presbyterian Mission, New Zealand 

Presbyterian Mission, the LMS, the ABCFM, the United Brethren Mission and the 
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Swedish American Mission.
546

 The Lianghu synod consisted of churches affiliated 

with the American Presbyterian Mission (North), the Reformed Church in the United 

States Mission, the Church of Scotland Mission, the LMS and the English 

Presbyterian Mission. The Minnan synod contained churches related to the Reformed 

Church in America Mission, the LMS and the English Presbyterian Mission. It was 

considered to be one of the strongest synods, and perhaps as a model of the union of 

the CCC. Kepler even commended it as ‗one of the rare places in the Christian world 

where denominationalism has been entirely eliminated.‘
547

 Additionally, the CCC 

contained 51 district associations, 585 organised churches, 2,035 preaching places, 

333 ordained pastors, 2,072 evangelistic workers and 120,175 communicants, which 

was reported to be approximately one third of the number of Protestant 

communicants in China.
548

 When the first General Assembly was organised, there 

were altogether fourteen missionary societies which co-operated in and with the CCC, 

including the ABCFM, Baptist Missionary Society [BMS], LMS, and the mission 

agencies of the Church of Scotland, Evangelical and Reformed Church, Presbyterian 

Church of England, Presbyterian Church of Ireland, Presbyterian Church of New 

Zealand, Presbyterian Church in Canada, Presbyterian Church in the USA (North), 

Presbyterian Church in the US (South), Reformed Church in America, United 
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Brethren in Christ and United Church of Canada.
549

 Although the above 

co-operative groups were mainly of Reformed theological background and of either 

Presbyterian or Congregational polity, the scale of the union of the CCC was the 

largest in China at that time, and there were other churches, such as those affiliated to 

the missions of the United Brethren and of the United Church of Canada, which 

joined in. Kenneth Scott Latourette has aptly commented that though ‗the Church of 

Christ in China…was a name which as yet expressed a hope rather than a reality, it 

was more inclusive than any ecclesiastical union ever formed in any country.‘
550
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Figure 3: Twelve Synods of the CCC in 1927 

Source from SMA, U102-0-7-1, Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Zonghui Diyici Huiyi Jilu 

中華基督教會總會第一次會議記錄 (Minutes of the First General Assembly of the 

Church of Christ in China), 1927. 
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Figure 4: The Number of District Associations and Communicants in Each Synod of 

the CCC in 1927.  

Source from SMA, U102-0-7-1, Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Zonghui Diyici Huiyi Jilu 

中華基督教會總會第一次會議記錄 (Minutes of the First General Assembly of the 

Church of Christ in China), 1927. 

 

A. R. Kepler defined the CCC in an article on the genesis of the CCC in 

Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Nianjian (The Chinese Christian Church Year Book) in 1928 

as follows: 

 

The Church of Christ in China is a church formed by Chinese Christians, 

under the basis of the orthodox faith. It advocates neither denominations nor 

national boundary. It only seeks to accommodate the Chinese situation and 

Chinese needs.
551

 

 

The two-fold theme of Christian movements in China during the twentieth century – 
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 Kepler, ‗Gaishu (Brief History),‘ 2. 

Synod No. of District Association No. of Communicants 

Guandong 3 20,000 

Zhili 2 2,700 

Shandong 3 8,500 

Hebei 2 5,000 

Lianghu 8 10,000 

Huadong 6 18,000 

Minbei 3  

15,000 Minzhong 3 

Minnan 6 

Lingdong 2 29,000 

Guangdong 8 

Hainan District Association  4,100 

Yunnan Church  300 
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church indigeneity and unity – was manifested in this definition. Cheng Jingyi‘s 

dream of a united Chinese church, expressed during the 1910 Edinburgh Conference, 

had partially come true. 

 In spite of the fact that the limited breadth of denominations represented by the 

CCC frustrated some of the union advocates,
552

 the first General Assembly insisted 

on its conviction of the ecumenical future of Christianity in China: 

 

The Church of Christ…are ready and willing to enter into organic union 

with all other churches who are of a like mind concerning unity.
553

 

 

 As it aimed for an organic union, the issue of the doctrinal basis of union of the 

CCC is worth exploration. It was first drafted during the 1922 Provisional General 

Assembly of the CCC, and had undergone two revisions since then. At the time of 

the first General Assembly in 1927, the creedal statement was as follows: 

 

 1. Faith in Jesus Christ as our Redeemer and Lord on whom the Christian 

Church is founded; and in an earnest desire for the establishment of His 

Kingdom throughout the whole earth. 

 2. Acceptance of the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as the 

divinely inspired word of God, and the supreme authority in matters of faith 

and duty. 

 3. Acknowledgement of the Apostles‘ Creed as expressing the fundamental 

doctrines of our common evangelical faith.
554
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The basis of union was considered to be ‗experimental and tentative,‘ for the 

CCC aimed to formulate its own creed in the future, as a product of the doctrinal 

convictions of the Chinese church, without any imprint from the church of the 

West.
555

 During the first General Assembly, delegates‘ responses towards the basis 

of union were generally positive. Xie Zhixi 謝志禧 (T. H. Zia) reported that out of 

twenty-four Presbyteries of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church there 

were nineteen in favour of it, four opposed it, whilst one, the Jiaxing Presbytery, 

abstained. Churches affiliated with both the ABCFM and the LMS unanimously 

approved of it. Two district associations proposed amendments to it: the Jinan district 

association suggested an amendment that would have made the Apostles‘ Creed to 

‗be‘ rather than to ‗express‘ the fundamental doctrines of the common evangelical 

faith of the CCC, and the Jiangnan district association desired further revision of the 

basis of union. Nonetheless, the commission retained the 1927 version and deferred 

amendments until the next General Assembly three years later.
556

 

It should be noted that, according to C. G. Sparham, the LMS secretary in China, 

the mention of the Apostles‘ Creed was owing to the strong insistence of Chinese 

pastors, and not to missionaries.
557

 As early as 1912, the Chinese Advisory Council 

of the LMS had adopted the Apostles‘ Creed as its doctrinal basis.
558

 It may be that 

for Chinese Christians, only the Apostles‘ Creed symbolised the orthodox faith in the 
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early centuries of the Christian era which was free from the influence of western 

denominationalism. The Apostles‘ Creed was widely considered to have a special 

ecumenical value, for example in the Lambeth Quadrilateral of 1888 and the 

Lausanne Faith and Order conference of 1927.
559

 Although the eastern Orthodox 

church gives no place to the Apostles‘ Creed in its rites, it agrees with its teaching.
560

 

Adopting the Apostles‘ Creed into the doctrinal basis reflected the CCC‘s intention of 

creating an image of itself as a church which accepted only the early orthodox 

Christian teachings and desired for a wider Christian union. 

 Considering the fact that the majority of the uniting churches were of either 

Presbyterian or Congregational polity, the doctrinal basis of the CCC can more or 

less be seen as a compromise. Churches from the Presbyterian tradition thought 

highly of a written creed, whilst churches of the Congregational polity had been 

proud of their freedom from creedal restrains and were hostile to any form of creedal 

subscription. In the short term, an expression of the common doctrinal basis of the 

CCC was a necessity in binding these two denominations together. According to the 

constitution of the CCC, all uniting churches were required to accept the creedal 

statement; meanwhile, the CCC granted local churches adequate freedom to express 

their Christian faith and life in various ways. For those churches which historically 

had adapted creeds, it was permissible for any synod to formulate a doctrinal 
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statement as a supplement to the above three articles to serve as a standard in training 

evangelists and as a guide to Christians.
561

 In the long term, this principle was also 

applicable in uniting other denominations which were either accustomed to a creed, 

or to anti-creedal traditions. In the view of the architects of the CCC, a creedal 

statement or basis of union rather than an enforceable creed created a more inclusive 

image of the CCC which enabled other denominational groups to consider joining. 

 Zhang Bohuai 張伯懷 (W. B. Djang), one of the key leaders of the CCC during 

the 1940s, considered the CCC as the ‗first fruit‘ of the Chinese ecumenical 

movement.
562

 Although the breadth of representation of the union fell short of what 

the union advocates expected, the CCC remained the largest autonomous Chinese 

church and the first union in China ‗to go beyond confessional lines‘ during that 

period.
563

 In the following section I shall explore a number of issues, such as how 

the CCC sought its own development with various denominations and church groups 

being attached and how it advocated further church unity in China, and will 

endeavour to form an evaluation of the CCC‘s role during the Chinese ecumenical 

movement. 

 

5.1.3. Moving towards a Further Union 
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After the first General Assembly in 1927, Cheng Jingyi and Kepler, together with 

several key members of a standing committee on church union, engaged in 

discussions and negotiations with various churches and missions on the issue of 

further union. A number of churches and denominations joined the CCC in 

subsequent years, including: 

1) the BMS churches in Shandong (1928), which brought four district 

associations, 125 organised churches and more than 7,000 communicants into 

the CCC;
564

 

2) the LMS churches in North China (1930), which added to the CCC four 

district associations, 170 organised churches and evangelistic centres, 

eighty-six evangelists and 3,390 communicants, and officially formed the 

Huabei synod (North China) in 1931;
565

 

3) the independent churches of Beijing (known as Peiping during that period) 

(1931), the first group of independent churches to unite with the CCC;
566
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4) the BMS churches in Shanxi 山西 and Shaanxi 陝西 (1933), which formed 

the Shaanxi and Shanxi synods respectively on 22 May and 29 May 1933;
567

 

5) Sichuan Mei Dao Hui (the United Church of Canada, Methodist) (1934), 

which added to the CCC ten district associations, ninety-six local churches 

and 3,312 communicants, together with a number of schools and hospitals, 

and in particular one university;
568

 

6) and the Yongchun Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church [MEFB] in 

South Fujian (1934),
569

 which was the first group of the Methodist Episcopal 

Church to unite with the CCC.
570

  

 When the fourth General Assembly of the CCC met in Qingdao from 15 to 29 

July 1937, the CCC had sixteen synods, eighty-seven district associations, 828 local 

churches (excluding churches of Guandong and Henan synods due to the lack of 

reports) and more than 128,000 communicants. Huabei, Shanxi, Shaanxi and Sichuan 

synods, together with four district associations in Shandong and the Yong De Da 

(Yongchun) district association in South Fujian, were newly added after the first 
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General Assembly.
571

 Additionally, there were altogether fifteen missionary societies 

co-operating with the CCC. Compared with the first General Assembly, the MEFB 

and the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in Korea were new additions 

whilst the Canadian Presbyterian Mission had withdrawn.
572

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Number of District Associations, Local Churches, Self-supporting 

Churches and Communicants in Each Synod in 1936 (Statistics for Guandong Synod 

are based on its report of 1933) 

Source from SMA, U102-0-136-1, Cheng Jingyi, ‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui shi Shenme  

中華基督教會是什麽 (What is the CCC),‘ 1938-39 [?], 41-5. 
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Synod No. of  

District 

Association 

No. of 

Local 

Churches 

No. of 

Self-supporting 

Churches 

No. of 

Communicants 

Guandong 8 67 33 18,033 

Shandong 9 85 42 15,541 

Hebei 2 22 9 3,823 

Henan 2 60 7 5,564 

Lianghu 10 199 73 6,090 

Huadong 7 95 30 17,963 

Huabei 4 89 63 3,800 

Shanxi 3 19 7 1,250 

Shaanxi 3 124 96 3,536 

Minbei 3 14 3 1,192 

Minzhong 3 29 6 2,618 

Minnan 7 164 92 12,121 

Lingdong 2 121 32 8,434 

Guangdong 10 179 34 20,865 

Hainan 3 13 4 4,753 

Sichuan 10 54 9 2,913 
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 Although the CCC had made progress towards church unity, and was continuing 

to develop fraternal relationships with other denominational groups, such as churches 

affiliated with the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society in Lingdong, Huabei 

Gonglihui (the North China Congregational Union), the Methodist Episcopal Church 

in Shandong, the United Evangelical Church Mission in Hunan and the Mission 

Covenant Church of Sweden in Hubei (Lutheran), no surviving evidence indicates 

that any of them had joined the CCC by 1940. In addition, several large 

denominational unions, such as Zhonghua Shenggonghui 中華聖公會 (also known 

as ‗Chung Hua Sheng Kung Hui‘ [CHSKH], the Holy Catholic Church of China or 

the Chinese Episcopal Church, 1912), Zhonghua Xinyihui 中華信義會 (The 

Lutheran Church of China, 1920) and Zhonghua Jinlihui 中華浸禮會 (The China 

Baptist Council, 1930), had no intention of joining the CCC. Although the CCC did 

attempt to enlarge its union to include the CHSKH, it could only approach the 

CHSKH as a whole, which presented particular difficulties. This was because the 

characteristically Anglican emphasis on consistency and uniformity of ministry and 

order within the church and across the whole Anglican communion, meant that no 

action regarding church unity which diverged from the constitution of the General 

Synod of the CHSKH was allowed to be taken by any individual diocese.
573

 This 

raised practical difficulties for the efforts towards union between the CCC and the 

                                                         
573

 SMA, U102-0-127-429, ‗Zhonghua Shenggonghui Diqijie Zongyihui Duiyu ―Heyi‖ de Taidu yu 

Yi‘an 中華聖公會第七屆總議會對於“合一”的態度與議案 (The Attitude and Resolutions towards 

―Unity‖ of the Seventh General Synod of the Chinese Episcopal Church),‘ Gongbao 3, no. 6-7 (1931): 

765. 



234 

 

CHSKH, as the CHSKH operated a clear and unified ecclesiastical order which 

seemed to be incompatible with that of the CCC. Apart from the formation of a 

‗Fellowship on Church Unity‘ during a CHSKH conference on church union in 

Shanghai on 24 and 25 January 1935, to which Kepler, as the representative of the 

CCC, was invited alongside representatives from the Methodist Episcopal Church in 

China, the Methodist Episcopal Church South, the Chinese Methodist Church, the 

American Baptist Church (North) and Huabei Gonglihui, no evidence is extant of 

any further progress being made towards this union during or after the Sino-Japanese 

War. According to evidence dating from 1948, none of the above denominational 

unions had joined the CCC.
574

 Existing alongside these major nationwide 

denominational united churches, the CCC was beginning to acquire the appearance 

of a denominational church due to the relatively narrow spread of its denominational 

representation.
575

 

 Even among those who joined the CCC, the factors which encouraged those 

churches to unite with the CCC depended heavily on the attitudes and policies of 

their parent western denominations towards union. For example, the LMS had 

already seen four-fifths of its churches join the CCC before the North China branch. 

It is therefore unsurprising that the NCDC of the LMS finally adopted policies 

congruent with those of the LMS Advisory Council towards the union with the CCC, 
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as the council and the four-fifths of churches which had already joined had been 

‗urging‘ the North China branch to join ‗for several years.‘
576

 Cheng Jingyi‘s 

participation in the CCC was undoubtedly another influential factor, owing to his 

connections with both the LMS in North China and the independent churches of 

Beijing. His visits to the LMS North China stations and the independent churches of 

Beijing in November 1929 appear to have been a vital step in winning approval for 

the union with the CCC from the two bodies.
577

 In addition, the tendency towards 

union varied from one synod and region to another: the Minnan synod was 

considered to be one of the strongest synods of the CCC, and its influence in the 

South Fujian area may have accelerated the pace of unity. Furthermore, the 

newly-added churches reflected the need of western missions in the 1930s to curtail 

their budgets in response to the economic depression: ‗some of the most fundamental 

shifts in twentieth-century mission policy were…initiated…in response to urgent 

financial necessity.‘
578

 For instance, owing to the economic depression, the BMS 

planned to hand over their work in the four district associations in Shandong to the 

CCC within a fifteen-year period expiring in 1947.
579

 In a series of issues of its 

official journal, Xiwang Yuekan 希望月刊 (The Christian Hope), the Sichuan Mei 
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Dao Hui alluded to the financial pressure which its mission board faced, the United 

Church of Canada, and eagerly advocated self-support of the Mei Dao Hui 

churches.
580

 Since 1929, the United States headquarters of the MEFB had been 

withdrawing support and missionaries from the South Fujian (Minnan) Conference, 

due to the financial difficulties of the mission as well as the decline of the South 

Fujian Conference itself.
581

 Additionally, when reporting on the union with the CCC 

in 1931, Evan E. Bryant, the LMS missionary to North China, revealed that the union 

relieved the LMS of responsibility for financial matters.
582

 The financial crisis 

facing the mission boards was one of the key factors behind the entry into union with 

the CCC for all of the above churches. In conclusion, the CCC‘s desire for a further 

union among all Protestant bodies in China remained unfulfilled in 1940. 

 

5.1.4. Church-Mission Relationships 

 

One should not forget the fact that the CCC was the largest church in what Bays has 

termed the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment,‘
583

 in which church-mission 

relationships were a continuing central theme. The issue of church-mission 
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relationships became more acute in the case of the CCC, as it co-operated with 

fourteen missionary societies. After the first General Council meeting of the CCC in 

Shanghai from 20 to 26 October 1928, there was a considerable volume of 

correspondence between the General Assembly or the General Council of the CCC 

and co-operating mission boards or home churches in America and Britain regarding 

the matter of mutual co-operation. It should be noted that the ‗church-centric‘ 

principle, which the 1928 Jerusalem Meeting of the International Missionary Council 

adopted and advocated in the relationship between the ‗Older‘ and ‗Younger‘ 

churches, began to appear frequently in the correspondence, minutes and reports of 

the CCC, although this principle had been stressed and applied to church-mission 

relationships in the mainline churches in China since the 1910s.
584

 In addition to the 

good intentions of promoting universal Christian co-operation, fellowship and unity, 

which a number of Christian leaders, both Chinese and foreign, constantly advocated, 

as well as the conviction of the necessity of co-operation between the ‗Older‘ and 

‗Younger‘ churches, which was discussed with enthusiasm among the delegates to 

the 1928 Jerusalem Meeting, the correspondence reveals rather realistic motives 

behind the CCC‘s co-operation with various mission boards and home churches. 

 First of all, the CCC sought to establish an immediate and direct connection with 

the mission boards of the co-operating churches in America and Britain without any 
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intermediary missionary organisation in the field.
585

 The General Council of the 

CCC felt that there was a dual control over their arrangements and projects, as their 

actions had to first be referred to a mission agency for consideration and then 

submitted to the mission board. Being an independent national church, one of the 

major concerns of the CCC regarding the establishment of a direct connection was to 

firmly implement the ‗church-centric‘ principle and cast off the control and influence 

of the missionary societies. This was a natural stage in the reallocation of power 

between Chinese and foreign missions in the ‗Sino-foreign Protestant establishment.‘ 

Nevertheless, a more pragmatic reason for the concern of the General Council of the 

CCC to set up direct communication with mission boards and home churches was to 

secure a more rapid method of requesting and receiving financial and other support 

from the West.
586

 The fact that the majority of the correspondence sent by either 

Cheng Jingyi or A. R. Kepler, or (later) by other CCC executive secretaries, directly 

to mission boards throughout the two decades following the inauguration of the CCC 

asked for either financial funds or personnel support or both reflected the General 

Council‘s primary motives and determination on this matter. 

 Secondly, this direct connection was to be built between mission boards and the 

centralised General Assembly of the CCC through its General Council. The widely 
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scattered constituency of the CCC made it almost impossible to foster a strong 

consciousness of their belonging together in a national organisation for nationwide 

tasks in a short time.
587

 The CCC leaders therefore felt an urgent need for a strong 

centralised General Assembly headquarters, in order to guide each synod, district 

association and local church, integrate them into one national church rather than the 

prevailing loose federation, and open up and carry out nationwide church 

programmes.
588

 Based on this conviction, the CCC required mission boards to place 

all of their financial and other support under the control and arrangement of the 

General Assembly. However, this led to the consequence that the CCC gradually 

turned the General Assembly office into a vast centralised body which needed a 

substantial amount of money and adequate staff to maintain its function and 

efficiency. One of the main items for which the CCC leaders continuously asked 

mission boards for financial support was the upkeep of the General Assembly office, 

including salaries of staff (including Cheng Jingyi‘s salary as general secretary of the 

CCC after 1933),
589

 office expenses, travel and the printing of church magazines. 

The second General Assembly of 1930 recommended three sources for maintaining 

the Assembly office: 1) contributions from Chinese Christian individuals and local 

self-supporting churches; 2) synods and district associations were required to allocate 
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two per cent of their total current work funds supplied by missionary societies to the 

General Council budget; and 3) the rest was to be supplemented by co-operating 

missions.
590

 Nevertheless, according to the accounts of subsequent years, the CCC 

failed to collect enough funds for this purpose from Chinese sources, as the general 

administration expenses were not as appealing as evangelistic work to Chinese 

contributors.
591

 The burden of supporting the General Assembly office thus largely 

fell to co-operating mission boards. 

 Thirdly, a number of nationwide projects of the CCC were to a large degree in 

need of financial and personnel support from abroad. A number of major projects 

were launched during the period of the Sino-Japanese War, focussing on the 

southwest regions of China, including 1) the purchase of additional presses and 

equipment for the Canadian Press in Chengdu for printing the Bible, books, tracts 

and other Christian literature; 2) the border missions to ethnic minorities; 3) the 

evangelistic work in Kunming and Lanzhou, which were categorised as ‗free China;‘ 

and 4) the so called ‗KKK‘ projects in Kunming, Kaiyuan and Gejiu (Kokiu) of 

South Yunnan for evangelistic, educational and medical work. Although one of the 

original motives was to promote church indigeneity, the actual operation of the above 

projects went far beyond the financial ability of the CCC, and therefore largely relied 

on foreign mission funds. A letter from Zhang Bohuai to William Paton, the editor of 

the International Review of Missions, noted that two-thirds of the proposed budget 
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(approximately $5,000) for part of the above projects and general office maintenance 

was voted by the provisional committee of the CCC to be raised by co-operating 

missions and mission boards, while the remaining one-third was to come from 

Chinese sources.
592

 Once again, seeking financial and other support became the 

chief motive of the CCC in maintaining and enlarging co-operation with mission 

boards, with very little concern given to promoting the self-supporting capacity of 

the CCC:  

 

In view of the large amount of church administration and promotional work 

which the CCC now carries on for the missions, and in view of the 

recognised importance of strengthening the life and work of the CCC to meet 

its unusual opportunities in Free China, the grant sought from the 

co-operating missions and boards is not large.
593

 

 

 On the other hand, this trend reflected a phenomenon that the availability of 

foreign financial subsidies was one of the key factors in impelling Chinese churches 

to sustain a fraternal church-mission relationship, and they tended to convince 

themselves that there was no incompatibility between a church being autonomous 

and self-propagating and receiving a subsidy. According to the CCC‘s records, on 

various occasions their leaders found financial subsidies from mission boards to be 

‗necessary.‘
594

 The CCC, therefore, was a ‗two-self‘ rather than a ‗three-self‘ church. 

As noted previously, the inter-war financial crisis of the mission boards was one 
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of the key factors behind the union between the CCC and a number of 

mission-affiliated churches. As the financial situation of the mission boards became 

more rigorous, especially during the time of the Great Depression and the Second 

World War, co-operating mission boards felt under pressure from the CCC‘s constant 

requests for funds. Sometimes an atmosphere of disapproval was apparent in the 

correspondence. A letter from Cocker Brown, the LMS China secretary, to the 

society‘s missionary Alex Baxter in 1941 indicated that:  

 

It has a bad effect when Kepler puts these forward as projects of the Church 

and closer study shows that the financing of them is expected from the 

cooperating societies. That criticism has already reached me from two 

directions.
595

 

 

Complaints were usually directed towards the actions of the General Assembly, and 

especially the items to which the General Assembly budget was allocated. For 

instance, actions of the Assembly, such as the employment of Cheng Jingyi as 

general secretary, which ‗largely and unnecessarily‘ increased the office budget, the 

expenses involved in transferring the General Assembly headquarters from Shanghai 

to Beijing, and the contribution of $3,500 to the publication fund of the ‗Union 

Hymnal‘ without any proposal being made to co-operating mission boards in advance, 

were ‗highly disapproved‘ of by the LMS due to financial concerns.
596

 The frequent 

financial appeals from the CCC caused the LMS to question the General Assembly‘s 
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capabilities in administration and programming,
597

 and some of the complaints even 

pointed to A. R. Kepler, who had particular responsiblility for church-mission 

co-operation, concerning issues such as his over-optimism on matters of 

church-mission co-operation
598

 and poor management of the Assembly budget.
599

 

Apart from indicating their own financial difficulties in their correspondence 

with the CCC, co-operating mission boards responded cautiously towards the direct 

requests from the General Council of the CCC for funds due to a number of concerns, 

as evidenced by these responses from the Presbyterian Church of England Mission 

[PCE] and LMS: 

 

I think that the Council [General Council] has adopted doubtful tactics in 

passing the resolutions with which you are setting out [sic] the Europe and 

America…For one thing I do not think that the Council is representative 

enough to make such tremendous decisions. For another I do not think that 

the members gave adequate consideration to what they were doing.
600

 (PCE) 

It is…difficult…to get adequate information to form any intelligent plans.
601

 

(LMS) 

We are often being asked to make some contribution to the needs of the 

West…but every time we have got to the point of considering any particular 

contribution we have been faced with the fact that the actual conditions are 

very little known as far as we are concerned and that there is no concerted 

plan to meet the overwhelming needs of that situation.
602

 (LMS) 

In thinking over the matter of your Co-operating Council I find myself 
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somewhat at a loss through not knowing exactly the stage at which you are 

in China. We here, I imagine, are rather waiting on the Councils in China 

coming into operation.
603

 (LMS) 

 

The ideal of direct communication between the General Assembly of the CCC 

and co-operating mission boards seemed to be the CCC‘s own wishful thinking. The 

development of mutual trust between the two parties perhaps needed more time and 

practice to foster. Co-operating mission boards appeared not to trust the judgements 

and decisions of the General Council of the CCC with regard to a number of 

nationwide programmes, and preferred to rely on their own mission agencies for 

information and recommendations, trusting those who fully understood their own 

strategies and policies and would certainly be more concerned about their own 

society‘s interests.  

As the General Council suggested, methods of promoting direct co-operation 

included organising joint conferences between the two parties and establishing some 

sort of joint committee, providing a platform for direct discussion and negotiation. A 

number of joint conferences were organised either in China or abroad after 1929.
604
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In particular, Cheng Jingyi, and more often Kepler, representing the CCC, travelled 

abroad to confer with co-operating mission boards. Aiming to weaken the function of 

the intermediary organisations, such as mission councils or missionary agencies 

which the mission home boards accredited to China, the CCC intended to set up 

consultative councils in America (New York) and Britain (London), which would be 

composed of representatives from co-operating mission boards and serve as overseas 

agencies for consultation and joint recommendation to mission boards on matters of 

co-operative relationships and projects. It also proposed establishing a co-operative 

council in China, consisting of representatives from the General Council and each 

co-operating missionary society, and functioning under the General Council of the 

CCC.
605

 Nonetheless, as a matter of fact, the administrative procedures and the 

manner and degree of co-operation with the General Assembly varied from one 

missionary board and home church to another, which made the CCC‘s plan to some 

extent rather impractical. On many occasions Alex Baxter mentioned the difficulties 

of establishing this direct connection:  

 

… in belonging to the Church of Christ the LMS is tied up with a number of 

other Missions who do not adopt the attitude of the China Committee 

towards overhead organisations.
606

 

Where a Board is a Committee of a Church, that Church is a denomination 
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and therefore different from the Church of Christ in China. There is no 

church in the west comparable to the Church of Christ in China. It follows, 

therefore, that the kind of relationship sought is difficult.
607

 

 

To Baxter, the only way to make the CCC‘s plan feasible was to form one united 

inter-denominational church among the co-operating missions, which was ‗out of the 

question at present.‘
608

 As long as denominations still existed, a unified co-operative 

scheme between the CCC and co-operating missions would never be truly workable. 

An extreme example of this was supplied by the British Baptist missions: even 

though a number of the BMS churches joined the CCC, neither the BMS board nor 

the Baptist World Alliance officially recognised the status of the CCC.
609

 The 

progress of the formation of the co-operative council was largely dependent on the 

attitudes and actions of co-operating missions. Kepler once made a complaint to the 

PCE that its Intermission Council had taken no action in this regard, which seriously 

delayed the progress of the establishment of the co-operating council.
610

 Others, 

such as the Presbyterian Church in the US (South), expressed direct disapproval of 

the proposed council.
611

 

When the CCC was formed, Kepler expressed the attitude of the General 

Assembly towards the relationships between the constituent churches of the CCC and 

their missionary societies. Although the fact that a church was an organic part of the 
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CCC and, at the same time, belonged to its own missionary society was against the 

fundamental principles of the organic union of the CCC, the General Assembly was 

convinced that such dual organic relationships were unavoidable during the 

transitional period of the Chinese church.
612

 However, such dual relationships 

started to affect the union scheme of the CCC during its evolution. The divergent 

principles and policies of the co-operating missions seriously hindered the complete 

unification of the CCC. 

 

5.2. Cheng Jingyi’s Role in the CCC 

 

The formation of the CCC can be seen as a result of the trend in both the mainline 

churches and a number of missions towards Christian union in early 

twentieth-century China. As noted in Chapter 2, this trend was initially reflected and 

proclaimed to a broader audience by Cheng Jingyi during the 1910 Edinburgh 

Conference. Cheng subsequently played an important part in this trend after 1910 

through his leadership and activities in the China Continuation Committee, the NCC 

and a series of national Christian movements. His conviction of the indigenous and 

ecumenical future of the Chinese church set the keynotes for this trend, and his 

participation in the church union movement accelerated the pace towards the 

formation of the CCC. 

Although Cheng Jingyi was not directly involved in the preparation for the 
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actual formation of the CCC, the CCC bore certain ecumenical features which 

echoed Cheng‘s perspectives. To begin with, as previously noted, the name of 

‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui,‘ which was adopted for this united national church, was in 

response to the pleas of Chinese Christians, and was to a large extent the result of 

Cheng‘s advocacy during the 1910s.
613

 As early as 1910, Cheng focussed his vision 

of the direction of the Chinese church on the establishment of an indigenous church 

with interdenominational characteristics, and ardently advocated this vision. The 

CCC was a fruit of this vision: a single Chinese church and not simply a combination 

of denominational communities and churches. 

Secondly, the scheme of union of the CCC was along the lines of the ecumenical 

convictions of the mainline churches: to acknowledge and maintain the ecclesiastical 

tradition of each denomination while pursuing a common Christian expression. This 

was congruent with Cheng Jingyi‘s view that church union required the elimination 

of denominationalism, but not necessarily of denominations. During the second 

General Assembly in 1930, the CCC enunciated more detailed principles in seeking 

an organic union: 

 

1) Denominational groups are…not…obliged to discard those distinctive 

teaching and practices which have been their treasured heritage in the past… 

2) The recognition of each other‘s faith and order and ordinances as being 

mutually Christian and bearing the seal of God‘s approval and power. 

3) The principle of unity without uniformity, demanding only such uniformity 

as is necessary for orderly administration, permitting such elasticity in 

administration and organisation as to permit experimentation and spontaneity 
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on the part of our Chinese church, to discover ultimately a form of church 

organisation…By following this principle, the Church of Christ in China 

will…ultimately achieve a uniformity, but it will be a spontaneous, living 

uniformity of belief and organisation and worship, instead of being 

mechanical, lifeless and superimposed.
614

 

 

The principle of ‗unity without uniformity,‘ or in other words, ‗unity in diversity‘ was 

at the core of the mode of union of the CCC.
615

 It allowed each denominational 

community to contribute to the union with its own ecclesiastical heritage. As early as 

1918 Cheng Jingyi had already proclaimed this principle, by saying that:  

 

Now unity does not mean uniformity…Union efforts to be of value must be, 

first of all, for the benefit of all parties concerned, that is for the whole body 

of the Christian Church, and they must allow full freedom of conscience to 

all who are parties to the union.
616

  

 

This principle formed an indispensable part of his ecumenical convictions. The best 

manifestation is Cheng‘s reference to the motto of the Keswick Convention, ‗All One 

in Christ Jesus,‘ a token of the spirit of interdenominational evangelism. 

Thirdly, as one of the outstanding features of the mainline Chinese churches, a 

closely co-operative and fraternal church-mission relationship was a further goal of 

the CCC. Its scriptural basis was the universal Christian fellowship and unity that 

existed beyond the boundaries of denominations and nations, which Cheng Jingyi 
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had been ardently advocating throughout his lifetime. The universal nature of the 

Christian church, and the vision that a national Chinese church was an indispensable 

part of it, were once again stressed in his final work, ‗Shenme shi Yige Jianxiang de 

Jiaohui 什麽是一個健強的教會 (What Makes a Strong Church?)‘.
617

 

Pragmatically, Cheng constantly iterated that the co-operation between churches and 

missions would render Chinese churches great assistance during their transitional 

period of development on the basis of the ‗church-centric‘ principle. This assistance 

included not only their Christian experiences, but also their financial subsidies to a 

considerable number of Chinese churches. This view was shared by the leadership of 

the CCC in establishing the relationship with missions. 

It should be noted that the formation of the CCC was directly related to A. R. 

Kepler, who was sent by the Presbyterian China Council to be responsible for the 

organisation of the General Assembly of the CCC after 1922.
618

 According to 

Merwin, Kepler was ‗deeply committed to the course of church union and in 

particular to the proposal for a Church of Christ in China.‘
619

 In addition to daily 

office work and correspondence with co-operating missions, Kepler also put in print 

a number of articles and booklets to introduce and explain the CCC‘s constitution, 
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polity and ecumenical strategies. Some of them were so sophisticated as to serve as 

the key to apprehending the CCC‘s goal, direction and vision, for example, the 

booklet, Let us Unite, The Church of Christ in China, Church Unity in China and 

Church and Mission Cooperation (1938). The depth of Kepler‘s commitment to the 

work of the CCC was expressed by the Board of Foreign Missions of the 

Presbyterian Church in the USA after his death in 1942:  

 

From the beginning of his service, Dr. Kepler had a peculiar singleness of 

purpose – the upbuilding and strengthening of the church.
620

 

 

It is therefore impossible to ignore Kepler‘s role in the CCC when attempting to 

explore Cheng Jingyi‘s. In fact, it is difficult to distinguish their respective levels of 

influence, as they shared similar opinions on church unity, and usually acted along 

the same direction. To a large extent, Kepler esteemed Cheng Jingyi‘s opinion and 

considered him to be a remarkable Christian leader.
621

 In spite of his Presbyterian 

background, Kepler‘s own perspective on church union was rather extraordinary for 

a Protestant of his time. Indeed, he even took the Roman Catholic Church as a model 

to demonstrate the application of the idea of ‗unity in diversity.‘ According to him, in 

the Catholic Church, there was, on the one hand, unity in the primacy of the Pope 

and the authority of the church tradition, and on the other, diversity in expression of 
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the individual‘s Christian faith and life.
622

 Additionally, Kepler‘s vision of Christian 

union seemed to be more advanced than any of his contemporaries, including Cheng 

Jingyi. He was convinced that the ultimate Christian union would be a union of the 

Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant churches.
623

 Nevertheless, such an outlook was 

very unlikely to be appreciated and accepted by the majority of Protestant Christians 

of his time. The CCC was more likely to operate on the basis of the common ground 

shared by Cheng Jingyi, Kepler and other key leaders. 

Referring to the actual responsibility for the operation of the CCC, Kepler 

carried more executive responsibility as general secretary during the first six years. 

Cheng Jingyi served as moderator of the CCC, as he concurrently held the position of 

secretary of the NCC and was fully engaged in the Five-Year Movement, a forward 

revival which he had initiated himself in 1929 and was carried out under the auspices 

of the NCC. Apart from the fact that Cheng was unable to spare his attention from 

the Five-Year Movement, Kepler‘s own capability and experience in the preparation 

of the formation of the CCC, his understanding and vision of the direction of the 

CCC, as well as his possible advantage as a foreign missionary in conducting 

negotiations with various foreign missions and denominations for co-operation and 

union, may have been the factors which led to his election as general secretary.  

Cheng Jingyi took up the secretaryship of the CCC after its third General 

Assembly in 1934 and held this position until his death in Shanghai in November 
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1939. In fact, the intention to invite Cheng to assume the position of general 

secretary of the CCC had emerged as early as 1927-28 when the CCC came into 

being. A number of CCC members, especially Kepler, considered Cheng‘s election as 

general secretary to be only ‗a matter of course.‘
624

 Before the second General 

Assembly of the CCC in October and November 1930, Kepler had been desperately 

trying to persuade Cheng to take up the secretaryship. This resulted in a long-lasting 

dispute between the organisers of the CCC and the NCC regarding Cheng‘s 

concurrent positions, with a number of foreign missionaries, including even John 

Mott, becoming involved. Both sides seemed to highly value Cheng‘s capability for 

leadership, the effective contribution he would bring, and perhaps most significant, 

his reputation in Protestant circles, not only in China but also overseas. Due to the 

strong opposition of the NCC, especially from NCC secretary E. C. Lobenstine, as 

well as Cheng‘s commitment to the Five-Year Movement, a movement which 

seemed to be more effective under the auspices of the NCC due to its broader 

denominational components, the CCC re-elected Cheng as moderator at the second 

General Assembly. The purpose of this action was to preserve Cheng‘s connection 

with the CCC while he remained with the NCC, even though it was rather 

exceptional for a moderator to serve for two periods in the Presbyterian system.
625

 

According to Cocker Brown‘s surmise, Cheng‘s personal choice would have been the 
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secretaryship of the CCC, through which he would function as ‗a strong directive 

force‘ rather than as ‗a figurehead‘ in the NCC.
626

 This may explain the fact that he 

eventually resigned from the NCC and accepted the invitation of the CCC to be 

general secretary in 1934, when the Five-Year Movement had been ongoing for 

several years. Cheng‘s attention was unswervingly given to the development of the 

Chinese church, even though his health was in a critical condition and there was a 

third alternative offered to him, a ‗much lighter job,‘ namely, the chair of pastoral 

theology at Nanjing Theological Seminary.
627

 

The dispute between the CCC and the NCC over Cheng‘s participation reflected 

the fact that Cheng was highly respected by both the mainline Chinese churches and 

foreign missions. This was not only due to his prophetic vision of the future of the 

Chinese church and eloquent leadership, but also his firm Christian convictions and 

personality.
628

 According to Zhang Bohuai, Cheng was voted as one of the twelve 

most influential Chinese figures in all of China in 1922 by the Chinese readers of 

Millard's Review of the Far East 密勒氏評論報, an influential English-language 

review based in Shanghai.
629

 Such an influential figure may have served as the key 
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to integrate each individual church of the CCC and to attract more Protestant 

communities to join. One example can be found in Cui Xianxiang 崔憲祥, Cheng‘s 

successor, who served as acting general secretary during the war until 1946, when he 

was officially appointed as general secretary. As Cui revealed, the only reason why 

he accepted the invitation of the CCC to become one of its executive secretaries and 

give up his position in the NCC was the esteem of Cheng‘s reputation in Protestant 

circles.
630

 More significantly, Cheng Jingyi served as the first Chinese general 

secretary of the CCC, which symbolically demonstrated the tenets of this national 

church. 

Although there were a number of occasions when his work was interrupted by 

his critical health condition due to long-term overwork, Cheng still managed to 

render the CCC a great deal of help. For example, in a similar manner to Cheng‘s 

independent church in Beijing in 1915,
631

 the CCC eventually registered with the 

national government under Cheng‘s secretaryship and became the first national 

church to be recognised by the Chinese central government. Although the resolution 

of registration was adopted during the first General Assembly in 1927, it was not 

until 1936, when Cheng raised the issue again, that the General Assembly was ready 

to apply to the government for registration. The CCC was eventually granted legal 

status by the central government in 1937.
632

 Following the outbreak of the 
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Anti-Christian Movement, and in particular the tide of agitation for the abolition of 

the ‗unequal treaties,‘ the recognition by Cheng Jingyi and a number of Chinese 

Christians of the necessity of the church having legal and social status was greatly 

strengthened. The motives behind the registration were clear and simple: to break 

away from entanglement with the ‗unequal treaties‘ and the impression of 

Christianity as a ‗foreign religion,‘ and to realise church indigeneity under the 

protection of religious liberty from the government.
633

 For a considerable number of 

Chinese Christians, this was symbolic of the status of the CCC as both indigenous 

and national. Additionally, the launch of a number of evangelistic projects in the 

southwest borders in 1939 was also a result of Cheng‘s leadership. These projects 

sustained Cheng‘s vision of ‗China for Christ,‘ in other words, the evangelisation of 

China, a vision which he sought to implement through his presidency of the Chinese 

Home Missionary Society after 1918. The projects continued during the 

Sino-Japanese War, although Cheng‘s vision concerning the evangelisation of China 

remained largely unfulfilled. The erection of the Cheng Jingyi Memorial Church in 

Guiyang of Guizhou province after his death was proof of the recognition and 

appreciation of the CCC churches for Cheng‘s initiation of, and contribution toward, 

these projects.
634

 

While a number of missionaries complained about Kepler‘s strong personality 
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and even paternalism in their correspondence,
635

 there were no such words directed 

towards Cheng Jingyi. Cheng‘s reputation certainly gained the CCC a positive image 

while he held leadership. Nevertheless, it was perhaps owing to Kepler‘s strong 

determination that certain strategies of the CCC were able to be implemented, as 

Cheng was ‗too good a man for secretaryship work.‘
636

 To summarise, the 

establishment and early development of the CCC owed much to the leadership of 

both Cheng Jingyi and Kepler. Although it is almost impossible to distinguish each 

man‘s contribution, one thing is for certain: both Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical 

conviction and his actual leadership played an indispensable part in the evolution of 

the CCC. 

 

5.3.The Legacy of the CCC 

 

The 1935 conference on church unity among the CHSKH, the CCC and other 

churches and denominations gave the CCC much confidence to hope for a further 

union in China. The CCC believed that this conference could be compared with the 

church union movement in south India regarding the matter of union with episcopal 

churches,
637

 and therefore studied and published in Chinese the scheme of union of 
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the Church of South India [CSI] for the reference of Chinese churches. Zonghui 

Gongbao also devoted several issues to serialising the scheme of union of the CSI.
638

 

 Perhaps one of the most distinctive differences between the CCC and the CSI 

was their contrasting church polities. The CSI adopted a primarily episcopal polity, 

and on this basis alone united both episcopal and non-episcopal churches. As early as 

1919, the Anglican Church in South India and the South Indian United Church 

[SIUC] agreed that the Lambeth Quadrilateral could be a satisfactory basis for 

church union during the Tranquebar Conference, based upon the common ground of 

the historic episcopate (essential for the Anglicans) and of the spiritual equality of all 

members of the two churches (essential for the SIUC). The four principles were: 1) 

the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testament as containing all things necessary 

to salvation; 2) the Apostles‘ Creed and the Nicene Creed; 3) the two Sacraments 

ordained by Christ Himself – Baptism and the Lord's Supper; and 4) the Historic 

Episcopate, locally adapted.
639

 While the first three articles were fully accepted, the 

acceptance of the historic episcopate was always problematic for non-episcopal 

churches. After negotiations among the Anglicans, the Methodists and the SIUC, it 

was agreed that all ministers who were already ordained in any of the uniting 

churches would be received as ministers of the United Church, but that all new 
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ordinations would be by episcopal laying on of hands.
640

 A scheme of union was 

published in 1929 and went through six revisions from 1929 to 1947. The CSI 

emphasised uniformity in ministry, organisation and sacraments, which was the sign 

of a strong Anglican influence. All the uniting churches accepted the historic 

episcopate in a constitutional form as part of their basis of union, even though the 

organisation of the CSI also conserved Presbyterian elements by operating the same 

four grades of councils as did the CCC: local church, district association, synod and 

the General Assembly. 

 In contrast, the organisation of the CCC was mainly based on the Presbyterian 

system, though it also combined some Congregational elements. As noted before, 

‗unity in diversity‘ was the principle of the union scheme of the CCC. A number of 

CCC leaders, such as Kepler, held a strong conviction of the feasibility of this mode 

of church union. In a similar manner to the NCC, the CCC attempted to forge a union 

by avoiding ecclesiastical schism among different denominational communities. The 

principles that individual churches would enjoy adequate freedom in their own 

affairs and that each denominational community would not be asked to discard their 

ecclesiastical heritage when joining the CCC made the pre-requirements for church 

union much lower than those of the CSI. As a result, the CCC enjoyed advantages in 

forming a visible union and attracting individual churches and groups of various 

denominations to join without touching the hot issues of faith and order. 

It should be noted that the principle of ‗unity in diversity‘ embodied elements of 
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traditional Chinese philosophy and values, such as the idea of ‗He‘er Butong 和而不

同,‘
641

 to seek a harmonious relationship without sacrificing difference. As part of 

Confucian ethics, the idea of ‗He‘er Butong‘ advocated the virtue of recognising and 

respecting individual diversity while building a harmonious relationship. This idea 

may be contrasted with some approaches to church union and harmony within the 

Three-Self Patriotic Movement [TSPM] in the contemporary Chinese church, which 

seek to achieve unity through uniformity. In a recent article in Studies in World 

Christianity, Kung Lap-yan has criticised contemporary Chinese theology, and the 

thought of Bishop K. H. Ting in particular, for pursuing an ideal of a harmonious 

society that allows insufficient scope for diversity and justice: 

 

The Christian concept of love can be reduced to a mere expression of Yihe 

Weigui if it does not promote freedom and justice…Ting‘s Trinitarian 

thought emphasises the unity more than the diversity within the Trinity. The 

distinct identity of each person of the Triune God is less emphasised.
642

 

 

The emphasis on unity rather than diversity within the Trinity is closely related 

to the socio-political context in communist China. The original objective of the 
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TSPM was to promote anti-imperialism and patriotism in Chinese Protestant 

churches in 1954, before it switched to taking over and centralising the duties of 

superintendence over denominations in 1958, as political campaigns intensified.
643

 

The purpose of the formation of the China Christian Council in 1980 was to take 

charge of all ecclesiastical affairs of denominations, under the circumstances that the 

Chinese government prohibited the re-establishment of denominations in order to 

prevent their foreign connections from being restored. The unification of the forms of 

worship, ministry and church administration was therefore applied.
644

  

Contrarily, when the CCC advocated church union, much attention was given to 

preserving diversity within unity. When Wen Nandou 文南斗 translated Kepler‘s 

work, Let us Unite, The Church of Christ in China, Church Unity in China and 

Church and Mission Cooperation, into Chinese in 1948, he commented in the 

postscript that the idea of ‗unity in diversity‘ reflected a democratic approach to 

unity: 

 

A united church should be a church which preserves the freedom of 

individual‘s thinking and expression under a common faith. It is on the one 

hand unified, and on the other democratic.
645

  

 

Meanwhile, this vision of church union was also shaped by the missionary 
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presence in China. One of the direct factors behind the two different approaches of 

the CSI and the CCC was that the dominant British, and in particular English, 

colonial influence in India provided the Anglican tradition with an equally dominant 

role in Indian Christianity. Anglican communicants in South India accounted for 

about two-thirds of the membership of the CSI.
646

 In China, on the other hand, the 

proportion of American missions in the Protestant mission force had been increasing 

steadily since 1900. According to Latourette, in 1905 forty-five per cent of the 

Protestant missionaries were from Britain and thirty-five per cent from America; in 

1922 the corresponding percentages were eighteen per cent and fifty-one per cent.
647

 

This brought much greater diversity to Protestant missions in China in terms of 

denominations, missionary approaches and theology. Against such a background, the 

principle of ‗unity in diversity‘ seemed to be more practical in forming a church 

union in China. A series of interdenominational evangelical movements in early 

twentieth-century China, and also in the West, were in fact along these lines. As 

shown in the previous section, ‗All One in Christ Jesus,‘ the motto of the Keswick 

Convention, reflected the spirit of interdenominational evangelicalism and played a 

significant role in shaping Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical perspectives. 

The principle of ‗unity in diversity‘ embodied in the CCC had a varied historical 

and cultural background. However, its feasibility could only be tested by history. 

Owing to the different approaches towards union, the attitude of the CCC towards 
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creeds was markedly dissimilar from that of the CSI. While the CSI valued the role 

of the historical creeds, the CCC‘s attitude was that: 1) in order to achieve a maximal 

degree of church unity, the bond of union only sought to express the ‗modicum of 

doctrine which all must hold in common if historic Christianity is to be conserved,‘ 

and 2) the CCC acknowledged and appreciated the historical value of creeds; 

however, it preferred to formulate an expression of Christian faith in print in 

accordance with Chinese Christians‘ own convictions.
648

 Nonetheless, the decade 

following the formation of the CCC failed to see the birth of a formal Chinese 

Christian creed. Instead, the CCC adopted the Message of the 1928 Jerusalem 

Meeting as the expression of Christian faith at its second General Assembly in 

1930.
649

 Merwin considered this to be ‗typical‘ of the Chinese church, ‗which tended 

to be pragmatic and activist rather than philosophical.‘
650

 It should be noted that 

both Cheng Jingyi and A. R. Kepler shared this pragmatic frame of mind. ‗Unity in 

diversity‘ may have been an appropriate summation of the ideals of the CCC on 

church union. However, in the long term, the aspiration to formulate a creed which 

was based on Chinese Christians‘ convictions was founded on an illusion. The more 

numerous the denominational groups which joined the CCC, the more difficult and 

                                                         
648

 SMA, U102-0-8-6, Cheng Jingyi, ‗Sannianlai de Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui Quanguo Zonghui 三年

來的中華基督教會全國總會 (The Past Three Years of the General Assembly of the CCC),‘ Zonghui 

Di‘erjie Changhui Jiniance 總會第二屆常會紀念冊 (The Memorandum of the Second General 

Assembly of the CCC), 5-11; U102-0-72-49, Cheng Jingyi, ‗Yu Gonglihui Youren Tan Jiaru Zhonghua 

Jidu Jiaohui de Jidian Yidian 與公理會友人談加入中華基督教會的幾個疑點 (Discussion with the 

North China Gonglihui regarding Several Queries),‘ Gongbao 10, no. 9 (1938): 4-6; SOAS, CBMS 

393, Kepler, Let us Unite, 21-4. 
649

 SMA, U102-0-243-72/U102-0-236-171, Minutes of Second General Assembly, 31-2. 
650

 Merwin, Adventure in Unity, 66. 



264 

 

complex it was for those pro- and anti-creedal bodies to agree on a common 

expression of faith and put it in print as a new creed. The CCC in fact never 

developed from a federation into a fully functional church, due to its lack of doctrinal 

and ecclesiastical coherence. Merwin has hypothesized that the necessary theological 

discussion would have taken place if the CCC had developed into maturity.
651

 

However, before such a hot doctrinal debate could occur, the severe national crisis in 

China during the years of the Japanese occupation had impeded the development of 

the Chinese church, as well as the CCC‘s search for a creed. A number of synods 

were overwhelmed by crucial practical problems of programme and survival, and 

there was little evidence of doctrinal debate or disagreement.
652

 

Even before the Japanese invasion, the doctrinal basis of union of the CCC 

failed to gain the support of a number of denominational groups. For example, 

Huabei Gonglihui (the North China Congregational Union) of the ABCFM did not 

join the CCC, which they judged to be ‗too conservative.‘
653

 The Council of Huabei 

Gonglihui stated several conditions for uniting with the CCC, which were based on 

Congregational traditions, for example: the right of private judgement should not be 

overruled by any organisation, the right of individual congregations to full authority 

on matters of faith and conduct of church workers should not be interfered with, and 

the fundamental authority of church members should be central in the 
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organisation.
654

 A number of negotiations between the CCC and Gonglihui took 

place, in particular a long series of talks between Cheng Jingyi and several key 

members of Gonglihui in 1937 on the issues of creedal statement, church polity and 

organisation, and church-mission relationships.
655

 However, Huabei Gonglihui never 

joined the CCC, due to the incompatibility of the CCC with Congregational 

principles. 

On the other hand, the CCC faced the accusation of being too liberal. As with the 

NCC, the CCC kept its theological basis of church union minimal, for the sake of 

gaining a maximal range of union. This certainly caused uneasiness among a number 

of conservative denominational groups, mainly Presbyterians. Albert B. Dodd of the 

Presbyterian Church in the USA commented on the doctrinal basis of union that the 

CCC ‗declined to acknowledge the doctrine of the Trinity in that doctrinal statement.‘ 

Henry Woods of the Presbyterian Church in the US and the North Jiangsu Mission 

even criticised the CCC as a ‗false unity‘ and a ‗theological jelly fish,‘ which not 

only spread modernism, but also spoiled Presbyterian traditions.
656

 A number of 

conservative Presbyterian missions and churches stayed out of the CCC, including 

the Presbyterian churches in Shandong and Jiangsu, the Canadian Presbyterian 

Mission in Manchuria and the Christian Reformed Mission. In November 1929, the 

above missions and churches met at the North China Theological Seminary in 
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Tengxian, Shandong, and organised the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church of Christ in China. The General Assembly included eighty congregations, 

eighty-eight pastors and 17,766 communicants, and the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and the Longer and Shorter Catechisms were adopted as their doctrinal 

standards.
657

 As Kevin Yao has commented, the formation of the General Assembly 

of the Presbyterian Church of Christ in China revealed the dual intentions of many 

fundamentalists: to preserve a common orthodox faith and to protect their own 

denominational traditions, both of which they feared were threatened by the church 

unity movement in China.
658

 What the CCC had lost was not only the approval of 

certain denominations, but more specifically the support of theological conservatives, 

due to the theological stance of the CCC. 

As the previous chapter has concluded, denominationalism was not the primary 

obstacle facing the church unity movement of the mainline Protestant churches in 

China following the 1920s. To a certain extent, denominationalism had been 

restrained, owing to the increasing co-operation and union along both 

denominational and interdenominational lines. What gave the union movement a 

heavy blow was the incompatibility of combining liberalism and fundamentalism in 

both missions and Chinese churches in the increasingly polarised theological 

atmosphere of the inter-war period. The formation of the League of Christian 

Churches at the North China Theological Seminary in November 1929 was a 
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demonstration of the fundamentalists‘ version of Christian union. In addition to the 

General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of Christ in China, there were also 

delegates from the Northern and Southern Presbyterians, Southern Baptists, 

American Lutheran Mission, the Christian and Missionary Alliance, the Bethel 

Mission and the CIM Church Council of Henan province participating in the 

formation of the League.
659

 The creed, which was of a conservative doctrinal 

character, included the affirmation： 

 

We believe that the Holy Scripture of the Old and New Testaments are all 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, and so are our only infallible rule of faith and 

practice.
660

 

 

By 1932, the membership of the League had reached about 75,000, of which the CIM 

constituted the largest section, and the Presbyterians the second.
661

 As a 

fundamentalist version of Christian union, it demonstrated that the mode and 

direction of interdenominational union created by the CCC was not the only option 

for church unity in China. 

 

5.4.Conclusion 

 

In a similar manner to the CSI, the CCC came into being due to the desire of national 
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Christians for a united national church. This desire was expressed by both Chinese 

and Indian delegates during the 1910 Edinburgh Conference, was put into action 

during the following two or three decades, and was eventually realised in both 

mission fields. To build a united national church required two-fold conditions: 

capable national leadership and a vision which surpassed denominational barriers. 

This could only have been achieved by native Christians, as they fostered a growing 

national consciousness, especially in the early twentieth century, and did not bear the 

same historical burden of denominational loyalty as their western missionary fellows. 

The case of the CCC exhibits how the vision of a united national church could be put 

into practice and become a reality in China. It was an approach to church 

construction in China adopted by a considerable number of Chinese Protestant 

intellectuals and elites. They desired a single organic church, which on the one hand 

was national and indigenous, and on the other could fulfil the scriptural command for 

Christian unity in both China and the universal church. By establishing such a church, 

they attempted to realise the evangelisation of the Chinese nation. The birth and 

growth of the CCC demonstrated their sense of national identity and socio-political 

consciousness. More significantly, it demonstrated their vision of the Chinese church 

becoming a part of the universal Church, which was a broader vision than that of 

other contemporary native indigenous Chinese churches and sects, as well as that of 

the TSPM churches. The practical approach to these ends was a different one from 

that of South India. The idea of ‗unity in diversity‘ was rooted in the Chinese context 
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and Chinese principles of psychology and ethics, as well as in the state of the general 

Protestant enterprise in early twentieth-century China. It therefore enriched the world 

ecumenical movement as a part of the Chinese religious experience. 

If the CCC had been given more time to develop and to experiment with its 

mode of Christian unity, posterity might have obtained a clearer picture of the 

feasibility of the CCC, but history did not provide the CCC with such opportunity. 

Obstacles came from both ecclesiastical and theological perspectives. The principles 

of church union tended to be insufficient to enlarge the union of the CCC a step 

further. The state of the CCC before 1940 showed that the ideal of the CCC had only 

been partially realised, among significant numbers of Presbyterians and 

Congregationalists and a small number of Baptists and Methodists, who by 

theological inclination were either moderate evangelicals or liberals. In the long term, 

with the divergence between conservatives and liberalists becoming acute, the CCC‘s 

ideal of ‗unity in diversity‘ was very unlikely to be realised. It should be noted that 

the emergence of Chinese independent churches and sects in the early twentieth 

century, such as the True Jesus Church and the Little Flock, further deepened the 

existing division in Chinese Protestantism, as they adopted divergent approaches 

towards church growth from that of the CCC and generally held a strong spirit of 

separatism by maintaining their own features and identities.
662

 According to an 
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account in 1944, the CCC showed a tendency to evolve into a denomination or one 

church among many in China.
663

 In addition, the actual practice of the idea of ‗unity 

in diversity‘ made the CCC a federation, in which the uniting churches retained their 

own doctrinal convictions and forms of worship, sacraments, baptismal practice and 

ministry, rather than an organic union. Reality was considerably removed from the 

aims of the CCC organisers. Reports of both foreign missions and the CCC revealed 

that the belief in a united national church was limited to a small number of Christians, 

both Chinese and foreign, and the consciousness of a national church had not yet 

fully developed within the CCC, which was obliged to fight against a strong sense of 

local loyalty in China.
664

 Certainly the lack of unity in China as a nation state, 

caused by the warlord regime and perpetual domestic and international war and strife, 

worsened the situation. The union of the CCC in general was superficial, and was 

difficult to deepen. Furthermore, the case of the CCC, especially its church-mission 

relationships, disclosed the predicament of the mainline Chinese churches under the 

missionary presence in China. The CCC attempted to take part in the universal 

Protestant Church through co-operation with churches overseas, standing on its own 

feet and with a broader vision of Christian unity. Nonetheless, the missionary 

presence in China, and the co-operation between the two, was to some extent a 

hindrance to the progress of the formation of an independent and united church. On 
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the one hand, too much dependence on financial subsidies from missions became an 

obstacle to the implementation of genuine independence of the CCC. The CCC could 

never claim to be a three-self church in a real sense. This continually provided other 

indigenous or native Chinese churches and sects, which relied solely on their own 

financial support, with grounds to accuse the insufficiency of indigeneity of the 

mainline churches. On the other hand, some of the co-operating missions still held 

strong ties with the churches they planted. Their denominational nature and different 

approaches towards union hampered the growth of the consciousness of being a 

national church within the CCC and the formation of a unified national scheme. The 

CCC‘s goal of organic union was never realised before the Chinese church was 

forced to pursue uniformity under Communist control. 
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 Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

A Chinese Indigenous Approach to Church Unity 

 

As noted in Chapter 1, there is an absence in the scholarly study of the mainline 

Chinese churches of any in-depth examination of the trend towards 

interdenominational co-operation and church union in early twentieth-century China. 

One of the reasons may be the judgement that the mode of the Chinese church 

represented by the CCC was a western one, and the church unity movement in China 

primarily a western missionary activity. For example, in his book Seeking the 

Common Ground: Protestant Christianity, the Three-Self Movement, and China’s 

United Front, Philip Wickeri considers the Christianity represented by the CCC as 

‗often related ecumenically, but lacking national roots.‘ To him, the ecumenical 

movement in China failed to engage in sufficient depth with the national 

consciousness which emerged during the twentieth century.
665

 In a similar manner, 

Lian Xi argues that what Cheng Jingyi and his generation of mainline Protestant 

leaders ardently advocated was merely a ‗missionary vision of a native church safely 

within the limits of mainline Western Protestantism.‘
666

 Moreover, the ecumenical 

movement as a whole has been described by John Kent as ‗a logical consequence of 
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seeing missionary expansion as a means of recovering Christianity‘s influence on 

Western society itself.‘ In Kent‘s view, the ecumenical movement was infected by a 

kind of ‗Christian imperialism.‘
667

 Ironically, this impression of the ‗Christian 

imperialism‘ of the missions had found a wide audience in China long before Kent‘s 

interpretation, and had overshadowed the mainline Protestant churches ever since the 

mid-nineteenth century. All of the above assessments label the ecumenical movement 

in China as being suffused with western characteristics, and as a result, the study of 

this issue seems unable to stimulate widespread enthusiasm in academia due to the 

perceived ‗danger‘ of a ‗western-centric‘ orientation. Nonetheless, through its 

examination of the formation of Cheng‘s ecumenical convictions and the progress of 

the church unity movement in China, this thesis concludes that the above 

interpretation does not do justice to the efforts of the mainline churches towards the 

establishment of a united indigenous church in early twentieth-century China. The 

thesis argues that their approaches to church unity were grounded in a vision of 

ecumenism that was more than a simple reflection of western missionary 

perspectives: it was shaped by distinctively Chinese concerns. 

 Our analysis of the formation of Cheng Jingyi‘s ecumenical convictions suggests 

that the quest of mainline Chinese Christians for church union shifted from a western 

vision of ecumenism, which was driven to a large extent by western ecclesiastical 

preoccupations, to an indigenous form, which was shaped by the strong desire for the 
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establishment of a native church in China. It is true, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, 

that Cheng‘s original ecumenical vision bore many of the characteristics of a western 

form of ecumenism. In a similar manner to many Chinese Christian elites of his time, 

western education and western Christian convictions played an influential role in 

Cheng Jingyi‘s early life. The forging of his ecumenical convictions was directly 

related to his experience in Britain, where he gained exposure to an 

interdenominational and international environment. His convictions were further 

reinforced by the trend towards a broader Protestant federation in China among a 

number of missions, a trend which was, to a large extent, the ‗outgrowth of the 

missionary movement.‘
668

 Nevertheless, the process through which Cheng was 

educated to become a ‗qualified‘ native assistant to missionaries also witnessed the 

maturing of his Chinese identity and Chinese viewpoints. Cheng‘s awareness of the 

shortcomings of the Christian churches in China due to their western affinities and 

the indigenous demand for church independence among Chinese Christians deepened 

following his youthful experiences during the Boxer Uprising. In addition, he 

witnessed a series of church independence movements during the early years of the 

twentieth century which were impelled by the growing Chinese national 

consciousness and the rise of Chinese Christian leadership. Cheng gradually evolved 

from being a native assistant working under the umbrella of western missions into a 
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Chinese pastor, with his own independent opinions on church construction. His 

Chinese experience added depth and breadth to his original outlook regarding church 

unity. Prior to the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, he had already 

claimed the need for a united Chinese church on an interdenominational basis. 

Cheng‘s ecumenical vision was endorsed by a considerable range of Chinese 

Christian leaders of his time, including Yu Rizhang, Wang Zhengting, Xu Shengyan, 

Zhang Boling and Cui Xianxiang. Church unity, to them, was an integral aspect of 

the establishment and development of the Chinese indigenous Church. This 

ecumenical vision was shaped by the desire for church independence from western 

control and western denominationalism. The Chinese church and the Chinese context 

became its centre. Although it was endorsed by a small number of western 

missionaries, this vision was a Chinese indigenous quest for an ecumenical 

expression of Christianity in China. Additionally, it echoed a vision that arose out of 

the concern of Asian Christians imbued with national and social consciousness for 

Christian unity, as manifested during the 1910 Conference. This vision contained a 

dimension that did not exist in the western ecumenical movement, where a 

predominantly evangelistic rationale was the force driving co-operation among 

various denominations. 

 As demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 4, in order to fulfil this ecumenical vision, 

the mainline churches had to begin pragmatically with the formation and operation of 

several national Christian organisations on a federal pattern, such as the China 
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Continuation Committee and the NCC. They could not ignore the western missionary 

and denominational presence in China, and they found that federal unions were more 

realistic than a single organic church at that stage for the nationwide co-ordination of 

not only Chinese churches and groups, but also western denominations and missions. 

Concurrent with the enlargement of federal unions, there was a consistent emphasis 

on the ‗church-centric‘ principle and the essential unity of all Chinese Christians 

without the division of denominationalism, which paved the way for the formation of 

a united national church in the future. It was not until 1927, however, when the 

General Assembly of the CCC was formed, that the goal of a united national church 

which Cheng Jingyi and mainline Chinese Christians pursued, was partially realised. 

 As discussed in Chapter 5, the CCC reflected a Chinese indigenous religious 

perspective on church construction and Christian unity. This was apparent in two 

particular respects. First, it was owing to the insistence of Chinese Christians that the 

name ‗Zhonghua Jidu Jiaohui‘ was adopted, and that the CCC was formed along 

lines designed to lead to an organic national church rather than merely a federation of 

denominations, which missionaries preferred. In reality, however, the CCC was 

constrained by the extent of both ecclesiastical and theological divergence within 

Protestantism in China, especially among western missionaries, and as a result could 

not progress beyond a federation. This interpretation differs from Latourette‘s view 

that the movements towards church union in China largely took the form of 

co-operation due to the Chinese predilection for practicality, whilst the CCC, as an 
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organic union, ‗owed more in its pioneering stages to missionaries than to 

Chinese.‘
669

 In contrast to the ecumenical movement in Africa, however, which was 

advocated by missionaries from an ‗external‘ position,
670

 Chinese Christians played 

a decisive role in the formation of the CCC. Second, the CCC followed the principle 

of ‗unity in diversity‘ in order to maximise the scope of Christian union in China. As 

noted in Chapter 5, this principle was consistent with the Chinese pragmatic 

principles of psychology and the idea of ‗He‘er Butong‘ in Confucian ethics. Both 

Latourette and Merwin argue that the Chinese are generally practical and not 

‗church-conscious,‘ with the result that their theology was not developed enough to 

solve the problems of faith and order. The principle of ‗unity in diversity‘, therefore, 

fitted well in the Chinese context. These judgments may underestimate the capacity 

of the Chinese church for theological reflection. There may, however, be 

considerable truth in the suggestion that the pragmatic quest for church union, to a 

large number of mainline Chinese Christians, was attractive precisely because of its 

symbolic independence from western denominationalism, more than because of 

ecclesiastical or theological convictions on ecumenism. In this regard, this thesis 

demonstrates that the vision of a united Chinese church was a Chinese indigenous 

reflection of ecumenism, driven by national consciousness of the need for church 

independence and unity in China. The ecumenical movement in China had its own 

national roots, which enabled it to distinguish itself from becoming simply an 
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extension of western missionary activity. This did not, however, mean that 

theological motivations were entirely lacking, as the following section will explain. 

 

The Theological Motivations of Church Unity 

 

Driven by national consciousness of the imperatives for church independence and 

unity, the church unity movement in China resembled those in other Asian contexts, 

especially in South India. John Kent has argued that there was a disjunction between 

the western form of ecumenism and the Indian one. According to him, Indian 

ecumenism was essentially a by-product of nationalism, in which political 

implications mattered much more than issues of theology.
671

 Questions might be 

raised by this assumption: was this also the case in China, and is it adequate to 

explain and interpret the efforts of mainline Chinese Christians towards the 

construction of a united indigenous church from political and sociological aspects 

alone? 

 Cheng Jingyi‘s case demonstrates that some Chinese Christian leaders exhibited 

a genuine belief in the biblical commandment to Christian unity, in the universal 

nature of Christian fellowship and in the importance of expressing Christian union in 

forms that transcended the boundaries of denominations and nations. This belief was 

shared by a number of Chinese Christian leaders, including Liu Tingfang and Wen 

Nandou, and formed the foundational theological motivation behind the church unity 
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movement in China and the formation of the CCC. National consciousness and the 

socio-political environment did indeed play a considerable role in the course of the 

establishment of a united indigenous church in China. Nonetheless, its ultimate end, 

in the minds of Cheng Jingyi and several other Chinese Christian leaders, was to 

evangelise China and the Chinese nation, and not merely to realise a political sense 

of independence. This is proven by the fact that Cheng constantly endeavoured to 

keep Chinese churches and Chinese Christian movements from falling prey to the 

spirit of Chinese nationalism. Additionally, the ideal of ‗unity in diversity,‘ although 

it fitted well with the pragmatic principles of psychology of the Chinese, also echoed 

the motto of the Keswick Convention, ‗All One in Christ Jesus,‘ as a reflection of the 

spirit of interdenominational evangelicalism in the West. From this angle, the church 

unity movement in China was not an altogether different movement from that in the 

West. Kent‘s judgements on Indian ecumenism cannot be neatly transplanted into the 

Chinese arena. Meanwhile, these theological convictions should not be simply seen 

as the marks of western Christianity on Chinese churches. A considerable number of 

Chinese Christians had embraced and absorbed these convictions, and in this regard, 

their demands for church unity can be seen as a natural step in the process of the 

growth of the Chinese church towards maturity. The emerging churches in Asia bore 

certain features that reflected the global character of Christianity as a world religion 

and not mere national sentiment. Furthermore, the theological convictions behind the 

church unity movement in China echo David Thompson‘s insistence that theological 
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motivations have been at least as important as pragmatic necessity in driving the 

search for Christian unity.
672

 The desire for a united national church in early 

twentieth-century China should not be solely explicated with reference to 

socio-political motivations. It requires a more comprehensive interpretation. 

 

The Paradox of ‘Three-Self’ and Christian Co-operation and Union 

 

An indispensable dimension of the theological motivation behind the church unity 

movement which this thesis discusses was the conviction that Christian unity 

surpassed national boundaries. As demonstrated, Cheng believed a wider Christian 

association to be both consistent with the biblical truth of universal Christian unity 

and pragmatically beneficial to Chinese churches. He therefore put a large amount of 

effort into ardently advocating these principles throughout his lifetime, in order to 

maintain a stable relationship between Chinese churches and missions and avoid a 

narrow nationalistic approach to church construction in China, especially when 

anti-foreign and anti-Christian sentiments overwhelmed the country and the church 

independence movements were in full swing. It should be noted, however, that 

Cheng‘s ideal of international Christian unity was not merely a pragmatic device to 

seek the sympathy and protection of western missions through fraternal relationships. 
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Its pre-requisite was the ‗church-centric‘ principle, on which the Chinese church took 

part in the universal Protestant church through co-operation with western churches 

and missions, standing on its own feet and not being subject to them. To Cheng, the 

two principles of church independence on the one hand and co-operation with 

missions and overseas churches on the other were not in opposition. After its launch, 

the CCC sought not only domestic Christian unity, but also international Christian 

co-operation, and attempted to realise the ideal of being ‗all one in Christ Jesus.‘ In 

this light, this thesis draws scholarly attention to a neglected aspect of the church 

unity movement within the mainline churches, namely, that this movement reflected 

a broader model of ecclesiology than that exhibited either by the majority of the 

independent Chinese Protestant groups, among which there was a general 

anti-foreign attitude, or by the Chinese church under the control of TSPM during the 

1950s, which severed its ties with foreign missions under pressure from the 

communist authorities. This aspect has long been unheeded in both the Chinese 

church and academia, due to the failure of the mainline churches to realise their ideal 

of self-reliance. 

 The noble intentions of the mainline churches to achieve a genuinely indigenous 

united Chinese church, however, were overshadowed by their pragmatic need for 

co-operation to seek foreign subsidies and personnel support. The reality was that a 

large number of mainline Chinese churches were unable to achieve the goal of 

self-support during this period. As a result, a co-operative relationship between 
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Chinese churches and missions was valued primarily because of the actual benefit 

derived from foreign subsidies. Based on the experience of his own church in 

moving towards independence from the LMS, and his understanding of what church 

indigeneity was, even Cheng Jingyi welcomed foreign assistance, as long as the 

church was self-governing and self-propagating. Nevertheless, this approach tended 

to diminish the consciousness of self-reliance within the mainline churches. Not only 

was the NCC largely financed by western missions, but even the CCC itself, which 

claimed to be an independent national church with a goal of achieving ‗three-self‘ 

status. In fact, the CCC maintained and enlarged its co-operation with missions for 

the sake of seeking financial and personnel sustentation. Too much dependence on 

financial subsidies from western missions became a serious obstacle to the 

implementation of genuine independence of the CCC. The CCC never achieved the 

goal of ‗three-self,‘ and was only ever a ‗two-self‘ church. The gap between the ideal 

of Christian union and the actual reliance on foreign subsidies resulted in a paradox 

for the mainline churches which professed commitment to achieving ‗three-self‘ 

status yet were unable to implement the third self. This further provided grounds for 

indigenous or native Chinese churches and sects, which relied solely on their own 

financial support, to accuse them of insufficient indigeneity and too great a 

dependence on the western presence. The Christian Manifesto, which was signed by 

at least 400,000 Chinese Protestants in May 1950, advanced criticism of this kind, 

noting that only limited progress had been made towards the long-established goal 



284 

 

within the Chinese church of attaining the three selves. The Manifesto required ‗all 

Christian churches and organisations in China‘ to oppose imperialism and to realise 

the goal of self-reliance ‗within the shortest possible time.‘
673

 Owing to the call of 

the Manifesto, the CCC was obliged to drop an earlier plan which aimed to achieve 

self-support within five years, and hastened to realise immediate financial 

independence from the West.
674

  

 This was the paradox for the CCC: how to realise their goal of ‗three-self‘ and 

yet maintain co-operation with missions. However, does this paradox imply that 

these two goals were incompatible? In other words, was the approach of the mainline 

churches to church construction in China inevitably a dead end? As a matter of fact, 

there were several independent churches in Beijing which joined the CCC, and a 

number of local churches of the CCC, especially in Huabei, Shaanxi and Minnan 

synods, were ‗three-self‘ churches. Zhang Hua‘s study of the Chinese independent 

churches shows that a large number of independent churches which were planted by 

missions but gained independence and severed their ties eventually joined the 

mainline churches, such as the CCC, or re-united with the missions from which they 

separated during the 1930s. Even the Chinese Jesus Independent Church, the model 

of the Chinese independent churches, adjusted its relationship with missions several 

times between 1911 and 1933, after it gained independence.
675

 To explore the 
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motivations behind such moves would constitute an entirely different topic of 

research suitable for another occasion, and is not the focal point of this thesis. What 

their moves may indicate, however, is that the church-mission co-operation and the 

failure of the realisation of the goal of ‗three-self‘ should not necessarily be seen as a 

matter of cause and effect; the mainline churches could have determined the scale of 

co-operation, drawing a distinction between the maintenance of close fraternal 

relationships and the continuance of financial subsidies. The ideal of the Chinese 

church standing on its own feet as an equal partner in a universal Christian union 

could only be truly realised if the Chinese church was willing and able to stand on its 

own feet to sustain all its affairs. 

 

Cheng Jingyi and the Church Unity Movement 

 

This thesis has discussed the church unity movement, illustrated by Cheng Jingyi‘s 

life. One of its aims has been to clarify a number of evaluations of Cheng which have 

appeared in modern scholarship. Firstly, it has set out to answer the question raised in 

Chapter 1: Was Cheng Jingyi‘s role in a number of major Christian institutions, as 

Lian Xi implies, merely that of a puppet under missionaries‘ control, or, as Jonathan 

Chao comments, did it signal the ‗end of a missionary era?‘
676

 This thesis has argued 

that, on the one hand, Cheng was certainly not a puppet under missionaries‘ control. 
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Cheng‘s life demonstrates that although the LMS intended to train him to be a native 

helper, he grew into a capable church leader with his own independent judgement 

and perspectives on the future of the Chinese church. His advocacy of a united 

indigenous church in China went well beyond the missionaries‘ vision of a Chinese 

church. His rise to church leadership accelerated the pace towards independence of 

his church in Beijing from the LMS. It was owing to his efforts, and the efforts of his 

generation of Chinese Protestant leaders, that the CCC, as a united Chinese church, 

eventually came into being. In particular, the CCC‘s registration with the central 

government was to a certain extent the result of his outlook, as was its evangelistic 

work in West China and the launch of a series of Christian movements. Cheng‘s 

growth into a capable church leader was representative of a number of mainline 

Protestant leaders, including Meng Jizeng, Gao Chengzhai and Xu Shengyan. It was 

due to the maturity of these Chinese Christians in church leadership that Chinese 

churches were able to claim their autonomy and build a Chinese church in 

accordance with their own convictions. Although a number of their churches were 

mission-related, this does not necessarily imply that they were under the missions‘ 

control or that their vision of a Chinese church could not surpass that of missions. 

 On the other hand, Cheng‘s leadership, although it was remarkable in shaping 

the Chinese trend towards the goal of a single national church on an 

interdenominational pattern, did not in itself promise the ‗end of a missionary era.‘ 

Although the growing prominence of Cheng and his generation of Chinese 
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Protestants in church leadership greatly encouraged and impelled the growth of the 

‗selfhood‘ of Chinese churches, the majority of mainline Chinese churches had not 

achieved self-reliance, and foreign subsidies and personnel still played an important 

part in their maintenance during this period. There was always a gulf between the 

policy-making of church leaders and the actual implementation by the laity. To the 

mainline churches, this made the missionary presence in early twentieth-century 

China unavoidable, and something which could not be neglected. Additionally, a 

number of Chinese church leaders shared Cheng‘s attitude towards church-mission 

relationships and the pragmatic acceptance of continuing external dependence on 

foreign subsidies. The case of the CCC indicated that Cheng and other mainline 

leaders did not always correctly grasp and react to the needs of the time, as the 

dependence on missionary funds became a hindrance rather than a boost to the 

development of the Chinese church. As for Cheng Jingyi himself, he indeed showed 

a degree of exceptionality in leadership. His own convictions on universal Christian 

unity were strengthened by his close connection with the LMS during his early life, 

especially his affinitive relationships with George Owen and the Curwens, as well as 

his overseas experience in an international evangelistic environment. With his 

moderate and mild temperament, Cheng sometimes displayed a romantic and 

idealistic attitude towards the ideal of Christian union and the church-mission 

relationship. Even A. R. Kepler, although himself a foreign missionary in the CCC 

leadership, displayed stronger determination in policy-making and implementation 



288 

 

than did Cheng when negotiating with missions. As F. H. Hawkins of the LMS once 

commented, Cheng was ‗too good a man for secretaryship work.‘
677

 Cheng‘s own 

characteristics and style in Christian leadership may have become a source for 

misinterpretation and criticism. An example can be found in Lian Xi‘s observation: 

‗Whatever resentment he [Cheng Jingyi] had felt against foreign dominance of the 

Chinese church would have softened in the face of moves missionaries had made 

since 1907 to put the Chinese, himself in particular, in the position of leadership.‘
678

 

In fact, Cheng‘s personal interests lay much more in the work of Christian 

literature.
679

 

 A further aim of this thesis has been to draw scholarly attention to Cheng‘s status 

in the contradiction between liberals and conservatives in the early twentieth century. 

As the North Jiangsu Mission delegates to the 1922 National Christian Conference 

observed, Cheng was not, in their view, a liberal.
680

 This judgement is convincing as 

it represented the opinions of a group usually regarded as fundamentalists. Kevin 

Xiyi Yao notes the existence of ‗moderates‘ or ‗mild fundamentalists‘ in the conflicts 

between liberals and conservatives. This group of conservatives, according to Yao, 

‗could agree with the fundamentalists on such issues as the authority of the Bible and 

supernatural Christology and regretted the rise of modernism,‘ but did not join the 
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anti-modernist campaign for the sake of Christian unity within missionary 

community.
681

 Cheng was certainly not a fundamentalist, and he did not seem to fit 

in the group of ‗moderates‘ either, as he was inclined to be sympathetic to the liberal 

approach to social reform through Christian faith. Cheng bore certain characteristics 

of a number of Chinese Christian intellectuals who had strong national and social 

consciousness to link Christianity and the concept of ‗national salvation.‘ At the same 

time, he displayed the characteristic features of an evangelist, by consistently 

emphasising the spiritual life of the church and the evangelisation of China, not only 

in words, but also in action. The ultimate goal of his initiation of the Chinese Home 

Missionary Society, the China for Christ Movement, the Five-Year Movement and 

even the promotion of a united indigenous church, was to evangelise the Chinese 

nation. Cheng‘s status indicates that Chinese Protestantism in this period cannot be 

simply reduced to an opposition between fundamentalists and liberals. There were at 

least a few, like Cheng Jingyi, in the middle. The polarisation between the two 

extremes has, however, resulted in this group becoming almost invisible to both 

modern Christian circles and academia. In Cheng‘s case, due to his leadership in 

several major Christian organisations which have been considered to be theologically 

liberal and not to be evangelism-oriented, this status has tended to be neglected. 

Furthermore, the evangelism-centric dimension of Cheng‘s life has not been well 

noted either by contemporary Chinese Christians or by scholars. Only Liu Jiafeng 

shows a certain awareness of Cheng‘s emphasis on the spiritual growth of the 
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Chinese church.
682

 Cheng has never been listed together with other Chinese 

evangelists, such as Ding Limei and Song Shangjie.
683

 As demonstrated in this thesis, 

Cheng‘s understanding of Christianity was not only based on doctrinal knowledge, 

but also on the Chinese context; and he not only emphasised individual salvation but 

also embraced a wider social dimension. Yet he never lost sight of the goal of the 

evangelisation of China and his concern for the spiritual life of the individual and the 

Protestant community. This dimension of Cheng‘s life certainly deserves more credit 

and scholarly attention. 

 

Further Studies of the Church Unity Movement in China 

 

Historical treatments of the ecumenical movement in the twentieth century have paid 

much less attention to the CCC than they have done to the CSI. One of the reasons 

may be that the CCC ceased to exist after 1949, whilst the CSI has endured to the 

present day. Written history usually privileges the survivors over the extinct, the 

winners over the losers. Nonetheless, as shown in this thesis, the CCC encompassed 

a greater denominational range than the CSI, and took a shorter time to be brought 

into existence. When it was formed, the CCC contained twelve synods which were 

scattered throughout China, fifty-one district associations, 585 organised churches, 
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2,035 preaching places, 333 ordained pastors, 2,072 evangelistic workers and 

120,175 communicants, which was reported to be approximately one third of the 

number of Protestant communicants in China.
684

 As the largest Protestant church in 

China at that time, co-operating with fourteen missions, its size and strength could 

not be ignored in Chinese Christian circles during that period.
685

 The CCC achieved 

a certain degree of real unity in several synods, such as those in Guangdong and 

Minnan. Additionally, it operated its own evangelistic work in West China, which 

according to Stephen Neill, was a sign of ‗reality in the life of a united Church.‘
686

  

 This thesis has maintained that the church unity movement in early 

twentieth-century China, and the resultant CCC, reflected a Chinese approach to 

ecumenism. It differed from the western form of ecumenism and demonstrated a 

quest for national church construction in China. Yet it was not solely an outgrowth of 

the socio-political preoccupation in China, and shared similar theological 

motivations with that behind the ecumenical movement of the West. Although this 

thesis has confined its scope to the efforts of a large number of mainline Protestant 

churches to move towards Christian union, seen in a broader perspective, the various 

approaches towards either denominational or interdenominational union of different 

Chinese Protestant churches, whether mainline mission-related or independent, 
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whether liberal or conservative, reflected the fact that church unity had become a 

general trend in the evolution of Protestantism in China. As an indispensable part of 

the history of Chinese Christianity during the twentieth century, and as a Chinese 

case study in the evolution of Christianity when it encounters the local context of 

particular mission fields, the church unity movement in China is worthy of further 

and deeper study. 
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