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This book is both traditional and innovative, traditional in the sense that 
it deals chronologically with the development and situation of the 
Protestant Church in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since its 
foundation in 1949. However, it is also innovative in its perspective and 
method, with interviews giving voices to individual stories, stories 
which in turn add flesh to the chronological and thematic bone structure 
of the book. The authors importantly point out that research on Chinese 
social transition all too often fails to investigate religion in general and 
Christianity in particular. Here Ma’s and Li’s book makes an important 
contribution with their accessible writing, while still maintaining an ac-
ademic perspective. 

The introductory chapter sets the context and framework for the book, 
and also details to some extent the scope of the interviews that form the 
base for the book, dates and places, etc. Chapters one and two deal with 
the 1950s and 1960s and the formation of a “patriotic” church in the form 
of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM), and the persecution and 
division that came from that. The Cultural Revolution is also covered, 
and while I would like to have seen more focus on recent decades, the 
interviews and voices from that period do add important experiences to 
the picture we were already aware of from that time. Especially the sto-
ries in chapter two give insight and depth to the actual process of con-
version, and the reasons for belief. Several interviewees tell of how the 
Christian message was perceived as “truth” compared to the often vio-
lent but most of all inconsistent message of Maoist propaganda, with 
shifting persecutions and loyalties. The importance of Christian role 
models is also very clearly revealed in Ma’s and Li’s book. 

Chapter three (“Censored”) focuses on the June 4, 1989 massacre in 
Beijing and its repercussions. While interesting as it is, I miss the build-
up before 1989 with the open-minded 1980s, the intellectual and cultural 
curiosity and the important development of the “Cultural Christian” phe-
nomenon. “Cultural Christians” are briefly mentioned, but only in refer-
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ence to the current growing trend of Calvinism. Liu Xiaofeng is men-
tioned (p. 60), but only as editor of “a series on Christianity mainly 
geared to the unbelieving academic circle.” His work in this respect is 
placed “in the early 1990s,” which is quite surprising knowing that Liu’s 
most important book, Zhengjiu yu xiaoyao 拯救與逍遙 [Delivering and 
Dallying] was published already in 1988, and what he himself called his 
“credo,” Zou xiang shizijia shang de zhen 走向十字架上的真 [Towards 
the Truth of the Cross], was published in 1990. Delivering and Dallying 
has been published in several editions and many reprints and it has been 
sold very well for a rather academic book with Christian intentions. In-
terviews with a selection of “Cultural Christians” (for lack of a better 
term I still call them this) would have complemented the book well, per-
haps in their own chapter. Such a chapter would also have further wid-
ened the perspective of what “Church” is in a Chinese context, as the 
majority of “Cultural Christians” were not church members or had any 
kind of standard ecclesiological viewpoint. 

Chapter four is called “Orphans” and deals with the situation in the 
transformative 1990s and early 2000s. New market economy enterprises 
and quickly developing campuses became centres for evangelisation, 
and Ma and Li capture this well. Quite some focus is laid on the influence 
of foreigners, as teachers, Bible providers or simply as travellers-cum-
itinerant missionaries. However, Ma and Li also discuss the problems 
related to these foreign contacts and the legacy with sometimes distorted 
images of persecution and “underground” in China. There is also a brief 
discussion on another legacy of this period, the challenge of “re-
churching” people converted by short term missionaries in 
“underground” settings. How will they fit into open congregational life? 
A related issue is that of academics and professionals whose intellectual 
expectations may not be met in many congregations in regard to 
preaching and theological profoundness, so they chose not to attend. 
Another aspect of intellectuals could have been more clearly pronounced 
in this setting as well, and that is the more “structural” impact of 
“Cultural Christians.” When the phenomenon of “Cultural Christians” 
phased out in the late 1990s, they had a great impact on coming 
generations of students and young cultural elites, some of them 
becoming the core of the Calvinist movement today. This influence is 
directly related to the situation with academics staying outside or parallel 
to congregational life. 

With a Dickensian nod Ma and Li title chapter five “Two Cities,” a 
fine description of church development in Chengdu and Shanghai, with 
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analysis of socio-political, financial, organisational and many other fac-
tors. Through interviews they capture very well the challenges, similar-
ities and differences between these two metropolises. Chapters six 
(“CCP”), seven (“Nationalism”) and eight (“Charity”) are more themat-
ically than chronologically inclined, but follow the same pattern of in-
terviews providing the setting for analysis. One important lesson from 
these chapters is how party propaganda language and rhetoric seeps into 
even Christian settings through its ubiquity, pushing Christian thought 
and preaching in similar directions. Chapters ten, eleven and twelve 
(“Marriage,” “Education” and “Crosses”) continue the thematic analysis 
of challenges to Christians in contemporary China. How to find a suita-
ble marriage partner? Can we as Christians send our children to public 
schools that will indoctrinate them? And if we cannot display the sym-
bols of our faith even at government recognised churches, how can there 
then be any space for religious belief in the public sphere? 

Calvinism is the focus of chapter nine, and this chapter gives an in-
depth and nuanced image of the recent trend of Calvinism or Reformed 
interest in Chinese Christianity. Important inspirators are mentioned, 
congregations are described, but there are also some notes on the con-
troversies around this phenomenon, an aspect too seldom mentioned. 
Complementarianism, taking over and “Reforming” already existing 
congregations, excessive debates on doctrinal particularities, and a num-
ber of other issues give a fuller picture of the fascinating phenomenon of 
Chinese Reformed congregations. 

While this book is generally well written and structured, I would have 
liked to see more explanation of the context of some source material re-
ferred to. One example is the Southern Weekend article from 2009 re-
ferred to as “the first and only time Christianity and house churches re-
appeared in public media between 1949 and the present” (p. xiii). This 
is quite a statement, and it is not true. There have been numerous articles 
in Chinese media mentioning Christianity since 1949, even if not very 
frequently or positively, and I assume the authors are aware of this and 
wanted to make a specific point. There are also some other minor dis-
crepancies that could have easily been avoided. For example, the refer-
ence to Yang Xiaokai’s article on constitutional government, “Jidujiao 
yu xianzheng” 基督教與憲政 [Christianity and Constitutional Govern-
ment], which is translated as “Christianity and Democracy” (p. 2). Here 
is a distinct conceptual difference, but a non-Chinese speaking reader 
would never notice. This is surprising, but perhaps an example of an in-
tention to keep the book as little “Chinese” as possible? Some Chinese 
language references are given in pinyin, but not all, and it would have 
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been useful for all readers if there had been some system to this. For a 
Chinese speaker it would be useful to see the actual title, and for non-
Chinese speakers to know which resources he or she could actually ac-
cess and read. In chapter nine on Calvinism the authors state (p. 126) 
that “In 2014, Calvinism even appeared in an article on China’s most 
widely circulated investigative magazine Caijing.” This is interesting in 
two ways, first because the reference to the Caijing article shows that no 
other than Ma Li and Li Jin wrote the Caijing article. Secondly, it is 
interesting because Calvin and Calvinism have appeared increasingly in 
Chinese academic journals and media since the 1990s, reaching a wide 
audience long before 2014 and the Caijing article. This is also noted in 
the book (p. 121–22), actually with reference to an article by me. 

In some ways the book reminds me of Raymond Fung’s Households 
of God on Chinese Soil (1983) in the way that local Christians tell of 
their lives from 1949 and onwards. Fung’s book was not academic and 
had no such ambitions, but was an accessible and insightful contribution 
to our knowledge of the surprisingly reviving church in China after the 
Cultural Revolution. Ma’s and Li’s book goes much further, and gives 
us both academically founded analysis and voices straight from the liv-
ing Chinese church, and I would recommend this book to anyone inter-
ested in Christianity in China. 
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