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Dear friends of the China Association,
 
For months on end, our lives have been on hold. We await the time when we can resume normal activities, visit with 
friends, and see loved ones. 
 
One thing seems certain: When we emerge on the other side of this pandemic, we will not be returning to the world as 
it was. The world has moved on. Many things have changed, some for the better. We have discovered new ways to use 
technology to reach out to one another. We have created more flexible work patterns that people will not readily give 
up. And we are reassessing our priorities in life. 
 
This has been a time of deep reflection for the board, staff, and friends of the China Association, too. Not only has the 
pandemic affected all our normal interaction with China and placed all our programs on hold. Rising tensions between 
China and the West have left people on both sides of the Pacific angry and disillusioned. 
 
Three days ago, Beijing and the Vatican renewed their provisional accord on the appointment of bishops, the 
arrangement first announced in 2018. However, this time, the announcement was far more subdued.
 
In this context, we have been told repeatedly that the mission of the China Association is more vital than ever. Below 
you can read more about the issues we face, the response of Catholics in China, our own new programs, a new initiative 
to welcome students from China, and the incredible new staff who are dedicating their efforts to achieving our 
ambitious goals.
 
Our work of maintaining fraternal relation between Catholics in China and the U.S. is a grassroots witness to authentic 
solidarity. I thank you for standing by us in these difficult times. 

*Our name when we were founded in 1989 was the United States Catholic China 
Bureau (UCSCCB).  Over the years, colleagues in China informed us that when 
translated into Chinese, that name lent the impression that were were a 
government agency.  In addition, after our founding the U.S. Bishops created the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB).  So we changed our name to alleviate 
confusion on these matters.  
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In Our Lord,

Father Michael
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Thank you to all who contributed to the "Keep the Faith" Campaign which concluded July 10. The 

campaign was launched to ensure operating expenses through the end of the year, since one of the  

mainstays of funding for the USCCA, conducting mission appeals, would not take place in 2020. 

The Keep the Faith campaign surpassed its $70,000 goal and brought in $73,585 thanks to the support 

of our friends and supporters. 

As a result, when combined with our existing resources, we now are assured of the funding to cover 

our part-time staff and colleagues. 

Beyond the funding we received, the campaign became a great source of encouragement. The people 

who came forward lent more than financial support. We were buoyed up by their words of support:

 

● “I send this donation in memory of Sr. Janet Carroll, MM, who was among the founders of the 

USCCA, and whose labors for the      Church in China provide an enduring witness to the 

Church’s commitment to dialogue, patience and great love for the Chinese people.”

 

● “Fr. Michael – Please continue your work so that more Catholics in the U.S. will learn about 

the witness of their brothers and sisters in China.”

 

● “I joined the Board in the days when China and the U.S. were first feeling their way forward. 

Your mission now is as important than ever.”  

 

Thank you to everyone who lent their support and made this campaign a  success.
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Keep the Faith Campaign Hits the Mark – 
Special Thanks to All who Contributed!
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Talented Colleagues Join the USCCA Team

The USCCA has been blessed by the addition of seven colleagues and five extraordinary consultant who bring 

their talent, vision, and creativity to our programs and the people we serve. Filling two part-time positions that 

have been vacant for over a year, Robyn McNeill joins the USCCA as Communications Coordinator, taking over 

management of the newsletter, the website, and social media, while Maria Estrada has come on as Office 

Manager, bringing wisdom, experience, and practical insight. 

 

In addition, Xin Chen, who has worked with the USCCA on several key initiatives in the past, will assist with 

conference management and special projects. Brenner LeCompte, who boasts both an MBA and a degree in 

philosophy, will lead our development and promotions efforts. And Cecilia Flores will direct an initiative three 

years in the making, the Campus Engagement Initiative, which will serve Chinese international students here in 

the U.S. 

 

The Campus Engagement Initiative will be supported by two Jesuits interns, Thomas Croteau and Aaron Bohr. In 

addition, Andrea Zhou, Dr. Xueying Wang, Luke Liu, C-Y Kao, SJ, and Sue Li will serve as Campus Engagement 

Program Consultants

 

Read more about these dedicated and talented new colleagues below.

Maria Estrada
Office Manager
 
Over the years, Maria has worked as an executive assistant/bookkeeper and as a volunteer translator for the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights in 
San Francisco. Prior to joining USCCA, she had been working part time at St. Mary the Assumption Cathedral until the pandem cancelled most of the 
activities.   Maria holds a BA in Government Studies from Mills College, Oakland, and is bilingual in English and Spanish, with complete fluency in both 
languages.

Robyn McNeill
Communications Coordinator
 
Born and raised in Seoul, Korea, Robyn grew up in a Catholic expat family. She attended Seoul International School and Washington & Jefferson 
College (Pittsburgh) where she graduated with a degree in English. Her work experience includes marketing and communications at Georgetown 
University and media and live-streaming for St. Anselm Church in Ross, California. Attending Mass in Seoul, Rome, Lourdes and Hong Kong as a child 
taught her about the Church's universal presence across cultures.  Having returned back to the faith after a time away, Robyn is interested in new media 
evangelization. Robyn lives in the San Francisco Bay Area with her daughter, where they create artwork for the Catholic home. She works with the 
USCCA because it affords the opportunity to highlight and share the beauty of the Catholic Church.

Brenner LeCompte
Mission Advancement Advisor
 
Brenner LeCompte has over 15 years of experience working with Catholic organizations to develop marketing and outreach strategies that advance 
their mission. Brenner has held roles as Regional Director of Fundraising, Local Coordinator of Ministry and Youth Minister. He has a bachelor’s 
degree in philosophy from the Pontifical University, Regina Apostolorum (Rome) as well as a M.B.A. in Marketing and Finance from Fordham 
University (New York City).
Brenner lives in Ridgefield, Connecticut, with his wife and three young children, where he serves both as Director of Youth Ministry at St Mary Parish 
and as Vice Chair of the Diocesan Youth Advisory Council for the Diocese of Bridgeport.
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Talented Colleagues Join the USCCA Team (cont.)

Aaron Bohr, S.J.
Campus Engagement Educational Resources Coordinator
 
Aaron Bohr, SJ is member of the Society of Jesus. He is pursuing studies at the Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley prior to ordination. Aaron was 
born in Sacramento and moved at a young age to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he was raised.  Aaron’s father’s family has lived in California since the 
Gold Rush, and his mother is from Jamaica’s small but influential Chinese community.  Her family has lived in Jamaica since the early twentieth century, 
having left China’s Hakka heartland in Guangdong to seek their fortunes in the West Indies.  Aaron’s father is a retired professor of East Asian history at 
the College of St. Benedict/ St. John’s University in central Minnesota.  Aaron has inherited an academic interest in things Chinese from his father and 
the rich Hakka Chinese heritage of his mother.  Aaron holds a B.A. degree in East Asian Studies and History from Occidental College (Los Angeles), an 
M.A. in Social Science from the University of Chicago, an M.A. in Education from the University of St. Thomas (St. Paul), and an M.A. in Philosophy 
from Fordham University (New York).  Prior to entering the Society of Jesus, Aaron taught Chinese language and World History at his high school alma 
mater, St. Paul Academy and Summit School (St. Paul). 

Thomas Croteau, S.J.
Campus Engagement Workshop Coordinator
 
Thomas Croteau is a Jesuit seminarian at Santa Clara University’s Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley, California.  He has formally studied over half a 
dozen languages, exploring how language enables the unique cultural expression of a given people. Prior to theology studies, Thomas spent three 
years as a high school teacher in Dallas, Texas. In addition to his passion for language and human culture, in general, he has a strong desire to learn 
from and be of service to the people of China. He brings his talent for language and his background in education to the UASCCA, where he will organize 
workshops for professors, campus ministers, and others who work with Chinese international students. 

Xueying Wang, Ph.D.
Campus Engagement Academic Advisor
 
Xueying Wang came to the United States in 2007, to study classics and early Christianity at the University of Notre Dame. She was baptized into the 
Roman Catholic Church on Easter 2008. Upon becoming Catholic, she changed the focus of her studies to Christian theology and earned a doctorate 
in historical theology in 2014. Currently, Xueying is a lecturer in the Department of Theology, Loyola University Chicago. Her research is focused on 
Christianity in China and comparative religions. She is especially interested in studying the writings of Chinese Catholics during the Chinese Rites 
Controversy, whose voices had been largely ignored by modern scholarship. Once an international student herself, Xueying is passionate about 
working with the USCAA in improving the experiences of Chinese students in American universities.

Xin Chen (陈鑫)
Special Projects Coordinator
 
A graduate of Peking University, Xin Chen worked for four years coordinating academic programs and exchanges at the Jesuit-affiliated Beijing Center 
for Chinese Studies. In 2010 he came to the U.S. for graduate studies. In addition to earning a master’s in philosophy from Loyola University Chicago, 
under the auspices of the provost’s office for global initiatives, he helped to establish Loyola’s four international study programs in Vietnam, Colombia, 
Brazil, and Chicago. An experienced program coordinator, Xin Chen also organized a three-day international interdisciplinary conference on continental 
philosophy, as well as the China Association’s 2013 conference in downtown Chicago. 
Xin Chen’s intellectual and academic journey began with physics at Peking University and encompassed advanced studies at Loyola Chicago in 
phenomenology, among other continental traditions. He now lives in Portland, Oregon, where he is exploring the joys and life experiences of being a 
new parent.

Cecilia Marie Flores
Campus Engagement (Overall) Coordinator
 
Born and raised in the San Francisco Bay Area, Cecilia Flores holds an MA in Global Development & Social Justice from St. John’s University. She has 
spent over 15 years working in youth and young adult ministry, college campus ministry, international missions, human services, and social justice.  She 
has worked for the Diocese of Sacramento since 2014. She currently serves as a member of the Young Adult Advisory Board to the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) Subcommittee of Asian Pacific Affairs, and has been involved in a number of national initiatives with the 
USCCB’s Secretariat for Cultural Diversity.
Cecilia is excited to work for the USCCA in the role of Campus Engagement Coordinator. The position combines her passion for mission, her ability to 
incorporate an appreciation of culture into the Church’s work of evangelization, and love of working with young people.
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Talented Colleagues Join the USCCA Team (cont.)

C-Y Kao, S.J.
Student Services Consultant
 
C-Y Kao is a member of the Society of Jesus. He works at the University of San Francisco supporting students to explore social issues and identities at 
the intersections of race, ethnicity, culture, gender, sexual orientation, and immigration and socioeconomic status. He also spends time at the 
university's Ricci Institute, researching the Chinese-Western cultural history. Prior to joining the Society of Jesus, C-Y worked for eight years in 
fundraising, partnership building, and project design at IREX, a Washington, DC-based international nonprofit that provides education, youth 
empowerment, and community development programs around the world. He received an MS in Foreign Service from Georgetown University and an MA 
in Philosophy from Loyola University Chicago. He is fluent in Chinese Mandarin and is passionate about interfaith and cross-cultural dialogue.

Sue Li
Fellowship Activity Consultant 
 
Sue Li is Founding Coordinator of the CAFE Fellowship Program at Seton Hall University.  She was born in Taiwan and came to U.S. for the graduate 
study. She received a both master's degree and a doctorate in biochemistry from Seton Hall University. There she also began a longtime friendship with 
the Maryknoll brothers, fathers, and sisters. They had a great impact on her life, and they helped her to grow in her friendship with God. Through her 
involvement with the Maryknoll "Seminary Teachers & Formators Project," she has had the chance to meet with many priests and religious sisters from 
China. They illuminated her faith and encouraged her to serve the Church and the Chinese community. As a result, after a successful career in the 
pharmaceutical industry, Ms. Li responded to God’s call to serve as a volunteer in the local Chinese Catholic community. In addition, she collaborates 
with campus ministry at Seton Hall and other universities to share the Gospel with her fellow Chinese.

Andrea Zhou (周 沅)
Campus Engagement Student Development Advisor
 
Andrea Zhou is a student development professional now serving as Interim Assistant Director of Student Experience for the INTO Saint Louis University 
program, a program designed to enable international students to succeed in American higher education. Prior to coming to the United States, Andrea 
worked at the Jesuit-affiliated Beijing Center for Chinese Studies. With over ten years’ experience at Jesuit institutions on both sides of the Pacific, she 
has a long track record promoting international student success through orientation, programming, and student involvement. She is currently a doctoral 
student at Saint Louis University; her research focuses on international branding, marketing, and recruitment in the greater China theater.
Andrea Zhou is from China, born and raised in a small city. She lived in Beijing for over 12 years and move to Saint Louis in 2017.

Luke Liu
High School Program Consultant
 
Luke Liu is a teacher in Houston and is a USCCA Board Member. He is a sixth generation Catholic from Sichuan, China. He holds a master’s in public 
policy from Carnegie Mellon University, and a certificate of distinction in democratic development from Stanford University. Having launched a career as 
an engineer in China and Europe, he then turned his focus to civil society and international education. Currently a teacher in Houston, he is also 
developing programs for young people from around the world to study in America.
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Study Tour Reveals the Complexity and 
Dynamism of the Church in China

FEATURE

by Robert Yeargin
 

Two weeks in China cannot make 
a person an expert on the 
Catholic Church in China, but 
even this short time provides 
ample food for thought.  And the 
overwhelming impression I’m left 
with is that the Church’s situation 
is complicated, much more 
complicated than the categories 
of the official and the 
underground church in most 
Americans’ minds.
 
First, some superficial 
impressions.  One doesn’t 
ordinarily think of Catholic 
churches dotting China’s 
countryside, as in rural France.  
This is the case in rural Hebei 
Province, surrounding Beijing, a  
legacy of missionary work going 
back to the 17th century, then 
resumed in rural areas under the 
patronage of foreign powers in 
the 19th.  Though a definite 
minority in China, an estimated 10 
million persons in total, Catholics 
may be found in concentrations in 
certain areas such as Hebei, with
Catholic villages going back 
generations.

 
Next, a preliminary note on the “official” versus 
“underground” churches. In the view of one observer, a 
journalist with long experience in Beijing, to describe 
the unofficial church as “underground” is simply a 
misnomer.  As this person sees it, the government 
knows who everybody is and where they are, meaning 
that nobody is really underground; the proper 
distinction, then, is between registered and 
unregistered churches.  That being said, a closer look 

at today’s church reveals striking 
contrasts in what Americans think 
of as the official church.  In China, 
it may be referred to as the “open 
church” or the “public church,” 
from the Chinese term “gongkai,” 
which includes both concepts. 
 
On the plus side, churches that 
were destroyed in the Cultural 
Revolution have been rebuilt as 
they were.  Church property taken 
during that time has been returned 
– where relations with local 
officials are good.  Churches I 
visited in Beijing and Hebei for 
Mass were full of people of all ages.  
The National Seminary is situated 
in a modern complex in the Beijing 
suburbs. Priests and sisters from 
the official church have received 
advanced theological educations at 
U.S. seminaries since shortly after 
1989, the year in which the 
Tiananmen protests were crushed.  
I saw new church construction in 
the countryside and a spectacular 
renovation of the North Cathedral 
complex in Beijing.  In the 
hierarchy, the result of years of

Robert Yeargin is an Associate 
Director of the USCCA. In 2018 he 
participated in a study tour 
sponsored by the China 
Association. In addition to visiting 
the classic tourist sites of China and 
sampling its regional cuisines, he 
and other study tour members were 
able to speak with ordinary Chinese, 
Catholic and non-Catholic, and hear 
first-hand their experiences and 
observations.  What they heard 
went well beyond the usual 
stereotypes and newspaper 
headlines.

negotiations between the Vatican and the Chinese 
government is that Rome now accepts all but a 
handful of bishops chosen by the government.

On the negative side, new restrictions on religious 
practice are being published.  These apparently 
include restrictions on minors entering churches. 
Enforcement appears to vary from one area to the 
next, again with much depending on relations 
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Study Tour Reveal the Complexity and Dynamism of the Church in China (cont.)

between church and local leaders.  Sale of Bibles, 
previously possible on line, is now permitted only in 
person at churches.  Government control also 
manifests itself in the fact that expenditures at the 
National Seminary must be approved not only by 
the government controlled-Chinese Bishops 
Conference, but also by the government’s Religious 
Affairs Bureau.  
 
Then there is the issue of the underground church.  
The divisions with the open church are severe, 
splitting even families. There are reports that some 
underground church members will not attend a 
Mass celebrated by a priest from the open church.  
And at least one bishop who came out from the 
underground church in response to a call by Pope 
Benedict XVI for reconciliation was rejected by 
priests and people among those he had led.  The 
problems of the Chinese church may well have been 
summed up by one leader of the open church, 
formerly with the underground church, who 
observed that the open church is weak, but that

members of the underground church prefer to 
wallow in their suffering. It is difficult to doubt the
sincerity of these persons, who have persevered in 
their faith despite the shifting ideological winds of 
the New China.  At the same time, such divisions 
ultimately serve the government’s determinedly 
atheist agenda.  Apart from the difficulties unique to 
the Chinese Church, there are others that it shares 
with the Church in the United States and elsewhere. 
Among these is a decline in vocations, stemming in 
large part from the movement of young people to the 
cities from the countryside.  
 
How, then, is one to regard the Church in China? 
Meetings with many priests and sisters showed 
sincere people striving to offer pastoral and social 
services within constraints that show no signs of 
lessening. Nevertheless, they were often pushing the 
envelope in their efforts.   The future is difficult to 
predict for many reasons, but even now, one must 
conclude that it’s a complicated situation for the 
Church in China.
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Support Our Mission by Becoming a USCCA Affiliate

Now as China modernizes and reestablishes its Church, the 
mission of the China Association is more important than ever.  As 
the only national Catholic organization promoting trans-Pacific 
engagement and cooperation with our sister churches, the USCCA 
continues to develop new programs to build bridges of friendship 
and dialogue.

The circumstances that the Church faces in China change as 
society continues to evolve. We expect many new challenges in 
the year to come, and we are expanding our programs 
accordingly. In order to meet these challenges, we rely on your 
support and involvement. 

We offer various options to become a USCCA Affiliate. Being a USCCA Affiliate entitles you to:

● receive our newsletter 
● announcements of our programs
● discounts if you choose to participate in those programs 
● discounts to our conference in the coming year

To learn more, please visit www.uscatholicchina.org/affiliate

https://www.uscatholicchina.org/affiliate
http://www.uscatholicchina.org/affiliate
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Conference Update: China, Christianity, and the 
Dialogue of Civilizations

It is our firm hope that by August 2021 we will be able to gather in person to learn more about the Church in China 
and celebrate the faith we share with one another. Please plan to join us for the 28th International Conference of 
the USCCA, co-sponsored by the sociology department of Santa Clara University.
 
Place: Santa Clara University, Santa Clara, California
Dates: EITHER 7/30 to 8/1   OR   8/6 to 8/8

Ricci Award Banquet

As part of the proceedings, at our Ricci Award Banquet, we will honor Brent Fulton and Joann Pittman of ChinaSource. 
ChinaSource is a Christian organization that has kept the American public informed about the evolving encounter between 
the Gospel and contemporary Chinese culture. We are currently in the process of building out our schedule of panels and 
workshops, displays and exhibits. In particular, we look forward to hearing from the priests, sisters, and dedicated lay 
people who work in China itself. 
 
Call for Papers
 
We invite scholars who explore the dynamic role that religion, and especially Christianity, play in China to present.  You 
may submit an abstract to one of the working panels or suggest a relevant panel topic of your own.  Please see the 
conference Call for Papers for further information.  Abstracts received before November 15 will be given priority.  
 
At China Association conferences, old friendships are renewed and new friendships formed.  Our upcoming event “China, 
Christianity, and the Dialogue of Civilizations” will be no exception.
 
We look forward to seeing you there.

Ian Johnson
Pulitzer-prize winning New York Times journalist based in Beijing, and author of The Souls of China: The Return of 
Religion After Mao - named one of the best books of the year by The Economist and Christian Science Monitor

Rachel Zhu (朱晓红)
Associate professor and a founding member of the Religious Studies Department at Fudan University, Shanghai.  She has 
written on a wide range of topics, including Christian philosophy, Catholicism, the contemporary Church in China, and 
feminist theology.

Chiaretto Yan (甄健湘)
Author, International Speaker.  Chiaretto holds a doctorate in Missiology from the Pontifical Gregorian University 
(Rome).  His primary areas of research are interdisciplinary approaches to the religions and cultures of Asia. In China, he 
is an acknowledged expert on youth ministry.

Lu Nan (吕楠) 
Unrivaled in his capacity to capture and reveal human dignity and the poignancy of the human condition, Lu Nan will 
speak about his work and his vision as a photographer.  One of his internationally acclaimed series documents the lives 
of Catholics in rural China between 1992 and 1996.

https://c978a231-9342-4753-9c53-4a5611a08bc1.filesusr.com/ugd/abeac7_7612f5ceccc24dd2a5370974576dc4df.pdf
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/conference-2021
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/conference-2021
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Three China Study Tours for 2021 in Exploratory Phase
A New World – New Study Tours
 
We are forging ahead, planning for the day when Americans will once again be able to travel unrestricted.  
Our best sources trust that will be possible come June 2021. With that in mind, we are planning three study 
tours in 2021.  Each has a specific focus.  While we have the needs and interests of specific constituencies in 
mind, all are welcome.
 
If you or someone you know would enjoy and benefit from being a participant, please fill out our study tour 
interest forms. We will then keep you informed as circumstances become clearer and we are able to nail 
down arrangements.

From the Heartland to the Borderlands: Faith in Chinese Context

 China is a land of surpassing cultural and historical breadth. Experience its ultra-modern cities, its great centers 
of education, and its ancient heartland, as well as villages where some of the minority groups that participate in 
the cultural mix of China have lived for centuries.  In these diverse settings, study tour participants will hear 
firsthand from Chinese Catholics who share in and contribute to the life of their local communities.  This study 
tour is specially designed for graduate students and other members of the academic community. Educational 
subsidies may be available. Others who would find the experience worthwhile are more than welcome.
 
This study tour will be led by our very own Fr. Michael Agliardo, director of the USCCA and research scholar in 
sociology at Santa Clara University.  Participants will take stock of the ways that Christianity and China have 
encountered one another, from warm welcome to occasional mutual misunderstanding, from grand metropolis 
to rural village, from the Tang Dynasty to the contemporary period.  This tour affords a unique context for 
reflection on questions of faith, culture, and meaning

USCCA Friends Across the Pacific: Solidarity in Challenging Times

Visit with Catholics who work in parishes, retreat centers, youth ministry, seminaries, social service centers, and 
universities and other settings.  Find out how we can support one another in these difficult times.  An antidote to 
being hemmed in by our own local pressures and concerns, this tour lends a lively experience of the Church 
Universal.  As you journey through Beijing, Tainjin, Shanghai, Xi'an, you will also encounter China's modern 
metropolises and ancient historical sites.  This tour was designed for representatives of U.S. Catholic 
organizations who want to meet and explore possibilities for collaboration with their counterparts in China.  It 
will provide an overview of the contemporary circumstances of China and the Catholic community.  All are 
welcome.
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Three China Study Tours for 2021 in Exploratory Phase (cont.)

China: Ever Ancient, Ever Young
 This study tour of China integrates the experience of China’s modern cities – universities, art districts, 
music scene – with the opportunity to meet with Chinese youth and young adults – Catholic, Protestant, 
traditional, secular.  Come experience how our younger brothers and sisters in the faith are living their 
lives now in a quite different China from previous generations.  How is the Church growing and adapting 
to meet the challenges and opportunities of the ever-changing Chinese landscape? Chinese youth are not 
the Church of tomorrow.  They are the young Church of today.  If you have never visited China before, 
the tour can be extended to include some of the classic tourist destinations, from the Forbidden Palace 
to the Great Wall.
 
This tour is especially designed for those in the United States who work with Chinese international 
students, either on U.S. high school or university campuses:

● high school religious ed and theology teachers
● religious studies and theology professors at the university level
● campus ministers and parish youth ministers
● student services personnel, counselors, recruiters, and administrators
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Fall Workshop Series for those Working with Students from China

Several months ago, the China Association launched its 
"Campus Engagement Initiative." The goal of this 
initiative is to enhance the capacity of the university 
and high school personnel to better engage the Chinese 
international students on their campuses. Our current 
focus is Catholic campuses, where we are reaching 
student services personnel, recruiters and admissions 
officers, campus ministers, and professors of theology 
and religion, offering them a series of online 
workshops, and other resources for them and their 
students.
 
Over 400,000 Chinese international students attend 
American educational institutions during normal times. 
They are, in a sense, intrepid adventurers navigating 
differences in language and cultural experience that 
most find daunting. When in the U.S., not only do they 
sometimes struggle with the meaning of texts and 
events; at the outset, at least, often the very nature of a 
Catholic liberal arts education is unclear. Such an 
education, in the broadest sense, takes into account the 
whole person: both intellect and life, faith and reason, 
self and community. 
 
Unless they are well versed in Chinese culture or the 
circumstances of young people in China, American 
educators may not appreciate the extent to which 
assumptions about life and education that are common 
in American culture may not be shared by  

Chinese international students. Campus ministers 
sometimes struggle to reach out and engage young 
people in China. Admissions officers may not be aware 
of the messaging that brings Chinese to apply to their 
schools, despite the significance of this messaging for 
shaping what a student thinks he or she is coming for in 
the first place. And especially in theology and religious 
studies classes, finding relevant bases for conversation 
and dialogue can be difficult if the 

A Brand-New Adventure: 
The Campus Engagement Initiative

professor has only a passing appreciation of the heritage 
of Chinese international students. 

Several years in the making, the Campus Engagement 
Initiative (CEI) is being launched at what seems to be a 
very inauspicious time. Currently, U.S. campuses are 
struggling to open, and their students from China are 
attempting to plug in online. Meanwhile, the tense 
rhetoric between China and the U.S. has left many feeling 
that they are not welcome. It is precisely at this time that 
providing welcome and support for these young people is 
so crucial. They are the future. They are the ones who 
can help point our two societies in the direction of 
mutual understanding, mutual respect, and cooperation 
for the common good. 
 
Under the guidance of our Executive Director, Fr. 
Michael Agliardo, with the assistance of Operations 
Director Bernard Ciernick, during the preceding year a 
series of consultations were conducted and several focus 
groups convened. Out of this process, our initial plans 
emerged. In August of this year, Cecilia Flores joined the 
team  as the CEI Coordinator. Ms. Flores, who has a 
background in program management and intercultural 
outreach, will work with Fr. Michael, other China 
Association staff, and two Jesuit interns, Thomas Croteau 
and Aaron Bohr, to lay the foundations of this initiative 
over the course of the coming year. They are joined by 
five dedicated program consultants. (You can read about 
these staff and consultants here.)

One of our goals is to provide faculty and campus 
personnel with an introduction to the cultural, 
sociological, and philosophical backgrounds of Chinese 
International students. At the same time, we are aware 
that even the experts we bring in for our various 
workshops and panels do not have all the answers. 
Rather, campus personnel and faculty are the experts, 
yet on our end we can highlight key issues.  

https://www.uscatholicchina.org/newsletter-fnd003
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The goal then is to launch a conversation and promote 
a richer engagement of Chinese international students 
with Catholic campus life. 

We are distributing a series of brief surveys (nine 
questions) to solicit feedback on several areas to better 
understand the current needs of both the students and 
their host institutions.  
 
If you or someone you know works at a high school or 
university that hosts Chinese international students, 
we seek your feedback to better inform our efforts. 
There are versions of the survey for:

● counselors, student affairs personnel, 
recruiters and admissions officers

● campus ministers
● those who teach theology and religious 

studies 
 If you would like to share links to these surveys with 
others, they are:
www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-hs-survey for 
high school personnel
www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-univ-survey for 
university personnel

During the coming month, we will offer several brief 
online workshops, at both the university and high 
school level. They feature an all-star cast of panelists. 
You can click each workshop to find out more 
information. 
 
Note that given the strained circumstances of most 
institutions these days, the China Association decided 
to offer these workshops free of charge. However, 
advance registration is required.

University Level
Background and Concerns of University Students 
Coming from China 
November 7, 2020

Meeting Recruiting Challenges in China Today: U.S. 
Universities
November 14, 2020
 

High School Level
Background and Concerns of High School Students Coming 
from China
November 14, 2020
 
Meeting Recruiting Challenges in China Today: Catholic 
High Schools
November 21, 2020

These offerings will continue on into Spring 2021. Then 
at our 2021 International Conference “China, 
Christianity, and the Dialogue of Civilizations”, the 
USCCA will make available the resources that came out 
of this process; host several capstone workshops; and 
most importantly, provide an opportunity for those 
involved in this effort to network. 
 
The USCCA’s 2021 conference will take place August 6 – 
8* on the campus of Santa Clara University, Santa 
Clara, California. We will make a number of sessions 
available online, as presenters allow. Nonetheless, we 
look forward to your attending in person. 
 
We ask you to please pray for the success of this 
important leap forward within the USCCA.  As the 
initiative develops, we will keep you informed.
 
For more information on the Campus Engagement 
Initiative (CEI), please contact Cecilia Flores, Campus 
Engagement Coordinator, at 
programs@usccatholichina.org.

 
* or possibly the previous weekend.

A Brand-New Adventure –The Campus Engagement Initiative
(Cont.)

https://www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-hs-survey
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-univ-survey
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-univ-survey
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/workshops-univ-survey
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-univ-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-univ-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-hs-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-hs-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-hs-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/cei-hs-workshop
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/conference-2021
https://www.uscatholicchina.org/conference-2021
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The Role of Confucian and Christian 
Dialogue in the China Puzzle

Professor Diane Obenchain, an expert on Confucian tradition and director of the China 

Initiative at Fuller Seminary (in Pasadena, California), will speak on Confucian-Christian 

dialogue on November 22. Join us for this online event.

 

Dr. Obenchain was one of the first Western professors to teach at Peking University, 

beginning in 1988, at the time when China was reopening to the West. Now she 

spearheads Fuller Seminary’s engagement with Nanjing Seminary, China’s one national 

Protestant seminary.

 

As a long-time China observer, and one with a keen eye, Dr. Obenchain will offer 

observations that are the fruit of many years of engagement with China. 

 

To find out more and to register please visit www.uscatholicchina.org/event-20201122

https://www.uscatholicchina.org/event-20201122
http://www.uscatholicchina.org/event-20201122
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At a Glance: Chinese Catholic
Faith Life during Coronavirus Epidemic 

By Li Fei

VOICES FROM THE CHURCH 
IN CHINA

Going home for the Chinese New Year 
has been an important Chinese tradition 
for thousands of years. This is the annual 
family gathering, a most solemn moment. 
On 26 January 2020, the Lunar New Year 
of the Chinese Spring Festival came 
earlier than usual (normally it comes in 
February). This year, it seemed that 
everyone was still excited about the 
celebration of Christmas and the New 
Year. Then in mid-January, many Chinese 
workers in Beijing were preparing to 
return to their hometowns; some were 
already on the way back home. Suddenly, 
a seemly tiny news item struck the hearts 
of people.

Since December 2019, there had been 
more and more Coronavirus patients in 
Wuhan, Hubei Province. On January 23,

the State officially had announced the closure of the city in 
Wuhan. The severity of the situation increased 
dramatically. Cities, all over China, started to fight the 
Coronavirus along with beginning the celebration of the 
Year of the Rat. The joyful atmosphere of the Spring 
Festival, in the whole country, was replaced by tension, 
depression and even fear.
In order to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus, Spring 
Festival parties were cancelled. Overnight, happy new year 
greetings (face to face) were avoided, hotels were closed, 
the cinemas were closed, festive activities cancelled, and 
all kinds of places where crowds gathered were closed. 
People were wearing masks, keeping distance from 
crowded areas, frequently washing hands, opening 
windows to ventilate rooms, all these became the rules for 
people’s conduct. Of course, all religious gatherings were 
also forbidden. The Coronavirus news spread everywhere, 
it influenced people's mood, they became depressed, felt 
empty, and that mood became synonymous with the Year 
of the Rat. By late February, in many parts of the country,

annoying customer needs and complaints behind and relax, be 
free without limitations. But when such isolation comes, 
boredom, emptiness, and even some helplessness and worry 
come with doing nothing; sometimes it strikes deep in the 
hearts of people.

The Coronavirus provided a longer Spring Festival and time 
for more reflection. Facing the unknown end of the epidemic, 
people were thinking how to spend time from early morning 
to dusk and nights that seemed endless. Will the days with 
nothing to do and the long nights of tossing and turning 
continue?

Some people were beginning to read, think, and conclude, this 
crisis is giving more opportunities to look for the meaning of 
life. Let's see how some Christians got through the crisis. 
 
As the Bible says: The LORD is my shepherd, He makes me lie 
down in green pastures, he leads me beside the still waters, he 
restores my soul (Ps 23:1-3). Some Catholics are optimistic and 
positive about life, and they fully trust in the Lord. They live  
life as a good example of the Christian life.

 

cities had been-sealed and entered an 
isolation mode. Panic and 
helplessness pervaded. Home isolation 
meant not going out, this became the 
normal way of life for people. The 
original holiday season was full of life 
and excitement, suddenly it was 
replaced by a state of coldness, fear 
and mutual fear of being infected. All 
of a sudden, life seemed to 
have changed; many people were 
stuck at home. Eating, sleeping, 
watching TV, surfing the Internet, 
playing with mobile phones became 
the content of their lives.

The world is always two sided, people 
always want to rest in busy times, 
put  
Work, all kinds of renumeration,
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At a Glance: Chinese Catholic Faith Life during Coronavirus Epidemic 
(Cont.)

VOICES FROM THE CHURCH 
IN CHINA

1. At the church level:
On the Eve of the Chinese Lunar New Year, the Beijing 
Diocese initiated a response to the State requirements of 
anti-epidemic regulations. Churches were closed in the 
whole diocese, all parishioners were asked to stop 
attending mass in order to avoid the spread of the 
coronavirus within the dense population.
Catholics were asked to take the initiative. Pray for 
Coronavirus patients by reciting the rosary together within 
a fixed time, and the divine mercy novena. Pray to St. 
Roque, the patron of epidemics, to stop the spread of the 
coronavirus. Pray for each other, encourage each other, 
provide a variety of ways to practice spirituality at home. 
Live a healthy Christian life with a positive optimistic 
attitude. Encourage people to give donations for people in 
Wuhan Province.  Many Catholics found the Mass in 
Chinese on the Vatican website. They received the lenten 
message, requiring parishioners to fast, repent, do 
charitable work and pray the Stations of the Cross. 
 
2. At the community level:
The group of “three little lambs” is a very important 
community in the Beijing Diocese. They provided Catholics 
with a variety of faith development items, such as Catholic 
audio, Catholic prayers. 
The Catholics have learned to use Tencent APP software  
（online） to engage in family sharing with the group, 
“Couple for Christ”(CFC); every family shares their faith 
activities in homes during the Coronavirus outbreak.
In the-first teaching assembly of the “Couple for 
Christ”(CFC), the 2020 theme for the North Church was 
settled : “How to become holy within the family”. 
After Chinese New Year, the North Church of the Beijing 
Diocese, held a RCIA management team WeChat meeting 
to discuss how to work out the RCIA process in distant 
learning during the current epidemic conditions. We all 
agreed that the RCIA process cannot be stopped while the 
Coronavirus epidemic is spreading.

3. The level of the evangelization: 
The RCIA process: A flexible approach to assist the RCIA 
faith learning was developed so the catechumens could 
continue seeking the Catholic faith during the corona 
epidemic. The catechumens were provided with Catholic 
audio, video and text materials for their formation. Every 

RCIA group is under the guidance of an accompanying staff 
person, to learn and to share each Sunday's Gospel, to  
summarize their learning experience and feelings, submit faith 
problems encountered, ensure synchronization with the 
original learning plan, and strive to be ready to receive 
baptism at Easter.
 
Learning Spirituality: Catechumens listened to an audio-book, 
“A Forty-day Journey of Re-seeking the Fountain of Life in 
Lent”, recorded by Sister Miyang, and the recorded sermons of 
some priests. They are encouraged to recommend 
non-believer friends to read the Bible.
 
Parishioners adopted a variety of methods and means to grow 
in faith, such as recommended Catholic books online, audio 
recordings of sermons, audio books, and multi-channels of 
evangelization.
 
4. The family level:
Many young couples work hard in Beijing, they now have a 
rare opportunity to be with their kids and their parents. 
Because of the Corona epidemic everybody has to stay at 
home therefore families connect with each other; they play 
games with the whole family. Here is one example:
 
During the Coronavirus, we live together in an apartment with 
three generations, a family of 5, including grandparents, 
parents and one child. It seems like the Christians of the early 
church, we wait for the Resurrection of Jesus. Even though we 
can't go to church, we all pray together three times a day, we 
feel God is constantly loving us. We participate in the Mass via 
the internet. 

During the Corona epidemic whole families are growing closer 
together in faith, parents and children gather together to pray, 
to do lectio divina, to study the faith, and to initiate 
enlightenment of their faith. We experience God giving us real 
patience and hope.  In our daily prayers, we pray for our 
country, for the world, for the community, for all mankind, for 
the overcoming of the epidemic. We ask God to give us a 
healthy, happy and safe life in this special time. 

5. My family level: My wife and I
Daily activities: morning prayer, read the bible, learn some  
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At a Glance: Chinese Catholic Faith Life during Coronavirus Epidemic 

(Cont.)

VOICES FROM THE CHURCH 
IN CHINA

methods of spiritual growth; link online with our daughter 
who works in USA; work online; midday break; study 
English; deal with matters of RCIA process; contact RCIA 
related persons by phone; go out to exercise(weather 
permitting); do lectio divina; evening prayer……
Meditation, self-examination, discernment, learning to 
listen to the Lord's will in silence, study the Bible and the 
social teaching of the Church, these activities lead to 
self-reflection and inspiration.
We seek to cherish more God given faith, and be grateful 
that God picked us. God is there for us to rely on, in the 
face of disaster, God helps us to be more calm. This good 
news is urgently shared.

6. Obtain extra spiritual benefits from the epidemic lesson: 
Cherish every step of this age, learn practical skills using. 
mobile phone APPs: DingDing, TikTok, Tencent meeting 
(Webex Meet)…
Give up bad habits, sitting postures that influence the 
health of the backbone.
Control the endless eating and drinking outside for 
purpose of face 
Recognize the importance of family life and relationships 
between parents and kids; discover the beauty of plain and 
simple life.

Understand the benefits of staying alone and being silent.
Cherish the chance of being close to nature, appreciate 
natural infinite wonders, know the advantages of 
preserving mother nature, and be thankful to God for 
granting a world of abundance.
Rediscover the beauty of inner quiet and peace which is 
granted by God, after abandoning vanity and luxury, 
returning to life’s origins.
 
7. Cherish faith, thanks be to God:
Look back at the road traveled，we members of Christ are 
grateful to God. In spite of the world’s wind and wave now 
and then, His mighty arms embrace tenderly and protect 
us, make our life rich, peaceful inside, happy and perfectly 
satisfied.

We, Christian families, also have become more sensitive to 
every sign given in this age, and the need to respond rapidly. 
We believe, when the epidemic passes, we, loving members of 
Christ, must give witness to our many blessings. Many of us 
say: The days when we stayed indoors, the pace of life was full, 
it was like being enriched more than when working. When 
working in the hustle and bustle (as busy as a bees), we almost 
lose the direction of life, but now, after meditation, 
discernment, and prayer, life becomes clearer. The sail of life 
is opened again, and we are sailing forward into tomorrow, 
with hearts full of expectation and hope.
 
O! behold, this is what it is like to be lovable members of 
Christ, full of enthusiasm, vigor, hope and activity, full of 
positive energy, truly it is the other side of the world.
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 Shortly after the provisional accord on the 
nomination of bishops in China was announced by 
the Vatican and Beijing, Chorabooks released The 
Never Ending March.  Now, two years later, with the 
Sino-Vatican accord renewed, once again 
provisionally, once again in secret, and once again 
against a backdrop of slow progress and frequent 
setback,  the title of Sergio Ticozzi’s book strikes 
the weary observer as all too accurate. 
 
The author is a member of the Pontifical Institute 
for Foreign Missions, also known as the PIME 
Fathers (based on the Latin name for their 
institute). The Pontifical Institute for Foreign 
Missions is a missionary society founded in Italy in 
1850. Father Ticozzi himself has lived in China for 
over 50 years. He currently serves as a Researcher 
and Project Director on staff at the Holy Spirit 
Study Centre, which is run by the Diocese of Hong 
Kong. He has written numerous articles, book 
chapters, and books on religion in China, the 
Catholic Church in China, and the Catholic Church 
in Hong Kong, in particular.  
 
The first two chapters in this brief volume review 
the history of the Catholic Church in China since 
1949.  The third discusses the larger contemporary 
socio-political context in which the Church finds 

itself. The fourth provides a clear-eyed 
recapitulation and analysis of China’s current 
religious policy, especially as it relates to the 
Catholic Church in China. The final two chapters 
then treat the breakdown in relations between 
China and the Vatican since the rise of CCP 
leadership in China and subsequent attempts to 
establish dialogue.

Of these six chapters, two were articles previously 
published on the website of the Holy Spirit Study 
Centre, and an additional two were released in 2017 
as articles in Tripod (鼎), its quarterly journal. To 
these were added the final two chapters. In 
discussing Sino-Vatican relations, they in turn flesh 
out a dimension of the circumstances of the 
Chinese Catholic Church that was only peripheral in 
the preceding four chapters. 
 
Despite not being constructed as a continuous 
narrative at the outset, as a collection, these articles 
do combine to provide a detailed yet thoughtful 
discussion of the history and political 
circumstances of the Catholic Church in China. This 
includes a recounting of China’s religious policy 
under the leadership of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) since 1949 and an examination of key 
precedents under the Qing 

The Never Ending March:  China’s Religious Policy 
and the Catholic Church

by Rev. Sergio Ticozzi, PIME
Chorabooks, October 2, 2018
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Dynasty. In his crisp review of key documents and 
developments, Ticozzi provides an outline that is 
especially helpful for the newcomer who is not well 
versed in this history. Moreover, in his review of 
contemporary policy, he takes pains to explain what it 
actually entails in practice.

Ticozzi’s ability to tease out the actual thrust of 
Chinese religious policy is particularly valuable. The 
author is an  experienced observer of the CCP who 
offers insight into the dynamics behind the policies 
he discusses. Overall, he notes that while there are a 
variety of voices within the Party, those that view 
religion as a problem to be managed and “solved” 
currently dominate the conversation. 

Ticozzi’s treatment of relations between China and 
the Holy See begins with the Qing Dynasty and runs 
through the year of publication, 2018. He lays out the 
technical issues, the parties involved in the debate, 
and the concerns that hinder progress even where 
some parties keenly desire it. As he notes, on the 
Chinese side, while the Foreign Ministry desires 
diplomatic relations with the Vatican in order to 
further isolate Taiwan, the United Front (the Party’s 
arm for working with non-Communist groups in 
society) and the State Administration for Religious 
Affairs are the organs that directly control the life of 
the Catholic Church in China, and they are not 
interested in compromising their position.

Overall, Ticozzi provides an excellent summary of key 
developments that any commentator must know in 
order to understand the Chinese policy toward the 
Catholic Church, as well as how that has evolved over 
time. His commentary is brief and pointed. As one 
might expect given the composite nature of the book, 
he does not provide a grand framework for pulling 
together his observations. For the reader who would

prefer a review of key developments without the 
distraction of an explicit grand narrative, this 
approach is welcome.

Nonetheless, it is clear that one key concern 
dominates Fr. Ticozzi’s work throughout: religious 
freedom in China, especially in light of the constraints 
and excessive regulation of the Catholic Church. 
While the mainstream academic community might 
view that concern as narrow or partisan, for those 
who share it – and there are many – that in fact 
makes his discussion extremely valuable. 
 
Reviewed by Michael Agliardo, SJ

The Never Ending March:  China’s Religious Policy and the Catholic Church
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On October 22, Vatican News posted the announcement 
that the provisional accord on the nomination of bishops 
negotiated between China and the Holy See had been 
renewed, provisionally. China's Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Zhao Lijian confirmed that the renewal would 
extend the agreement for two additional years, until 
October 2022. Beyond that confirmation, neither side 
elaborated on the terms of the agreement. They remain 
confidential.
 
How did we get to this moment, and what is the 
significance of this agreement? According to the Vatican’s 
Secretary of State, Cardinal Pietro Parolin, the present 
accord is “the agreement with China sought by all recent 
popes.” While this statement has occasioned dispute over 
the sense in which it is true, it is certainly the case that 
both Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI did reach 
out repeatedly to Chinese authorities in the hopes of 
establishing a cooperative relationship for the good of the 
Church in China. That said, the accession of Pope Francis 
does mark a new moment in the Vatican’s engagement with 
China. The comments which follow recapitulate what has 
unfolded since. 

Pope Francis was elevated to the See of Peter on March 13, 
2013. The next day Xi Jinping was elected President of the 
People’s Republic, and Pope Francis extended his good 
wishes. Later that year, Pope Francis had Archbishop 
Parolin installed as Secretary of State of the 

Vatican, also elevating him as Cardinal. In Cardinal Parolin, 
the Pope had a Secretary of State whose approach to China 
would be more consistent with his own views.

In August 2014, China allowed the Pope to fly over Chinese 
airspace on his way to World Youth Day in Seoul. Despite 
this seeming gesture of good will, on the ground, Chinese 
Catholics were blocked from leaving the country to attend 
the event. Nonetheless, the Vatican noted only the positive 
gesture. In general, it continued to emphasize esteem for 
China and the importance of establishing a cooperative 
relationship, and soon, talks between the parties that had 
broken down prior to Pope Francis’s accession were 
restarted.
 
Already in November 2014, reports began to circulate that 
contacts between the Vatican and Beijing were proceeding 
apace. At the time, Beijing signaled that a practical 
agreement on the appointment of bishops was within 
reach provided that several issues standing in the way 
could be addressed. The haggling had begun in earnest.

It was not until June 2015 that an official round of 
negotiations between the Vatican and Beijing was held, the 
first since 2010. Later that year, when Pope Francis visited 
the United States, China sent a delegation of bishops, 
ostensibly to speak on several U.S. campuses, but also with 
the hope of meeting with the Pope. That President Xi was 
also in the country at the same time as Pope Francis led 

The Provisional Agreement between the Vatican and China
on the Nomination of Bishops: 

A Brief Review of the History and Issues at Stake

IN THE NEWS

“In the News” pieces review particular issues that concern Christianity and the Church in China in order to bring together in one place key 
developments and resources so that the reader may explore further. The author, of course, has a standpoint; nonetheless, he or she 

endeavors to capture all sides of any debate in all their cogency, not to press a particular point.
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some to speculate that the two might meet, as well. There 
was even rumor that the two might arrange to cross 
paths at the United Nations and at least shake hands. 
None of these meetings materialized. However, by all 
reports, President Xi did come away with a better 
appreciation of the “soft power” that Pope Francis wields.

In October 2015, a Vatican delegation in China paid 
official visits to Bishop Li Shan of Beijing and Bishop Ma 
Yinglin, president of the Chinese Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference, both of whom had been ordained without 
papal mandate. Gestures of good will continued on both 
sides, so that by October 2016, the press speculated that 
an agreement on the ordination of bishops would soon be 
announced.
 
Instead, before the end of the year, two new bishops were 
consecrated in China, and government officials arranged 
for excommunicated bishops to take part in the 
ceremony. The Holy See spoke out publicly about this 
development and its concern that the upcoming 9th 
Assembly of Chinese Catholic Representatives not be 
used as an occasion for articulating policies contrary to 
standing Catholic teaching. Angry rhetoric flared, but 
tensions were contained. 

According to most commentators, these developments 
reflect the posturing of two sides caught in 
multi-dimensional negotiations. At the same time, there 
is an additional factor in play that outside observers do 
not always fully appreciate: Not all parties on the Chinese 
side have the same objectives. A goal of the Foreign 
Ministry is to isolate Taiwan diplomatically, and therefore 
it would like the Vatican City, which is the only state in 
the European Union to maintain diplomatic relations with 
Taiwan, to sever those ties. The principle goal of the State 
Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA) is to regularize 
the entire Catholic Church in line with structures under 
its control. Presently, perhaps half of all Catholics in 
China refuse to register with the government; this 
unregistered contingent – sometimes called the 
“underground church” – represents an administrative 
challenge for SARA. And depending upon 

how the negotiations between the Foreign Ministry and the 
Vatican proceed, the position of SARA could be further 
undermined. Therefore, according to some commentators, 
at times SARA acts as a spoiler, orchestrating affairs within 
China that could provoke a reaction from the Vatican and 
derail negotiations. However, were the Vatican not to react, 
it would run the risk of acquiescing in the face of 
increasingly egregious restrictions on the religious freedom 
it aims to preserve. 

Moreover, religious policy in China has been on the move. In 
May 2015, during the Central Conference on United Front 
Work, President Xi advanced the notion of the “Sinicization 
of religion.” This multivalent term sometimes means 
“enculturation,” and under this rubric Chinese authorities 
have removed crosses from churches and Arabic writing 
from buildings in Muslim communities. 

At other times, “Sinicization” means adapting to the needs 
and conditions of Chinese society, as articulated by the 
Party. Indeed, President Xi has made clear that state and 
Party must not only regulate religion, but also actively guide 
it, so that it may better serve society. Accordingly, since 
President Xi's accession, Chinese authorities have been 
increasingly active in running the internal affairs of religious 
organizations, or better put, they have refused to accept that 
there are boundaries beyond which religious groups to claim 
that certain affairs that are properly their own.

In addition, in government-run schools students are 
constantly taught that religion is superstition, or worse, that 
it threatens the proper functioning of society. Meanwhile, 
the media, which are under increasingly strict control, 
consistently portray religion under two guises. On the one 
hand, good religion is religion which follows the leadership 
of the Party, dutifully implementing its policies. However, 
when religion operates according to its own devices, it is 
characterized as either cult-like or habitually involved in 
financial fraud.

Outside observers differ in their analysis of why the Party is 
taking an increasingly antagonistic stand against religion. 
Some note that Christianity, in particular, has been growing 

The Provisional Agreement between the Vatican and China 
on the Nomination of Bishops:  

A Brief Review of the History and Issues at Stake 

IN THE NEWS
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quickly at the grassroots level. They posit that the Party’s 
constant emphasis on unity and loyalty reflects a concern 
with its own legitimacy, an insecurity which increasing 
religious adherence exacerbates. Indeed, in the case of 
Catholics, the refusal of so many to register constitutes a 
direct refusal to concede the Party full legitimacy. Others 
see the Party’s religious policies as part of an overarching 
concern with social control and social stability: Chinese 
authorities brought the market, civil society 
organizations, and the internet under control. Now it is 
the turn of religion. Religion was involved in the fall not 
only of the Iron Curtain, but also of a series of dynasties 
throughout Chinese history. Better to get out front. 

To be sure, the West never tires of the trope of religious 
repression in China. It is a story told and retold, while 
stories of religion’s freedom to flourish in China 
frequently have gone unreported. Nonetheless, most 
observers agree that the recent trend in China has been 
one of increasing control of religion. In the past two 
years, in many areas, access of young people to religious 
institutions has been outlawed, while places of worship 
have had cameras installed so that worshippers can be 
observed. The list new restrictions on religion is 
Orwellian. 

In this context, many parties argue that the Vatican’s 
rapprochement with Beijing is ill-timed. For example, 
Cardinal Joseph Zen, retired bishop of Hong Kong, has 
consistently warned that the Pope does not fully 
appreciate the actual intentions of the Chinese leadership 
when it comes to the Church in China. 

Proponents of the Vatican’s outreach have been 
responded by making the following points: that dialogue 
is never something to be feared; that the Church can be a 
trustworthy partner in working for the good of Chinese 
society; and that the current accord is not 
comprehensive, but rather focuses on the single issue of 
the orderly appointment of bishops acceptable to both 
the Church and the Chinese authorities. However, 
proponents vacillate in their characterization of the 
significance of such a focused agreement. They express 

the hope that it is the key to restoring unity to a divided 
Chinese Catholic community, “normalizing” the situation of 
the Church in China, and opening the way to the 
evangelization of all society. Given the strict control that the 
Chinese authorities are placing on religious groups in China, 
it is difficult to know what to make of such claims.

With so much at stake, progress in the discussions between 
China and the Vatican was slow. In an article published on 
February 9, 2017 in the Sunday Examiner, Cardinal John 
Tong, at the time Bishop of Hong Kong, led readers to hope 
that a deal was imminent. He wrote that talks were taking 
place, adding, “[Beijing] will now let the pope play a role in 
the nomination and ordination of Chinese bishops. Beijing 
will also recognize the pope’s right of veto and that the pope 
is the highest and final authority in deciding on candidates 
for bishops in China.” Despite this optimistic announcement, 
2017 wound down without any such development. 

A number of sticking points required resolution first. In 
particular, two dioceses, Mindong (Fujian Province) and 
Shantou (Guangdong Province), each had two bishops, one 
officially recognized by the Chinese State and one 
authorized by Rome. In December 2017, while a Vatican 
delegation was in Beijing for talks, the head of the delegation 
reached out to the two Vatican-authorized bishops to 
discuss possible resolutions to these circumstances that 
would satisfy China. In January, it was reported that the 
Vatican asked these bishops to cede position, one by 
retiring, the other, by becoming auxiliary to a bishop who 
was considered illegitimate under church law. 

Then in February, a close confidant of Pope Francis, Bishop 
Marcelo Sánchez Sorondo, visited Beijing, and upon his 
return, praised the Chinese for “implementing the social 
doctrine of the Church.” It was during this very month that 
Chinese authorities were busy enhancing surveillance 
arrangements for sanctioned religious groups and closing 
down unsanctioned ones. Bishop Sánchez was forced to 
concede that he had not taken the Church’s teaching on 
religious freedom into account in his assessment.
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By March, the local authorities in China were using 
rumors of an imminent agreement between the Vatican 
and Beijing as pretext for pressuring underground 
communities to submit and register, claiming that Rome 
had recognized their authority to regulate the affairs of 
the Catholic Church within China. Naysayers within the 
Church saw this as clear vindication of their argument 
that even if provision were made for some Vatican 
involvement in the appointment of bishops in China, such 
a role would at best be symbolic. Actual control over the 
life of the Church would remain with the government. 
Cardinal Zen vociferously and publicly reminded Vatican 
officials and the Pope himself that the very integrity and 
survival of Church in China was at stake. Negotiations 
again stalled. 

Finally, in September 2018, news of an agreement broke. 
Details were not made public. However, word got out that 
Beijing and the Vatican had agreed on a process for the 
nomination of bishops. This process involved nomination 
of a candidate by means of a process run by the local 
diocese under the governance of Chinese authorities. 
Meanwhile, the Pope would have veto power. Of course, 
given the need to save face on all sides, the expectation 
undergirding this agreement was that only parties 
acceptable to both sides at the outset would be advanced. 

As part of the agreement, the Vatican announced that it 
had readmitted to full ecclesial communion eight Chinese 
bishops previously considered illegitimate (including one 
who had already passed away in January). Cardinal Parolin 
stressed that this meant that all the bishops in China 
were now in full communion with the Holy See, and 
therefore the Church in China was visibly united in a way 
that it had not been for decades. And since the 
agreement was signed, two additional bishops have been 
ordained, men who previously had had the backing of 
Rome. Four others who had previously been consecrated 
bishop but not recognized by the government were given 
official government recognition. All had to sign 
agreements recognizing the laws of the land, and the 
Vatican found those agreements acceptable.

Critics within the Church argue that the downside of this 
agreement outweighs these benefits. They point to the 
silence of the Pope in the face of China’s repeated violations 
of international norms upholding religious freedom, not only 
of Christians, but of Muslims and Tibetans, as well. Indeed, 
just prior to the signing, the U.S. Secretary of State, Michael 
Pompeo, visited his counterpart at the Vatican to weigh in 
against the renewal of the agreement; he argued that it 
muzzled the Pope, who would otherwise be an eloquent 
defender of religious freedom in China. Instead, it seems 
that the Pope sits quietly on the sidelines, while the Catholic 
flock in China for whom he has direct pastoral responsibility 
languishes. In particular, critics point to the enormous 
pressure being exerted on unregistered Catholics.

At the same time, without this agreement, the situation 
could be much worse, and that must also be weighed. Twice, 
in 2016 and again in 2018, Wang Zuo’an, the director of SARA, 
had warned that without an agreement between China and 
the Holy See, the Catholic Church would see an avalanche of 
episcopal appointments to the 40 or so dioceses in China 
that lacked bishops, all without the papal mandate. And 
while pressure on unregistered Catholics persists, there is 
no reason to believe that it is greater because of the accord. 
In fact, if Chinese authorities gave up on cordial relations 
with the Vatican, given the trend of current religious policy, 
one would expect such pressure to be unrestrained. 

In the symbolic realm, the meaning of the accord remains 
contested. Proponents within the Church argue that the 
accord affirms the role of the Pope in the appointment of 
bishops in China. Detractors contend that it reduces that 
role to being a rubber stamp. On the Chinese side, the 
agreement complicates the work of SARA, at best, and seems 
to concede a point that had been maintained since the 
accession to power of the Chinese Communist Party, that no 
outside power have a say in the “internal affairs of China,” 
the selection of Chinese bishops being one such internal 
matter. Given the indignities that China had suffered under 
colonial domination, the resonance of this point should not 
be underestimated. 
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In both China and in the Catholic Church, the symbolic 
realm turns out to be highly significant. And the extent to 
which China and the Vatican have cooperated to project 
cordial relations represents a definitive turning point. 
One example is the exhibit of Catholic art held within the 
Imperial Palace in Beijing beginning in June 2019. Then in 
February 2020, the Vatican’s Secretary for Relations with 
the States, Archbishop Paul Gallagher, met with his 
counterpart, the Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, in 
Munich. Given the customary way that the Vatican has 
been portrayed in Chinese media, these events in fact 
show that in the symbolic realm, current talks have 
effected a veritable sea change. 

While short-term goals are the most concrete and tangible, 
Pope Francis also is operating in light of a long-term vision, 
one in service to the common good. In his view, forcing the 
Church in China to knuckle under is counterproductive 
because Catholics would otherwise be quite willing and 
happy contributors to society. Moreover, on the world stage, 
there are many issues that require all human communities to 
work together for their resolution, climate change being 
foremost on the list. 

The Pope’s vision, one based on trust, mutual support, and 
collaboration, still seems to exist only on the symbolic level. 
The reality on the ground is quite dissonant with that vision. 
Nonetheless, it is the only vision that ultimately holds out 
hope for humanity.
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