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First Presbyterian Church, Pittsford, NY  
 
August 10, 2014 
 
Lectionary: Psalm 105: 1-6, 16-22, 45b; Romans 10:5-15; Matthew 14:22-33 
 
 
 
“Lessons from the Church in China” Dr. Nevan A. Fisher 
 
 
There are 9 pastors in my family, and the family joke is that among the children, I 
am the “black sheep” since I didn’t go into the ministry. This is true, I didn’t go 
into the ministry, but all of us are called to be lights in the darkness, in whatever 
field we labor in, and to shine the light of Jesus to a dark world. In that respect, we 
are all ministers.  
 
I have been studying Chinese Christianity for the last 20 years, and the church in 
central China’s Anhui province for the last 15. I want to speak about the Chinese 
Church as a whole, but also about one congregation in a provincial backwater: 
Christmas Church in Anqing.  If you think of China as roughly the same shape and 
size as much of the United States (though the US is a bit larger), then NYC and 
Beijing are on the same latitude, as are Anqing and Mobile, Alabama. Anqing is a 
very “small city” by Chinese standards – it’s population is only 800,000! The 8 
counties that surround the city and are under its administrative jurisdiction have a 
combined population of 6 million people.  
 
For more than a century the United States sent missionaries to China, with the 
greatest wave leaving the US between the 1890s and the 1920s. They represented 
all the different dominations of Protestantism. These missionaries took the Great 
Commission literally, and brought the Gospel to China. They often did not separate 
their faith from their culture, and they brought with them all things American and 
modern, from ideas about family life and the relationship between genders, to the 
latest in science and technology, medicine, and of course, education. In these years 
American missionaries sometimes bordered on the arrogant in their assumptions of 
Western superiority, though it cannot be denied that they did play an important part 
in the modernization of China. Still, this sense that we have had of ourselves as a 
people and nation blessed by God has sometimes blinded us to our own faults and 
weaknesses. There are things as a people, nation, and Church that we can learn 
from outside of ourselves. 
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So today I want to talk about what the American Church can learn from our 
brothers and sisters in China. I want to call these the “lessons from the Chinese 
Church.” 
 
What’s the national OVERVIEW? 
 
Until 30 years ago Christianity was assumed to have died out, a victim of the 
Communist Revolution that began in 1949 and that reached its frenzied peak 
during the Cultural Revolution. After Mao’s death, and the beginning of China’s 
opening up to the outside world in the 1980s, particularly to the United States and 
West Europe, news of the reemergence of Christianity, and of religious belief in 
general, began to surface. It’s gone from a trickle to a torrent; from a faith of older 
retired women to a belief of young and old, male and female. This is nothing short 
of a miracle, really, for how else can one explain such a phenomenal growth in 
numbers?  
 
I must put all this in perspective: In 1949, according to an authoritative survey of 
the state of Protestant Christianity in China commissioned by the National 
Christian Council on Churches, there were less than a million Protestants across 
the country. This was after more than a century of missionary activity by tens of 
thousands of missionaries, who hailed from North America, West Europe, and 
Australia. Churches across Rochester were a part of this sending impulse, 
including our own congregation here. Then came Mao’s victory, and the steady 
flow of depressing news to the outside world about the agonizing death of the 
Church in China. Now after 65 years of rule by the CCP, there are conservatively 
75 million Protestants, and some experts assert well over 100 million. In a 
population of over 1.3 billion people, this still seems like a drop in the bucket. 
However, it’s almost 8% of their population. This number also indicates that there 
are quite possibly now more Chinese who are actively engaged in their faith life 
than those in the United States and Canada.  
 
Chinese Protestantism is essentially divided into two camps: there is an officially 
State-recognized church organization that was created in the 1950s after the forced 
merger of all the different denominations. It is considered a “post denominational” 
institution and is granted legal protection by the government; it is also the only 
body that the government recognizes. This organization makes up the minority of 
Christian belief in the country, but it functions like a umbrella to shield the other 
group. The largest number of Christians belong to this other group, known as the 
house church movement in the West, and that was once referred to as the 
Underground Church. The house church movement was created in the 1950s, when 
many Christians went underground to escape government persecution, or who 
refused to participate in the state organized official church. People worshipped in 
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secret, most often in small groups, away from the watchful eyes of the Party. Those 
who are involved in this movement no longer worship in secret today, but they still 
mostly gather in small groups of anywhere from 10-100. They do not have official 
recognition by the State, and as a result, they can still be subject to persecution. 
Often, however, Christians move back and forth between official and unofficial 
churches, and the dividing line is very blurred. They may worship in a state church 
on Sunday, but then meet in small Bible study groups throughout the week in 
private homes. Or they may live in remote village that is too far away from the city 
to care about recognition by the state.  
 
What’s the LOCAL picture? 
 
So how can I personalize the story out of such a large number of believers in such 
a big country as China? Let me tell you about Christmas Church in Anqing, and 
about the pastor there I have come to think of as a brother.  
 
The Protestant Church in Anqing was founded by two different missionary groups, 
one from the US, and the other from England and Canada. They had a large 
presence in the city and built several schools, a hospital, and churches. When 
missionaries pulled out of China after 1949, there were a few hundred converts in 
the city limits, and they worshiped in a relatively small chapel since their larger 
cathedral church had been heavily damaged by Japanese bombing during WWII. 
This chapel closed in the late 1950s, and all church-owned property was seized by 
the government and converted to public use. The chapel became a shoe factory. 
Believers were afraid to worship in public, and suffering was so great that some 
even committed suicide, or were sent to work in labor camps for more than 2 
decades.  
 
By 1980, religious practice was restored to the Chinese people with a new national 
constitution. On Christmas Eve of that year, the church in Anqing reopened. 5 
members of the old congregation gathered together in public for the first time in 
more than 2 decades,  re-consecrating their old chapel and renaming it Christmas 
Church. Today, 34 years later, there are more than 7000 Christians who are 
affiliated with this church, and in the larger district that surrounds the city, there 
are more than 150,000 Christians. These are spread out among officially registered 
churches and meeting points, of which there are now more than 60, and then a vast 
network of unregistered churches. There is one ordained senior pastor for this 
flock, so he serves more like a bishop and oversees a large staff of church 
evangelists and lay workers. He also seeks to shield the house churches from the 
watchful eyes of the state. His name is Zheng Yuguo, or Timothy Zheng. I call him 
Elder Brother Zheng, and he calls me Younger Brother Fish. This past March he 
was here to visit our church, but I will speak more of this at the end of my sermon.  
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That growth, from 5 to 7000 in just over 3 decades is stunning. How is this 
possible? What accounts for such growth? What does Pastor Timothy say about it? 
How does this one church mirror what has been occurring throughout the entire 
country?  
 
In short, the Anqing Church has learned to get out of the boat and walk toward 
Jesus’s outstretched arms, even as the storms of life rage on, and they proclaim 
him openly, as Paul, author of Romans, would have us do: “to confess with [their] 
lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in [their] heart that God raised him from the 
dead.” 
 
Timothy and the church members that I talked to speak of the suffering that the 
Chinese people and Church experienced during the harsh Mao years. We in the US 
know little of this suffering. Individually we may suffer, and indeed we do suffer 
and experience great sorrows and pains. Our loved ones die. We get cancer. But 
seldom has our suffering been collective, or because of our faith. Chinese 
Christians have known great sorrows precisely because of their beliefs! In the 
worst years, many risked imprisonment, derision by their bosses and co-workers, 
or even rejection from their family.  
 
The Chinese government also badly discredited itself by how it abused the 
population over so many decades, especially from the 1950s to the mid 1970s, and 
this created a giant vacuum of belief in any authority. For those who have 
embraced Jesus, this void has been filled by their faith in Christ.  
 
Church congregations have also been providing a strong sense of community, of 
common purpose and cohesion. This is all the more striking in a society that is 
changing as rapidly as is China today. As people have moved from the countryside 
to the city by the hundreds of millions, from the farm to the factory floor, they 
often feel lost and at sea in a storm of faceless urbanism.  Local churches serve as 
anchors in such a climate.  
 
Until relatively recently, most Chinese have also been quite poor, with little 
material comforts. Timothy says that this too has been another major factor in the 
explosion of the Church in China. A lack of materialism – because there was 
nothing - coupled with the discrediting of the State, fueled people’s spiritual 
hunger. There were few distractions to fill that hunger with something else. 
Timothy believes that we in America have been so richly blessed, so smothered by 
our material prosperity, that we have forgotten the very source of our blessings. 
Christ has slowly been replaced by our prosperity, by the latest fads, by our 
material possessions. I have to agree with him. Recently, Timothy has begun to 
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wonder if China’s recent rise in prosperity, and its growing middle class, will 
provide the kind of distractions for Chinese Christians that it has for us. It is a 
deeply troubling thought, and I fear that it might.  
 
Finally, and maybe this has been one of the biggest reasons of them all: Chinese 
Christians have not been afraid to share the Gospel with their family, their friends, 
their neighbors, and even with complete strangers. Two cases I know of are 
particularly instructive on this last point: in one instance, a laborer from a small 
village went to the coast in the early 90s to work in the construction industry. He 
got involved in a house church while he was there, and after returning to his home 
village several years later, he converted his parents and siblings, who then went on 
to lead more than 700 other people in their village to a faith in Christ; there is also 
the story of Elder He, who has not stopped sharing the Good News to those who 
live in her neighborhood. Since her profession of faith in the mid 1990s, she is 
directly responsible for more than 60 conversions.  
 
 
So what can the lessons to the Church in America be? What can our Chinese 
brothers and sisters in Christ teach us?  
 
There are 4 Main Lessons: 
 
1) Do NOT be afraid of sorrows and suffering that come our way, of the storms 
that threaten to sink our boats. We must remember that we have been given the 
ultimate assurance that Jesus calms all storms. While we forget what God can do to 
heal our struggles when we are in the midst of them, there is proof of how He can 
turn our setbacks into later victories. 
 
2) We must see how the Church functions as a community, as a family. It is a 
community that should provide stability, guidance, grace, love, and direction. It is 
a community that should not mirror the secular society around it, but instead rise 
above it. We must be willing to give of ourselves to this community and serve with 
open hearts. 
 
3) We must strive to not let materialism quench or replace our spiritual thirst. We 
can be thankful to God for what he has provided us, but we must continue to 
develop a spiritual life that is more than just a Sunday morning.   
 
4) We should grow emboldened to take our promise of salvation through Jesus 
Christ to others. We must take risks in speaking with our own family and friends 
and neighbors, by example, word, and deed. For how else can we begin to have an 
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impact like that village son who returned home, or Elder He in her local 
community?   
 
 
What of our future together?  
 
We do have a future together! And there is great hope on the Chinese side that 
more and more bridges will be created between us.  
 
The Chinese Church in Anqing is undertaking new building projects, and dreaming 
about their own future, but this is a dream that sees the American Church – and our 
church here in Pittsford – playing a key role.  
 
Pastor Timothy is rebuilding the old cathedral church that was bombed by the 
Japanese during WWII and his recent trip to our church in the spring was all part 
of an investigation tour he was taking of older American churches, to look at 
possible models of church restoration, from pews to stained glass windows, 
flooring, ventilation, and space utilization. 
 
The Anqing Church has also recently bought a large piece of property on the 
outskirts of town. It’s a former junior high school in the middle of mountainous 
farmland, and the pastor and his team want to rehab the facility and open an 
orphanage, a senior center, and a shelter for battered women. They need partners in 
this venture, for it is a grand venture indeed.  
 
It is for this reason that I am hoping to take a mission team to China within the 
next two years, and I ask that you prayerfully consider becoming part of this team. 
We are a congregation that believes in mission. We are engaged locally and 
internationally, and Bruce and a team from our church are arriving today in Kenya, 
where we have long had a presence and a work. I ask us not to close that door 
there, but to open another; to link with our brothers and sisters in Anqing. We have 
much to learn from them: spiritual practices to deepen our own faith lives; 
claiming hope in the darkness. We also have much to offer.   


