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The last twenty years would most likely be imprinted in the
minds of the Russian people as the time of reforms which have
brought drastic changes to the political layout of the country, its
social structure and economy, and have without doubt altered its
religious dimensions as well. The Russian Orthodox Church rec-
ognizes its missionary services as one of the high-priority tasks i
n the context of its new historical existence. During the last few
years many bishops and priests, — as well as the multitudinous
congregation of the Russian Orthodox Church, — started paying
a great deal of attention to China. It is undoubtedly a great coun-
try with a colossal importance both for Russia as its neighbor and
for the whole world due to its involvement in all the fundamental
processes of the contemporary global development. Such interest
within the Church is a sign of rebirth of its ecclesiastic conscious-
ness — as such not solely confining itself to the reconstruction

of its own fundamentals, but reaching out, — according to the com-
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mandment of the Savior, — to «teach all nations» (Mat. 28, 19),

one of which is the great Chinese nation.

The same two decades saw a remarkable revival of religious life
in China. It may come as an unexpected surprise to the adherents
of the Marxist theory who pronounced religion a moribund phan-
tom of an immature society, — but the fact still remains that pres-
ently, after 60 years of the official atheistic policy, up to 95% of the
Chinese population are regularly participating in various religious
rites. Up till the end of the 1970’s the Chinese authorities enter-
tained the belief that eventually any form of religious life in the
country would wither away -at the same time attempting to artifi-
cially accelerate that process. Despite such anticipations during the
period of the reforms and opening up policies, religious traditions
enjoyed exceptionally exuberant growth. According to the official
point of view such traditions play an important role in the domestic
politics, and at the same time they proved to be an essential asset

for international relations between China and the outside world.

After decades of suppression and ferocious control over any
form of public religious life, today we see the revival of multi-
ple religious organizations as well as restoration of monasteries,
temples and mosques. For the major part the process of religious

revival in China has originated and is currently progressing thanks
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to the social reforms that go hand in hand with the country’s bois-
terous economic growth. But even today the Chinese authorities are
striving to retain political control over the religious life within the
society, preserving a number of statutory restrictions. Nevertheless
in many parts of the country it is easy to witness vigorous reli-
gious activities of the public which promote the Buddhist, Islamic
and Daoist religious traditions. It is virtually everywhere that you
can see clergy of various denominations administering religious
rites and ceremonies. Restored sanctuaries, religious communes
promoting intensive spiritual life, temples full of worshippers and
religious educational institutions welcoming students, — all that
is now a common sight. An inalienable part of the religious make-
up of China are Christians totaling, — according to various esti-
mates, from 35 to 70 million people (a more accurate number
is hard to arrive at, since most Christians in China belong to unof-

ficial religious organizations).

Upon the inception of the People’s Republic of China the key
legal principle governing the existence of its domestic religious in-
stitutions was declared their independence from foreign religious
organizations. Chinese religious organizations cannot be controlled
from abroad, — therefore the very being and functioning of the
Russian Orthodox Church in the territory of the PRC seem infea-

sible (for the sake of comparison it is worthy to know that even the
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Catholic Church which officially operates in the PRC is not administra-
tively subordinate to the Vatican). At the same time though, the opportuni-
ties are open for the existence of the Chinese Orthodox Church. Hence,
due to above-mentioned forced circumstances and opportunities available,
in 1957 the Chinese Autonomous Orthodox Church was declared estab-
lished. All Orthodox parishes and churches in the territory of the PRC fell
under its jurisdiction. Since then and up till now there have never been, —
and for that matter could never exist, — any Orthodox parishes rather than
those belonging to the Chinese Autonomous Orthodox Church (except for
the territories of Hong Kong and Macao). The issue of the legal affilia-
tion for the parishes located on exterritorial grounds (such as diplomatic
missions) should be resolved according to the principles of the canon law.
By the time the Church obtained the autonomous status some of the par-
ishes had been mostly Russian in their national makeup and language
of the services (that was especially true in the rural areas of Xinjiang and
Inner Mongolia); in some of the newly opened churches (in Beijing and

Shanghai) the services were conducted in Chinese by the Chinese clergy.

Upon becoming autonomous, — and involuntarily so, due
to the political circumstances and being too fragile and institution-
ally immature to handle independence, — the Chinese Orthodox
Church had to resolve the problem of establishing its self-sustained
life (before anything else for its Chinese parish), — all that with-
out any outside help. According to the law of the PRC which pro-

tects the religious rights of foreign citizens residing in the coun-

_8-



HEKMEIEHS:
EHREERTHAGHERE

X BURE SR ALY B A T R TR AR IR
SR ZAH T - 19575 > FHIRHIBIEAZER
RRIL > #ERE T AT T ESE ARV (FERE
T XBRIN) - EAEEXFEARE R CEZIh
B X NIRER = AR R EHEMNE - B M H
AL IR - FIRIEH A — BB XE - P
MNEARZER - ZARVES EWE (T E A
NS AVR I COC R AL ) 5 7 — L T Y
P HE CEOILEN B ) o AU P EE S
LD AT -

—HlANTHEBEHS > TEHAZHETLL
KA R ERANBUR [ 77 #0838 fE o [E IR e A s
HERFR AL B E YR — — X — AR Iz 5 S SR AY
T - MEARRPIINEEEZNRBEMWNE
A ST AT CAZ o [ X HY E 28 - X

-9.



Orthodox Christianity in the People’s Republic of China:
Revival of Church Life Within the Framework of an Autonomous Church

try, foreigners are allowed to attend church services conducted
in Chinese communities. And it is in this very legal margin that
the Russians, — temporarily or permanently residing in China, —
can create the conditions for their religious life: they may become
members of the parishes belonging to the Chinese Autonomous
Orthodox Church, — where such churches operate legally. Nev-
ertheless the church life of the Orthodox communities in the
territory of the PRC can hardly be considered acceptable even up
till this day. The reason for that lies in the complex historical cir-
cumstances befalling the Orthodox Church in China and the stag-

nant insurmountable hindrances stemming from such.

The very historical period when the Chinese Autonomous
Orthodox Church came into existence had been far from opportune
for its independent development. Still in need of outside help and
under the constant opposition from the PRC authorities, the Church
never got around to holding its Local Council: thus the election
of the Bishop of Beijing Basil (Shuan) as the head of the Church
was never finalized, and the canonical status of the Church has

remained more of a blueprint rather than the objective reality.

The legal status of the Church was also vulnerable: back then
it did not create a «Patriotic Orthodox Association» in line with the

demands of the authorities to be an institution recognized by the
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State and serving as a conduit between the Church and the State
(similar associations, a kind of duplicating organizational entities,
have been created in the PRC by the Catholics, Protestants, Muslims,
Buddhists and Daoists). As the result the Orthodox Church didn’t
get to be recognized by the authorities in the territory of the PRC
on the national level, it was not legally incorporated into a unified
entity, — thus in essence amounting to a number of atomized
parishes in various parts of the country. In addition, the issues
of the Church property had been resolved with significant mistakes
as the Church on its own accord relinquished its proprietary rights.
On March 30, 1956 Archbishop of Beijing Victor (Svyatinin) handed
over all of its fixed assets to the PRC Authorities for nationalization
with a hope that such a move would suggest a benevolent attitude
towards the Chinese Orthodox Church. Alas, it was not meant to be.
For the sake of comparison — neither the Catholic, nor the Protestant
Churches chose to hand over their property for nationalization.
Everything they owned was taken away by force — an act properly
placed on record, which after the «Cultural Revolution» served
as a warrant for partial restitution of the immovable property

to the Catholic and Protestant Churches in China.

The disunity of the Orthodox parishes and strong disagreements
between the Bishop of Beijing Basil (Yao Shuan) and the Bishop
of Shanghai Simeon (Du) on the issue of governing the church life

were likewise hindering normal growth of the Church. The most de-
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plorable development was failing to adequately establish the nation-
al priesthood, — a task of utmost importance: during the 1950’s the
Chinese Orthodox Church acquired only two Chinese bishops and not
more than 20 Chinese clergymen. By comparison, the Catholic Church
in China, having realized the obvious need to create the national clergy,
by the beginning of the 1960’s boasted several dozens of Chinese bish-
ops, hundreds of priests and nuns across the country: such advance-
ment formed the basis for preserving the Catholic Church in China
during the «Cultural Revolution» despite severe persecutions. Mass
exodus of the Russian parishioners in the 1950’s deserted the churches,
and most of them had to close down just because there was nobody
to hold services for. Figuratively speaking, Orthodoxy started aban-
doning China in the footsteps of the Russians fleeing the country: this
fact bespeaks the erroneous strategy of trying to establish the Russian
Church as a church of national minority in the territory of China where

the native and resident population has always been Chinese.

All ties with the Russian Orthodox Church were considerably
weakened. In the 1950°s, — against the backdrop of the happy So-
viet-Chinese political alliance and dozens of thousands of Russian
immigrants staying in the PRC, — the attitude of the Chinese au-
thorities towards the Orthodox Church still allowed for attempting
to construct a foundation for its independent existence. But with

the cooling down of the relationship between the Soviet Union and
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China and large-scale departures of the Russians to the USSR and
the West, the Chinese authorities grew hostile towards the Chi-
nese Orthodox Church, and that reality fell well into their concept
of atheistic religious policies. In the 1960’s the Chinese Autono-
mous Orthodox Church, — as well as all religious organizations
of the PRC, — was subjected to major persecutions, which virtu-
ally destroyed it institutionally. Many churches were demolished,
others were turned into warehouses or shut down, church services
were banned everywhere and the church property was confiscated,
pillaged or destroyed. Up till now we can see dozens of destroyed
Orthodox churches scattered across the country, particularly in its
North-Eastern provinces. Numerous Orthodox cemeteries remain

desolate and neglected.

During the grievous years of the «Cultural Revolution» the
Chinese Autonomous Orthodox Church was glorified through
the new martyrs and the confessions of its shepherds, some of
whose names yet remain unknown. Several Chinese Orthodox
priests, as well as many laymen were tortured to death or sent
to labor camps for «re-education». Some evidence of their
martyrdom is known but still awaits its time to be disclosed.
The doleful result of those political processes in China was
the destruction of that yet unfledged environment which
strove to preserve and communicate the spiritual experiences

of the devotional worshipping life.
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As the historical period of the reforms and open door policy com-
menced, the earlier banned religious organizations started resuming
their activities all over the country. Among other things the policies
of the authorities intended to correct the errors of the «Cultural Revo-
lution» and the overall national policy also pertained to the Orthodox
parishes in the PRC. For example, in the 1960’s 18 Orthodox church-
es had been destroyed in the area of the Argun River, and as a «recti-
fying measure» one church was built in 1990. Overall the authorities
perceive the Orthodox Church in China as the church of the Russian
national minority, thus extending the policy of preserving cultural
diversity of national minorities to the PRC citizens of Russian eth-
nicity (mostly residing in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia). The priests
and laymen who had survived the «Cultural Revolution» remained
faithful to Christ and the Church, and at the beginning of 1980’s
they acquired the permission to resume the activities of Orthodox
communities in several Chinese cities. In most cases the authorities
shouldered the costs of restoring the earlier destroyed churches (for
example, the Chinese government covered the expenses for restor-
ing churches of St. Nicholas in Urumchi in 1986, of St. Innocenty
of Irkutsk in Labdarin in 1990, of St. Nicholas in Kulja in 2000, and
of St. John the Baptist in the Huangshan district near Harbin in 1995).

In 1984 the authorities gave official permission to resume wor-

ship services in Harbin’s Pokrovsky (Holy Protecting Veil of the
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Mother of God) Church and partially returned the church property
to the Orthodox community of Harbin. Priest Gregory Zhu (+ Sept.
21, 2000) who had earlier served in Harbin and Dalian became the
Rector of the Church. He remained the sole priest in the territory
of the PRC who administered the divine services from 1986 till
2000. After the delegation of the Russian Orthodox Church visited
the PRC in 1993 Father Gregory visited Khabarovsk and Moscow,
where he received the Chrism and the Antimension for conduct-
ing holy services in the Pokrovsky Church in Harbin. While Father
Gregory was alive, worship services in the Church were held in
the Slavonic language comemorating the Patriarch of Moscow and
All Russia. With the departure of Father Gregory, in all of China
(except for the territory of Hong Kong) there remained not a single
church where citizens of the PRC, — both Russian and Chinese,
— could partake in holy services. From 2010 the authorities occa-
sionally allow to conduct divine services in the Pokrov Church in

Harbin for foreign Christians residing in the city.

In 1986 the Russian community of Xinjiang obtained permis-
sion to build the St. Nicholas Church in Urumgqi. The construction
was finished in 1990, though the divine services have not been re-
stored due to the lack of a priest. Up till this day the church remains
not consecrated. On holidays and Sundays the Orthodox believers

of Xinjiang gather in the church for self-initiated prayer services.
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In 1990 the Orthodox church of St. Innocenty of Irkutsk was built
in Labdarin (E’erguna) in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Re-
gion. The St. Nicholas Church was built in 2000 in Kulja (Yining)
of the Xinjiang-Uigur Autonomous Region by the efforts of Galina
Pavlovna Merkulova (+ 2008). In 2008 the authorities announced
allocation of funds for the construction of an Orthodox church
in Chuguchak (Tacheng).

In Beijing the History of the Orthodox Church dates back
to the end of the 17th century and the traces of those early days
have survived in the Chinese capital up till this day. A histori-
cal Orthodox cemetery is located near the Andingmen Street in
Beijing but it has been turned into the Qingnianhu city park.
Until the end of the 1980’s in the territory of the park stood the
St. Seraphim Church destroyed in 1986, — now in its stead there
is a golf course under which repose the holy relics of the martyrs
of Alapaevsk and the Chinese martyrs of the Yihetuan rebellion.
The former Holy Presentation Embassy Church in the Nantang
District (the South Metochion of the Mission) was destroyed in
the 1980’°s. The Beijing Museum of Bells exhibits two Russian
bells — one was taken down from the belfry of the Mission
and the other — from the St. Seraphim Church. The tombstone
of the Head of the First Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in Bei-

jing Archimandrite Hilarion (Lezhaisky) is kept in one of the
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