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thrived upon the self-perception of being a persecuted minority of

truth holders against an ominous force, embodied once by the

Communist Party (CCP) and now by what they perceive as the

American liberal cultural establishment.

Introduction: A surprising alliance?

Although it may appear to defy conventional wisdom, Chinese Christians gave their overt
political endorsement to Donald Trump in both 2016 and 2020, despite his blatant anti-
Asian and anti-immigrant rhetoric as a candidate and as president. Relative to 2016, the
2020 election saw Trump gaining support in every ethnic demographic (though not among
white voters), closing the racial gap between Trump’s and President Joe Biden’s voter
bases.! According to a CNN survey, 34% of Asian Americans voted for Trump in 2020,
a significant increase from about 20% in 2016. Among them, Chinese and Vietnamese
Americans make up the majority of the pro-Trump segment.” Support from Chinese
Americans might appear puzzling, considering that Trump spared no effort in bashing
China with no nuance, from waging an inconclusive trade war with the country to calling
COVID-19 the “China virus” or the “kung flu,” inciting backlash from Chinese Americans.’
His xenophobic language, draconian immigration policy, and failure to condemn systema-
tic racism would have further alienated Chinese Americans, one might assume.

On the contrary, vocal Chinese American supporters of Trump made a splash with their
public campaigns over various social media platforms. Two months before Election Day,
Wang Zhiyong, a Chinese pastor and theologian well known among first generation
Chinese Christian immigrants, started an online petition for Chinese and Chinese
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American pastors to pledge their names and their churches to pro-Republican stances. The
items for which he calls for Chinese Christian support come straight off the page of the
Christian Right’s tried-and-true agenda, including a platform that was anti-abortion, anti-
same-sex marriage, anti-social welfare, anti-“illegal immigration,” while favoring corporate
tax cuts and so-called religious freedom.* Among the 52 signatories were some of the most
prominent Chinese American pastors, including Zhang Boli, pastor of the 3000-member
Harvest Chinese Christian Church in Fairfax, Virginia. Wang’s petition was not a singular
case. Although Chinese American Christians are by no means monolithic, various sources
have called attention to a broad and active coalition within this group that champions the
causes of the GOP, social conservatism, and the Christian Right.’ Asian American
Christians favor Republicans over Democrats with roughly the same percentage by which
Asian Americans overall favor Democrats over the Republicans,® suggesting that their
religious identity is a strong deciding factor in the political stances of Christian Asian and
Chinese Americans.

What explains the popularity of Trump and the Christian Right agenda among Chinese
American Christians? Behind this unlikely union stands a complex web of theological,
cultural, and historical factors, extending back to the early twentieth century. While it is
beyond the scope of this paper to present a comprehensive list of causes, I offer a historical
analysis that aims to explain the mentality that would pave the way for a shared political
agenda between first-generation Chinese Christian immigrants and the American Christian
Right. Although “politics” had historically been excluded from the pulpits of immigrant
Chinese churches, their habitual reluctance to discuss politics had created a vacuum of
political reflection, which was quickly filled with the political agenda of a few pro-Trump
pastors in 2016 and 2020. Most of these pastors are first-generation immigrants who carried
with them the historical memory of Chinese house churches persevering under persecution
from a powerful and secular state in the People’s Republic of China. Because the only legal
churches in China since the early 1950s were those associated with the Three-Self Patriotic
network, the majority of Chinese Christians belong to “house churches,” which mostly
operate in a legal gray area and face the everyday threat of police surveillance, harassment,
and even forced closure. When immigrant ministers began pastoring Chinese diaspora
churches, they often did not recontextualize this inherited narrative to their new situations
in America. The mode of spirituality they aimed to cultivate in America thrived upon the
self-perception of being a persecuted minority of truth holders against an ominous force,
embodied once by the Communist Party (CCP) and now by what they perceive as the
American liberal cultural establishment and its political figurehead, the Democratic Party.
The rise of Trumpism in Chinese immigrant churches thus demonstrates the perennial
challenge of contextualizing faith and politics in new host cultures.

The Chinese Christian liberals

Shortly before the 2020 presidential election, Chinese Christian and self-proclaimed classi-
cal liberal Yu Jie published a series of articles online calling for Chinese support for
defending American civilization in the “Armageddon” of the 2020 election. Deploying
a mixture of scholarly analysis and apocalyptic language, Yu Jie viewed Trump as “leading
America back to its Puritan roots” and back to “common sense,” undergirded by his
assertion that “America is not a secular country but a ‘city on a hill’ under the providence



AMERASIA JOURNAL e 3

of God.”” Yu Jie’s romanticized vision of America is unbound, as he proclaims that “no
international law is higher than the American Constitution” and that “every inch of land
touched by American troops has been claimed for freedom and democracy.”® Yu Jie was not
alone in perceiving America as the bearer of divine destiny. A cohort of Chinese American
Christians, including the aforementioned Wang Zhiyong, is positioned in between classic
liberal intellectuals and educated Christians, groups that have demonstrated the tendency to
view America as a unique beacon of civilization. Their idealization of America would lay the
foundation for a Chinese Christian Conservatism in the United States.

Yu Jie’s self-designation as a “liberal” may sound at odds with his ardent support for
Trump, but this is the result of the dissonance in the meanings of “liberal” and “conserva-
tive” in Chinese and American contexts. Chinese liberals, like Yu Jie, were most powerfully
influenced by classical liberalism, especially as interpreted by post-World War IT American
proponents of conservatism, such as Russell Kirk and Frederick Hayek. The most important
political conclusions Chinese liberals drew from American conservatism usually revolve
around ideologies of deregulating the market and restraining state power.” Insofar as they
were singularly concerned with defending the church against an often overbearing state and
what they perceived to be a dominantly secular culture, Chinese classical liberals could also
claim to be liberals in the contemporary sense, as those who uphold the causes of the
politically marginalized and the culturally estranged from the sociopolitical mainstream."
Thus in the Chinese Christian context, a classical liberal who promotes capitalist values
could see his or her identity overlapping with that of a contemporary liberal with relative
ease. When applied without nuance to the American situation, however, ideological over-
laps resulted in an awkward conflation of interests between Chinese “liberals” with the
American Christian right, who traditionally advocated for the privilege of the church and
a small government. Legal scholar Zhang Qianfan has pointed out the glaring oversight in
this simple identification: In a constitutional democracy such as the United States, “left” and
“right” denote not so much one’s relationship with the current political establishment, but
one’s stance on specific political issues, and both can be politically and morally sound."'
Chinese Christian liberals’ identification with the American political right, to Zhang’s mind,
reflects a “transpacific misunderstanding,” for they failed to recontextualize their preexist-
ing perceptions of social convention and power dynamics to a new political reality.

The recent history of Chinese Christianity has paved the way for the alliance between
Chinese Christian intellectuals and classical liberalism. Among the most important demo-
graphic shifts of modern Chinese Christianity in the past twenty years is the rising number
of educated intellectual Christians. This group consists mainly of students or young
professors in China’s elite universities who, following Deng Xiaoping’s reforms and opening
up policy in 1978, first came into contact with Christian thoughts in their studies of the
humanities. Those already drawn to classic liberalism among them had been disappointed
with the limited progress of market liberalization in China and the inability to translate
fiscal capitalism into political democratization. As such, their intellectual interest in
Christianity often coincided with their search for a liberal alternative for economic mod-
ernization and political engagement.'> Traumatized by the Cultural Revolution and the
brutal crackdown of the 1989 Tiananmen Square pro-democracy demonstration, they were
driven to critically examine Chinese political culture — and Chinese culture overall - in their
search for an alternative foundation of their liberal ideals which they often found in
Calvinism."® Calvinist political theology, especially as developed in its English and
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American Puritan strands, provided rich reflection on the nature and limit of secular
authority, the legitimacy of ecclesiastical self-government, and a mandate for a publicized
faith - all of which appealed to Christian liberals in China, who sought greater public
presence under the shadow of a repressive state.

Although, for a time, some of these Christian thinkers seemed poised to become
influential public intellectuals in China, their Calvinist movement has so far failed to gather
the popular momentum needed to achieve the kind of social reform they have envisioned.
Lian Xi’s assessment that these Christian elites “will likely remain generals without an army
in their crusade for democratization of China and Christianization of its values”'* remains
true. Their disillusion with the party-state and their liberal political convictions of restrain-
ing state power pushed them to the margins of the Chinese political culture, as their
Calvinist ideals were more often than not “a source for resistance” against the larger political
culture at work."” Yu Jie divides contemporary Chinese intellectuals into three groups —
New Leftists, New Confucians, and liberals — and makes clear that it is the last group alone
who must fight against, rather than benefit from, state power. It is also this last group that
most often finds solace in Christianity.'® Oversimplification aside, his typology does reveal
Chinese liberal Christians’ common self-perception of being a marginalized minority

group.

The American beacon and the Chinese Christian Right

This self-perception of being a minoritarian group provided fertile soil for many Chinese
Christian intellectuals to idealize America. In contrast to their own self-styled status as
a minority of truth holders in China, they viewed America, as other outsiders do, as
a promised land where their religious freedom and political idealism were not only safe,
but could even bring them the public relevance denied to them in China.!” Lin Yao,
a scholar of contemporary Chinese intellectuals, argues that many of the Chinese liberals
developed a “beacon complex,” or “beaconism” for short, referring to “the idealization of
‘the West,” and the United States in particular, as the political and civilizational ‘beacon of
light’ for the rest of the world.”'® Lin further distinguishes between two kinds of beacon-
ism - political beaconism and civilizational beaconism — whereby the former romanticizes
America for its robust democratic political procedures, whereas the latter, for its unique
status as a last bastion of civilization in the midst of its global retreat. Lin’s notion of
beaconism, particularly civilizational beaconism, helps to explain why these Chinese
Christian liberals (in the Chinese sense) voted for Trump, not in spite of his xenophobic,
Islamphobic, and racist language, but because of it.'” If America truly is the last shining
beacon of civilization, then, by their logic, one must repel any element alien to it.*

In light of Lin’s analysis, it is remarkable how much the narrative of America as an
essentially Christian civilization factored into the political thinking of pro-Trump
Chinese Christians. For many of them, America’s Puritan past and Reformed present
provide the key explanation of its ability to develop a functional democracy; accord-
ingly, China’s lack of the Puritan tradition explains its inability to do the same. Their
Christian belief, then, is often undergirded by a comparison of civilizations. Yu Jie, for
example, cites the viewing of the documentary River Elegy, a scathing attack on the
roots of Chinese civilization, as a “spiritual baptism” that eventually led to his con-
version to Christianity.”' He sees in C.S. Lewis’s writings a “root for civilizational
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clash” between a religious civilization that must be individualistic and a materialist
civilization that must be collectivistic.”> An even more overtly civilizational claim was
advanced by Wang Zhiyong’s Jidujiao Wenminglun (A Theory of Christian
Civilization), in which he develops what he calls the “theology of civilization” in
order to reconstruct a weakened Christian civilization in the world.”> He takes
Samuel Huntington’s notion of the clash of civilizations one step further and divides
the world into “Christian civilization [,] Chinese civilization, and pagan civilization,
etc.”* One of the most urgent tasks for Chinese Christians, then, would be to
introduce the force of Western Christian civilization into China via what he calls
“civilizational evangelism” (wenming xuanjiao), in order “to eliminate from the root
the idol worship and emperor worship that has seeped deeply into Chinese
civilization.”*®

Identification with America’s Christian past has generated in many of these Chinese
Christian liberals a surprisingly similar mentality to that of American premillennial patriots
in the early days of the American Christian fundamentalist movement at the beginning of
the twentieth century. In both cases, a Christian movement traditionally distanced from
nationalism reversed its aloofness to politics seemingly overnight by subsuming their own
faiths to a civilizational narrative. As George Marsden shows, American premillennial
dispensationalists, while traditionally pessimistic toward this-worldly business and there-
fore had mostly remained circumspect about nationalistic politics, became patriots with
astonishing speed during World War I. An important reason was that they began to see
their faith — however apolitical - as in relationship to Christian civilization, contrasting it
with German “barbarism” and forces hostile toward traditional Christianity, such as
Darwinism and biblical criticism.”® When viewed through a civilizational lens, nationalism
became a worthy Christian cause despite its inconsistencies with their theology.

Some Chinese Christians mentioned above have followed a comparable trajectory. Yet
their adoration of American conservatism is not simply the result of a one-sided relation-
ship. American Christian conservatives, for their part, had historically been adept in
weaving Chinese elements into their own narrative. The landmark 2006 meeting between
Chinese Christian human rights lawyers and U.S. President George W. Bush at the White
House attracted much media attention, one notable event that reflected the longstanding
concern among American conservatives for religious freedom in China. Anticommunism,
which historian George Nash identifies as one of the three foundational pillars of American
conservatism of the twentieth century, had historically been fueled by political imaginations
not only of the Soviet Union, but also of communist China.>” The ascension of the John
Birch Society, which rallied conservatives around an idealized retelling of the story of John
Birch, a missionary and military officer captured and killed by Chinese communists, was but
one example of how American conservatives were both fascinated and agitated by stories
from China.”® The more recent continuation of this historical practice can be seen in the
proliferation of Chinese American pundits on Fox News comparing critical race theory to
the Cultural Revolution, as well as a speech at the 2020 Republican National Convention by
the blind Chinese human rights lawyer Chen Guangcheng, who was the only Asian
American speaker at the event.”” Whether out of genuine concern or tactical consideration —
usually both — American conservatives, in the twentieth century to the present, have been
remarkably open to Chinese and Chinese Americans who were willing to join their voices.
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If American Christian conservatives had habitually made use of China in the formation
of their identity, the reverse is also true. Some Chinese Christian conservatives have also
acknowledged several figures from the American Christian conservative camp who have
influenced them, though the source of such influence varies from case to case. Despite often
focusing on the same list of social issues as the American Christian Right, the first-
generation Chinese Christian conservatives mentioned above rarely cited the works of
political leaders of that movement, such as Jerry Falwell or Tim LaHaye. Instead, the two
groups share a stronger intellectual connection, evident in the prolific citations of Fredrick
Hayek, Milton Friedman, Samuel Huntington, and Francis Schaeffer in the works of
Chinese American conservatives. Huntington’s theory of the clash of civilizations, and
especially of America as a representative of “Protestant culture,” exerted strong influence
over many Chinese liberals at the time. Meanwhile Francis Schaeffer’s fundamentalist take
on world history, How Should We Then Live, translated into Chinese in 1983, popularized
the narrative that the Reformation uniquely contributed to the rise of modern society. It was
not a coincidence that the intellectually formative years of these pro-Trump Christians
overlapped with the popularization of Schaeffer and Huntington in China. A full account of
the complex interactions between Chinese and American Christian conservatives would
likely point to an understanding of conservatism itself as a heterogeneous and globalized
movement.

A long historical alliance

As these intellectual connections suggest, the three-way alliance between first-generation
Chinese Americans, evangelicalism, and Republican identification had been long in the
making. The relationship between Chinese Americans and evangelicalism has been well
documented, and three historical factors account for the popularity of evangelicalism
among Chinese immigrants. First, the greater proportion of Asian American evangelicals,
according to Russell Jeung, “corresponds to national trends in church growth and
decline.” As evangelical churches overtook mainline denominations in numbers after
the 1960s, Chinese believers more easily integrated into the more visible evangelical
churches. Another factor, as Timothy Tseng has also argued, is the defeat of China’s
Nationalist Party in the Nationalist-Communist civil war, which led many overseas
Chinese believers to “become less politically active, more pietistic, and more focused on
the Chinese diasporic community in the United States,”*' and thus, more at home in the
revivalist atmosphere of evangelicalism. Lastly, Jeung cites Yang Fenggang’s case study and
argues that “the orthodox and conservative culture of evangelicals meshes well with the
Confucian values of East Asians.”>* Behind these factors is a unifying theme, namely the
important role separatist evangelicalism has played in fostering a definitive Chinese
Christian identity. Contrary to the intent of mainline Chinese American denominations,
which aimed to assimilate ethnic churches into historically white congregations, most
Chinese evangelicals have retained their separatist spirit, due to clashes of opinions regard-
ing theology, ethnic representation, and church government.*

The historical alliance between Chinese evangelicalism and the Republican Party has also
been a notable feature of Chinese American Christianity. According to Janelle Wong’s
research, about 49% of evangelical Asian Americans, as of 2016, had habitually backed GOP
candidates, compared to 29% of non-evangelical Asian Americans.”* Among Chinese
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Americans, that percentage went up further to an estimated 52%.>> Although data is not yet
available on what percentage of contemporary Chinese Republicans also identify as
Christian, Wong’s study of the 2016 election cycle shows that Asian American evangelicals
were approximately twice as likely to affiliate with the GOP as their non-evangelical
counterparts, a contrast that has most likely become even starker since then, given the
increasing polarization between the political behaviors of evangelical and non-evangelical
Asian Americans.®® Buttressing the polarization is the fact that Asian Americans overall
have been leaning away from Republicans in the previous two decades, mostly due to the
Republicans associating themselves increasingly with conservative Christianity.”” Since
Chinese Americans are among the more Republican-leaning groups within the Asian
American demographic, the percentage of Chinese Republicans who identify as
Christians would most likely be high. Considering that more than 42% of Asian
Americans, and 30% of Chinese Americans, think of themselves as Christians,”® the
Republican-leaning subgroup within the Asian American demographics constitutes
a significant political and cultural presence.

Given the historical association between Chinese American Christianity and political
conservatism, one understandably expects a more extensive history of conservative political
activism from Chinese American Christians. Among the best-known examples of public
Chinese Christian conservatism were the demonstrations in 2008 organized by Pastor
Thomas Wang and Dr. Bill Tam in support of Proposition 8, a legal amendment to the
California Constitution that would define marriage exclusively as between one man and one
woman. Contrary to the positions of most Chinese Calvinist intellectuals, who showed little
interest in giving credit to the thinkers of the American Christian Right, Thomas Wang was
willing to cooperate with American Christian conservative institutions as he joined hands
with Chuck Colson of the Prison Fellowship and James Dobson of Focus on the Family in
marching to the U.S. Capitol in October 2004.”” As high-profile as Wang’s activism had
been, however, it is questionable as to whether this case represents an early episode of
a single coherent Chinese Christian conservative movement. A brief survey of Great
Commission Bi-Monthly, the flagship periodical of Wang’s ministry, shows that politically
agitated topics peaked around 2005-08, leading up to Proposition 8, but quickly abated
afterward as the old theme of spiritual revival and evangelism retook the center stage.*
Janelle Wong also testifies to the isolated nature of Wang’s activism by pointing out that
politics remained for the most part absent from the pulpits and the bookstores of Asian
American churches. As Wong explains, “Local resources and spiritual guidance” had always
been the primary focus, while politics was only “in the air,” so to speak.*' Conspicuous cases
aside, Chinese Christian evangelism has mostly remained a primarily pietistic religious
movement, from Wang’s Proposition 8 activism in 2008 to Trump’s 2016 election.

Chinese Christian life and the eruption of Trumpism

In part, then, Chinese Christians’ support for Trump could be seen as another episode in the
periodic eruption of this seemingly pietistic faith into conservative political mobilization.
Yet several clues suggest that Trumpism may have surpassed cases such as Wang’s earlier
conservative activism in intensity and scope among Chinese Christians. For one, Wang’s
protest against same-sex marriage was regional to California, whereas Chinese Christian
support for Trump had nationwide relevance.*” Second, Wang protested against an issue
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that did not fundamentally split Chinese American Christians from Chinese non-
Christians - 30% of both groups counted themselves as opponents to same-sex marriage
in 2008 - while Trump drove a much deeper wedge between Chinese American Christians
and non-Christians.*> What was it about their support for Trump that led them overcome
their traditional pietism and apolitical tendencies more so than before? Through studying
the popular Chinese Christian periodical, Chinese Christian Life Quarterly (CCLife, or
Shengming jikan), one can piece together a history of popular Trumpism from the inside
that will help explain its sudden rise.

One of the most widely circulated and influential Christian periodicals among Chinese
Christian churches, especially those led by first-generation Chinese immigrants, CCLife
boasts a team of founders and contributors that include some of the most prominent names
in Chinese American Christianity, including renowned pastor Liu Chuanzhang, the late
Thomas Yongxin Wang, Malaysia-based and internationally recognized Calvinist evangelist
Stephen Tong Chongrong, and prominent evangelist Yuan Zhiming.** Founded in 1997 to
address the lack of Chinese-language theological periodicals for overseas believers, the
periodical has since become a major platform for not only sermons and devotionals, but
also social commentaries, political discussions, and judgments of Christian orthodoxy and
heresy.

A brief look at the recent articles by CCLife yields ample evidence that the periodical is
overtly partisan in support of Trump and the GOP. In an October 2020 article, the period-
ical calls its readers to vote for Trump based on a series of dichotomies between Trump and
Biden, and between Republicans and Democrats: “The Democrats who support abortion,
same-sex marriage, and legalization of marijuana is ... legalizing what God detests,”
according to the article, while Trump’s supposed stances against abortion and same-sex
marriage — never mind whether he truly upholds such stances — “shows protection and love
for these people from potential temptation.”** This is but one of a sequence of articles that
announce support for Trump with a rhetorical intensity that makes even some of the white
evangelical Christian Right media pale in comparison. In a series of sweeping judgments,
CCLife boldly proclaims that “Trump lifts highly the name of the Lord and pushes for the
truth of the Bible”*° - despite the questionable state of his personal faith. His political rival,
the Democratic Party, on the other hand, “is completely hijacked by Marxism, and its goal is
to destroy everything that is good in American tradition.”*’

Such sweeping statements, however, do not hide the fact that many of these partisan
articles have not been as popular as one might expect, nor could they overshadow the
periodical’s main concern, which has always been spiritual devotion and revival. In contrast
to the white American Christian Right, which had been politically active since the 1940s,*®
CCLife’s foray into American politics has been recent. It published scarcely any articles in
support of Trump or the GOP in 2016, and had not mentioned political topics very often
before 2015. When one of its senior pastors and most prolific contributors, Liu
Chuanzhang, began to write partisan messages starting in 2015, his lamentations of
a secularized America and his anti-Democrat articles gained an online readership number-
ing around 15,000 altogether. Yet, by far, his more popular writings were still those about
spiritual revival and church services, with some articles in those areas boasting an online
readership of more than 80,000.*” Judging from textual evidence, the rise of pro-GOP
partisanship in one of the most widely circulated Chinese Christian periodicals came not
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through a gradual process of political awakening, but was a sudden eruption in a short
amount of time, led by a small cohort of pastors and writers.

Despite the relatively small presence of these partisan pieces within the periodical overall,
pro-Trump partisanship rose to immediate influence thanks to the absence of any alter-
native political voices whatsoever. Although articles in support of Trump were few in
number, articles in support of Biden were nowhere to be found. Also absent are articles
that introduce the American electoral system or political structure to the readers. In the
absence of opposing political voices and reflections in general, partisan judgments encoun-
tered little resistance on their way to being the center of attention in these periodicals. In
fact, the absence of political sophistication is glaring not only in matters related to Trump
and the 2020 election, but also in reports of other conservative religious topics such as
school prayer and homosexuality. By stating that “cases of robbery, theft, rape, drug trade,
and gun violence skyrocketed ever since prayers were forbidden in public schools,” the
writer attributes a complex social issue to a single, questionable cause, following the familiar
rhetorical fashion of the American Christian Right. More exaggerated is the statement that
“homosexuality leads to the extinction of the human race ... because homosexuals cannot
reproduce offspring.”" In both of these articles, extremely simplistic analyses of complex
social phenomena paved the way for political partisanship in a textual environment where
alternative voices were absent. As these cases demonstrate, political partisanship was not
necessarily antithetical to a tradition of pietism. What Janelle Wong observes of politics
being absent from the pulpit and only in the air, could in fact be a prelude to overt political
partisanship. And in the case of CCLife at least, Trumpism rose not in spite of, but largely
because of, the habitual absence of political discussions, as it filled a vacuum of political
discourse.

The Chinese house church in America

While conservative partisanship in general benefitted from the absence of competing
political reflections in the Chinese Christian church, Trumpism in particular benefitted
from a mentality of fear that had mobilized many Chinese American Christians.”” On the
surface, the kind of fear that bonded the American Christian Right to Trump appeared to be
a similar case for pro-Trump Chinese Christians. A brief survey of partisan articles
identifies a familiar list of threats besieging America: big government, gays, abortion, and
leftist influence from overseas. Yet the shared list of grievances hides deeper differences in
the origins of such fear, which can be traced to the history of Chinese “house churches.”
Despite the short history of Chinese immigrant churches in America, they are not
without a sense of an ecclesiastical root. As the leadership team of CCLife proclaims, they
largely saw overseas Chinese American churches as the next episode of Christianity in
Mainland China, and their ministry to these churches was the work of “overseas Mainland
evangelism.”>> Seeing that none of the founding members of the periodical had much
experience working in the Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) churches, “Mainland
evangelism” must have been modeled after the tradition of Chinese house churches, which,
to their mind, crystallized the most authentic form of Chinese Christian spirit. In practice,
this spirit manifests itself through a rejection of what is perceived as a looming force of
darkness, represented by liberal theology and political leftism. Some of the earliest articles
published in CCLife are critiques of the TSPM and its associated theologians as enemies of
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the true church who seek to “influence the church to obey any and all of the party’s policies
without integrity.”>*

The historical narrative of the Chinese house church as a theologically fundamentalist
minority institution persecuted by an evil alliance of liberal theology and state power has
deep roots. The TSPM was a Christian-Marxist hybrid movement launched by the CCP in
the 1950s to purge the Chinese church of foreign “imperialist elements”; yet in reality, it was
a de facto effort to extend direct party control over churches under its network. The
movement initially attracted Christians from relatively diverse theological and denomina-
tional backgrounds. Despite its theologically liberal leader, Wu Yaozong, it also had the
backing of some evangelicals, such as Chen Chonggui, as well as revivalist groups such as
the Jesus Family.”> As political pressure ramped up during Maoist China, however, the most
stubborn separatists from the TSPM proved to be also the most theologically fundamentalist
ones. Having suffered the bulk of the persecution from 1950 to 1978 — which saw the deaths
of about 500,000 Chinese Christians, according to one estimate® - the surviving “under-
ground church” had developed a self-understanding as a theologically fundamentalist,
pietistic, and resilient Christian body that persevered against an ominous atheistic
government.

For the first generation of leaders at CCLife, many of whom first encountered
Christianity at one of the “underground churches,” this conservative and pietistic tradition
represents the true crystallization of Chinese Christians’ faith and virtue. And it is this kind
of virtue that they wanted to pass on to their Chinese flock in America. For its efforts,
CCLife not only frequently publishes devotionals written by Chinese house church pioneers
such as Wang Mingdao and Wu Weizun, but also encourages readers to read a series of
publications, available as free e-books, that seek to forge them after the image of respected
patrons of Chinese house churches. Prominently featured among the publications are the
biographies of Yuan Xiangchen and Wu Weizun, and a book critiquing the liberal theology
of Ding Guangxun. There are multiple exhortations in these biographies on the need to
“wage warfare” against political oppression and theological liberalism - given the moniker
of “the unbelievers” throughout.”” The biographers often conclude with the call that “the
spirit of Mr. Wang Mingdao to tirelessly debate the truth ... to preserve the truth of
Biblicism” ought to “still exist in today’s churches.””® In contrast to these persevering
protagonists, the villains in the story are often scholarly looking, soft-speaking, Marxism-
literate, and evolution-believing intellectuals, including but not limited to Wu Yaozong and
Ding Guangxun. Above all, these biographies convey a mode of spirituality that generates
tremendous energy when Christians need to resist an ominous, oppressive, and godless
force. The path that the Chinese house church walks is “the path of the cross,” that is, a path
of facing persecution. Being persecuted, in turn, is directly and positively correlated to the
Christians’ spiritual flourishing, for “the more persecuted the church, the faster it grows.””’

To be sure, there are elements in these materials that seem detrimental to political
mobilization. After all, Yuan Xiangchen and Wang Mingdao frequently resorted to the
conviction that “an evangelist does not participate in political movements of any kind” as
a rationale to refuse joining the TSPM.®® But as previously discussed, apolitical pietism can
often be ripe with the potential for political partisanship. The pietistic spirit of these
forefathers of Chinese “underground” Christianity, living under extreme political margin-
alization, does not necessarily insulate the church from partisan politics when opportunities
arise in the new context of a politically agitated America. More importantly, a spiritually
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belligerent mode of belief, despite its apolitical fagade, almost necessarily seeks out an
external force as the enemy against whom believers can be awakened and mobilized.
Phrases such as “a crooked and perverse age” are repeatedly used to decry the evil social
environment during revival meetings, for the purpose of stimulating spiritual energy. In
CCLife’s column on “responding to social events,” a host of frequently reported events,
including the legalization of same-sex marriage, BLM protests, and the Biden presidency,
are interpreted as signs of widespread moral delinquency, and such articles usually conclude
with the call for Christians to “march onward into battle.”®" When Trump’s campaign
exploited the fear factor for its own gain, this spirituality proved to be a ready respondent.

Conclusion: A failure to re-contextualize

Once again, the parallel between Chinese Christians and the American Christian Right is
apparent, with both groups driven by the fear of an alien influence that could disturb
a world they previously inhabited. Although the American Christian Right is by no means
the persecuted minority they often claimed to be, the social changes in America on gender,
racial, and sexual norms since the 1960s were rapid and pervasive. Randall Balmer observes
evangelicals feel a constant sense of insecurity in their own country,®” a sentiment echoed by
many Chinese immigrants. The majority of Chinese immigrants following the Hart-Celler
Act of 1965 landed in the midst of cultural conflicts, in which culturally conservative
American Christianity could appear friendlier to the immigrants’ Confucian values. Their
recent memory of leftist oppression and the inherited mode of minoritarian spirituality put
many Chinese Christians in a surprisingly similar situation as the American Christian Right
believed they were in.

The rhetoric of powerlessness was not new to Chinese Americans. Especially in regards
to racial conflicts, Chinese Americans have historically displayed the capacity to bolster
their relatively conservative views with claims to victimhood. For instance, in 1992, during
the Los Angeles civil unrest, there had emerged the convenient but inaccurate rhetoric of
a politically privileged Black class rising against economically affluent but politically dis-
advantaged Asians. This narrative emerged with renewed strength during the more recent
case of Peter Liang’s trial for the killing of Akai Gurley. One Asian American participant of
the demonstration demanding Liang’s release was recorded to say, “They’re looking for
a scapegoat. They say, ‘This Asian guy. This community [doesn’t] vote. They don’t have
enough elected officials. They don’t know what to say. Let’s get him’!”®* Compared with the
regular tactic of self-proclaimed victimhood on the part of Chinese American conservatives,
Chinese Christian conservatives furthered claim a double victimhood, not only as Asians to
politically engaged Black liberation movements, but also as Christians to a strong secular
government. The prevalence of self-perceived victimhood as a mobilizing factor for Chinese
Americans likely provided a precedent for Chinese American Christians to do the same.

Ironically, in their attempt to defend their Chinese Christian heritage, they had turned to
a president and candidate who frequently deployed xenophobic language and policies.
Their self-identification with the American Christian Right is, in important ways,
a misidentification. Just as the Chinese “left” and “right” are different from the American
“left” and “right,” Chinese “fundamentalism” or “evangelicalism” is also different from
American “fundamentalism” or “evangelicalism.” While Chinese evangelicalism usually
describes the tradition inherited from house churches, most of which had endured genuine
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political persecution in the past with remarkable courage,®* white American evangelicalism
was not only never systematically persecuted, but has enjoyed considerable public exposure
and political power. To make up about 30% of the voter base of one of the country’s two
leading political parties would be beyond the wildest imagination of Chinese evangelicals.®
While Chinese evangelicals make up a genuine minority in their home country, white
American evangelicals are more accurately described, according to Steven Miller, as simul-
taneously a “cognitive minority” and a “sociocultural majority.”*® Although the concept of
a strict “majority” is no longer true as of 2021,*” the contrast between the self-perception of
white conservatives and the reality of their power still stands. To conflate the status of
Chinese evangelicals to that of American evangelicals is a gross oversight of their underlying
differences.

Yet one can understand the challenges facing these first-generation Christian immi-
grants: Compounding the already vulnerable experience of immigration are the hardening
party structure and the polarized politics in the U.S., which left little space to acknowl-
edge, let alone absorb, these immigrants’ religious past as part of the mainstream narrative
of contemporary America. In light of what Janelle Wong observes as the “weaker
mobilization efforts by political parties and campaigns ... to shepherd Asian Americans
into the political system,”*® Asian Americans, including Chinese Christian immigrants,
understandably underwent a crisis of representation that had historically been a fertile
ground for political populism. Their fervor for anti-democratic political figures only
highlights the issue that that American political system has not been democratic enough
for these immigrants.

A more open and inviting political system, then, could help Chinese Christians take
a crucial step forward to develop a new understanding of politics. The overall authoritarian
political structure of post-1949 China, coupled with persecution, understandably influenced
the Chinese people to perceive politics as an isolated sphere reserved for either well-
connected power brokers or ready martyrs, but not for the average citizen. This stands in
contrast to the Aristotelian sense of politics, understood more broadly as the communal
project that allows each member to live their most virtuous life possible. For Chinese
Christians facing persecution, unquestioning fundamentalism and resilience against main-
stream political voices had sustained their faiths. Yet a different set of virtues is often
required from an ideal democratic citizen, namely that of listening to opposing voices and
believing in the possibility of a pluralistic common good.*” China’s unique historical back-
ground had trained its Christians to be lone prophets and courageous martyrs, but not
necessarily good citizens in democratic politics. Is it possible to cultivate from them the
virtues needed for democratic politics, while also retaining the virtues that sustained their
faith in their past?
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