Symposium “Luther in Asian Context”
Luther and the Post-denominational Era of China
s R R i S i’:’FE\ﬂf )
Thursday, April 19, 2001

Prof. Dr. Pilgrim W.K. Lo
Lutheran Theological Seminary, Hong Kong

A. The Ecumenical Concerns of Chinese Churches Today

Last year was the fiftieth anniversary of the “Three Self Patriotic Movement” (TSPM) of the Protestant
Churches in Chinaf] l[ﬁ&zlgﬁ?&: Ei@j'[gszlﬁgw. The National Committee of Three Self Patriotic
Movement of the Protestant Churches in China (NCTSM) and the China Christian Council (CCC)f| s £l
f{?’%ﬁheld the general meeting at the Great Hall of the People on September 23, 2000. For the
purpose of our discussion there are two documents of significance related to this meeting, namely the
“Brief Statement™ " 319555 (|- [ T ] Ael—— BEL I 5= | ISR o & U, of the
TSPM read byii ¥ i Han Wen-zao, the Chairman of the CCC, and an “Open Letter”?" =2 = |3/} )d
Ik RY 2 5 L to all brothers and sisters in China.  The documents pointed out several main points
which not onry describe how the Chinese Church understands its history over the past century, but also
express the position and direction of the Chinese Church towards its future.

From the “Brief Statement:

»  “Christian Churches were called Yangjiao (overseas religion) in old China not because they were
foreign religion, but because they were exploited by imperialism... the excellent contribution of
TSPM is that it moved the label “Yangjiao’ from the Christian Church.”

» “...broke away from the dispute among denominations of the old China and turned Chinese

Churches into the post-denominational era... from the structural system of Western denominational

missions.”

“Churches of different places have had joint worship since 1958, it makes the denominational

organization disappear gradually.”

“...Three Self does not mean self-isolation.”

“Based on the principle of Tree-Mutuality — Mutual Respect, Mutual Non-interference, Mutual

Non-subordination — we exchange our experience with Churches in Hong Kong and Macao.”

“The core of TSPM is actualization and safeguard of the sovereignty of the Chinese Church.”

“...regarding the differences of traditions, rituals, characteristics of beliefs, (we) should, follow the

teaching of the Bible, eagerly to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, put into

practice mutual respect and unity in diversity.”

“According to the theology of priesthood of all believers, Chinese Churches ought to carry out

‘democracy’... pay great attention to contextualization of ecclesiology, in order to establish a system

for our Church; not breaking off from the historical tradition, but developing our own

self-characteristics.”

» “The Chinese Churches in the post-denominational era have formed a network between local
churches and NCTSM, as well as CCC, through their local branches. The establishment of NCTSM
and CCC has had a direct influence on the establishment of the grass-roots churches.”
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From the “Open Letter”:

» *“...after 50 years of TSPM the Chinese Churches have broken away from the control by the western
missions, and won a complete sovereignty... national pride is strengthened.”
» “...from eliminating the influences of imperialism on the Chinese Churches to strengthening the

building up of theological thinking... TSPM expresses itself as a patriotic movement as well as a
Church-loving movement. It has its political significance and is at the same time of great spiritual
significance.”

» “The greatest achievement of TSPM is that it made the Chinese Churches no longer the instruments
of imperialism, and changed the impression of Christian Church among the Chinese; it turned the
denominational Chinese Church into a Church of mutual respect, which enters the era of
post-denomination with joint worship.”

»  “If we say the increase in Church members is the increase of the stature of the body of Christ,
building of theological thinking is then the increase of the wisdom of the body of Christ. Wisdom
and stature must grow together...”

It is true that in the last century the relationship between Chinese Church and the political forces of the
West was very close. Chinese people identified Christian Churches with the imperialism of Western
countries. Different denominations represented different invading powers from the West.

Almost a century ago, Chinese Christian leaders appealed for contextualization of and unity among the
Chinese Churches. Cheng Jing-yi%‘;ﬁ?‘[ﬁ‘[, a pioneer of Chinese ecumenical movement and later
Chairman of the National Council of Churches in China, spoke openly at the 1910 World Missionary
Conference in Edinburgh, Scotland, expressing his hope that the Conference would not disappoint the
expectation of Chinese Christians for a non-denominational, united Chinese Church in the near future.?
Timothy LewZ'[;=3,, a representative of the Church of Christ in China, emphasized the urgent need of
developing an indigenous Chinese theology in his speech at the 1927 meeting of the “World Conference
on Faith and Order” in Lausanne, Switzerland: “...Orientals have their own spiritual experiences,
religious traditions and heritages, which are not the same as of the Westerns.  Their cultural heritages
help Christians understand the spiritual meaning of ‘God in Christ” with their own distinctive way of
thinking, which is missing in the West.  Chinese Christians are seeking an expression for interpreting
Christian faith through their traditional culture.”® A more radical expression of the grievances against
the influences of denominationalism is found in the open letter to the Churches in China which was read
in the Chinese Christian Assembly of 1922 in Shanghai: “We, representatives of the main denominations
of the Protestant Church, are sorry for the schism caused by the Western denominationalism. We
understand that God enriches His Church through plurality and gifts to different denominations, on the
other hand we also realize that denominationalism is a product of particular epoch of the history... For the
Chinese Christians without experience of epoch of denomination, denominationalism will not stimulate
spiritual faith nor become the source of spiritual revelation. Instead, it causes confusions and schism.”

Although NCTSM and CCC today have declared clearly the distinction between the Christian Church and
imperialism at official events,® such impressions and understandings are not to be erased from the mind of
Chinese people nor from Chinese history. Chinese people today may no longer say that Christian
Church is the instrument of imperialism, however for Chinese Christians schism among Protestant
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Churches has weakened the gospel in China.” While Bishop K.H. Ting™ £ " proposed the new slogan
“Three-Well”® at the opening of the thirtieth anniversary of the NCTSM in 1984 — governing well,
supporting well, propagating well, the purpose of the new slogan was meant to support and advance the
original “Three-Self” — self-governing, self-supporting, self-propagating. For the Church in China,
Three-Self concept, even though not Christian doctrine or an essential element of the Christian faith,’
remains a most significant principle.'°

There is no doubt that the Three-Self Patriotic Movement and the communist party of New China have
brought the Church of China into a post-denominational era. ~ After 50 years of the Three-Self Patriotic
Movement there are very few people still alive, either clergy or laypersons, who personally experienced
the period of denominationalism.  Christians of the new generation, who were born after the New China
founded, have very little idea of what denominationalism means. Even among the Christian groups,
who have not joined the CCC, there is difficulty in preserving and developing their own tradition, due to
limited resources and facilities. Christians under the umbrella of CCC are baptized, but they are not in
conflict over such baptismal practices as immersion or sprinkling, or infant baptism or adult baptism.
Clergy are not educated to teach the Book of Concord or to do any reflection on the “Joint Declaration on
the Doctrine of Justification”. Worship forms and liturgy are not dominated by the practices of one
denomination. The bread and wine of the Eucharist are given to all baptized, regardless of confessions
or congregations. Managerial structure and holy orders are used to serve the needs and tasks of the
Church from a pragmatic approach, instead of by distinct theological positions on holy offices and lay
priesthood. Nevertheless all Christians in China do recognize the Bible as the highest authority for their
faith and life, and they understand salvation to be through Christ, and emphasize justification by faith and
Christian mission.

As soon as the Chinese Government established policies regarding the actualization of religious freedom
after the Cultural Revolution, a group known as Cultural Christians arose in the 1990s, primarily among
scholars in Mainland China who were involved in studying Christianity.** They are a special group of
intellectuals who claim to be Christian, but who refuse to be baptized or to become a member of any
congregation or denomination. According to Liu Xiao-feng#?|-| #& “Cultural Christians are not
scholars studying Christian history and culture at university or academy in Mainland China, but are the
cultural intellectuals who have had a change of individual faith and confess Christ...”**  The rise of the
phenomenon of Cultural Christians provoked much controversy in 1995 and 1996 between Cultural
Christians and traditional Chinese Christian theologians overseas concerning “Christian identity”.*?
Even though Churched Christians questioned the validity of the Cultural Christians’ identity, it be must
acknowledged that the Cultural Christians are those who are expending the most energy in the academic
study of Christianity, and who have developed cooperative relationships with Chinese intellectuals in a
variety of disciplines, including experts and scholars from the Religious Affairs Bureau of the Chinese
Government and related institutes.
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NCTSM and CCC have long been aware of the significance of theology for the future of the Church in
China. It was emphasized during the fiftieth anniversary of the TSPM that the construction of theological
thought is an urgent task of Chinese Church;** and there were many seminars held by provincial Christian
Councils under the theme “Construction of Theological Thought”. However for most clergy and
laypeople, namely for the “Church” of China, academic theological concerns are far from their lives.
They don’t need theology for uniting or dividing the Churches. For most Chinese Christian, “living as a
Christian” is much more important than “understanding as a Christian”.  On the other hand, for Cultural
Christians, although they investigate Christian thought and its history and confess Jesus Christ, traditions
and denominational characteristics are of very little importance for them. “Understanding as a
Christian” in their own way is much more important for them than “living as a Christian” in the
traditional way.

If we now move to the consideration of ecumenism, particularly from the perspective of Western
ecumenical theology, we find that the Churches in China recognize baptism and ordination of all
congregations and share the table of the Lord with all Christians. They recognize and respect differences
of traditions, rituals and characteristics of beliefs. It may be said that the Church in China today has
become an ideal Church of unity. Is it, then, still meaningful to discuss “Luther and the
Post-denominational Era of China”? Are we disrupting the unity of Chinese Church if we as Lutheran
seek to preserve our traditions and identity and to give input to the Church in China from a Lutheran
perspective?

B. Significances of Luther for Ecumenism

We know that although the word “Lutheran” signifies followers of Luther, use of his name to denote a
Christian denomination was not what Luther wanted.’> Because Luther firmly believes that there is only
one holy catholic Church, he even struggled with the outcome of the reformation and the necessity of
founding a new Church.*®  The gospel of the incomparable and unearned grace of God was not lost in
the Roman Catholic Church,*’ even though it was concealed and obscured by the late scholastics, and by
the Church rules and orders for obtaining merits. Even though schism arose after the reformation, there
is no doubt that Luther’s concept of reformation was not to divide the Church, but to renew the Church
according to the gospel.  Therefore, if ecumenism of Luther is our concern, we have to investigate how
Luther understood “Church” in ecumenical sense.®

We cannot find the word “ecumenical” in Luther’s works, nor was “ecumenical theology” a topic in the
period of reformation. The situation of Luther’s time was quite different from the later period when
Churches instituted their own confessions.’®  Nevertheless not only in Luther’s writing and teaching, but
also in his career as reformer, we find that the “Oneness of the Church” was always his main concern.
Oneness of the Church does not refer to a unity of local Churches, but to the Church of wherever the
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Word of God is proclaimed in preaching and the sacraments.®  As stated in the Smalcald Avrticles, the
true Church is exists where holy believers listen to the voice of Jesus alone.”>  Thus the Word of God is
the determinant, not the congregation. Luther, on the one hand, did not want to give a definitive answer
as to where the true Church on earth could be found. He said, “I believe in one holy Christian Church”,
not “I believe one holy Roman Church”, because the Roman Church is and should be a part of the holy
Christian Church.? The holy Church is not bound with Rome, but the assembly of believers.”® It may
be said that, for Luther, the one holy Christian Church is neither the Roman, nor the Nuremberg nor the
Wittenberg Church, but the Christian Church, where people believe in Christ.?*  On the other hand
Luther acknowledged that the true Church is also to be found in the Catholic Church, and even among the
enthusiasts, except where the Word and Sacraments are denied.”>  The unity of the Church is therefore
not structural, but spiritual. In this way, unity is solely in the true faith in the triune God and in the
incarnation of the Son.”®

When we look closer at Luther’s ecclesiology regarding the controversy over the traditions within the
Roman Catholic Church, the investigation of Torleiv Austad draw our attention. Austad says that, from
the perspective of the Reformers, the controversies concerning the traditions of the Church focused on
three questions: authority, salvation and continuity.?”  For Luther, authority comes neither from Council
nor Popes, but solely from God’s Word; salvation is only received by grace through faith, not by the
merits or masses of the Church; and continuity is possible and of great significance only because of the
apostolic tradition from the gospel of Jesus Christ, not the ecclesiastical tradition of the visible Church.
Furthermore, Luther understood the authority of a Council not to be founded on the Council itself, but on
the contents of its resolution, because a Council is in its nature not the Church, but represents the
Church.?®  Itis clear that Luther never denied Councils or the Popes; and he believed that good works
and masses are significant for the Christian life. He also cherished and followed the ecclesiastical
traditions, if they were not opposed to the gospel. For example, Luther did not seek the abolition of the
holy orders, but instead emphasized the serving function of the priests.?® It is not true that Luther
completely negated the authority, tradition, teaching and structure of the Roman Catholic Church. In
fact, he fought only against those things which were contrary to the gospel,® not against their external
forms. Only by acknowledging this understanding may we discuss ecumenicity in Luther’s theology.

For Luther, the “Oneness of the Church” was more important than the “Unity of Churches”. Churches
are one in the Lord Jesus Christ, but many in time and space. The oneness of the Church is only to be
found in Jesus Christ, and only to be recognized in the faith of believers in Jesus Christ.  Unity of all
churches in a visible way is impossible, and thus not to be found on earth.*>  Although Lutherans
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understand the Church as the “congregation of saints”, it is not necessary to have all churches or
congregations united in all external aspects, because those are all manifestations of human activity.** It
is clear in the Lutheran Confessions that the usages to be observed in the Church are those which may be
observed without sin, and which are profitable for tranquillity and good order in the Church,® such as
ceremonies and Church rites which are neither commanded nor forbidden in God's Word, but which have
been introduced into the Church for the sake of good order and propriety.>* We may express it this way:
one in faith, and various in the ways of expressing the faith. Lutheran churches today which follow this
principle involve themselves in the ecumenical movement. They firmly believe that they are responsible
for the unity of churches in the apostolic faith, because the holy catholic Christian Church is also
expressed through the churches which have different rites, orders and ceremonies.*®  For Lutherans,
confessional identity and ecumenical responsibility are not mutually exclusive, because confessional
identity is Christian identity.® Decisive for Christian identity is whether one “confesses Christ” or not.

Lutheran Church as a denomination has its confessional identity as well as its Christian identity, because
the Lutheran Church confesses Christian faith according to the Lutheran understanding: rightly preaching
the gospel and administering the sacraments.®”  For Lutherans the Word and Sacraments are the signs of
the Church.  Without the visible sign no one can find the invisible Church.*®  These signs are, on the
one hand, the very foundation of the ecumenical movement, which should be commonly accepted by all
denominations and Christian communities. On the other hand, this is a confessional characteristic of
Lutherans which may not be given up or compromised, and which characterizes the capacity of the
Lutheran tradition for ecumenical involvement. When we say “preach” (the Gospel) and “administer”
(the Sacraments), this expresses the Lutheran understanding that the Church is active “here and now”
existentially within the context.® In addition, we must notice that the Lutheran understanding of
Eucharist — Realprasenz — reminds us Jesus “is” in the bread and wine in our existence.  Article 24 of the
Augsburg Confession, “Of the Mass”, is a good example of this understanding..  This theological
conception allows Lutherans to develop Lutheran theology and Lutheran tradition while at the same time
refraining from denominational hegemony.

C. Consideration of Lutheran Ecumenical Theology for the Church in China

In China today, the labels of Yangjiao, imperialism or denominationalism are no longer assigned to
Christianity, including Lutheran, which holds promise that there might develop beneficial relationships
between the Church in China and the Lutheran churches. In this regard, Lutherans and Chinese
Christians emphasize Christ, the apostolic tradition, the Word and the Bible. Christ is the head of the
Church and the Church is the body of Christ. Both Lutherans and Chinese Christians recognize Christ
as the object of our confession and the foundation of faith; not the Church (neither Lutheran nor the
Chinese Church) saves us, but Christ, for there is one who stands between believers and God. Thus, the
tradition we preserve should not be a human tradition, but the tradition of faith in the Word.  Although
the Chinese Church does not recognize particular symbolic books, which Lutherans most certainly do,
doctrinal hegemony does not apply to Lutheran Churches because Lutherans understand their
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confessional symbolics as summaries and clear interpretation of Scripture, and sola scriptura retains
priority in Lutheran doctrine. There is also common ground for mutual acceptance between Lutherans
and Chinese Christians as they both respect the varieties and differences of denominations. In particular,
Lutherans admit that, “the salvation of the world does not depend on us.  This means there is space for
other expressions, traditions, ways of living and languages.”*°

The Chinese Church has experienced the period of conflict and controversy among denominations, and
now comes into the age of Post-denomination. This is in the sense a Chinese Church Reformation. In
comparison with Luther’s Reformation, it is essential to notice an important difference. “Here | stand”
for Luther came solely from the power of the Word. It is true that without financial and political support
of Frederick the Wise the Reformation could hardly have been successful; and that in writing to the
Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of the Christian Estate Luther appealed
to the princes and rulers of Germany that it was necessary for the secular arm to intervene and call a
reforming council when the spiritual arm had refused to take in hand the amendment of the Church in
crisis.  Nevertheless, he never believed that the Church should be reformed by political powers.
Conversely, it is necessary to say historically that the political factors were much more decisive for the
Chinese Church Reformation. Consequently, in Luther’s context the greater the number of
interpretations of the Word, the more denominations arose, and in Chinese context the greater the political
change, the greater the change in the Church.

All Chinese Churches today are united by and under the authority of the NCTSM and the CCC. Itis
very encouraging that NCTSM and CCC have an ecumenical sense in terms of mutual respect both
internally and externally. It is still our consideration that Post-denominationalism in China is, to certain
extent, non-denominationalism.  Churches in China are not encouraged, even hardly possible to preserve
and develop their own traditions, for this might restore denominationalism and destroy the unity of the
Church, which would be contrary to the expectation of NCTSM, the CCC the Chinese government.
However, unity does not mean uniformity. The purpose is not to produce a monotonous Christian
culture. Lutherans appreciate different forms of heritage, which express the gospel and the apostolic
faith of the Bible correctly. This kind of heritages can help us profoundly to understand Christian faith
and to enrich our Christian life. Lutherans, as a major confessional body, have played an important role
in this aspect. What a shame if ecumenical relationships were limited to respect and appreciation for a
denomination’s tradition, without allowing for a natural development within the contemporary context.
Lastly, let us turn to the reality in China today. The Chinese Church is now working hard in the
construction of Chinese theological thought, which is recognized to be vital for the building up of the
Chinese Church.**  Surely we should have our own theology that can teach the Word of God
appropriately “for” the Chinese. In conjunction with the necessity of inculturation, though, Chinese
theology needs to be built on the foundation of the history of Christian thought, including the heritages
from the West.  The teaching of the history of Christianity or Christian thought in a seminary or
university simply cannot avoid the experience and thinking of Christians through the ages, in particular
those of the West.  Nor is it necessary to deny, in the process of inculturation, that as long as Christians
have different emphases in church life, and different understandings and a interpretations of the Bible and
Christian faith within their own contexts, different denominations will be a natural consequence.

China is moving. It moves toward a new century of globalization. Modern communication technology
has broken through the physical distance between China and Western countries, communists and
Christians, but has not the overcome the alienation among denominational adherents. The “Oneness of
the Church” should be expressed in the “Unity of Churches” bearing different heritages. This is our
hope, and | believe it was also Luther’s hope.
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