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ABSTRACT 

 

 This dissertation investigates the indigenization project of the Catholic priest Frédéric-

Vincent Lebbe (雷鳴遠) in Republican China. The early twentieth-century Catholic Church 

faced a crisis of witness in China: Missionary practice maintained the dominance of European 

powers even as Chinese Catholics sought to join their compatriots to build an independent and 

modern “New China.” Seeing a clash of interests between lingering foreign imperialism and 

rising domestic nationalism, Vincent Lebbe worked to indigenize Chinese Catholicism. First, 

within the Church, Lebbe opposed the French Religious Protectorate and the exclusivity of the 

European leadership over Chinese clergy. He promoted the case of Chinese ethno-national 

citizens to become bishops. Second, on the wider national stage, Lebbe promoted Chinese 

patriotism and rallied Catholics to contribute to the progress and defense their country. Catholics 

participated in the anti-Confucianism campaign of the 1910s and the Confucian New Life 

Movement of the Nationalist government in the 1930s. In Lebbe’s war-time service against 

Japan, he closely aligned the Chinese Church with the domestic ruling party-state. In these 

efforts to indigenize Chinese Catholicism, a key theological question was the nature of Chinese 

Catholic citizenship: how might Chinese Catholics fulfill their civic and spiritual duties as 

members of both the Chinese nation and of the Kingdom of God? In my analysis, Lebbe’s work 

is best understood as a project to indigenize the Catholic Church at a time when to make the 



iv 

 

Church “Chinese” was to make it national. On the one hand, his vision did separate mission from 

the exercise of foreign power and it crucially secured the support of the Holy See for the 

indigenous episcopacy. On the other hand, Lebbe’s work did not involve a nuanced theological 

account of the relationship between mission and the domestic state, leaving largely untreated the 

question of how a fully indigenous Church might also remain a pilgrim Church seeking the 

heavenly kingdom of God. Concluding that indigenization must include but transcend 

nationalization, I suggest that Lebbe’s project partially indigenized Chinese Catholicism and 

inaugurated an ongoing effort to envision Chinese Catholic citizenship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus is asked whether it is appropriate for Jews to pay taxes to 

the emperor. Knowing that his questioners are trying to trap him into taking either an illegal or 

blasphemous position, Jesus refuses to give them a simple answer. Jesus affirms that one does 

owe a duty to the civil order but that there is an even more transcendent duty to the divine: 

“Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s” (Matthew 12:21-22, Mark 

12:17). 

 Although this cryptic verse has baffled many Christian communities wondering how to 

parse civic and spiritual duties, it was especially challenging for the Catholics in early 20th 

century China. Jesus’s words would seem to suggest there was a way of being both proper 

citizens and fully devoted Christians. Yet before Chinese Catholics could weigh their civic and 

spiritual duties, there was a more immediate question of justice and loyalty: Which ‘Caesar’ was 

it to whom they might owe their ‘coin’ — France or China? 

 In this dissertation, I explore the Belgian-Chinese priest Vincent Lebbe’s theology of 

mission at a time of significant political transition for the Church.1 The inherited political 

situation was that of the French Religious Protectorate established through the ‘Unequal 

Treaties’ of the mid-nineteenth century. In this system, France’s Third Republic extended 

extraterritorial legal protections and privileges to Chinese Catholics with the expectation that the 

Church would in turn promote the interests of the French government in China. The new political 

                                                 

1 There is variation in scholarly opinion on how to pronounce Frédéric-Vincent Lebbe’s surname. According to 

Jean-Paul Wiest, it should be pronounced in the French manner with a silent ‘e’ as ‘Lebb.’ However, David E. 

Mungello recommends ‘Lay-BAH’ as the more likely pronunciation in the French and Flemish-speaking border 

region of Belgium where Lebbe spent his early life. See Jean-Paul Wiest, “The Legacy of Vincent Lebbe” 

International Bulletin of Missionary Research (1999): 33; D.E. Mungello, The Catholic Invasion of China: 

Remaking Chinese Christianity (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 39.    
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situation was the founding of the Republic of China. In 1912, China’s four hundred million Qing 

subjects became citizens, called to defend and build up the modern nation-state. The Catholic 

community was thus pulled between the structures of an older foreign imperialism and the calls 

of a growing domestic nationalism. In my analysis, Lebbe’s work is best understood as a project 

to indigenize the Catholic Church at a time when to make the Church “Chinese” was to make it 

“national.” Lebbe’s nationalizing efforts helped to wrest mission from foreign imperialism and 

successfully secured the support of the Holy See for the indigenous Chinese episcopacy, but this 

indigenization project did not involve a nuanced theological articulation of how the Chinese 

Church might most appropriately engage the nation-state. For this reason, I characterize Lebbe’s 

vision for the church as one that partially indigenized Catholicism within the citizenship 

discourses of his day. 

Methodology: Why One Man? Why A Missionary? Why That Moment? 

 This question of Catholic mission in the modern nation-state could have been studied 

from any number of angles, so I want to note several reasons for the choice of subject. 

Why one man? 

 To focus this dissertation on Vincent Lebbe is admittedly to look through the narrow lens 

of a singular life. There are both heuristic downsides and benefits of a biographical approach. 

The risk, of course, is of telling a ‘great man’ history.2 If the protagonist is cast as singularly 

influential, then we can lose sight of how he or she was shaped by the surrounding society. If the 

protagonist’s strengths are highlighted to the exclusion of faults, then we can end up with a 

hagiography rather than a history. In choosing to consider the Republican Era Chinese Church 

                                                 

2 Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (New York: Frederick A. Stokes & 

Brothers, 1888). 
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through the life of Vincent Lebbe, I do not mean to suggest that he was singularly representative 

of Chinese Catholicism at the time nor do I want to make a saint out of him. His life gives us 

only a glimpse into an extremely complicated time in Chinese Christian history, though it is a 

wider-ranging glimpse than most because of his many activities. 

 Meanwhile, the benefit of a biographical approach is that it grounds the project in the 

history as it was lived. First, a historical project must be bounded somehow, and the lifespan of a 

person is a useful lens. A life resists the periodizations of ecclesiastical and political narratives. I 

could have chosen other, neater ways to set boundaries to this study: for instance, one could 

focus on the Chinese Church during a given papacy or during a given religious congregation’s 

active years, or one could adopt civil Chinese political markers such as revolutions or 

government changes. However, we cannot properly chart the situation of the Chinese Catholic 

Church across watershed moments if they are set as the outer bounds of the project. Lebbe’s 

years of ministry in China (1901-1920 and 1927-1940) do not neatly dovetail with any one 

ecclesial era or match cleanly with just one political regime. For instance, for many Catholics the 

notable turning point of the early 20th century was the shocking trauma of the Boxer Uprisings at 

the turn of the century, though from a secular perspective events such as the Xinhai Revolution 

or the May Fourth Movement might stand out. Events of all sorts shaped Lebbe’s experience of 

China. For this reason, in Chapter 2, I treat the entirety of Vincent Lebbe’s life. The raw bounds 

of a birth and a death are usefully indifferent to the grand narratives of ecclesiastical or national 

history. 

 Second, foregrounding the experience of a person reminds us that history may be 

understood backwards but it is lived forwards. Today we consider the Republican Era from the 

far side of the Chinese Civil War and though the weighty experience of now nearly seventy years 



4 

 

of often prickly encounters between the Catholic community and the ruling Communist party-

state. Yet, to understand the emergence of the Chinese Church and the major contours of its 

encounters with domestic political power, we must explore the Catholics’ lived perceptions, 

conversations, and decisions as they unfolded. Vincent Lebbe ‘lived’ his way into positions on 

debates over race, religious freedom, the value of indigeneity in the Church, the exigencies of 

war, communism and fascism. In all these, he did not hesitate to claim normative positions about 

how the Church or the world should be. However, we cannot understand Lebbe’s vision for the 

Church or its ongoing value for mission without attending to the way he arrived at his positions. 

Why a foreign missionary? 

 To write about a foreign-born missionary is admittedly passé at this moment in the 

academy. Studies of missionaries used to dominate Western scholarship on churches around the 

world, but the academic disciplines of World Christianity and especially Chinese Christianity 

have rightly called for a more “China-centered” or “Chinese-centered” work.3 The worry is that 

by focusing on foreign missionaries, we neglect the stories of Chinese Christians themselves. 

Indeed, there are Chinese Catholics with notable public engagement from this period whose 

stories deserve deeper study: the newspaper industry leader Ying Lianzhi (1867-1926), the 

Premier of the Republic of China Lu Zhengxiang (1871-1949), the business tycoon and leader of 

Catholic Action Lu Bohong (1875-1937), the six first modern Chinese bishops (ordained in 

1926), the May Fourth era essayist Su Xuelin (1897-1991), and the Bishop of Nanjing Yü Pin 

(1901-1978) are just a few of the most obvious. I grant that by putting the Belgian-born Lebbe at 

the center of this dissertation, the study spends significant time in the debates between Chinese 

                                                 

3 Paul Rule, “Chinese-Centered Mission History,” in Historiography of the Chinese Catholic Church: Nineteenth 

and Twentieth Centuries, ed. Jeroom Heyndrickx (Leuven, Belgium: K.U. Leuven Ferdinand Verbiest Foundation, 

1994), 56. 
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Christians and foreign missionaries or among foreign missionaries themselves, and it gives less 

attention to distinctly domestic Chinese Catholic concerns.  

 At the same time, to focus on a foreign missionary advocate of the Chinese Church gives 

us insight into the interplay of foreign advocacy and indigenous activism that shaped the Church 

in this period. The Jesuit historian Nicholas Standaert has promoted an “Interaction and 

Communication Framework” for Chinese Christian history. I find his focus on ‘interaction’ 

helpful for avoiding, on the one hand, the tendency of mission history to lionize foreign 

missionary ‘influence,’ and on the other hand, the tendency of ‘Chinese-centered’ scholarship to 

essentialize China or render its history as wholly autochthonous. Standaert recommends starting 

from the Buberian acknowledgement that human beings and communities are formed through 

encounters with others.4 Indeed, if we think of the Republican Era Church as the product of 

encounters between Chinese and non-Chinese, civil and religious actors, Catholics and non-

Catholics, priests and lay, and so on, then we are better situated to evaluate the whole. 

 Moreover, to treat the role of foreign missionaries is not necessarily to endorse it. Indeed, 

my research quickly revealed how the dominance of foreign missionaries in elite politics 

pertaining to the Chinese Church carried into advocacy work for indigenization. During my 

research, I was eager to uncover the voices of Chinese Catholics. Where possible, I have 

included them. However, when it came to institutional change of the hierarchy, it was above all 

foreign missionaries whose opinions both hastened and delayed the Holy See’s action to 

establish an indigenous Chinese Church in China. Then, even after there were Chinese 

ecclesiastical leaders, foreign-born advocates like Lebbe continued to take a leading role. His 

                                                 

4 Nicholas Standaert, “Methodology in View of Contact Between Cultures: The China Case in the Seventeenth 

Centuries,” CSRCS Occasional Paper No. 11 (Hong Kong: The Centre for the Study of Religion and Chinese 

Society, Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2002): 29. 
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advocacy for the Chinese episcopacy sometimes shows him speaking over or for Chinese 

Catholics. As I combed through the archives at the Université Catholique de Louvain (Louvain-

la-Neuve, Belgium) I frequently found that letters and petitions “by the Catholics of [such-and-

such Chinese community]” or “by the notables of [a Chinese city]” were drafted in the hand of 

Vincent Lebbe or his close colleague Anthony Cotta for distribution within the Church. So too in 

the Chinese Church’s outreach to the international community, Lebbe served as the ghostwriter 

for the “Chinese Bishops’” letter to the League of Nations protesting Japanese aggression.5 

Methodologically, I have chosen to keep an eye out for distinctly Chinese Catholic voices while 

allowing the dominance of foreign missionaries to show for what it was. 

  To study Vincent Lebbe is to chart the process of indigenization from the perspective of 

a pragmatist who wanted the indigenous development of the Chinese Church but saw that this 

could not happen so long as foreign interests dominated it. In this view, indigenizing the Chinese 

Church was a process that could not yet be solely about the Chinese. Rather, it required 

contending with four major political powers that held their own interests in the country: most 

obviously China, but also France, the Holy See and Japan. Therefore, writing as a fellow 

European to Bishop Paul-Marie Reynaud of Ningbo, Lebbe insisted that they had a role to play: 

“The fundamental obstacle….is the national question; and humanly speaking, the barrier that 

separates [the Chinese] from the Church is impassable, and can only be surpassed by us.”6 

                                                 

5 The Chinese Bishops, “Joint Letter to the League of Nations,” in The Voice of China, 1931-1932, 1937-1938 

(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1938), 5.  
6 “L’impression que m’ont laissé ces dix-sept années d’apostolat, impression très nette, c’est que l’obstacle 

fondamental – je ne dis pas le seul – à l’avènement du règne de Dieu sur ces masses est question nationale ; et que, 

humainement parlant, à moins d’un miracle, la barrière qui les sépare de l’Église est infranchissable, et ne peut être 

supprimée que par nous.” V. Lebbe to Paul-Marie Reynaud, 243. 
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Vincent Lebbe is an interesting figure to study because he stood at the intersection of multiple 

political and religious powers. 

Why that Moment? 

 By studying the efforts of Lebbe and others to indigenize the early 20th century Church, 

we can better understand the complexities of Chinese Catholic citizenship at its origin. The idea 

of citizenship was not entirely new in China, since late Qing intellectuals like Liang Qichao had 

tried to promote it as a self-strengthening ideal. However, after the founding of the Republic, to 

be a citizen became a national task, a point of pride and differentiation from being a subject 

under the Qing. Many sectors of society (women, students, workers, intellectuals, religious 

groups) experimented to see what citizenship in the new nation might gain for them or ask of 

them. Catholics shared this moment of exploration, adopting a series of different ‘takes’ on 

Catholic citizenship. 

 If one is looking for a singular model of religious Catholic citizenship, this historical 

study is bound to disappoint. The Catholic experiments in civic activity were scattered and did 

not form a singular vision of religious citizenship. For instance, Lebbe’s “Tianjin Method” was 

basically to incorporate the political practices of the revolutionary and early Republic leaders 

into Catholic missionary method. Historians such as Henrietta Harrison and David Strand have 

demonstrated how the “making of the Republican citizen” occurred through the practices and 

discourses of a new political culture: queue-cutting, patriotic speech-making, newspaper 

editorializing, and so on.7 Lebbe incorporated all of these into the work of Catholic 

evangelization as the district director of the Tianjin vicariate. Meanwhile, during debates over 

                                                 

7 Henrietta Harrison, The Making of the Republican Citizen: Political Ceremonies and Symbols in China, 1911-1929 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); David Strand, Unfinished Republic: Leading by Word and Deed in 

Modern China (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2011). 
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the drafting of the constitution in the mid-1910s, Catholics lobbied the government for 

definitions of religion that they believed would be beneficial to the Church. Against the 

establishment of Confucianism, they advocated for a strict separation of religion from the realm 

of the state. Later, however, patriotic Catholics seized opportunities to join the Nationalist party-

state’s explicitly Confucian social reform, hoping for greater overlap between governmental and 

religious efforts. The early 20th century offers a colorful but often confusing picture of Catholic 

citizenship. 

 Therefore, to study this period is to uncover a knot of questions that have remained 

tangled and difficult for the Chinese Church throughout the past century of China’s existence as 

a nation-state. Was the goal to learn the practice of Chinese citizenship or to inform its 

development? Did the Catholics hope to carve out a separate sphere for religion and morality in 

society, or would they grant to the state a role in matters of morality? Was civic participation 

about protecting Catholic interests in the nation, or offering Catholicism in service of the nation? 

By understanding the Catholics’ hopes and fears, actions and inactions during this time, we can 

better understand why the Chinese Catholic community remained so fractured in its efforts to be 

‘not of’ but nonetheless sent ‘into’ the world (John 17:14-17). 

Structure: The Program of Inquiry 

 This study proceeds in roughly chronological order, and it also moves from history, to 

thematic issues arising from that history, to finally theological reflection on those themes. 

 In the beginning of this dissertation, I set the stage historically so that we might 

understand the political, cultural and religious context in which Lebbe developed his thoughts on 

mission: 
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 In Chapter 1, I provide a history of Catholic Church in China in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. The Catholic Church in China was pulled by the interests of both 

foreign and domestic civil powers (the French Third Republic, Japan, the Qing Empire, the 

Republican era governments) as well as foreign and domestic ecclesiastical powers (European 

bishops and religious superiors, the Holy See, the indigenous clergy, lay Chinese Catholic 

organizations). While the indigenous Catholic community had institutions of its own for 

leadership and mission, these existing structures were threatened by the new military and 

industrial strength of the Western powers backing the foreign missionary movement. Lebbe was 

deeply concerned about the crisis of witness created by the conflicting interests of these political 

powers. 

 In Chapter 2, I offer a biographical essay documenting Lebbe’s lifelong attempt to 

improve the Church’s witness in China. His work took a stunning range of forms: offering 

pastoral and sacramental care, giving public lectures, founding newspapers, advocating for the 

indigenous episcopacy with the Holy See, organizing lay Catholic associations, supporting 

Chinese students in Europe, founding religious congregations, joining the Chinese army during 

the Sino-Japanese War, and more. Throughout all this, Lebbe consistently opposed foreign 

imperialism from both France and Japan, rallying Catholic to fulfill their patriotic duties in 

defense of the nation. 

 In the thematic core of the dissertation, I treat two topics in depth: 

 In Chapter 3, I document Lebbe’s advocacy for the establishment of a full Chinese 

hierarchy with indigenous Chinese bishops leading Chinese dioceses. In addition to the 

international political stakes which Ernest Young has already treated thoroughly, I demonstrate 
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how the debate over Chinese bishops was centrally a question about race.8 The opposition to the 

Chinese episcopacy took two forms. Some opponents argued against having indigenous bishops 

on explicitly racist grounds, believing Chinese to be inferior to the task of leading the Church. 

Other opponents argued against the Chinese episcopacy on grounds of universality, suggesting 

that any privileging of Chinese candidates would compromise the Church’s claims to transcend 

racial difference. In this context, Lebbe’s most unique contribution was to define the Chinese 

Church’s mission in terms of making Chinese saints. Against the explicit racial theorists, he 

defended the capacity of the Chinese for holiness. To the universalists, he insisted that to deny 

the Chinese the opportunity to develop and exercise virtues of administration was to undermine 

the very purpose of the mission to China. Neither denying nor reifying Chinese ethnicity, Lebbe 

added to the debate about indigenous leadership the missiological goal of Chinese holiness. 

 Chapter 4 is about Catholic involvement in the building and defense of the nation-state. 

This is a comparative study of two cases of Catholic involvement in the nation-building work of 

becoming a ‘modern’ state during the Republican Era. The first case is about Catholic 

involvement in the 1913-1917 anti-Confucianism campaign during the drafting of the Republic’s 

constitution. At this point, Catholics lobbied for a highly Western conception of how the modern 

church-state relationship should work. In their arguments, religion and morality were to be a 

distinct sphere within society, a sphere beyond the scope of a state which must necessarily be a 

secular one. Their lobbying effort, in conjunction with that of other religious groups, did prevent 

Confucianism from becoming a state religion. However, it also exacerbated the perceived 

opposition between religion (especially Christianity) and the rest of Chinese society. The second 

                                                 

8 Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony: China’s Catholic Church and the French Religious Protectorate (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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case study is about Catholic involvement in Chiang Kai-shek’s Neo-Confucian New Life 

Movement in the 1930s. Here, Catholic leaders like Vincent Lebbe and Yü Pin wholeheartedly 

joined the state’s efforts to instigate a cultural revolution to make a modern Confucian-Christian 

society purged of indecency, corruption, and selfishness. They affirmed the state’s role in 

dictating public morality and urged Catholics to join the campaign. This was an attempt to 

realign the interests of the state and religious morality. In my analysis, both attempts to realize a 

religious Chinese modernity failed – in the first case, because the Catholics refused to 

acknowledge any shared interests with the state, and in the second case, because their work 

became instrumentalized by the state. 

 Finally, in the last chapter of the dissertation (Chapter 5), I turn more squarely to the 

theological question of the Chinese Church’s relationship to political power. This chapter 

analyzes Lebbe’s references to scripture and tradition to show he promoted both the subversion 

of civil power (namely, that of the foreign powers of France and Japan) and the support of civil 

power (in the case of China’s own civil government.) I show how reforming the church in terms 

of this foreign-Chinese dichotomy did nationalize the Church but did not fully indigenize it. 

 As Andrew Walls has noted, Christian mission is often pulled between two principles that 

are both grounded in the Gospel: an “indigenizing principle” affirming the culture, place and 

social relations of the locality, and also a “pilgrim principle” which calls people out of values in 

which they are imbedded to seek the Kingdom of God.9 I affirm this dual nature of mission, but I 

would go further than Walls in reserving the term “indigenizing” for mission which does both of 

these tasks. In Lebbe’s case, his effort to make the Church Chinese was primarily an effort to 

                                                 

9 Andrew Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission of Faith (Maryknoll: 

Orbis Books, 2009), 7-9 
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nationalize the Church in the face of foreign interference. This was effective for making the 

Church no longer a foreign institution in China, but it was not conducive to the Chinese Church 

working out a theological identity vis-à-vis the domestic civil state. 

 I reserve “indigenization” as the work of the Chinese Church to render unto China what 

is China’s and render unto God what is God’s – that is, to fully seek the good of the national 

community while never taking the state as its final end. I largely affirm Lebbe’s scriptural 

arguments about the necessity of political engagement for mission, agreeing that evangelization 

requires putting the interests of foreign governments aside and adopting a supportive stance 

towards the nation and its ruling government. At the same time, I maintain that for Lebbe to take 

the affiliation of Catholicism with state power as the practical goal of the Church in his later life 

was ultimately a risk for the Church and a neglect of the pilgrim principle; it was to forget that 

the Kingdom of God is necessarily spiritually alien to all worldly powers even if they are 

domestic and legitimate ones. Drawing on Jeremiah 29 and the experience of the Israelites 

during and after the Babylonian exile, I call for a more fully indigenized vision of a Catholic 

citizenry that seeks to bless and sacrifice for China while putting its ultimate hopes in a Kingdom 

that is not reducible to the nation-state. 

Significance: The Stakes of Nationalizing the Church 

  What do we gain by studying Lebbe’s case? To what extent do Lebbe’s work and 

writings give us clarity about the problem of rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto 

God what is God’s in modern China? I suggest three insights to be gained from this study: 

Church and State: A Republican Era Problem 

 Historically, the case study of Vincent Lebbe’s indigenization project reminds us that the 

conundrum over indigenization or inculturation emerged in China in its modern form with the 
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founding of the Republic. Today, there is much discussion over how the Church might 

appropriately become more Chinese in the context of Communist rule. Yet to treat the tensions 

between Catholic and Chinese identity as primarily a post-1949 phenomenon can be heuristically 

limiting. If we consider the difficulty to be primarily 1) a debate over the Holy See’s authority in 

China or 2) a Communist-era problem centering on the party, then we are liable to miss the 

deeper conundrum of the Chinese Catholic’s relationship to the nation-state. The Holy See is a 

key part of the story, but not in the ways so hotly debated today. The existence of papal 

representatives in China and the status of the Vatican as a sovereign city-state were not static 

givens but rather developments during this season of Catholic history. Moreover, the potential 

clash of loyalties between national citizenship and church membership began long before the 

start of Communist rule. The question of Catholic citizenship came to the fore not in 1949 but 

rather on January 1, 1912 when the four hundred million subjects of the Qing dynasty became 

citizens of China’s first republic. 

Indigenization: Into What? 

 Secondly, Lebbe’s case forces us to go on to consider what exactly the project of 

“indigenization” means in Catholic mission. Was it simply a corrective – the work of making the 

Church ‘Chinese’ in the sense of not-foreign? Or can indigenization be a deeper form of 

inculturation into Chinese peoplehood? Even when that culture is a political one informed by the 

state? 

 Today, there is much discussion over how the Church might appropriately become more 

Chinese in the context of Communist rule. Both the Holy See and the Communist Party call for 

the Church in China to be more “Chinese,” though the magisterium uses the contemporary term 
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‘inculturation’ while the PRC promotes “sinicization” or “Chinafication” (zhongguohua).10 The 

fact that they do not have entirely the same thing in mind is evident in the fact that Sino-Vatican 

diplomacy has proceeded haltingly and often with enormous controversy. Perhaps the 

Communist Party’s position is the clearer one, since the government states clearly that the 

purpose of sinicizing religion is to bring religious communities into line with state goals.  

 For its part, the Catholic Church is divided over the nature and extent of inculturation. 

When Catholic leaders and theologians talk about seeking to make the Church more Chinese, do 

we mean this only in the sense of an ethno-cultural identity (ethnic Chinese leadership, Chinese-

language liturgies, Chinese-style architectures, Chinese theologies in conversation with 

traditional Confucianism, Buddhism or Daoism, and so on)? Or to what extent does the ‘culture’ 

to be embraced include the loyalties and demands of a political citizenship defined by the state? 

As Benoît Vermander wrote recently in the wake of another stalled attempt at Sino-Vatican 

reconciliation, there are two risks. One risk is that Catholicism could be instrumentalized by the 

state, while the other is that Catholics might wholly reject the call to inculturate simply because 

it comes from the state.11 Therefore the Chinese Catholic community is of two minds today vis-

à-vis inculturation under the dictates of the Communist Party. It is rightfully both anxious of 

becoming a tool of the state and reluctant to give up the indigenizing project altogether. 

 This case study shows us the problems of both extremes. On the one hand, it seems clear 

that a limited indigenization, undertaken only in terms of ethnic or aesthetic terms, misses 

                                                 

10 Alexander Chow offers “Chinafication” as a translation for zhongguohua (中国话). Chow, “Christianity as a 

Chinese Religion,” Paper presented at the American Academy of Religion Conference, 18-21 November 2017, 

Boston. 
11 Benoît Vermander, “Making Christianity More Chinese: Pastoral Perspectives,” La Civiltà Cattolica (14 May 

2018), accessed 13 September 2018, <https://laciviltacattolica.com/making-christianity-more-chinese-pastoral-

perspectives/>. 
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something key to Chinese “culture” if it neglects the Church’s relationship to the Chinese state. 

We see this incongruity in a figure like Lebbe’s colleague Anthony Cotta, who passionately 

supported the indigenization of the Church hierarchy and readily accused his French colleagues 

of racism (Ch. 3) but brooked no toleration at all for the long-standing Confucian assumption 

that public morality was a proper domain of the state (Ch. 4). If indigenizing or inculturating 

projects are to be pastorally helpful for the Chinese people, they cannot only treat a depoliticized 

culture but must also explore issues of political identity, the role of religion in society, and the 

nature of Chinese citizenship. 

 On the other hand, to inculturate the Church in a way that reduces the Church’s mission 

to state-building is also problematic. The patriotic service Lebbe was prepared to render the 

nation and its leaders might give us theological pause simply because of its seemingly unlimited 

and uncritical nature: He heartily endorsed the ruling regime, he accepted or volunteered 

Catholics for every opportunity to carry out the Nationalist (Guomindang) party-state’s work, 

and he himself followed Chiang Kai-shek in the adulatory belief that “by obeying him we obey 

God.”12 Lebbe’s work for the Nationalist army and praise for the rightist elements of the party 

may have been conducive to the church-state relationship under one regime, but it became a 

liability for Catholicism in China after the dissolution of the Second United Front. If 

indigenization or inculturation takes the end of the state as an end for the Church, this also can 

compromise the work of mission. 

                                                 

12 “De tout notre cœur, non seulement comme citoyens, mais encore, mais surtout comme catholiques, nous 

obéissons à notre Chef magnanime, dont les sentiments si chrétiens nous honorent devant le monde entier, le 

Généralissime Chiang - sachant qu'en lui obéissant nous obéissons à Dieu.” V. Lebbe, “Le Royaume de Dieu et Sa 

Justice : Réponse à la Circulaire de Quelques Catholiques Japonais adresse par eux a la Clergé et aux fidèles de 

Chine,” Le Correspondant Chinois No. 6 (July 1939), in Fonds I, A47.38b, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 



16 

 

The Long Legacy of Imperialism 

 Finally, Lebbe’s life work demonstrates how lasting the damage of the Church’s 

alignment with imperial power would turn out to be for Catholicism mission in China. I would 

draw our attention to the legacy of imperialism as both an overt scandal and an unfortunate 

dampener on theological reflection. 

 Obviously, there were strategic and theological problems of being on ‘foreign’ side of the 

foreign-Chinese dichotomy, problems which Lebbe himself saw in his own time. He was quick 

to perceive and articulate how French civil interest in Catholic mission was undermining mission 

itself. The secular aims of the French government and the racism of European missionaries in 

China were damaging the witness of the faith. Moreover, he pointed out that for the Church to 

remain a foreign institution to the very people it was meant to evangelize was an untenable 

“anomaly” from the Church’s theology and historical practice. In all of this, he was keen to save 

Catholic mission from the errors of serving the wrong ‘Caesar,’ working urgently to get the 

Catholics of China to stop rendering to France whatever was rightly owed to China. 

 Yet this brings us to the less obvious legacy of imperialism in the Church, which is that 

the foreign-Chinese dichotomy then also dominated the Republican Era Catholic efforts at 

reform to the exclusion of other missiological and theological reflection. Imperialism remained a 

foil that Lebbe could not easily leave behind. There were multiple reasons for this. First, as 

Chapter 2 (Lebbe’s biography) shows, the fact that some Catholics wanted to shed their 

imperialist ties and image did not mean that the wider society would stop seeing them as 

imperialists. Throughout his life, Lebbe battled with the ongoing perception that Catholicism was 

a geopolitical force of foreign interests. Second, as documented in Chapter 3 (on Lebbe’s 

advocacy for the Chinese episcopacy), Lebbe’s reform efforts faced entrenched internal 
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resistance from European Catholic missionaries. Even years after the Holy See had endorsed the 

indigenization of the Church through missionary encyclicals and the consecration of Chinese 

bishops in 1926, many European missionaries resisted the indigenization of the Church and 

harbored the belief that mission should remain a European enterprise. Third, as Chapter 4 shows, 

the Catholic Church was soon caught up in another conflict with an imperial power, namely 

Japan. During the Sino-Japanese war, again the duties of Chinese citizenship were undertaken 

against an external aggressor. For all these reasons, Lebbe’s indigenization work remained 

primarily the project of making the Church ‘national’ in the sense of domestic and non-foreign. 

 Therefore, Lebbe never fully turned to the question of how to render unto Caesar (the 

rightful Caesar) what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s. As for how he would have 

understood the indigenization of the Chinese Church in terms of its own civil government, any 

characterizations are at best speculative. In statements against the imperialism of France and 

Japan, we see Lebbe defend the domestic civil power with a notable lack of reserve. Lebbe’s 

often unqualified statements of praise for the nation at war make one wonder whether anything 

was to be held back from Caesar at all. Yet on the other hand, we have little indication of what 

Lebbe thought of the domestic state as such. For the historical reality was that he always 

considered the civil state with reference to foreign power. As I demonstrate in Chapter 4, part of 

this was due to Catholicism’s reputation as an imperialist religion. Lebbe felt that the Catholic 

Church, still so often cast as a foreign aggressor itself, must take up the wartime effort as an 

opportunity to prove the sincerity of Catholic patriotism. Part of it was the urgency of the 

national defense, in which Lebbe undertook his service to the Nationalist party-state as a 

Catholic resistance movement against a foreign aggressor. Lebbe’s patriotism was always a 
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defense of Chinese sovereignty against imperialist injustice, and so the question of the Church’s 

relationship to France and Japan obscured the question of Catholic faith and domestic power. 

 In sum, Lebbe’s work reflects the heavy weight of foreign imperialism upon the Church. 

Throughout the Republican Era, Catholic witness was never able to shake the foreign-Chinese 

dichotomy which so thoroughly shaped the modern nation-state. We see the legacy of 

imperialism directly in the anti-imperialist ire it brought upon the Church, but also indirectly in 

the theological reflection that did not or perhaps could not happen. 

Catholic Citizenship: An Unfinished Project 

 Today, the Catholic Church in China looks vastly different than a hundred years ago, in 

large part thanks to Vincent Lebbe and other reform-minded foreign and Chinese evangelists. No 

longer do French flags fly over Catholic Churches in China, and no longer are Chinese priests 

relegated to perpetual assistantship roles under foreign missionaries. Despite ongoing tensions 

between the Holy See and the Communist Party over the selection of bishops, we are a far cry 

from the situation a century ago when the heads of European missionary order nearly 

automatically received positions of authority. Today Chinese bishops, raised up from among the 

people they are to serve, now represent Christ’s Church to their fellow nationals. 

 At the same time, the situation of the Catholic Church has not changed in that the 

indigenization question remains only partially answered. Theologically speaking, what does it 

mean to be a Chinese Catholic citizen? How might the Catholic Church render to China what is 

China’s, and to God what is God’s? These are questions that will remain so long as there are 

Catholics in China, but I hope that by exploring the problems and possibilities of the past, we can 

understand better where they stand today.
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CHAPTER 1. 

A CRISIS OF PUBLIC WITNESS: CATHOLIC MISSION AT THE ADVENT OF MODERN CHINA  

 “I am going to be a Vincentian and go to China to be martyred,” announced the eleven-

year-old Frédéric-Vincent Lebbe to his mother. He had read about the life and death of Jean 

Gabriel Perboyre C.M. several decades earlier in China, and he felt inspired to follow Perboyre 

in witnessing to the Chinese people.1 He was determined to become a missionary in China and 

he was willing to die as a martyr there. 

As Lebbe later came to appreciate in adulthood, however, the Greek word martus does 

not only refer to the martyr’s death but can also have the more general meaning of “witness.” 

Lebbe retained his youthful intensity, kept his childhood resolution to join the Congregation of 

the Mission, and remained ready to die for Christ in China. At the same time, however, he grew 

in awareness of the need to improve the Church’s mission while he still lived.  

When Lebbe arrived in China in 1901, he stepped into growing tensions between Chinese 

anti-imperialism and the Catholic mission’s mostly foreign institutional leadership and character. 

This conflict had come to a head in the Boxer Uprising the previous year, when anti-foreign and 

anti-Christian resentment broke out into massacres of foreign and Chinese Christians. Lebbe was 

troubled not only by the violent harm done to Christians but also because he suspected that 

foreign missionary practices had at least partially provoked the anti-Christian backlash. Clearly, 

it was not enough to go to China or even to die for China. If the living missionary’s work 

alienated the Chinese people so much that they abhorred rather than loved Christ, then something 

                                                 

1 Jean Gabriel Perboyre CM 聖董文學 was a French priest of the Congregation of the Mission who was tortured and 

then executed in 1839-40 during a persecution of Christians in Wuchang. Jacques Leclercq, Thunder in the 

Distance, translated by George Lamb (Sheed & Ward, Inc., 1958), 18. 
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was terribly awry in the work of evangelization. Seeing a crisis of witness, Lebbe committed his 

life to indigenizing the Catholic Church in China to make it less foreign and more Chinese. 

In this first chapter, I will provide an overview of the factors which contributed to the 

foreignness of the Catholic Church in China. While it would require volumes to fully explore the 

historical circumstances of the Late Qing and Early Republican Era Catholicism, a basic 

understanding of the problem will help us better understand the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of Lebbe’s 

indigenization project to solve it.2 How had the Church had become so foreign and alienating to 

the Chinese people it sought to evangelize? 

During Lebbe’s lifetime, Chinese Catholics envisaged and forged their church in the fires 

of three major socio-political forces that will serve as organizing themes for this chapter. First, 

foreign imperialism, namely the efforts of governments in Portugal, France, and Japan to extend 

their military, economic and cultural dominance in mainland China. Secondly, Chinese 

nationalism, the political pursuit of territorial sovereignty and other rights understood to belong 

to the people of “New China.” Thirdly and finally, internationalism, specifically the self-

conscious attempts of the Holy See and the Qing and Republican governments to position 

themselves as actors on a new stage of international relations and diplomacy. 

By attending to these “-isms,” I do not mean to suggest that the experience of the Chinese 

Catholic Church was wholly conditioned by the sweeping tides of macro-level, elite politics. On 

the contrary, the Republican-Era ecclesiological project to indigenize the Church was carried 

about by local communities and individual Catholics who were only sometimes aware of the 

                                                 

2 For a fuller treatment of the history of Catholicism in China, see Jean-Pierre Charbonnier, Christians in China: AD 

600-2000, translated by M.N.L. Couve de Murville (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2007); Étienne Ducornet, 

L’Église et la Chine: Histoire et Défis (Paris: Cerf, 2003); and R. Gary Tiedemann, ed., Handbook of Christianity in 

China. Volume 2: 1800-Present (Leiden: Brill, 2009). 
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width and depth of the political currents washing back and forth and across Chinese society. 

Nonetheless, it is helpful to begin with these historical factors insofar as their convergence 

brought about the specific crisis in Chinese Catholic reputation and self-understanding with 

which Lebbe was most concerned: How should Chinese Catholics, citizens of both the nation 

and of God’s people, carry out the public witness of the local church? 

Imperialism: The Struggle of the Indigenous Church under Foreign Power 

In discussing the role of “imperialism” here, I highlight a mid-late nineteenth century rise 

in European military and cultural power that threatened the existing indigeneity of the Church in 

China. “Imperialism” refers to not only the policies of European governments that aimed to 

strength their own dominance while weakening indigenous systems of authority in far-off 

geographies, but also the cultural attitudes which accompanied this project. As Edward Said has 

pointed out, ‘empire’ is most obviously about territorial acquisition, yet it also operates through 

notions of introducing a ‘civilizing’ or ‘improving’ influence upon the local population. Said 

defines “imperialism” as “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan 

center ruling a distant territory.”3 Indeed, its damage to Chinese ecclesiology was twofold. Since 

the imperialism of the European civil governments and church administration included both 

structural and conceptual elements, it disrupted both the administrative leadership and 

theological self-understanding of indigenous Catholicism. 

A Vacuum in Foreign Missions 

It would be wrong to assume that Lebbe’s early 20th century ‘indigenization project’ was 

an effort to bring about Chinese leadership for the first time. On the contrary, up until the mid-

                                                 

3 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 9. 
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nineteenth century, many Chinese Catholic communities had enjoyed a fair degree of 

autonomous authority. Several factors contributed to a vacuum of foreign missions in China 

during the Qing Dynasty. This led many regions to become, as Robert Entenmann put it, 

“mission[s] without missionaries.”4 This gave the indigenous Church time to develop on its own 

terms.  

First, the European Catholic presence in China from the fifteenth to early nineteenth 

century was thin spread. Portugal held the royal patronage rights to govern Catholic overseas 

missions in China from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, but its power was weak compared 

to the later dominance of France. Catholic missions were administered through system of 

patronage rights (jus patronatus). In this arrangement, first inaugurated during the ‘Age of 

Discovery,’ the pope gave Catholic monarchs the prerogative to oversee missionary work in 

newly discovered lands. In Pope Nicholas V’s 1452 and 1458 promulgations, he conferred upon 

the kings of Portugal the right of patronage over lands already acquired and also any to be 

acquired in the future. Given the ensuing competitive scramble for land between Portugal and 

Spain, Pope Julius II affirmed in the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) a demarcation line between 

Castillian Spain and Portugal that granted the latter most of Asia.5 Under this arrangement, the 

Portuguese monarch had the right to appoint bishops and missionaries and to build churches in 

China, yet also had the responsibility to fund and protect mission establishments from any hostile 

                                                 

4 Robert Entenmann, “A Mission Without Missionaries: Chinese Catholic Clergy in Sichuan, 1746-1756,” in 

Sinicizing Christianity, edited by Zheng Yangwen (Boston: Leiden Brill, 2017), 33. 
5 Portugal oversaw China first through the Archbishop of Goa, India, and then through the later establishment of a 

new episcopal see at Macao in 1575. “Super Specula,” Bullarium Patronatus Portgulliae Regum (Jordao), IX, 243-

245. 
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opposition in the mission field.6 This system, known in Portuguese as the padroado system, 

institutionalized European oversight of the Church in China. 

On the ground, however, a given European power’s jus patronatus over the Church in 

China was only as strong as its presence in China. Despite Portugal’s early leading role in 

exploration, the country was soon mired in geo-political struggles that soon called into question 

the Lisbon’s ability to exercise the jus patronatus in the missions of East Asia. Between 1580 

and 1640, Portugal was not even able to maintain its own sovereignty. The Portuguese were 

unwillingly incorporated into the Spanish Habsburg Empire and its wars, losing significant 

territory to Spain’s enemies. Even after Portugal regained independence, the Portuguese missions 

struggled to maintain, much less expand, their historic work in Asia. As H.M. Cole points out, 

“bled white by constant wars and bloody colonizing expeditions, Lisbon could neither man the 

mission fields nor finance activity there. At most the civil and ecclesiastical authorities in Asia 

could only adopt a dog-in-the-manger attitude, a policy that could not prevail when a stronger 

Catholic nation interested itself in the Far East.”7 Soon, France would step in to take Portugal’s 

role and more. 

In the meantime, the Holy See began to draw ecclesial power away from Portugal and to 

centralize control of foreign missions under more direct Roman oversight. In 1622, Pope 

Gregory XV, harboring doubts about Portugal’s ecclesial patronage, founded the Sacred 

Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. The Congregation began to send out missionaries 

                                                 

6 Jan Snijders, “Excursus A: The Ius Commissionis and the Diarchy,” in A Piety Able to Cope: Claude Colin and the 

Marist Missions in Oceania (2008),43, accessed August 17, 2017, 

<https://mariststudies.org/docs/A_Piety_Able_to_Cope>.  See also Jonathan Tan, Christian Mission Among the 

Peoples of Asia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2014), 15-17. 
7 H.M. Cole, “Origins of the French Protectorate Over Catholic Missions in China,” The American Journal of 

International Law 34.3 (1940): 474. 
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independently with ‘vicars apostolic’ appointed by the Holy See to oversee them.8 Portugal 

opposed the encroachments of this alternate structure for over a century. For instance, when the 

Holy See’s 1838 brief Multa praeclare limited the jurisdiction of the Archdiocese of Goa, some 

Portuguese clergy opposed this change, resulting in the “schism of Goa.” Despite putting up a 

resistance, however, Portugal never regained its former dominance in Asia. All this jockeying 

between the various European Catholic powers meant that none of their administrative control 

penetrated very deeply into Chinese society during the late Ming and early Qing rule. 

Second, foreign missionaries of any nationality found it increasingly difficult to operate 

in China because of changes in Qing imperial policy that banned Catholic proselytization. Due to 

the intra-missionary conflict over missionary methods known as the Chinese Rites Controversy, 

in December 1706, the Qing emperor Kangxi ordered an edict mandating that all missionaries 

obtain a residency certificate. To get this certificate, missionaries had to agree to abide by the 

methods of the Jesuit Matteo Ricci, accept the Confucian rites, and commit to stay forever in 

China. Missionaries who did not have this certificate must leave at once.9 However, in February 

1707, the papal legate Thomas Charles Maillard de Tournon publicized a decree from Pope 

Clement XI in contradiction to Kangxi’s. Clement XI’s degree required missionaries to ban 

Catholics from participating in ceremonies honoring Confucius and from demonstrations of 

honor to ancestral tablets, under ban of excommunication. Frustrated, Kangxi then completely 

banned missionaries in 1721.10 The net effect of this breakdown in relations was that European 

                                                 

8 Ignatius Persico, The Goa Schism: Being a Short Historical Account of the Resistance Made by the Indo-

Portuguese Clergy to the Institution of Apostolic-Vicariates in British India (London: Gerald Bellew, 1853.) 
9 Charbonnier, 262. 
10 Ibid. 
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priests had to either leave China or remain illegally in the interior, unable to travel easily or 

minister publicly without risk of expulsion. 

Thirdly, a host of other administrative factors kept the numerical presence and reach of 

foreign missionaries limited. In China, for instance, the Jesuits were marginalized in the Qing 

court, so they no longer operated as advisors and tutors to the imperial family but rather as 

craftsmen on technical and engineering projects around Beijing. From Rome, Pope Clement XVI 

suppressed the Jesuit order in 1773, which vitiated many of the historic missions until they could 

be re-staffed by other orders. Across Western Europe, the Napoleonic Wars (1800-1803) also 

sapped the European churches of personnel and money that might have otherwise gone to foreign 

missions. As Stephen Bevans and Roger Schroeder note in their survey of mission during the 

“Age of Progress,” by the mid-nineteenth century, European Catholic missionary presence in 

China was at a numerical low.11 

The First Indigenization 

Meanwhile, the scarcity of European priests had allowed for a gradual indigenization of 

the Chinese Church’s leadership driven by local traditions and needs.  

Most prominently, Chinese clergy stepped forward to provide pastoral care, sacraments, 

and general leadership. For instance, Andreas Li (1693?-1774)12 served as the senior priest in 

Sichuan province and de facto vicar apostolic for nearly a decade after the last European priest 

                                                 

11 Stephen Bevans and Roger Schroeder, Constants in Context: A Theology of Mission Today (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Press, 2004), 206.  
12 R.G. Tiedemann supplies the birth and death dates of Andreas Li (李安德) in “Chinese Catholics in the Early 

Nineteenth Century,” in The Handbook of Christianity in China, Volume 2: 1800 to the Present (Leiden: Brill, 

2010), 216. 
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left during a major persecution in 1746.13 So too, the Chinese priest Joseph Han C.M. (1772-

1844)14 served ten different missions left behind by the Jesuits around Beijing, and traveled to 

the northern steppes of Inner Mongolia to serve Christian communities there who had fled from 

harassment in the Beijing area.15 Also belonging to this late seventeenth/early eighteenth century 

generation of Chinese Lazarist leadership, Fr. Matthew Xue (1780-1860)16 oversaw the Catholic 

missions in Zhili (Hebei), Mongolia, Henan, Jiangxi, Zhajiang, and Jiangnan (Jiangsu). Until the 

mid-nineteenth century, when foreign nominal superiors in Macao gained greater access to the 

country and arrived to replace them, Chinese priests served as functional superiors.17 

Lay Chinese leadership was also strong in this season of Chinese Catholic history. Since 

priests were few, the Church developed several indigenous institutions for lay leadership. For 

instance, the bulk of teaching and pastoral care was done by lay catechists (xianggong or 

jiaotou).18 This was a formal office to which lay people were appointed in installation 

ceremonies. They were commissioned either as catechist missionaries (chuanjiaoyuan) to travel 

and find converts, or as fixed catechist elders/heads in residence (huizhang) responsible for 

conducting church discipline, pastoral counseling, prayer meetings, spiritual readings at Sunday 

gatherings, baptisms and funerals.19 There also developed the institution of “Catholic 

virginhood,” a distinctly Chinese way of organizing women’s leadership. Catholic virgins did not 

                                                 

13 Robert Entenmann, “A Mission Without Missionaries: Chinese Catholic Clergy in Sichuan, 1746-1756,” in 

Sinicizing Christianity, Studies in Christian Mission Vo. 49, edited by Zheng Yangwen (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 48. 
14 Joseph Han (韓), Tiedemann, 128. 
15 Charbonnier, 326.  

16 Matthew Xue (薛瑪竇), Tiedemann, 226. 
17 Ibid, 327. 
18 David E. Mungello, The Catholic Invasion of China: Remaking Chinese Christianity (Lanham, Maryland: 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2015), 26-27. Lay catechists were typically called xianggong 相公, or in Jiangxi province, 

jiaotou 教頭. Alan Sweeten also discusses the role of the jiaotou “catechist” or “lay leader” in “Catholic Converts in 

Jiangxi” in Christianity in China: From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, edited by Daniel Bays (Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 1996), 27. 
19 Catechist missionaries were known as chuanjiaoyuan (傳教員), and the local leaders as huizhang (會長). 
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belong to religious orders but were celibate women committed to a life of prayer and 

evangelization in the local community. If formally accepted as a ‘Catholic virgin,’ a woman 

typically remained in her home of origin, and her family was expected to set aside a dwelling and 

piece of land which she could use to support herself.  This insured the economic self-sufficiency 

of the virgins, who therefore cost the mission significantly less than the male catechists who 

were paid salaries to support families. They took permanent vows and were respected for their 

positions of service, complementing the traveling catechists’ initial sowing of the Gospel with 

longer-term work in community cultivation and faith discipleship.20 Finally, Chinese Catholics 

also built self-sustaining farming communes that provided for and protected Catholics in rural 

areas.21 Whereas urban communities tended to center around missionary-run churches, rural 

Chinese Catholics collectively bought whole valleys or regions of land to establish agricultural 

colonies with elaborate chains of command for production. As Charbonnier notes, these operated 

like monasteries in gathering everybody for prayer after the day’s agricultural work. In all these 

ways, the local Church had developed distinct forms of lay organization.  

However, a nineteenth century return and increase of foreign missionaries would 

challenge these structures of indigenous leadership. For instance, the Chinese priest Li Ande was 

the functional superior of the Sichuan mission until a young French priest, François Pottier, 

arrived. Then, in the words of one of his biographers, Pottier “gently but firmly insisted on his 

                                                 

20 Catholic virgins were called tongzhen 童貞, zhennü 貞女, or simply guniang 姑娘. R.G. Tiedemann quotes a 

Jesuit missionary in 1919 on the value of these women community: “Woe betide the Christian villages deprived of 

virgins! I pity the Missionaries who want to maintain there the faith and fervor without this assistance.” R.G. 

Tiedemann, “Controlling the Virgins: Female Propagators of the Faith and the Catholic Hierarchy in China,” 

Women’s Historical Review 17.4 (2008): 501-520. 
21 Charbonnier, 340-341. 
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right as a European priest to direct the mission.”22 The Catholic virgins’ autonomy scandalized 

European priests. Throughout the mid- to late-nineteenth century, foreign missionaries 

appreciated and relied heavily on the Catholic virgin’s work in faith formation, but they worked 

to reorganize the women under the Roman model with established ‘rules for virgins’ under 

priestly oversight.23 Finally, a self-supporting agricultural community in Jiangnan resisted the 

incoming French Jesuits for a time, until the devastating violence of Taiping War (1850-65) 

stripped the indigenous church of its means and the community became dependent on missionary 

support.24 Although indigenous and foreign Catholics worked together harmoniously in many 

cases, the dynamics above reveal tensions between European and Chinese church leadership that 

would only grow. 

The Rise and Reach of Western Powers 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the indigenous church was obliged to defend 

and re-negotiate its agency in the face of a distinct uptick in Western foreign business and 

clerical personnel backed by foreign military power. This was characteristic of what the 

sociologist of religion José Casanova has called the “second, modern phase of globalization.”25 

Beginning at the turn of the nineteenth century and lasting through the middle of the twentieth, 

this period was marked by political and technological transformations that gave the West new 

military and industrial power: 
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The American and French Revolutions ushered in an era of energetic and expansionist 

nationalism in the North Atlantic while successive industrial revolutions and their 

transformative military, transportation, and communications technologies enabled a more 

aggressive phase of European and American imperialism.26 

 

In this phase of globalization, what was new was the Western powers’ capacity to not only reach 

but also dominate far-off territories. The earlier “first” phase beginning in the sixteenth century 

had established Europe’s increasingly global reach as European explorers sought to reach new 

lands, circumnavigate the globe and establish transpacific and transatlantic trade routes.27 Yet 

now, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Western powers possessed not only the reach 

but also the power to exert their influence over formerly dominant empires such as the Ottoman 

and China. 

Through a series of military conflicts and international treaties, Western powers gained 

unprecedented access to China. The British defeat of the Qing Empire in the First Opium War 

(1839-42) inaugurated a series of “Unequal Treaties” in which China was compelled to submit to 

European norms and terms.28 First, the 1842 Treaty of Nanjing ceded to Britain the island of 

Hong Kong as well as trading access to five treaty ports (Shanghai, Guangzhou, Ningbo, Fuzhou, 

and Xiamen).29 The following year, the Chinese and British signed the Treaty of the Bogue. This 

agreement added extraterritorial rights, making British citizens exempt from local Chinese law in 

                                                 

26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 The British did not consider the treaties inherently unequal. On the contrary, they saw the treaties as way to 

regularize relations with Qing imperial and local officials whose management of diplomacy and commerce seemed 

to them arbitrary rather than properly objective in mode. On the one hand, the early Qing-British treaties established 
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governing practices within the dominant European framework for interstate relations.” Hanneman, 361. 
29 Most significant were the Sino-British Treaty of Nanjing (1842) and British Supplementary Treaty of the Bogue 

(1843), the Sino-French Treaty of Huangpu (1844), and the Sino-American Treaty of Wangxia (1844). 
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the treaty ports. It also granted ‘most favored nation’ status to Britain, guaranteeing that if other 

nations gained more favorable terms, then Britain would automatically share that favored status. 

Indeed, the Americans negotiated additional rights in the Sino-American Treaty of Wangxia that 

same year, as did the French in the Treaty of Huangpu the following year in 1844. Throughout 

the following decade, subsequent military conflicts opened additional ports up and down the 

Chinese coast. In each case, treaties established leased settlements or ‘concessions’ with 

extraterritorial status in the port cities. Since the various “Unequal Treaties” included ‘most 

favored nations’ clauses, if any one foreign power gained a further advantage in China, it would 

automatically extend to the other nations that had been guaranteed parity.30 In this way, foreign 

extraterritoriality kept expanding throughout the 1840s and 50s. 

The treaties created geographic footholds from which foreign missionaries could reach 

the rest of China. The extraterritorial concessions functioned as outposts of England, France, 

Italy and numerous other treaty powers.31 Within these extraterritorial regions, foreign Christian 

missionaries built Christian churches, usually in the European style, as well as other institutions 

like hospitals, schools, and newspaper headquarters. Moreover, the concessions also served as 

refuges for missionaries operating beyond the bounds of extraterritoriality in the interior of 

China. Before, if a foreign missionary were caught illegally proselytizing in China, he or she 

would be detained by Chinese law enforcement. The missionary would either suffer the 

punishment decreed by the local Chinese magistrate or be deported across the oceans. Now, if 

                                                 

30 Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony, 24. Young explains that the Chinese empire was willing to grant France the 
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foreign merchants or missionaries ventured into the interior, the international agreements 

stipulated that Chinese law enforcement simply escort them unharmed back to the nearest treaty 

port. There, they would be handed over to the custody of their respective Western authority. 

Often, those foreign civil authorities did little to discourage their compatriots from simply 

turning around and heading right back into the Chinese interior. The treaties thus opened the 

country to foreign mission. 

The French Religious Protectorate 

This brings us to France’s role as the dominant European Catholic power in East Asia 

and to its claim to be the protector of Catholic mission in China. The French “Religious 

Protectorate” lasted for roughly a century between the 1840s and the 1940s.32 As Ernest Young 

explains, “the manner in which French authorities put this claim into effect was controversial. It 

was objectionable to China’s leaders, aroused much popular protest, irritated other European 

countries with their own Catholic missionaries in China, sometimes frustrated the pope, and was 

abhorrent to a new Chinese nationalism.”33 To appreciate the effects of this system, however, it 

is first important to understand how it came about. How did France come to play such a 

dominant role in the life of the Church in China? 

In the flurry of negotiations after the First Opium War, France was eager to not only 

build upon the diplomatic gains of the British but also take over Portugal’s mostly defunct 

padroado role.34 This, however, was a new type of patronage more deeply imbedded in secular 

                                                 

32 Ernest Young’s concluding chapter shows how the French Protectorate finally ended with the Japanese invasion 
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33 Young, 1. 
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imperialist policy. Whereas Portugal’s patronage had originated from the Holy See, France’s 

special role would be juridically grounded in international treaties between the civil French 

government and the Qing Empire. This is not to say that the Holy See did not approve. Indeed, 

the Holy See tacitly approved of France’s privileged place, recognizing the French Church’s 

financial contributions to world missions and the French religious orders’ preeminence in 

China.35 However, it is important to note that the Protectorate system arose not from the 

ecclesiastical order but from the operations of French civil imperialism. 

It was the French minister to China in the 1840s, Théodose de Lagrené, who made the 

protection of Catholicism a principal part of French diplomacy. Earlier Sino-French civil 

negotiations had not dealt with religion.36 However, de Lagrené was a Catholic who saw an 

opportunity to bring glory to both France and the Church while negotiating the Sino-French 

treaty after the First Opium War. In addition to securing the economic access that the British 

pursued, de Lagrené urged his counterpart in the Qing government, Qiying, to persuade Emperor 

Xuanzong to grant religious toleration to Catholicism (tianzhujiao) as a gesture of goodwill 

towards the French king. This was a strange characterization of the French situation, since by 

this point the government in Paris was self-consciously separate from the French Church. 

Nonetheless, de Lagrené insisted to Qiying that the Chinese emperor should acknowledge the 

French religion to assure positive relations with France. 

In hopes of dividing the Protestant British and Catholic French forces of imperialism, the 

Qing emperor agreed. First, Xuanzong conceded in the 1844 Treaty of Huangpu that the French 
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should be allowed to establish and operate Catholic religious institutions within the five treaty 

ports.37 Then de Lagrené also intimated that the emperor would do well to decriminalize 

Catholicism more widely throughout China, and he succeeded in getting an edict to that effect in 

December 1844.38 Now the practice of Catholicism was legal for Chinese subjects across China, 

and missionaries who were caught outside the treaty ports were — by both treaty agreement and 

by the imperial decree — simply to be escorted to a French consulate.39 With growing insistence, 

de Lagrené then demanded that the Emperor issue a final edict in 1845. This one reaffirmed free 

exercise of the Catholic religion, mandated punishment to any Chinese official who persecuted 

Catholics on account of their religion, and ordered that church properties seized since Kangxi’s 

ban should be restored to the local Christians.40 For the time being, France was not yet in a 

position to force the Qing to carry out the imperial mandates punishing its own officials, but 

these edicts set a precedent for the decade to follow. When it came to conflicts involving 

Catholics in China, local Chinese magistrates would be beholden to negotiate with French 

officials and to comply with regulations that were not simply domestic law but international 

treaty law. 

If Emperor Xuanzong’s intention was to appease France with concessions to the French 

king’s (supposed) religious preferences, this strategy failed. In the 1850s, controversies involving 

Catholics led to further treaty negotiations and concessions on the part of the Qing to both 

Britain and France. In 1856, a Qing official in Guangxi apprehended the M.E.P. priest Auguste 

Chapdelaine for proselytizing illegally outside the legal treaty ports. Instead of returning 
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Chapdelaine to French authority, the Chinese official executed him. In response, the French 

government joined Britain in the Second Opium War and took China’s defeat as an opportunity 

to negotiate further indemnities. In a second round of unequal treaties at Tianjin (1858) and 

Beijing (1860), France and Britain gained more ports for trade, opened the Yangzi River to 

foreign vessels, established consulates in Beijing, extracted indemnities from the Qing 

government, and legalized opium in China. Most significantly for the missions, the Sino-French 

Beijing Convention (1860) gave Christian missionaries the right to travel and buy property in the 

interior, allowing them to operate almost everywhere.41 These international treaties formed the 

backbone of the French Protectorate. 

Practically speaking, the French Protectorate operated through two functions: 1) Giving 

foreign missionaries access to the interior, and 2) defending Catholics in court cases. 

First, France was now a gateway for the wider Catholic missionary community to gain 

access to the of China. Any missionary who went beyond the treaty ports into the interior was 

required to travel on a special passport. Some other nations also issued passports in keeping with 

their own treaties, but France’s treaty rights were the most extensive. Therefore, French 

authorities in China made much of the special potency of French passports. Ernest Young writes: 

“It was French doctrine that missionaries, whether French or of other foreign nationalities, were 

better equipped and more secure in their persons when carrying these passports than any of them 
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would be with those of other issue.”42 For many years, foreign missionaries of whatever actual 

nationality applied to the French civil authorities for a passport identifying them as “notre 

compatriote.”43 By issuing these passports, France managed foreign Catholic missionaries’ 

access to and movement in China. 

Over time, France’s role in issuing passports to Catholic missionaries became a concern 

not only for the Qing government but also for other European governments that did not 

appreciate their citizens pretending to be French abroad instead of representing their own 

nations.44 In the 1880s, Italy and Germany successfully negotiated with Chinese authorities to 

recognize their jurisdiction over their own missionaries. For instance, in 1884, the Italian foreign 

minister in China, Ferdinando de Luca, with support from his German counterpart, informed the 

Qing authorities that they had delivered passports to their own nationals. This put pressure on 

Beijing to not recognize French missionary passports unless they actually belonged to French 

citizens.45 However, France defended its monopoly on protecting Catholicism. Refusing to 

amend its agreement with China for the protection of Catholic missionaries, the French civil 

officials simply granted French citizenship to all missionaries carrying the French-issued 

passports.46 Now such missionaries, whatever their personal national loyalties might be, had dual 
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citizenship with France and fell under French jurisdiction. Through such maneuvers, France 

remained in control of Catholic mission in China. 

Second, the French Protectorate offered protection in court cases. Having extraterritorial 

judicial status in the interior, foreign missionaries were immensely powerful. If a passport-

holding missionary was involved in any conflict in the interior of China, he or she could not be 

held accountable by the local Chinese magistrate. The case must be handed over to the closest 

French civil official. So too, although Chinese Catholics did not themselves have recourse to 

French legal protection, they could simply appeal to the foreign missionaries who could then 

bring the grievance to the French authority on their behalf.47 In this way, conflicts involving 

Chinese Catholics were no longer simply local Chinese affairs but arbitration about international 

treaty rights. 

In time, court cases (jiao’an) became the main operation of the Protectorate: “Missionary 

complaints, on their own behalf or for their flock, were the fuel that fed the machine.”48 When 

missionaries brought a case to the consulate, this gave the French civil officials an opportunity to 

intervene with the local Qing officials. Backed by the international laws against persecution, the 

French civil officials could then press for settlement in favor of the Catholic party, demand 

punishment of the other party any Chinese officials deemed negligent for their handling of the 

case, and levy indemnities to be paid by the guilty Chinese party to the European Catholic party. 

For France, there were several benefits to this arrangement. An immaterial but central 

benefit was the prestige and distinct religious character it brought to French diplomacy. As 

Ernest Young points out, Britain, the US, German and eventually Japan all had strong trading 
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positions, while Russia had the benefit of geographic proximity to China. France found its own 

diplomatic edge and political prominence by taking up the role of religious protection.49 

Moreover, in return for defending the missions, the French officials expected missionaries to 

serve as their “eyes and ears” sharing information that might serve France’s interests in China. 

French civil officials also pressured Catholic missions to establish schools or hospitals to 

showcase French language and science on the international stage.50 In all of this, the only 

juridical basis for France’s special role as the protector of Catholicism were the Sino-French 

treaties, but the French civil and ecclesiastical alliance became a tradition with wide cultural 

implications. It was standard to fly French flags from churches and mission buildings, giving the 

strong impression that the French presence and the Catholic presence in China were one and the 

same.  

Imperialism and Catholic Mission 

Under the French Religious Protectorate, the Church in China became more foreign than 

before. To begin with, there was a demographic shift in the profile of Catholic clergy. During 

this influx of foreigners, the ecclesiastical personnel of the Church in China became once again 

majority European. The number of Chinese priests grew, but as the treaty access enabled foreign 

missionaries to pour into the country, the number of foreign priests grew even faster and soon 

outpaced them.51 Between 1848 and 1926, the number of Chinese priests rose from 135 to 1217, 
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while the foreign priests grew from eighty-four to 1,797.52 As Paul Mariani notes, “the Chinese 

clergy were being crowded out of their own Church.”53 

Competition among the European missionary leaders detracted from the indigenization of 

the church. One particularly notorious case was the tension between Portuguese Lazarists and 

French Jesuits in South China. Chinese Catholics in Jiangnan, remembering the early Jesuits and 

their policy of accommodation, petitioned Pope Gregory XVI to replace the Lazarists with 

priests from the recently re-established Jesuit order.54 Despite opposition from the Portuguese 

Bishop of Nanjing and the Portuguese Lazarists serving the region at the time, the Holy See 

supported the change. When the Jesuits arrived in Shanghai in 1842, however, the Jiangnan 

Catholics were disappointed to find that these new Jesuits were no more inclined to support the 

indigeneity of the local church than the Portuguese Lazarists had been.55 The French Jesuits, part 

of a conservative and reactionary trend among the clergy in the wake of the French Revolution 

and the Napoleonic Wars, were intent on asserting both their national preeminence over the 

Portuguese and their cultural-religious superiority over the Chinese church leaders. As the 
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Chinese priests turned back to the Portuguese Congregation of the Mission for support, the 

Propaganda missionary charged with overseeing the reappointment of Jesuits, Jean Louis-Marie 

de Bési, himself came into conflict with the French Jesuits. They disagreed over whether the 

Jesuits should answer to their French Jesuit superior in China, Fr. Claude Gotteland, or to de 

Bési as a representative of the Propaganda Fide.56 De Bési named Gotteland as his vicar-general 

to bring the Jesuit under his own command, and then subsequently only approved of Jesuits from 

his own native Italy for the Jiangnan mission. This complicated episode shows how the Chinese 

clergy’s concerns for indigenization were subsumed by infighting among European orders. Their 

original question about greater accommodations for Chinese culture was ignored in the debate 

over whether Portuguese, French or Italian missionaries would hold the territory. 

 By the turn of the century, many Chinese Catholics were concerned about the witness of 

the Church to non-Catholic Chinese, but their association with the “Western foreign devils” was 

increasingly difficult to escape.57 Across northern China, this anti-foreign sentiment came to a 

head in the Boxer Uprising. This was a violent anti-foreign and anti-Christian campaign which 

arose in Shandong Province and spread across the North China plain to Beijing between 1899 

and 1901. The Boxers or “Fists of Just Harmony” (Yihetuan) were martial artists who rose up to 
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battle against the foreign corruption of China. They fought with traditional swords, spears and 

the magical arts, which they believed made them invulnerable to Western weapons. The Boxer 

fighters united under the slogan, “Defend the country, destroy the foreigner” (baoguo mieyang). 

In Shanxi, the anti-foreign governor Yuxian implemented a particularly violent anti-Christian 

program to execute Catholic and Protestant missionaries and their families in what became 

known as the Taiyuan Massacre.58 In Beijing, both foreign and Chinese Christians took refuge in 

the Catholic cathedral and the foreign legations until forces from the Eight Nation Alliance 

(Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the UK and the US) came to their 

defense. This reinforced the impression that Christianity and foreign military presence went hand 

in hand. 

The Boxer Uprising massacres were one stage in a vicious cycle of local resentment and 

foreign privilege for which indigenous Catholics suffered most in both lives and money. While 

several hundred Western Catholics died in the Boxer Uprising, the number of Chinese Catholics 

who died was much higher, over 30,000.59 In addition, the French demanded from the Chinese 

high indemnities to compensate losses and damages. According to Ernest Young, these included 

both the formal indemnity (450,000,000 silver taels at 4% interest) prescribed in the Boxer 

Protocol as well as the ‘irregular’ indemnities of payments by local and provincial Chinese 

authorities to private claimants like missionaries and churches.60 Since government officials 

generally raised money for indemnity payments through taxes, the Chinese population resented 
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having to fund the indemnities. While some of this money went to reimburse Chinese Christian 

families and to Chinese priests for work in mission, there was much discontent about favoritism 

in the disbursements which often were not returned to support the local community.61 Whether in 

the ecclesiastical battles between European religious orders or in the political battles between 

China and the Western powers, Chinese Catholics were often paying the steepest price. 

One might well wonder why European missionaries allowed themselves to be implicated 

in the imperialistic projects of their home countries at the cost of such scandal to the local 

church. Was it simply an arrogant insistence on their own civilizational superiority? In part, this 

was the case. As Jean-Paul Wiest explains, “the industrial age had given Europe a sense of 

superiority and arrogance that most missionaries carried with them unconsciously. They looked 

down on the Chinese civilization and its people as inferior, odious, and full of corruption; they 

treated the Christians as children and kept the Chinese clergy in subordinate positions.”62 In 

addition, however, many foreign clerics continued to comply with the alliance between state and 

Church interests because they believed it was the only way to have maintain any role for the 

Church not only in China but even back home. 

In France in the first decade of the twentieth century, the secularizing and strongly 

Freemasonic government of the Third Republic issued a series of anti-clerical laws that forced 

the Church to justify and defend its existence. The 1901 Law of Associations mandated that all 

religious associations have state authorization. This authorization was dependent on the 

association’s service to state interests at home or abroad. In 1904, a new law forbade religious 

communities from providing education of any kind and expelled members of religious orders 
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from the school system. Finally, in 1905, France passed a comprehensive law on the separation 

of church and state. This law further reorganized religious associations (associations culturelles) 

as locally authorized organizations in place of the church’s historical hierarchical structure, 

stripped the Church and its forty-two thousand priests of funding and salaries, and turned all 

religious buildings built before 1905 into public property.63 This secularization put immense 

pressure on religious orders to justify their now limited existence in terms of service abroad that 

would bring glory to the homeland. Claude Soetens, writing about the French Lazarists, notes 

that to renounce the French Religious Protectorate “would have put in danger the very existence 

of the Congregation [of the Mission] which, following the French laws of 1901 and 1904 against 

religious congregations, was only tolerated on account of the services rendered to the benefit of 

national influence abroad.”64 Many French ecclesiastical leaders believed that aligning French 

political and ecclesiastical interests was the best way to not only improve the Chinese church but 

also preserve the interests of the ‘home’ Church itself. 

In sum, whether carried out in a spirit of cultural superiority or defensive anxiety, the 

Catholic church’s abetment of foreign imperialism compromised its public witness in China. I 

have suggested in this section that the late-nineteenth century rise of high imperialism disrupted 

an earlier process of church indigenization. It imperiled the Chinese identity of the church by 

making it more European than Chinese. Socially, European imperialism undermined indigenous 

leadership structures, enabled extraterritorial abuses, and implicated Chinese Catholics in 

European Catholic rivalries and Chinese anti-foreign attacks. Conceptually, European 

imperialism replaced the church’s former acceptance of lay leadership with a strongly clerical 
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model, and it also brought with it the categorization of Christianity as a foreign or ‘Western.’ 

After this painful interregnum in the life of the indigenous church, Republican Era leaders of the 

indigenization movement would seek to revive indigenous structures of the church and retool 

them for the modern era. Recognizing that the first step in remedying the Church’s crisis of 

witness must be a recovery of the Church’s Chinese authority and identity, Lebbe rallied his 

fellow missionaries to the slogan, “Return China to the Chinese, and the Chinese will go to 

Christ."65 

Nationalism: Envisioning “New China” Outside and Inside the Church 

 The second aspect of globalization requiring adjustment from the Church at the turn of 

the century was the emergence of a revolutionary, majority-Han, and populist democratic 

nationalism. In addressing Chinese “nationalism,” I am talking about something more complex 

than the mere phenomenon of a group of people identifying with a certain geographical region or 

country, but something less teleological than patriotic loyalty to the state as a ruling political 

unit. As the political scientist Lowell Barrington defines it, a ‘nation’ always bears some 

“territorial referent,” but its membership is self-defined and constructive of an identity.66 

Nationalism is a process of corporate self-visioning: 

‘Nationalism’ is defined here as the pursuit – through argument or other activity – of a 

set of rights for the self-defined members of the nation, including, at a minimum, 

territorial autonomy or sovereignty. All nationalisms, therefore, share two features: 1) 

they define, at least roughly, the territorial boundaries that the nation has a right to 

control, and 2) they define the membership boundaries of the population that makes up 
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the nation – the group that deserve this territorial control and that is entitled to the 

supreme loyalty of the other members of the collective.67 

 

Chinese nationalism exhibited both these elements in the late nineteenth and early 20th century. 

On the one hand, nationalists were keen to assert and defend the country’s geographical 

boundaries, both externally against foreign incursion and internally against separatist 

movements. On the other hand, they invoked loyalty to a “China” that extended beyond the 

person of the emperor, the imperial system, or any of the governments proposed to replace it. 

The Catholic statesman Ma Xiangbo (1840-1939) promoted this form of nationalism, 

urging all of society to take part in the aspirational endeavor of seeking nationhood. Although he 

acknowledged the clan-based heritage of the nation and had committed himself to government 

service, Ma described nationalism as something beyond either one’s lineage or commitment to a 

ruling regime. For him, nationalism was ultimately a matter of communal aspiration or “spirit.” 

In his essay “The Need for Political Parties,” Ma argued that nationalism could not be explained 

by clan interest: “The satisfaction of the spiritual self cannot be achieved only with the family.” 

Nor should it be reduced to the interest of the ruling party. It is the problematic conflict of 

desires from different groups that “leads to the creation of political parties.”68 Rather, 

nationalism at its most basic and most productive was an expression of human spirituality. Ma 

wrote, “The reason human begins can form into nations is due to the spiritual self. Human beings 

want to form nations as a way of preserving the happiness of the spiritual self. If forming a 

nation did not guarantee the satisfaction of the spiritual self, but rather this happiness was 
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destroyed by the nation, then where could this desire for nationhood come from?”69 Ma, like 

many of his Protestant contemporaries, believed that the revival of the Chinese nation and the 

work of Christianity were not opposed but rather shared an overarching communo-spiritual 

trajectory. 

The Catholic Church in China was not well situated to engage such national aspirations. 

Although rising Chinese nationalism opened new opportunities for ecclesiological reflection, it 

was by no means an easy political culture for the Catholic church to adopt. I highlight three 

salient characteristics that made the inculturation of Catholicism into Chinese nationalism an 

awkward fit: a) an increasingly progressive and evolutionary understanding of history and 

institutional change, b) a strongly ethnic conception of national belonging, and c) an embrace of 

populist democratic values. These ideas challenged Catholic ecclesiology wherever they took 

root in the world, and the details of the Chinese case made it no less difficult there. 

Institutional Change 

 The first issue was how the Chinese government might change institutionally, and 

whether Catholics in China might adjust their own institutions to gain a place in post-reform or 

post-revolutionary China. The Qing Empire and the Roman Catholic Church were both unwieldy 

bureaucracies that only gradually conceptualized and implemented change. 

By the late nineteenth century, the Qing Empire was under pressure to reform. After 

failures of the Opium War wars, non-Catholic intellectuals loyal to the Qing promoted a ‘Self-

Strengthening Movement’ (ziqiang yundong) in recognition of the need to strengthen the state 

and especially update its military machinery. The movement’s leaders understood modernization 
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as a practical matter in the face of a pressing practical need for improved weaponry, so they 

initially reserved a static and limited role for Chinese culture. Take, for example, the Qing 

scholar-official Feng Guifen (1809-1874). A realist about the superiority the foreigners’ naval 

force, Feng invoked the Neo-Confucian distinction between substance (ti) and function (yong) to 

argue for the place of Western scientific and industrial expertise alongside Chinese learning. In 

his works such as “The Manufacture of Foreign Weapons,” Feng argued that self-strengthening 

should adopt Western technology for functional and practical purposes while still maintaining 

Neo-Confucian values as essential. As John Fairbanks notes, this “attractive but misleading” 

application of the tiyong distinction seemed to endorse a limited Westernization but in fact 

vitiated the role of Chinese thought: “In retrospect we can see that gunboats and steel mills bring 

their own philosophy with them.”70 Fairbanks suggests with the adoption of Western technology, 

it was only a matter of time before Qing conservativism would be overwhelmed with new ideas 

about modernization, governmental reform and ultimately revolution. 

 The late 1890s Reform Movement offered a more dynamic vision of the Chinese nation 

and its culture. The political reformer Kang Youwei (1858-1927) and his student Liang Qichao 

(1873-1929) were convinced that China needed not only a technological reform but also an 

ideological one. They reinterpreted the Confucian tradition by both returning to the earliest 

classical texts and incorporating a progressive view of history drawn from the insights of textual 

criticism, evolution, and Social Darwinism.71 They still placed their hopes in the Qing 

government and believed that the nation must be redeemed from the top down – but it would 

require substantial institutional reform. By prioritizing the Early Han versions of classical 
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Confucian texts rather than the Later Han versions on which Neo-Confucianism had been based 

since the Song Dynasty, Kang took the opportunity to re-interpret the Confucian tradition. 

Quoting the classics, he promoted a progressive theory of history of three ages: disorder, 

approaching peace and small tranquility, and then universal peace and great unity.72 He believed 

China stood to enter the second stage and this framework allowed him to make the case that 

institutional change would be in keeping with China’s Confucian trajectory rather than an 

abandonment of Chinese values. 

The constitutional reformers had only a brief and abortive success within the Qing 

Dynasty, but the ripple effect of their progressive view of national destiny extended long after 

the fall of the dynasty. In 1889, Kang gained the confidence of Emperor Guangxu, who initiated 

the “Hundred Days Reform,’ a set of forty reform decrees in all areas of government. The 

Empress Dowager Cixi, with the support of court officials concerned about the pace of change, 

staged a coup d’état and a rollback of Guangxu’s reforms. Nonetheless, the influence of Kang 

and his colleagues should not be underestimated. The Qing eventually implemented many of the 

reforms they suggested, such as abolishing the Imperial Examination system in 1905 and 

undertaking a military modernization modeled on Japan’s. Empress Cixi herself ordered the 

formation of a study group of princes and officials who were tasked with traveling to Japan, the 

US, Britain, France, Germany, Russia and Italy to study their constitutional structures.73 In 

November 1906, Empress Cixi took the commission’s suggestion to draft a constitution and 

convene a national assembly, and in 1908 the court announced that it would establish a full 

constitutional government over the next nine years.74 In these nascent stages of nationalism, the 
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more conservative elements of the Qing came to accept that China was a dynamic entity subject 

to change and the ‘nation’ was something to be progressively articulated and revitalized. 

Meanwhile, the European Catholic Church was engaged in its own internal debate about 

the possibility of “modernizing” and adapting its teachings and practices to the needs of the 

contemporary nation-state. Thus, even if some Chinese were eager to look abroad for clear 

models of institutional change, they were unlikely to find those in the Catholic Church of 

Western Europe which was embroiled in the “Modernist Controversy” from the 1850s until 

about 1910. This bitter and many-faceted debate about ecclesiastical polity and the value of 

progress divided European Catholic thinkers into two roughly defined groups: the so-called 

“integralists” and “modernists.” 

On the one hand, the “integralists” of late 19th and early 20th century of historic Catholic 

monarchies (such as in France, Italy and Spain) believed that Catholicism should serve as the 

integrating basis for the ordering of all society in every aspect of its religious, social and political 

activities. In the wake of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the integralists opposed 

what they viewed as the subordination of the Church to the state and the privatization of religion 

in secular society. They opposed liberalist conceptions of state sovereignty that would 

circumscribe the role of the Church within the state, and they were suspicious of new methods in 

the sciences of history, textual criticism and political science that seemed to threaten the unique 

authority of revelation and the Magisterium. Their effort to limit the ecclesiastical authority of 

national churches was primarily aimed at the secularizing European nations and not at China per 
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se.75 Nonetheless, the integralist defense against “modernity” does help explain Rome’s slowness 

to respond to any call from within the Chinese church for national progress. 

In terms of church polity, the integralists supported an “ultramontanist” view of supreme 

papal authority over local or national churches in matters of doctrine and administration. 76  Their 

reservations about national ecclesiastical authority must be understood against the backdrop of 

France’s idiosyncratic “Gallican” tradition and the anti-clericalism of the French Revolution. 

While the historical development of “Gallicanism” during the Middle Ages is too convoluted to 

describe in detail here, the Gallican Church had come to be strongly controlled by the French 

monarch and bishops loyal to him.77 In relation to the pope, the king of France was understood to 

hold joint, yet independent rather than derivative, powers over regulatory church matters.78 In 

fact, after the Concordat of Bologna in 1516, the king of France exercised the liberty to nominate 

appointees to benefice positions of archbishop, bishop, abbot and prior, while the pope retained a 

veto power in deciding the leadership of the Gallican church.79 Papal representatives worried that 

this made the French bishops more responsive to governmental priorities than papal ones. When 
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the French Revolution and especially the July 1790 “Civil Constitution of the Clergy” further 

subordinated the church to a much more anti-anticlerical French government, the conservative 

reaction across Europe was to push for a stronger polity of papal supremacy.80 The rise of 

ultramontanism is generally regarded as peaking in 1870 when the First Vatican Council 

pronounced the dogma of papal infallibility. This was a declaration that statements made ex 

cathedra by the Roman pontiff are infallible and “of themselves, and not from the consent of the 

Church, irreformable.”81 

The integralists’ opposed a wider set of epistemological, philosophical and theological 

movements that were soon to be lumped together under the designation “Modernism,” called the 

“synthesis of all heresies” by Pope Pius X.82 However, for our purposes here, the significant 

point to note is that the Holy See’s ultramontanist position in the first decade of the twentieth 

century was antithetical to the empowerment of national churches. Until his death in 1914, Pius 

X defended the central authority of the Church against any movement that might allow the errors 

of “secularism,” “relativism,” and “liberalism” to infect the whole Church.  

After the fall of the Qing Dynasty and the founding of the Republic in 1912, there was no 

turning back from national change. Indigenous Catholics’ efforts to keep up with the 

transformation of Chinese society were most evident in the area of education. Urban Chinese 

Catholics strove to secure Rome’s support for a Catholic university but struggled to do so in time 

to effectively counter the increasingly anti-Christian sentiment of the modernization and “New 
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Culture” movements. Soon after Qing Dynasty fell, the Manchu and newspaper industry leader 

Vincent Ying Lianzhi (1867–1926) and the aforementioned ex-Jesuit priest Ma Xiangbo saw the 

need for Catholic higher education and began to work towards the founding of a Catholic 

university. They hoped to raise up Chinese Catholic intellectuals to participate in the 

conversations about nationalism and modernization. Ma and Ying first petitioned Pope Pius XII 

in 1912, asking him to establish a Catholic university in Beijing as a place where Western 

scientific knowledge and Chinese culture could meet.83 They wanted the Catholic university to 

enroll both Catholic and non-Catholic students to enable “those within the Catholic Church to 

use their scholarship in the service of society,” and “those outside the Church through 

scholarship to receive the true light.”84 

Unfortunately, the timing was not ideal. The Holy See did not respond to Ying and Ma’s 

petition for a Catholic university for nearly a decade, as Pope Pius X battled against the 

‘modernist’ intellectuals in the universities of Europe up until his death in 1914. Meanwhile, 

Ying founded the Furen Society in 1913 without any formal Catholic endorsement as a study 

society for young men that met in the Xingshan hills surrounding Beijing.85 The group devoted 

themselves to studying the Chinese classics as well as reprinting the scholarly works of late 

Ming-era Catholic intellectuals such as Giulo Aleni, Matteo Ricci, and Li Zhizao.86 

It was several years before Rome began to see the need to raise Chinese Catholics up as 

leaders of “New China.” In 1918, Pope Benedict XV sent Bishop Jean-Marie Budes de 
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Guébriant as papal visitor to China to investigate the subject of Chinese education. In 1920, they 

commissioned Rev. George Barry O’Toole, from the Benedictine Archabbey St. Vincent’s 

Pennsylvania, to visit China where he consulted with Ying.87 In 1925 the Holy See, now under 

another pope, Pius XI, appointed O’Toole as rector and chancellor to the first Catholic university 

in China. It would be called the Catholic University of Peking, or, adopting the Chinese name of 

Ying’s society, Furen University.88 Ying was involved and gratified to see the university 

realized, but he was frustrated with the church’s slowness to support his efforts. In the meantime, 

the Anti-Christian Movement had been launched in 1922 in opposition to the Protestant World 

Federation of Christian Students meeting in Beijing. As Jean-Pierre Charbonnier notes, the 

Catholic students missed the great university debate of 1922, where the much more established 

Protestant university intellectuals sought to defend the value of Christianity against the critiques 

of the growing anti-Christian opposition.89 

During the twenty-seven years of its existence, Furen was a model of joint Western-

Chinese education for the sake of equipping young leaders to serve the country. The university’s 

very structure reflected this mission, as it was founded by Chinese intellectuals, administered by 

Western missionaries who supported the aim of cross-cultural education (first the Congregation 

of the American Cassinese-Benedictines from 1925-1933, and then the Divine Word Fathers 

from 1933-1950), and opened with an all-Chinese faculty specializing in Chinese history and 

literature.90 Ma Xiangbo and Ying Lianzhi contributed greatly to the curricular framework, 

recommending five areas of study to equip students for realizing a modern China in continuity 
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with its past own past and insights from abroad: (1) theology and philosophy (both Western 

Catholic and classical Chinese), 2) Chinese and foreign languages, 3) natural sciences, 4) 

sociology and history, 5) mining and architecture.91 Ying hoped that Furen might raise up leaders 

to chart the way for the church and the nation. 

Han-Minority Ethnic Belonging 

The Catholic Church in China also had to contend with a distinctly ethnic discourse about 

national identity. While the Qing debated internally about reform in the first decade of the 

twentieth century, the physician and writer Sun Yat-sen (1866-1912) gathered together an 

alliance of revolutionary and anti-Manchu groups who were committed to overthrowing the Qing 

and no longer willing to work within it. Sun’s followers were a loose and mixed group. The 

Revolutionary Alliance included anarchists advocating terrorism and assassination, anti-foreign 

activists opposing the Manchus and the economic control of the Western powers and Japan, 

socialists trying to save China from the feudalism of the past, and feminists hoping to strengthen 

the role of women in society under a new regime.92 For all their different aims, Sun rallied them 

around a distinctly anti-Manchu revolution. 

Although the Qing government was not in fact exclusively or even majority Manchu, the 

Xinhai revolution gained steam with the ethnic and political rhetoric of casting out foreign 

Manchu rulers and restoring the government to ethnic Hans. 93 Sun hoped to “avenge the national 
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disgrace” of leadership under the Manchus and “restore it to the Chinese.”94 In the 1890s, Sun 

Yat-sen founded the Revive China Society (Xingzhong Hui) in Honolulu and then served as head 

of the Society of the Han Revival (Xinghan Hui) in Hong Kong. He had members swear an oath 

of ethnic nationalism: “Expel the Tartar barbarians, restore China” (quzhu dalu, huifu 

zhongguo).95 Only later, with the formation of the Chinese Revolutionary Alliance 

(Tongmenhui), did Sun and his fellow revolutionary Song Jiaoren add the additional aims of 

“establishing a republic” (chuangli minguo) and “distributing land equally among the people” 

(pingjun diquan). 

As the revolution took shape, anti-Manchu sentiment remained a key element. After the 

October 1911 revolt beginning in the Wuchang District of Wuhan, Han ‘dare-to-die squads” 

(gansidui) shouted slogans such as “Slay the Manchu officials and banner people’ (shalu 

manguan qiren), and “revive the Han, exterminate the Manchus” (xinghan mieman).96 This was 

not mere empty rhetoric, as the Wuhan revolutionaries did seek out racial revenge (zhongzu 

fuchou) and killed Manchus as retribution for violence done to Han people under Qing rule. Like 

most revolutions, the Xinhai Revolution was a bloody one. 
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After the founding of the new Republic of China in 1912, the revolutionaries shifted to a 

more inclusive formulation of the nation they sought to govern: a “Republic of Five Races” 

(wuzu gonghe) with a more expansive definition of who counted as Chinese.97 Sun Yat-sen’s 

inaugural address as president stressed that the people must unite the Han, Manchu, Mongol, Hui 

and Tibetan lands and peoples into a single country and race.98 The historian James Leibold 

writes that as part of a “creative act of selective forgetting and remembering, the racial violence 

and vitriol associated with Wuchang and other uprising [was] swept under the ‘national carpet’ 

(although never fully removed) and replaced with the commemoration of the collective spirit and 

determination of the Chinese nation/race (zhonghua minzu) in its heroic struggle for redemption 

and revival against foreign (that is extra-territorial) enemies.”99 Indeed, this shift reflected both 

the revolutionary’s changing priorities as they tried to unify and govern the country and also the 

population’s growing impatience with China’s vulnerability in the international realm. 

In the early years of the Republic, Catholic missionary schools endorsed Sun’s vision of 

China and began to display and teach his “Three Principles of the People.” These principles 

included minzu (often translated as “nationalism,” which Sun now cast primarily in terms of an 

inclusive China-nationalism rather than ethnic Han nationalism); minquan (“democracy” or 

government of the people) and minsheng (the people’s livelihood, or socialism).100 For many in 

Protestant and Catholic missionary institutions, Sun’s vision for republican government seemed 

to strike a hopeful middle ground between an intensely narrow anti-Manchu nationalism and a 

wholesale anti-Western nationalism that had no sympathy for foreign religions.  
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Throughout the late 1910s, university scholars and students in the “New Culture 

Movement” (Xinwenhua yundong) aspired to make China a forward-looking nation among other 

nations, wary of the former imperialist powers but willing to draw whatever from their values 

most might help China stand alongside them as a successful peer. Aware of the rampant 

warlordism across China, the New Culture leaders self-consciously evaluated their own cultural 

heritage. They worked to reform education to incorporate Western values of “democracy,” 

“science” and morality,101 vernacularize the Chinese written language,102 promote women’s right 

to free-choice companionate marriage,103 and apply modern methods of critical analysis to the 

Chinese classics.104 During this time, Protestant and Catholic institutions such as schools and 

universities remained valued resources among the elite who sought out education in English and 

French and wanted a comparative education in foreign philosophies and political systems. 

Meanwhile the Republican government also made foreign overtures. Seeking to build 

international partnerships as World War I raged in Europe, the Republican government joined 

the Allied Powers against Germany and Austria-Hungary. China sent over 140,000 laborers as 

part of the Chinese Labor Corps to support Britain and France in the war effort.105 In short, the 

nationalism of the New Culture Movement sought to serve the interests of China, but not to the 

automatic exclusion of Western values, ideas, or alliances. 
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After 1919, however, activists in the May Fourth Movement began to articulate 

nationalism more starkly in terms of popular Chinese interests against the Western powers and 

their religion. At the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, the Allied Powers decided to grant formerly 

German-occupied territory in Shandong to Japan, denying China’s previous claim to sovereignty 

over this land.106 The head of the Chinese delegation, the Chinese Catholic diplomat Lu 

Zhengxiang, refused to sign the treaty in opposition to this betrayal, but he was unable to secure 

better terms for China. Outraged back at home, students and other activists in Beijing 

transformed what had been a cultural movement into a political protest of the Republic’s 

weakness. The May Fourth Movement shifted focus away from the cultural concerns of elite 

intellectuals towards the political mobilization of a populist base. Goodwill towards modernizing 

on the model of Western powers evaporated as Chinese agitated for a government that would not 

only free the nation of imperialist domination but also make the nation strong enough to stand 

against it. 

So too the Anti-Christian Movement (1922-1927) staked Chinese nationalism against 

Christianity perceived as a Western religion. The movement began as a reaction to a highly 

publicized gathering of the World’s Student Christian Federation, meeting in China for the first 

time at Xinghua College in Beijing in April 1922.107 A group of Shanghai students raised the 

alarm, publishing a booklet called “Why We Oppose the World’s Student Christian Federation.” 

This prompted the formation of anti-Christian and anti-religious associations and leagues at 

government universities in Beijing and all throughout China. During this time, many Chinese 
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students withdrew from mission schools, and thought leaders such as the revolutionary Zhu 

Zhixin and the president of Peking University Cai Yuanpei wrote against Christianity as 

incompatible with national learning and development.108 Nationalist forces also participated in 

campaigns against Christianity. In 1926, as southern military regiments moved northward 

through central China, some troops killed missionaries and forced the closures of mission 

schools and hospitals.109 In sum, the movements of the 1920s drew a tighter vision of the nation 

that rejected the leadership and religions of foreigners. 

Meanwhile, Catholic opinions on Chinese nationalism were as various as these 

competing visions for ‘New China.” Catholic were split on the matter of Chinese nationalism 

and its ethnic and anti-foreign overtones. 

First, some Catholic missionaries resisted nationalism insofar as Han nationalism was a 

threat to minority populations. As Stevan Harrell puts it, in addition to the ‘big imperialism’ of 

Euro-American interests in Asia, there was also China’s ‘little imperialism’ over its peripheral 

territories.110 Although 20th century history tends to focus on nationalism as it relates to the 

international sphere, we must not forget that the new governments of the 20th century were, like 

the Qing before them, constantly trying to impose national unity on separatist groups in Yunnan, 

Tibet, Xinjiang and elsewhere. 

Missionary ethnographers in the borderlands often shared the anti-Han, separatist 

sentiments of the minorities with whom they lived. For example, in the Tonkin-Yunnan region, 

the M.E.P. missionaries Alfred Lietard and Paul Vial worked to document the culture and 
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language of the Yi people, while M.E.P. missionary Francois Savina did so among the Miao.111 

Vial was known for his fiercely pro-indigenous stance in support of the Sani Yi against Han rule 

up until his death in 1917, having no sympathy for the government in Beijing no matter whether 

it was the Qing or the Nationalists. 

On the other side, urban missionaries and indigenous Catholics felt that supporting the 

national cause was essential for the survival and relevance of the Church. While the rest of this 

dissertation will explore the nature of the patriotism that Vincent Lebbe advocated, it suffices 

here to note that he did promote Chinese nationality as essential for the Chinese church, 

defending its importance against bitter accusations from French missionary opponents who 

complained that he preferred Chinese priests even over better-educated or better-qualified 

European candidates.112 At a time when most Lazarist missionaries still decorated their churches 

with the French flag on days of celebration, Lebbe continued to show his opposition to French 

colonialism by draping the church with Chinese and papal flags. In taking his stand against 

foreign interference, Lebbe accepted the Nationalist government’s vision of a pan-Chinese 

national identity. 

In sum, depending on location, various Catholic missions found themselves on different 

sides of ethnic (Han vs. minority) and geographic (Beijing/center vs borderlands/periphery) 

divisions. In Beijing, nationalism swelled up as a stand for sovereign integrity against the 

incursions of foreign nations, leading the state to promote a “strong” and “modern” nation in 
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opposition to imperialism. Simultaneously in Tibet or Yunnan, the new Republican 

government’s vision of patriotic modernity was often perceived as form of imperialism itself, 

threatening to homogenize local cultural differences and calling for liberation from former Han 

gender practices that the rural minorities had never adopted anyway.113 

Two Parties 

In the last part of Lebbe’s life, Catholics faced yet another major bifurcation of 

nationalism: the competitive and increasingly hostile relationship between the Nationalist 

(Guomindang) and Communist (Gongchandang) parties. This tension was not entirely new. 

After all, Sun Yat-sen’s and Song Jiaoren’s revolutionary alliance, the Tongmenhui, had had 

incorporated a wide range of republican, nationalist, socialist and anarchist interests to overthrow 

the Qing Dynasty; upon the revolution’s success in 1912, they formed the Guomindang which 

won a majority of seats and became the ruling party at China’s 1913 National Assembly. 

However, it inherited all the conflicting interests of the Tongmenhui’s membership with both a 
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leftist pro-Soviet wing and a more rightist wing led by General Chiang Kai-shek. First, the entire 

project of establishing a republican and parliamentary government was imperiled when the first 

president Yuan Shikai (1859-1916) outlawed the Guomindang, did away with parliamentary 

checks on the president, and declared himself emperor. However, even after Yuan died and Sun 

re-formed the Guomindang in 1919, it was still a party struggling to control warlordism and 

pulled in many directions. The Nationalist and Communist parties formed two “United Fronts.” 

The first United Front of 1923 aimed to strengthen the Republic’s hold over territories governed 

by warlord generals, whereas the second United Front alliance was formed in 1937 to strengthen 

China during the Sino-Japanese War. 

During these tumultuous years, Catholics rallied to the patriotic cause of defending China 

from Japanese aggression. After the loss of Shandong to the Japanese in the Treaty of Versailles 

(1919), Catholics joined patriotic demonstrations much like the rest of the population. For 

example, in Shanghai, Catholic students from Zhengdan College, the Sino-French School, and 

the Xuhui Public School participated in three walkouts, protesting China’s comparative 

weakness to Japan.114 So too, after the invasion of the Japanese in 1937, Catholics joined the 

‘United Front’ war effort against Japan, and the Chinese bishops made a joint statement in 

support of the Chinese people in the face of aggression.115 In Shanghai, the historian, theologian 

and journalist Fr. Xu Zongze SJ (1886-1947) used his journal Catholic Review (Shengjiao Zazhi) 

to urge Catholics join the patriotic resistance of the Japanese. In Anguo, Hebei Province, Vincent 

Lebbe organized teams of stretcher-bearers to help the wounded regardless of their affiliation 
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with the Nationalists or Communists.116 While Jacques Leclercq writes in his biography of Lebbe 

that some missionaries felt China might be better off under the order of the Japanese, this 

sentiment seems to have been the minority position. 117 Most Catholics, both indigenous and 

foreign, rallied in defense of China and the Chinese missions to which they belonged. 

On one critical point, the Catholic church did receive criticism for its seeming 

cooperation with the Japanese occupiers. In the puppet-state of Manchukuo, the Japanese 

demanded that Catholic institutions accept its authority. Officials required that all students, 

including those of Catholic schools, carry out the traditional rites in honor of Confucius to affirm 

their obedience to Emperor Puyi and the emperor of Japan. This was not merely a restoration of 

the old rites, but an expanded program of state ritual intended to take a parallel function to Shinto 

observance in Japan or Korea.118 When the Japanese minister of education provided written 

confirmation that the rites were purely civic and political in nature, Pope Pius XII reconsidered 

the church’s long-standing negative ruling on the Chinese Rites. In 1935, the Holy See changed 

its policy to allow Catholics in Manchukuo to participate in the rites, and in 1939, it extended 

this policy to all of China.119 As Jean-Pierre Charbonnier notes, this did not necessarily mean 

that the Catholics were collaborating with the Japanese. Chinese Catholics shared the strong 

patriotic feelings of their fellow Chinese, and these measures were an effort on the part of the 

official church to avoid the destruction of the schools.120 Nonetheless, it did not help the Chinese 
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Catholic Church’s reputation that when the Holy See finally changed its stance on the Chinese 

Rites Controversy, it was to comply with the Japanese invaders. 

In the growing tensions between rival Chinese parties, the Church generally took the side 

of the Nationalists. In the 1930s, Jesuit and Maryknoll schools taught the “Three Principles” of 

Sun Yat-sen.121 As I will discuss in Chapter 4, Catholics including Lebbe supported the 

Nationalist party-state’s New Life Movement. The New Life Movement, developed by Chiang 

Kai-shek in 1934, was an anti-communist campaign but also a traditionalist one which sought to 

re-frame Neo-Confucian values for the modern era. Chiang rejected not only individualism and 

liberalism, but also socialism and communism as Western ideologies. To build what the political 

scientist Paul Lineham has described as a system of “Confucian fascism,”122 Chiang drew from 

the teachings of Sun Yat-sen, the reformist social strategies of foreign missionaries, and the 

tenets of traditional Confucianism dealing with moral and character formation.123 Vincent Lebbe 

strongly supported this New Life Movement, believing that by drawing upon Confucian and 

Christian ideas, the nation would see a spiritual renewal.124 

Lebbe and others’ public support for the New Life Movement earned governmental 

approval for the new Catholic nationalist movements and their public gatherings. On June 24, 

1934, a group of about seventy Catholic intellectuals gathered in Beijing and founded the Xu 

Guangqi Intellectual Association to publish critical editions of Chinese classics and modern 
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editions of Catholic writings, especially those of the Catholic jinshi scholar who served as 

Minister of Rites and Grand Secretary, Xu Guangxi (1562-1633).125 In Shanghai in 1935, they 

convened a national convention of students and alumni from Chinese universities to form a 

national coalition of Catholic Action societies. This national assembly received messages of 

support from multiple high-level Nationalist officials: Sun Fo (Chief of the Executive Yuan), 

T.V. Soong (Minister of Finance), and even Chiang Kai-shek himself.126 Catholics were 

positioned squarely on the side of the Nationalists. 

To conclude, the Chinese Catholic Church did not have a uniform approach to its public 

witness during this period of many and various Chinese nationalisms. In general, Catholicism 

was viewed as a European religion due to the history of foreign missions, which was a damning 

perception at a time of anti-imperialist fervor. 127 Among specific Catholic missions in China, 

however, there were different Catholic responses to the call for nationalism and multiple versions 

of Catholic patriotism. As is always the case with any fluid ideological concept, “nationalism” 

took on different forms based on context and the perceived enemy against which it was defined. 

Internationalism: The Chinese Government and the Holy See 

The third major force shaping the witness of Catholic mission in China was the 

modernization of both the Qing and Holy See’s administration of international affairs, which 

raised the question of whether being Chinese Catholic was a national or supranational identity. 

For centuries already, of course, foreign missionaries had presented a variation of this problem: 
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Were missionaries primarily the ambassadors of a worldwide spiritual communion, or citizens of 

the nation-states from which they came, and to what extent were they loyal to the China where 

they served? Now, the Holy See began to assert its supranational ecclesiastical authority over the 

Church in China, and the Chinese government began to expand its diplomatic corps with Chinese 

Catholics among them. Hence the growth of international relations posed the problem in a new 

way: How would cosmopolitan Chinese Catholic leaders balance their identities in the 

supranational spiritual communion of the Catholic Church headquartered in Rome versus their 

status as Chinese nationals, and what would become of their relationships to the European 

religious orders and associations to which many of them belonged? The waning of foreign 

imperialism did not resolve the deeper tension between the Church at the supranational and 

national levels. 

 First, it is important to note the modernization of international relations, in which the 

Chinese government and Holy See separately each sought to establish themselves as diplomatic 

centers operating according to new standards of international law and diplomacy. For millennia, 

dynastic China had operated as the ruling center of an international system that John Fairbank 

called the “Chinese world order.”128 China was the locus of civilization (tianxia) while the other 

peoples of the world were considered “barbarian” (yi) and therefore not engaged as equals. Yet 

now China found itself threatened by the ascendance of a modernizing Japan as the regional 

leader and the Qing found itself floundering in its responses to Western aggression due to a lack 

of understanding of Western conceptions of international law.129 As for Rome, the Holy See was 
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reeling from the reunification of Italy (1861) and the loss of the Papal States; it would have to re-

establish its authority not on the basis of any substantive territorial strength but rather through 

the recognition of the Holy See’s sovereignty and ecclesiastical role by the international 

community. For very different reasons, each realized the need to develop a more modern 

apparatus for international relations. 

Qing and Republican Era Foreign Service 

 The Qing government’s vision of China as the center of civilization had, up till this point, 

meant that the Qing handled diplomatic affairs through a range of diplomatic channels that did 

not provide a standard system for negotiating effectively with other modernizing nation-states. 

As Julia Ching put it, the Middle Kingdom had long prided itself on being a “civilized oasis” 

while all else was a “cultural desert.”130 As a result, Chinese dynasties had developed a variety of 

offices for dealing with outside entities based on their relationship and usefulness to the empire. 

The Jesuits in the Ming and Qing courts were a special case in that these foreign priests served at 

the will of the emperor and imperial family. Meanwhile, issues involving disputes with Russia 

and nomadic tribes in the northwest were handled by the Office of Border Affairs. Finally, 

emissaries from East and Southeast Asian kingdoms under the ‘tributary’ system, like Korea and 

Vietnam, offered their respects through the Qing’s Ministry of Rites.131 There existed no 

integrated system for handling for what we would today call “foreign affairs.” 
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Moreover, the eighteenth-century Qing government considered international relations 

peripheral to domestic crises, so officials made concessions to the Western powers in hopes of 

keeping them at bay while handling more pressing concerns.132 Indeed, the domestic challenges 

were significant. While the Qing fought Britain in the Opium Wars, many officials were 

stretched thin with managerial crises: a series of economic crises due to flooding and famine; 

conflicts in border regions (for example, the Qing struggled to occupy Tibet throughout the 

nineteenth century, and Xinjiang would not be declared a province until 1884); and rebellions 

(most significantly the Taiping Rebellion and Nian Rebellions throughout the 1850-60s, and also 

a series of Muslim Hui Revolts throughout the second half of the century.)133 At any rate, it was 

only in 1861 at the end of the second Sino-British Opium War that the reform-minded Prince 

Gong and the imperial official Wenxiang led the establishment of the Zongli Yamen (Office for 

the Management of the Business of All Foreign Countries).134 Over the next several decades, the 

Qing began to send diplomatic representative to France, England, and the United States for the 

first time. 

While the Chinese Catholic population was generally less educated and less 

internationally traveled than the Protestants, there were nonetheless a few Chinese Catholics who 

rose to serve in the Qing and Republican foreign service. The most notable Chinese Catholics to 

work transnationally as both Chinese and Catholic were the Jesuit-educated Ma brothers and the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Dom Lu Zhengxiang. 

The Ma brothers, Ma Jianzhong (1845-1900) and Ma Xiangbo (1840-1939), used their 

Western-style education to travel widely and serve in China’s foreign affairs service. They 

                                                 

132 Ibid., 163. 
133 Ibid., 181-185. 
134 Ibid, 191. 



68 

 

studied at the Jesuit compound at Xujiahui and then entered the Jesuit order, but both eventually 

left the order out of opposition to the French Jesuits’ unequal treatment of French and Chinese 

priests. Ma Jianzhong went to study at the Ecole Libres des Sciences Politiques in Paris and was 

the first Chinese to receive a Western doctoral degree.135 He served as an assistant to the pro-

modernization Qing official Li Hongzhang in diplomatic relations with Korea and in trying to 

save a Chinese fleet of ships from the French during the Sino-French war of the 1880s. Ma 

Xiangbo also worked in Korea in the development of international trade and industry.136 He 

afterwards came back to Shanghai where he worked to establish Zhendan (Aurora) University 

and Fudan University, and then partnered with his friend Ying Lianzhi to advocate for the 

aforementioned pontifical institution, Furen University. 

Meanwhile, even higher in government service was the Foreign Affairs Minister and 

Premier of the Republic of China, Dom Lu Zhengxiang (1871-1949).137 He was first baptized a 

Protestant, began serving as a diplomat to Belgium and Russia, married a Belgian Catholic 

woman, and then decided to become a Catholic himself a decade later in 1912.138 After the 

founding of the Republic of China, Lu became the Minister of Foreign Affairs under President 

Yuan Shikai. He had the difficult responsibility of responding to the Japanese 21 Demands in 

1915, and was the object of his fellow countrymen’s derision when the negotiations failed.139 He 

then led Chinese delegation to the 1919 Paris Peace Conference where the Treaty of Versailles 
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granted the German treaty territory in Shandong to Japan instead of returning it to China. Lu 

refused to sign the treaty in protest, making China the only participating country not to sign. 

Although taking this stand won him the approval of patriots at home, he afterwards resigned 

from the foreign service and, after his wife’s death, went to Belgium to become a Benedictine 

monk. 

Notably, in the case of all these three Chinese Catholic leaders, it was as lay people that 

they were most effective in shaping China’s trans-national engagement with the wider world.  

The Ma brothers had benefitted from their Jesuit education in becoming fluent in multiple 

Western languages, but they chafed at the expectation that they serve French Jesuit interests in 

China. They left the order, and turned down jobs to translate for the French embassies to instead 

work in China’s foreign service.140 Lu was a layman for the duration of his public service. Their 

lives suggest a possible incompatibility between belonging to foreign religious orders, whose 

missions were structurally tied and bound in loyalty to sending countries, and working on behalf 

of China in the international sphere. For the Catholic citizen who wanted a role in shaping the 

new China as it stepped out into the international stage, service to the colonial powers had to 

give way to a rising national loyalty. 

For his part, Lebbe worked to show how the local church might still make use of the 

wider Church’s resources and participate in its universal mission. He hoped to demonstrate that, 

while imperialism had done great damage, the transnational flow of Catholic people and 

movements need not be a threat to the local churches. As a European himself, Lebbe tried to 

model humility for the sake of the Gospel, giving up his foreign citizenship to take on Chinese 
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nationality and submitting himself to a Chinese bishop as soon as possible.141 Others would also 

take up this effort to reverse the historic power dynamic of European over Chinese in the church. 

After the elevation of the first set of Chinese bishops in 1926, Lebbe’s supporter Fr. André 

Boland founded the Vincent Lebbe Society (Lei Mingyuan Hui, known as the Société des 

Auxiliaires des Mission (S.A.M.) in French). The “Samists” were a society of European priests 

who would serve as secular priests in China under the authority of a Chinese bishop alone.142 

Moreover, Lebbe encouraged Chinese Catholics to travel and study, writing thousands of letters 

on their behalf to secure them the chance to study at universities across Europe and to persuade 

Catholic families to lodge them. Lebbe hoped that as China took its place on the international 

stage, Chinese Catholics would gain their voice in the worldwide Church. 

The Holy See as a Transnational Actor 

 How did the Holy See’s management of international affairs change during this time? As 

noted earlier, the Vatican first moved to complement and eventually supplant jus patronatus 

system with a territorially-based administration of its own by founding of the Propaganda Fide in 

1622. The Propaganda Fide exerted ius commisionis (law of commission) as the right to appoint 

‘apostolic vicars’ as functional bishops of dioceses yet to be established.143 In many regions 

including in China, therefore, there were both a bishop appointed under the padroado system and 

an apostolic vicar appointed by the Propaganda Fide, a confusing situation which often 

exacerbated tensions between rival missionary orders or members of different nationalities. 
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 By the late nineteenth century, the Holy See saw the need to build direct diplomatic 

relations with the Qing government. For all that France positioned itself as the ‘protector’ of 

Catholicism in China, recent European history had made it clear that France’s series of turbulent 

governments pursued their own interests and would offer no steady support for the Holy See in 

Europe or elsewhere.144 When the Holy See tried to establish a formal relationship with the Qing 

Court several times in the 1860s-90s, each time France defended the monopoly of its own 

Religious Protectorate. Popes Leo XIII (1878-1903), Pius X (1903-1914) Benedict XV (1914-

1922) all desired to establish direct bilateral relations with China. France opposed every attempt, 

pointing out that the Holy See had no sovereign territory and no right to act independently in 

international matters.145 The tension came to a head in 1886 when France threatened to withdraw 

its own diplomat in Rome if the Holy See did not cease its overtures to the Qing Court.146 The 

Holy See acquiesced, and Pope Leo XIII later commented that the failure to establish diplomatic 

relations with China was “the greatest sorrow of my pontificate.”147 Indeed, the Holy See would 

not have any territorial sovereignty, nor any clear legal clout against other European powers in 

Asia, until the signing of the Lateran Treaty and the founding of the Vatican City State in 1929. 

Despite these legal challenges, the Holy See overall gained in transnational influence and 

‘soft power’ in China during the first decades of the twentieth century. As Mariano Barbato 

notes, part of this was the Holy See’s own re-orientation. Once the Holy See had been stripped of 
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its this-worldly geo-political territories, it could better position itself as the manifestation of a 

universal ecclesiastical authority. In his local context, Pope Pius IX vehemently resisted Italy’s 

claims to sovereignty and called himself a “prisoner of the Vatican” due to the difficulty of 

resolving the “Roman Question” between himself and the new Italian state. More generally, 

however, the lack of territory required the Holy See to re-embrace the fact that its position in 

international diplomacy had always been grounded ecclesiastically rather than geopolitically. 

From the days of Constantine even up until today, it is technically the “Holy See” (the office of 

the Roman Pontiff and more broadly the offices and other institutions of the Roman Curia) and 

not any possible sovereign holdings (neither the “Papal States” prior to 1870 nor the “Vatican 

City State” after 1929) that serves as the participating party in diplomatic relations, treaties, and 

so on.148 As Cardinal Orlando Antonini put it, “our foreign policy that we are obliged to follow is 

a Church affair, not of territories.”149 

The Holy See’s lack of territory did not condemn the Church to weakness on the 

international stage. In fact, it inaugurated a period of growing papal ‘soft-power’ abroad. As G. 

Ferragu pointed out, the Holy See began to build up its identity as a ‘moral power’ to 

compensate for its territorial weakness.150 Between 1870 and 1929, even though the Holy See 

had no territory and the pope was no longer a head of state, the pope continued to send and 

receive diplomatic representatives from other states. In fact, as Robert Graham demonstrates, the 

number of states with diplomatic relations to the Holy See actually expanded during this period 
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as sovereign states recognized the value of having two separate legations in Rome — one for 

relations with the for the new Italian state, and one for relations with the Holy See that was an 

increasingly important player as other European states began to rattle their sabers in the lead-up 

to World War I.151 Between 1870 and 1929, the Holy See was asked to mediate in thirteen 

international disputes.152 In sum, in contrast to early modern period, the Holy See was no longer 

concerned mainly with central Italy but rather with the globe.153 Whereas in the 1860s, Pope Pius 

IX’s tenure was consumed with defending his own sovereignty over the Papal States, by the late 

1910s and 20s as we have seen, popes Benedict XV and Pius XI had taken a mediating position 

between European character of the missionary movement and the national aspirations of local 

churches worldwide. 

Another part of this transformation involved what José Casanova has called “subjective 

dimension of globalization” in former mission territories. By this, Casanova means “the growth 

in global consciousness,” or the reflexive awareness of belonging to a humanity that belongs to a 

common species on the same planet.154 This accurately describes the church in the early 20th 

century when Catholics outside of Europe, who previously had had little contact with other local 

churches, gained awareness of the church’s transnational presence. Henrietta Harrison explains 

that as Western technologies of communication (banks, postal services, remittance agencies, 

steam shipping lines, etc.) entered China, even very rural and isolated Catholic villages gained a 
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wider frame of reference: “Chinese priests, and through them the villagers they served, saw 

themselves more and more as part of an institution headquartered in Rome.”155  

On the one hand, Rome’s role as a “center” was not new. During the nineteenth century, 

in arguments about everything from details of the liturgy to unequal treatment of foreign and 

indigenous clergy, Chinese priests and laypeople wrote letters to Rome.156 For example, in 

Shanxi in 1848, a group of Chinese Catholics sent a letter to Rome complaining that the 

apostolic vicar Gabriel Grioglio, O.F.M. did not understand Chinese culture and that his 

European confreres “treat our Chinese priests as slaves and look upon the Chinese as insects.”157 

When Grioglio went on a tour of the diocese and left the administration of the seminary in the 

hands of Chinese priests instead of European leadership, Grioglio’s superiors were outraged that 

“the Chinese priests are acting as masters.”158 On account of these conflicts, Rome eventually 

recalled him in 1862 but there were ongoing tensions under the subsequent bishops and the 

Chinese priests continued to write letters of complaint to Rome. As Chinese priests gained 

international awareness, they increasingly called on the Holy See to exercise its transnational 

authority, sending a steady stream of petitions to Rome. 

On the other hand, the Holy See did take an unprecedented role in reorganizing the 

ecclesiastical structure of the country. Recognizing the problems raised by the French 

Protectorate, Pope Benedict XV (1914-22) first endorsed stronger support for indigenous clergy 

relative to the foreign missions, and Pope Pius XI (1922-39) then moved to form local diocese 
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under indigenous Chinese bishops. The first breakthrough was Pope Benedict XV’s papal bull 

Maximum Illud (1919) which called for the development of local churches with their own local 

indigenous clerical hierarchy.159 Familiar with the Chinese case and the conflicts between local 

and foreign leadership, Benedict XV’s Maximum Illud gave its endorsement to the pro-

indigenization movement. The papal bull warned explicitly against foreign missionaries putting 

their own nation of origin before the interests of their mission context: “It would be a tragedy 

indeed if an apostolic man were to spend himself in attempts to increase and exalt the prestige of 

the native land he once left behind him… We have been deeply saddened by some recent 

accounts of missionary life, accounts that displayed more zeal for the profit of some particular 

nation than for the growth of the kingdom of God.”160 Moreover, with words that would hearted 

the indigenous clergy yet offend many of the foreign missionaries working in China, the bull 

affirmed that local clergy were often in the best position to further the mission: Any superior 

must “make it his special concern to secure and train local candidates for the sacred ministry… 

For the local priest, one with his people by birth, by nature, by his sympathies and his 

aspirations, is remarkably effective in appealing to their mentality and thus attracting them to the 

faith.”161 While ignored by many of the missionary societies, Maximum Illud marked a 

watershed in the Holy See’s official affirmation of local churches. 

 In 1922, Pius XI appointed an apostolic delegate to China, Celso Benigno Luigi 

Costantini. Since the Holy See’s previous efforts to post a permanent representative in China had 
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been blocked by France, the pope appointed the delegate to the Church in China in almost 

complete secrecy to avoid third-party interference. The Holy See did not announce the decision 

until Costantini was already on his way to China.162 By the time most of the foreign civil 

administators and mission heads found out about the new ecclessiastical official, he was already 

in Beijing setting up a central office from which to engage the bishops of China. Costantini 

arrived in China in August of that year to implement the directives of Maximum Illud in 

China.163 His arrival in 1922 was such a turning point in the missions that that some historians 

mark that year as the end of the French Religious Protectorate in China.164 

Costantini strove to disengage the Chinese Church from entanglements with European 

governments, considering the missionary pattern of establishing religious colonies to be a form 

of “territorial feudalism.”165 He took care to establish the official headquarters of the apostolic 

delegation in Beijing far from the Western legations.166 Listening widely to many foreign and 

Chinese Catholics, he acknowledged that many cultural and political factors, ranging from the 

Chinese Rites Controversy to the interventionist policies of foreign governments, had impeded 

the Church in China. 

Costantini was convinced that the root of the problem was the lack of a Chinese Church 

hierarchy. Foreign missionaries had neglected to follow the model of the original apostles who 

founded local churches and handed them over as quickly as possible to local leadership. 

Costantini wrote, “What is lacking is an apostolic methodology. [The missionaries] have founded 
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missions, but they have not founded the Church. It is not that we lack Chinese clergy. What is 

missing is a Chinese hierarchy, and this is something very different.”167 Throughout the 1920s, 

Costantini drew on the arguments and decades of work by Lebbe and his Chinese colleagues (on 

whom the rest of this dissertation will focus) to promote a Chinese hierarchy. 

Costantini moved quickly despite opposition from many in the missionary establishment. 

By 1923, he persuaded the Vicar Apostolic of Hankou, the Franciscan Gratianus Gennaro, to 

cede part of his territory for the establishment to form the apostolic prefecture of Puchi where the 

Chinese priest Odoric Cheng O.F.M (1873-1928) became the first Chinese Prefect Apostolic in 

over 250 years.168 In 1924, the Propaganda Fide annulled the “privilege of precedence of 

apostolic missionaries” that had granted foreign priests automatic precedence over Chinese 

priests, so that the Chinese appointees would have true authority over their areas.169 Also that 

year, Costantini oversaw the first Chinese plenary Council in Shanghai, the first gathering of 

bishops in China and one at which both Cheng and a second Chinese prefect (as prelates in 

charge of ‘pre-diocesan’ missionary jurisdictions) were given equal standing as the Europeans. 

Soon after in 1926, Costantini designated part of the Vicariate of Beijing to become a new 

Vicariate Apostolic of Xuanhuafu under the priest Philip Zhao (1880-1929). Initially in this 

process, there was some tension. The Chinese appointees felt the territories granted to them were 

the least developed, compared to the Catholic stronghold areas retained by foreign 

missionaries.170 Yet it was an improvement, since now Chinese occupied positions of highest 

administrative authority within their area. 
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Finally, Vincent Lebbe’s hope for Chinese bishops in the modern era was realized, when 

Pius XI promoted six Chinese priests to the episcopacy in Rome in 1926. Finally, in 1946, Pope 

Pius XII regularized the territorial hierarchy for all of China, putting an end to the jus 

commissionis structure in which apostolic vicars operated as functional bishops of nominal sees. 

The Church was thus divided into twenty ecclesiastical provinces, with their dioceses bearing the 

name of Chinese cities, each under a bishop. The process had long and belated one, and the 

Church would remain vulnerable to accusations of foreign imperialism because of Rome’s 

oversight; yet within the wider Catholic transnational superstructure at least, China had a 

standing of its own.  

Conclusion 

“I believe that we owe it to the Christians here, and even to the non-Christians to be to 

them what the Church is wherever it exists – the last refuge of what is right and proper, where 

justice need never fear to make its voice heard.”171  

Lebbe wrote these words about the Church’s mission in 1916, at the height of the one 

especially problematic episode in the Catholic Church of Tianjin. In the “Laoxikai Affair,” the 

French civil consul had attempted to expand the French concession into Tianjin’s Laoxikai 

district on the grounds of protecting the Catholic mission. Outraged, the local Chinese, Catholic 

and non-Catholic alike, protested the French expansion. The apostolic vicar of Maritime Zhili, 

Bishop Paul Dumond, mandated that foreign missionaries remain silent on the issue. However, 

Lebbe replied in an urgent letter to Dumond, “How can we possibly refrain from protesting 

publicly against this, and at the top of our voices? …. The ordinary people are only too inclined 
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already, our nationality being what it is, to assume that we are making common cause with our 

fellow countrymen against them… These, very briefly, are the reasons for my firm conviction 

that we are in a false position, that we are failing in our duty, and that we are losing a unique 

opportunity for letting the world see what we really are: Facti Judaeis Judaei ut omnes 

lucrifaciamus.” 172   

Concerned with the Church’s witness during this episode and throughout his life in 

China, Lebbe consistently called the people of the Church not to preserve their own interests but 

to relinquish them so that the Church might better point to Christ. Just as missionary apostle Paul 

was prepared to “become a Jew to the Jews.” (1 Cor. 9:20) and make himself amenable to the 

peoples and nations with whom he witnessed to God, so to the followers of Christ in China must 

become an indigenous Church of and for the Chinese people. Lebbe did not hesitate to specify 

what this might mean for the Church’s personnel: foreign missionaries in China must give up 

their European citizenship, priority for leadership, and sense of superiority to better serve the 

Chinese Church. So too, Chinese Catholics must not remain aloof from the concerns of the wider 

society but engage with the important movements and issues of the day to serve the good of 

China. As he had declared as a teenager, Lebbe did eventually die in service of the Church in 

1940 in China, but his martyr’s witness began much earlier and spanned his entire adult life. 

By discussing the forces of imperialism, nationalism and transnationalism that shaped the 

Catholic Church in China, this chapter attempted to contextualize Lebbe’s actions, vision for the 

church, and theology of mission. Seeing the ways in which the Church’s witness faltered during 
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the crucial transition from imperial to republican rule, Lebbe worked improve its spiritual 

witness by remaining responsive to the exigencies of the Chinese people.



81 

 

CHAPTER 2. 

THE LIFE OF VINCENT LEBBE 

The life of Vincent Lebbe is well summarized in the maxim he promoted: “China to the 

Chinese, and the Chinese to Christ!”1 Lebbe believed that promoting the welfare of the Chinese 

people was the most compelling witness the Catholic Church could give to Christ in early 

twentieth-century China, and he saw many opportunities to commit himself to this work. His life 

was one which captures the Church’s struggle to conceptualize mission in the tumultuous 

transition from European imperialism to the rising nationalisms of the self-consciously modern 

Chinese nation. 

Lebbe started his life as a Belgian, and he finished it as a citizen of the Republic of 

China. Lebbe first traveled to China as a Lazarist missionary in the aftermath of the Boxer 

Uprisings during the heyday of the French Religious Protectorate in Qing China; he died during 

the Sino-Japanese War leading a group of resistance fighters just as the Second United Front of 

Nationalists and Communists began to splinter. Lebbe remained a priest committed to improving 

the witness of the Church in China throughout all his activities, and his activities were truly 

manifold: promoting the cause of Chinese bishops in the Church and the cause of the national 

unity in China, opposing French as well as Japanese imperialism, founding newspapers and 

religious communities, leading metaphorical soldiers for Christ and literal ones for the Chinese 

army. Whether he succeeded in his vision of rendering “China to the Chinese, and the Chinese to 

Christ,” is a matter of interpretation. The nature and purpose of Catholicism in early 20th century 
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China was a fraught conversation then, and the issues raised in Lebbe’s lifetime remain 

controversial today. Nonetheless, one can doubt the consistency with which Lebbe promoted his 

distinct vision for Chinese Catholicism. 

In this biographical essay, I consider Vincent Lebbe’s life in three periods: First (1877-

1906), his early life including his formation in Europe and initial years in the environs of Beijing. 

Second (1907-1926), Lebbe’s campaign to promote the indigenous Chinese clergy and laity and 

emancipate the Church from French civil and ecclesiastical control while serving in Tianjin and 

during his seven-year return to Europe. And third (1927-1940), his return to China and his effort 

to organize Chinese Catholics for national construction and defense during the years of warlord 

conflict, civil strife, and the Sino-Japanese War. I will treat earlier and later phases of his 

ministry equally to consider the problem of Chinese Catholicism from two different angles.  

If we put the Church at the center of this study and consider Vincent Lebbe’s apostolate 

as a case study of Chinese Catholicism, then his early work promoting Chinese church leadership 

shows well the formative role that mission has played in Latin Rite Roman ecclesiology. Far 

from being passively ‘peripheral’ to the concerns of the ‘center’ in Rome, the China case deeply 

informed Rome’s organization and theology of the Church in the twentieth century. As Cardinal 

Léon-Joseph Suenens noted, Lebbe was “the precursor of what were to become the major 

orientations of the [Second Vatican] Council.” 2 In this telling of the story — which is the 

dominant narrative in existing biographies such as Léopold Levaux’s Le Père Lebbe: Apôtre de 

la Chine moderne (1948) and Jacques Leclercq’s Thunder in the Distance (1958) — Lebbe’s 

work comes to fruition in the consecration of six Chinese bishops in 1926, a watershed moment 

in the history of the Chinese Catholic Church representing the transfer of Church leadership to 
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the Chinese. Following the ceremony, Lebbe was reported to say with satisfaction the closing 

words of the Nunc Dimittis of evening prayer: “Now Lord, let your servant depart according to 

your Word.”3 In this sense, Lebbe “succeeded” so well in moving the Church’s thinking along 

that few today would even consider that the Chinese Church should be dominated by people of a 

nationality other than Chinese. Lebbe was an early advocate of what the post-Vatican II Church 

today affirms as “inculturation,” and his perspective carried the day. 

At the same time, if we put the stress on Chinese Catholicism and consider Lebbe’s work 

in relation to the rapidly transforming China of the time, then it is his later life that best 

highlights the theological problem of contextualizing Catholicism in a context that is itself 

contested and constantly changing. For although the episcopal consecrations saw the sun set on 

one season of his life, soon Lebbe was back in China embarking on new projects: rebooting 

Catholic Action in China, founding religious communities, organizing medical transport teams to 

serve Nationalist and Communist troops in the defense against Japan, and eventually serving as a 

general and leader of a Nationalist propaganda corps in the National Revolutionary Army. 

Lebbe’s wartime service could not help but become implicated in the question of ‘whose’ China 

he was serving. As the country was both attacked from without by Japan and torn from within by 

civil war, there was no singular “China” for the Catholic apostolate to serve. Lebbe quite 

practically supported the closest approximation available at the time, namely the ruling 

Nationalist government and its work during the Second United Front. As a result, the state looms 

large in this story of Lebbe’s life, and his legacy rises or falls depending on one’s assessment of 
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his politics. This too is a question of “indigenization” or “inculturation,” as the Catholic 

Church’s trend towards localization in the twentieth century required grappling with growing 

nationalisms both in Europe and in former foreign missions. Here too, Lebbe’s approach reflects 

the wider trend of the Church. Insofar as the worldwide Catholic Church mirrors national 

boundaries, it inherits both the opportunities and the limits, the clarities and the contestations that 

come with this unit of organization. Lebbe’s latter apostolate shows this conundrum in high 

relief. 

By considering Lebbe’s entire life and considering Chinese Catholicism from the poles of 

both ‘Church’ and ‘China,’ we can gain a deep understanding of the complex circumstances and 

choices which have shaped the Chinese Catholic Church as it exists today.  

Early Life: From Belgium to China (1877-1904) 

Vincent Lebbe was born as Frédéric Lebbe on August 19, 1877 in Ghent, Belgium. 

Lebbe’s family reflected the transnational and linguistic diversity of West Central Europe at the 

time. The mother Louise Lebbe, née Barrier, was English. She was born in Worcester to an 

English mother and French father. Louise was raised an Anglican, but after her father’s death she 

was sent back to live with her paternal grandmother in Calais, France, to attend a boarding 

school of the Catholic Daughters of Charity in St. Omer, and eventually find work to support 

herself. At the age of eighteen, she converted to Catholicism and soon after met Firmin, then a 

student at the University of Leuven. The father, Firmin Lebbe, was a Belgian of both Flemish 

French and Flemish Belgian descent.4 After their marriage in London in October 1876, they 
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settled in Ghent.5 Frédéric was their first of seven children, four boys and three girls: First there 

was Frédéric himself. Next was born Adrien, who later became “Dom Bède” at the Benedictine 

abbey at Maredsous and served as a crucial connection for his brother to Belgian Catholic 

supporters back home. Another boy, Gaston, died in infancy. Next there was Elizabeth “Lizzy,” 

who eventually became a nun as a Canonness of St. Augustine. The next brother, Robert, 

remained a layman and was another frequent correspondent of Frédéric’s during his missionary 

years in China. The next child, Dominique or 

“Mica,” was Frédéric’s beloved god-daughter, 

and the youngest of all was his sister Bénédicte.   

Since Firmin’s work as a lawyer was 

neither stable nor lucrative during the children’s 

younger years, the family moved several times.6 

Shortly after Frédéric’s birth, they moved from 

Ghent to Poperinghe and then Bruges in the 

north-west corner Belgium. They next moved to 

Paris where Firmin Lebbe tried his hand at a 

book-binding business which floundered, and so 

they finally returned to Ypres, Belgium.7 There, 

the family became wealthy enough to afford a 
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French governess, and although they lived in the predominantly Flemish section of the country, 

the family was Francophone, speaking the language of the upper classes. Louise, meanwhile, 

was the spiritual center of the household and deeply concerned to inculcate a sense of Catholic 

piety and justice in the children.8 Years later, when Frédéric-Vincent’s friend and fellow Lazarist 

Anthony Cotta visited the family in 1906, he wrote, “With a mother like that, you should be ten 

times better than you are!”9 

As a teenager, Frédéric enrolled as a day-student at St. Vincent’s boarding school in 

Ypres and there he was known for taking up causes with a passion. Jacques Leclercq’s biography 

describes how young Lebbe became impassioned about the glory of France, defending France 

against the Flemish movement which argued for the use of Flemish in the schools. Once when 

the teacher was out of the room, he got involved in a fight when a fellow student wrote “Down 

with France!” on the blackboard, and Frédéric took the other side to write “Long live France!” 

So too, he went through a zealously ascetic phase when he avoided smoking, drank only water, 

swam in icy water during winter, began to practice physical mortifications like laying upon a 

board of nails, and tried to persuade the other students to moral heroism until his mother stopped 

him.10 Finally, Frédéric became taken with ideals of St. Vincent de Paul and the Congregation of 

the Mission (“Lazarists,” or “Vincentians” 11). It was upon reading the spiritual biography of 

Blessed Jean Gabriel Perboyre 聖董文學 (1802-1840), a Lazarist martyred in China three 

decades earlier, that Frédéric declared his desire to become a Lazarist and go to China to be 
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martyred.12 This aspiration became the most central and lasting ideal of his early life. At 

Frédéric’s confirmation, he chose the name “Vincent” in devotion to the founder congregation’s 

founder. At age eighteen, he left home to enter the Congregation of the Mission’s motherhouse at 

St. Lazare, Paris, and from there on he was only known as “Vincent.”13 

Lazarist Formation: The Modernist/Integralist Controversy 

Lebbe’s choice to join the Congregation of the Mission or “Lazarists” was well-suited for 

a missionary life in China. Under the leadership of Vincent de Paul (1581-1660), the community 

was constituted as a congregation in 1633 with the special aims of catechizing the poor, training 

clergy and serving in foreign missions. In 1783, the Lazarists were appointed to replace the 

Jesuit leadership in many missions throughout the Middle East and China when the Jesuit order 

was suppressed.14 By Lebbe’s lifetime, the Lazarists had become the dominant foreign religious 

community in China. 

Vincent Lebbe’s life as a seminarian began at the Congregation of the Mission’s 

headquarters in France but finished in China, with number of geographic and spiritual shifts in 

between. He entered as a novice at the Lazarist formation house of St. Lazare, Paris on 

November 6, 1895.15 While there, he became close friends with the Egyptian seminarian Antoine 

Cotta (1872-1957).16 Through Cotta’s influence, Lebbe aspired to the apostolic example of St. 
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Paul. In reading the letters of Paul, Lebbe found a model of evangelistic zeal and would later 

recommend Paul to nearly everyone he wrote to.17 Later when he went to China, he would even 

give his first catechumen the name “Baolu” or “Paul” upon baptism as “the first fruits of my 

apostolate among the Gentiles.”18 Lebbe made his first profession of vows at St. Lazare in 1898. 

During this season of seminary training, Lebbe underwent a period of physical and 

spiritual trial. First, Lebbe faced a physical ailment, namely excruciating headaches and 

problems with his vision that prevented him from studying and called into question his ability to 

be a missionary.19 Lebbe was sent to the Lazarists’ more rural secondary formation house in 

southern France for a time, assuring his brother Dom Bède, “I have been sent to Dax for my 

health, nothing serious.”20 However, he continued to ail, and in August 1899 he wrote to his 

brother that his superiors had determined that he could not serve as a missionary abroad. 

Disappointed, he nevertheless wrote “That Thy will be done!” and he tried to focus on finishing 

his studies.21 

 During this period of seminary studies at St. Lazare and Dax, Lebbe was shaken and 

shaped by debates in late nineteenth century European Catholicism that would later be called the 

                                                 

years, then in 1906 went to join Lebbe in North China where together they promoted the cause of the Chinese 

Church until 1919 when Cotta was recalled to France. Cotta was then sent to the United States, where he eventually 

requested and was granted a dispensation from his membership in the Congregation of the Mission and lived with 

the American Maryknoll community in Maryknoll, NY. From the US, he continued to advocate for the Chinese 

episcopacy and to defend Lebbe’s work in China. He lived out his last days at Maryknoll until his death in 1957.  
17 Citing just a few, V. Lebbe to “Frere bien-aimé,” 25 Decembre 1899 and 1 May 1900, Dax, No 4, p. 24 and No. 6, 

p. 28; V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 7 February 1900, Dax, and 15 June 1901, No. 5, 26-27 and No. 16, p. 49, 

all in Paul Goffart and Albert Sohier, eds., Lettres du Père Lebbe (Tournai: Casterman, 1960). 
18 Ibid., 49. 
19 Lebbe often mentioned eye pain in letters to friends and family between 1898 and 1901, and Vincent’s friend and 

fellow seminarian Paul Dehocq even wrote to Vincent’s mother Louise expressing concern about the state of his 

eyes and his need to see a doctor. V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 15 June 1900, Paris, Fonds I, A2.2,35, 

Archives Vincent Lebbe; V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 1900, Dax, Fonds I, A2.2,33; Lebbe to 

Paul Dehocq, 23 May 1901, Fonds I A3.1,13; Lebbe to Neveut, 12 May 1901, Fonds I, A3.1,14, Archives Vincent 

Lebbe. 
20 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 13 November 1898, Fonds I, A2.1,19, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
21 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 8 July 1899, Dax, Fonds I, A2.1,27, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
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“Modernist Controversy.” These debates concerned the nature and knowability of truth, the 

historical character of the Church’s articulations of faith, and the role of religion and the state. 

There is not space here to do justice to the intellectual questions at stake, especially since the late 

nineteenth century scholars belonged to different disciplines and did not consider themselves to 

be part of a singular movement. Nonetheless, to paint with a wide brush: in philosophy, the 

Catholic ‘progressives’ questioned neo-scholasticism’s highly rational account of the human 

ability to know truth by considering how other frameworks and other human faculties such as the 

will might better account for human knowledge. In biblical studies, scholars began to apply 

historical-critical method to the scriptures to show how the texts were received and edited over 

time by religious communities and to show that revelation is a historical encounter between God 

and humanity. As for questions about the relationship between church and state, Catholic 

thinkers were highly divided between the so-called “integralist” position that viewed the Church 

governance as preeminent over all sectors of moral and political life and the Christian democrat 

view which acknowledged multiple “sphere sovereignties” in matters of religion, education, 

labor, and so on.22 

In the 1890s, the formation house at St. Lazare was divided between “conservative” and 

the “progressive” parties.23 Lebbe favored the latter orientation. He especially admired his 

scripture professor, Fr. Guillaume Pouget C.M., who was active in promoting the new exegetical 

methods and historical consciousness.24 At this point, “Modernism” had not yet been condemned 

                                                 

22 Darrell Jodock, ed., Catholicism Contending with Modernity: Roman Catholic Modernism and Anti-Modernism in 

Historical Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
23 Leclercq, 28.  
24 Levaux, 47. Guillaume Pouget CM (1847-1933) was a Lazarist priest who taught science philosophy and scripture 

at St. Lazare until July 1905 when the Holy See prohibited him from teaching. 
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by the Holy See, as it would be in 1907 when Pope Pius X issued the “Syllabus of Errors” 

(Lamentabili Sane Exitu) in July and the encyclical Pascendi Dominici Gregis in September of 

that year. However, even later in a 1947 interview, a sympathetic friend of Lebbe’s, Abbot R. 

Van den Hout, commented that Lebbe was “suspected” of modernism while seminarian.25 

Perhaps this along with the health concern prompted Lebbe’s transfer to the Lazarists’ more rural 

and conservative formation house in Dax, France.26 

Lebbe’s thoughts on the Modernist/Integralist controversy are worth exploring since he 

later applied and adjusted them when facing Chinese variants of these questions. On the one 

hand, Lebbe was curious about the work of ‘progressives’ concerning the Church’s role in 

society. For instance, he followed the controversy over “Americanism” in 1898 when Pope Leo 

XIII issued a letter, Testem benevolentiae nostrae, warning the American church against its trend 

towards individualism and the idea of separation between church and state.27 Throughout his 

friendship with Antoine Cotta, Lebbe took a more traditional view of religious obedience and 

had doubts about his friend’s “Americanist” tendencies.28 Nonetheless, Lebbe was open to new 

understandings of the church-state relationship. He asked his brother to send him works of the 

Baltimore cardinal James Gibbons, who denied that the American Catholic appreciation of 

religious liberty and democratic principles was a departure from the Catholic faith.29 A little later 

                                                 

25 Interview with Abbé R. Van den Hout, conducted by Paul Goffart, 15 February 1947. Notes in Fonds I, A50.2, 45. 

Levaux also quotes an uncited friend describing Lebbe as being bold in his opinions and therefore sent to Dax along 

with several other students to Dax. Levaux, 52. 
26 Levaux, 52. 
27 Leo XIII, “Letter to Cardinal Gibbons,” Acta Sanctae Sedis, Vol. 31, 440. Accessed 27 June 2018, 

<http://www.vatican.va/archive/ass/documents/ASS-31-1898-99-ocr.pdf>. 
28 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 25 June 1918, Shaohing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 74, p.166. 
29 Lebbe especially appreciated Gibbon’s The Ambassador of Christ (1896) which pointed out certain benefits of 

religious freedom for evangelization: the Church’s mission should be for American Catholics but also for American 

non-Catholics who “enjoy with us the heritage of the same constitutional freedom.” Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) 

Lebbe, 25 September 1911, Fonds I, A4.2.115, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
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in 1900, Lebbe told Dom Bède how, by going about life with a book on hand at all times, he had 

been able to keep up with the writings of notable minds. He names a long list of thinkers that 

show the depth of his reading in the new philosophical, textual-critical and ecclesiological trends 

in scholarship: Léon Ollé-Laprune,30 Joseph-Alphonse Gratry,31 George Fonsegrive,32 Alfred 

Loisy,33 Marie-Joseph Lagrange,34 Pierre Battifol,35 Louis Duchesne,36 Franz Kraus,37 and 

                                                 

30 Léon Ollé-Laprune (1839-1898) was a French lay Catholic philosopher who wrote on moral certitude, advocating 

for the role of the will and the heart, not only of the intellect, in belief. 
31 Auguste-Joseph-Alphonse Gratry (1805-1872) was a French priest and moral theologian. His work stressed that 

one must seek the truth with one’s entire soul and all one’s faculties, and that a thing is only truly known in relation 

to God. At the First Vatican Council, he opposed the proposed dogma of papal infallibility, though after its 

promulgation gave his assent and retracted his oppositions. George Sauvage, “Auguste-Joseph-Alphonse Gratry,” 

The Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 6 (1909). 
32 George Fonsegrive (1852-1917) was a French lay Catholic philosopher who sought to make Catholic philosophy 

more responsive to questions of history, especially the rise of democratic governments and the ‘social question’ 

recently addressed by Pope Leo VIII in his encyclical on capital and labor, Rerum Novarum in 1890. See especially 

Catholicisme et Démocratie (Paris: Victor Lecoffre, 1898) and La Crise Sociale (Paris, Victor Lecoffre, 1901). 
33 Alfred Loisy (1857-1940) was a French priest and Hebrew bible scholar who promoted the use of textual criticism 

in biblical studies and eventually excommunicated later in 1908 for his criticism that the institutional Church 

wrongly assumed the character of civil government. At this point of Lebbe’s life, Loisy had published on the origins 

of the Genesis account and the Pentateuch and had not yet denied belief in a literal virgin birth or resurrection. 
34 Marie-Joseph Lagrange OP (1855-1938) was a leading biblical scholar who studied for seminary at St. Sulpice in 

Paris and for theology in Salamanca, Spain. After brief teaching posts in Europe, he was sent to Jerusalem where he 

lived the remainder of his life. There, he promoted the historical-critical method and co-founded the École Biblique 

and directed the journal Revue Biblique. Like Loisy, Lagrange believed that exegetical work must be carried out 

studying the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts rather than the Latin Vulgate. He advocated exploring 

questions raised by “higher criticism” such as the ‘synoptic problem’ of how to explain similarities and differences 

between the first three gospels and puzzle of possible ‘sources’ and their contributions to the scriptural text. He 

affirmed that the goal of exegesis must be to first understand the text in its own historical context, wanting the 

Church’s dogma and moral theology to be more thoroughly informed by the insights pertaining to language, 

geography and archaeology. At the same time, Lagrange distanced himself from Loisy, considering Loisy to be 

“extreme” for positing a gap between Jesus and the Church. Whereas Loisy is well-known for writing that “Jesus 

foretold the kingdom, and it was the Church that came,” Lagrange countered that “The kingdom of God has come, 

and it is the Church.” Cited in Nadia Lahutsky, “Paris and Jerusalem: Alfred Loisy and Père Lagrange on the Gospel 

of Mark,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 52.3 (July 1990): 444. 
35 Pierre Batiffol (1861-1929), like Lagrange above, was a French Catholic priest and biblical scholar. He was a co-

founder of the École Biblique. 
36 Louis Duchesne (1843-22) was a French priest and a philologist and archaeologist who sought to apply modern 

scientific methods to the study of church history. Harvey Hill and Luis-Pierre Sardella, By Those Who Knew Them: 

French Modernists Right, Left and Center (Washington DC: Catholic U. of America Press, 2008), 42-66. 
37 Franz Kraus (1840-1901) was a German priest and promoter of German liberal Catholicism. As a scholar working 

in archaeology, literature, art history and ecclesiology, he promoted intellectual freedom within the Church; he also 

opposed the dogmas of Vatican I, calling for an end of the “worldly political and pharisaical aspirations of 

ultramontanism.” Quoted in “Franz Xavier Kraus,” Biographical Dictionary of Christian Theologians, edited by 

Patrick Carey and Joseph Lienhard (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2000), 306. 
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Godefroid Kurth.38 Lebbe expressed his overall enthusiasm for their work, telling Dom Bède: 

“Our century has two passions: truth and justice, and to achieve these ends, there is a method 

with a very clear character: as for truth, it is by critical science, and for justice, it is by 

democracy. This is to say, unlike you, I am for the critics and the democrats.”39 

On the other hand, Lebbe was troubled by the more extreme tendencies of those pursuing 

historical and scientific methods in theology, and he feared that taking too critical a spirit might 

lead to a denial of faith. Lebbe was keen to preserve the concept of truth and the Church’s role in 

articulating it. This becomes especially apparent in Vincent’s letters to Dom Bède about their 

third brother, Robert. Vincent described Robert in 1897 as a “victim of Flamandism 

(Flamangantisme),” referring to the Flemish movement which opposed French influence in 

Belgium and seeking to radicalize and democratize the Catholic party.40 Worried that Robert was 

not merely exploring new political orientations but actively giving up his Catholic faith, Vincent 

recommends that he read Louis Veuillot (a French philosopher who popularized a more 

ultramontanist vision of papal supremacy and the uniqueness of religious truth), Godefroid Kurth 

(a Belgian historian, a Christian democrat whom Lebbe met in Rome, and who stressed the 

Catholic role in the formation of modern Europe)41 Prosper Guéranger O.S.B. (a French 

Benedictine who promoted the dogma of papal infallibility),42 Charles-Forbes-René Comte de 

                                                 

38 Godefroid Kurth (1847-1916) was a Belgian Catholic lay historian and member of the Society of St. de Paul, 

drawing attention to the social problems in late nineteenth century Europe that eventually prompted Leo XIII to 

articulate Catholic social teaching. 
39 “Notre siècle a deux passions: la vérité et la justice, et pour arriver à ces buts, il a sa méthode a lui avec un 

caractère très net: à la vérité, il va par la science critique et à la justice par la Démocratie. C'est dire tout de suite que, 

à l'encontre de toi, je suis pour les critiques et pour les démocrates.” Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 

1900, Dax, in Goffard, ed., Lettres, No. 6, 28. 
40 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 22 July 1897, Paris, Fonds I, A2.1,9, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
41 Godefroid Kurth, Les Origines de la civilisation moderne (Louvain : Ch. Peeters, 1886). Levaux, 54. 
42 Henri Leclercq, “Prosper Louis Pascal Guéranger » in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 7, edited by Charles 

Herdemann (New York: The Encyclopedia Press, 1913.) 
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Montalembert (a ‘liberal’ who wanted to demonstrate the origins of democracy in Christianity, 

writing “Would it not be a splendid thing to show that religion is the mother of liberty!”)43 and 

Léon Ollé-Laprune (a French lay Catholic philosopher who defended the possibility of moral 

certitude against Cartesian rationalism and positivistic determinism.)44 In this hodgepodge set of 

recommended thinkers, Lebbe seems keen to convince his doubting brother that — whether in 

the ‘integralist’ view of the Church’s supremacy in society and science, or in the Christian 

democrat view of intellectual and religious liberty — there remained a unique contribution for 

religious assent to make in the life of an individual and of a nation. 

Although Vincent hoped to shore up his younger brother’s faith, however, the raging 

theological debates coincided with a spiritual crisis of his own. Writing to Dom Bède from Dax 

in the late 1890s, he worried, “I am no longer advancing in virtue”45 and repeatedly requested 

prayers for “spiritual difficulty.” 46 He later attributed this faith crisis to the excesses of 

modernism. Recounting his faith crisis of 1897-98 in a 1916 letter to his brother, he wrote: 

It lasted five or six months. The causes? I don’t believe anymore that they were moral, 

but you never know… As for readings, that had much to do with it. I had imported from 

my European readings, especially, the virus of “modernism” (I take the word in the 

pejorative and limited sense given to it by Pius XI to specify the tendency of the 

condemned doctrines) which was a trouble for me for many years and ended up, poorly 

enlightened, in the loss of faith – of the only real good that I have experienced on earth. 

My doubts? They were worth neither more nor less than yours, but in the end, I did not 

believe in God anymore either… They were summed up especially in impressions, with 

the same fear that you tell me is yours, of living without knowing it in a mass of 

“convention” – of seeing the world through the colored glass of a particular education.47 

                                                 

43 Georges Goyau, “Comte de Montalembert” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton 

Company, 1911). Accessed June 27, 2018 from New Advent, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10513b.htm. 
44 Goyau, “Léon Ollé-Laprune,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 11 (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 

1911, Accessed June 27, 2018, <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11246b.htm>. 
45 Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 19 December 1897, Fonds I, A2.1,3.  
46 Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 9 September 1897, Fonds I, A2.1,10. 
47 “Cela a duré autant que je me rappelle cinq à six mois. Les causes ? Je ne crois pas non plus qu’elles fussent 

morales quoiqu’on ne sait jamais… mais les lectures y étaient pour beaucoup. J’avais emporté de mes lectures 

d’Europe surtout, un virus de « modernisme ». (Je prends le mot dans le sens péjoratif et spécial que lui a donné Pie 

 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10513b.htm
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Although his questions were not entirely resolved, Lebbe seems to have pulled out of the most 

immobilizing depths of his doubt at Dax. Grasping more tightly to his vocation, he was 

especially inspired by a biography of the Congregation’s founder, Saint Vincent de Paul: Modèle 

des hommes d’action et d’oeuvres by Abbot Jean-Baptiste Boudignon.48 In this work, Boudignon 

proposes several ‘schools of sanctity’ in the history of the church. According to Boudignon, the 

modern “School of Action” supplements the introspective life of faith of the former saints. 

Vincent de Paul’s “life of ceaseless activity” did not negate the former spiritualities but added a 

new and particularly charitable path to holiness.49 Lebbe was reassured of his vocation to the 

Lazarists. Whatever should be made of the tumultuous debates in philosophy and theology, he 

knew he could imitate St. Vincent de Paul in becoming a “man of action.” 

In May 1900, Lebbe returned to St. Lazare while the Lazarists deliberated what to do 

with him. During this brief stay, he received the tonsure and minor orders.50 By October his 

superiors had decided to send him to study theology at the Lazarists’ international house of 

studies in Rome, slating him to become a professor rather than a missionary out of concern for 

                                                 

X pour préciser une tendance des doctrines condamnées) qui m'a été un trouble de plusieurs années et a fini, mal 

éclaire, par la perte de la foi - du seul bien réel que je n’ai jamais éprouvé sur terre. Mes doutes ? Ils valaient ni plus 

ni moins que les tiens, mais allant jusqu'au bout je ne croyais plus à Dieu non plus... ils se résumaient surtout à des 

impressions, a cette même crainte que tu me dis être la tienne, de vivre à son insu dans un amas de 'convenu' - de 

voir le monde vrai à travers les vitres de couleur d'une éducation spéciale.” V. Lebbe to “N” (Goffart identifies the 

recipient as Dom Bède), 4 December 1916, Ien Chan, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 36, 81. 
48 Jean-Baptiste Boudignon, Saint Vincent De Paul : Modèle des hommes d’action et d’ouvres (Paris : Garume, 

1896). 
49 These schools were those of “the Gospel,” “the Martyrs,” “the Desert,” “the Monastics,” “the Military and 

Mendicant Orders,” and finally the “School of Action.” Boudignon names Vincent de Paul the “principal and 

supreme Master” of sanctifying action. Jean-Baptise Boudignon, St. Vincent de Paul: Model of Men of Action, 

translated from the 3rd edition by Patrick A. Finney C.M. (St. Louis, MO: The Vincentian Press, 1925), 38. 
50 During Lebbe’s lifetime, ‘minor’ orders were the ministries of acolyte, exorcist, lector and porter, as opposed to 

the ‘major’ orders of the episcopate, priesthood and diaconate. After 1972, these became known in the Latin rite as 

“ministries.” Paul VI, Ministeria Quaedam disciplina circa primam tonsuram, ordines minores et subdiaconatus in 

ecclesia latina innovator, Acta Apostolicae Sedis Vol. 64 (1972): 529-534.  
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his physical fitness.51 There, Lebbe still had trouble with his eyes but he attended classes as 

much as possible. In the end, it was not the coursework but the opportunity to network in Rome 

that mattered most for Lebbe’s future. While there, Lebbe met a French journalist for the 

Catholic newspaper La Croix, Gaston Vanneufville. Vanneufville was friends with the 

undersecretary of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. He would prove to be a 

crucial connection between Lebbe and the Propaganda Fide in later years.52  

The Boxer Uprising and Lebbe’s Opportunity to Go to China 

In Rome, Lebbe also met the bishop of Beijing, Alphonse Favier CM (1837-1905), and 

gained the opportunity to go to China. The Lazarist bishop came to Rome to report on the recent 

Boxer Uprising to the Holy See.53 While much of the violence had been in the countryside, 

Favier was at the center of the episode most well-known to European Catholics, namely the siege 

of Beijing’s Beitang Cathedral. In early June 1900, the Boxers overran Beijing and, after some 

hesitation over whether to endorse or oppose them, the Empress Cixi ordered government troops 

to join them. This mix of Boxer militants and Qing troops then attacked the foreign legations and 

churches. They besieged Favier’s cathedral for two months from June 14 to August 16, 1900. 

Inside the cathedral, at least 3,300 Christians sought refuge.54 As newspapers widely reported in 

Europe, Favier played a key role in this episode. He protected and fed the thousands of 

Christians within the cathedral walls so that only a minority died from gunfire, explosions and 

                                                 

51 “雷鸣远神父书信集”, 耀汉小兄弟会编译, 天主教耀汉小兄弟会 (1991), 7. According to Léopold Levaux, the 

Congregation of the Mission’s international house of studies was located at 67 Via S. Nicolà Tolentino, Paris 

France. Levaux, 54. 
52 Levaux, 54; Leclercq, 32; Thoreau, 57. 
53 For more on the Boxer Uprising, see Chapter 1. 
54 Charbonnier, 33; Young, 75. 
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starvation.55 Thus, Favier was something of a celebrity when he came to Rome at the end of 

1900 to report on the state of the Church in North China.56 After Favier spoke to the students at 

the Lazarist international school of studies, Lebbe requested an appointment with the bishop and 

told him of the dream he still held to become a missionary in China. 

It may seem odd that Lebbe wanted to go to China at such a moment. After all, the Boxer 

events made many observers at the time, both Chinese and European, take a pessimistic attitude 

towards Christian/non-Christian relations. Many Chinese, even if not sympathetic to the 

violence, felt that Catholic presence and proselytization had provoked the retaliation.57 In this 

reading of the situation, Catholicism came into direct conflict with traditional conceptions of 

Chinese sovereignty and morality, prompting perhaps inevitable conflict.58 In a different way, 

European and American observers were also dim on Sino-Christian relations and keen to point 

out the superstition and unreasonableness of the Boxers. For instance, the desperation of North 

China’s 1898-1900 drought-induced famine were exacerbated by rampant but unfounded rumors 

                                                 

55 Peter Harrington, Alan Perry, David Chandler and Michael Perry, Peking 1900: The Boxer Rebellion (Osprey 

Publishing, 2001), 14. 
56 Subsequently, in early 1901 Favier’s reputation would come under fire from accusations that he endorsed 

Christians in looting valuables and that he himself sold looted goods, an accusation that he denied. Favier himself 

published extensively on China, and wrote an account of the siege, The Heart of Peking: Diary of the Seige May-

August 1900, edited by Joseph Freri (Boston: Marlier, 1901). 
57 Indeed, there were aspects of the late eighteenth-century Catholic presence in Shandong that created tensions. 

Missionaries increasingly evangelized rural villages, as opposed to the earlier Jesuit missions to urban centers, and 

heavily relied on extraterritorial privileges in the courts to purse the interests of Christians. Missionaries deliberately 

paralleled the Chinese administrative structure, wearing Chinese official dress and demanding to be treated as social 

equals with local officials, while Chinese Christians sometimes offended local morality by refusing to take part in 

communal practices they regarded as superstitious. Tiedemann, “Baptism of Fire: China’s Christians and the Boxer 

Uprising of 1900,” International Bulletin of Mission Research 24.1 (2000): 8. 
58 Dai Xuanzhi, in his 2010 study of the origins of the Yihetuan movement in Northern Shandong, offers a 

contemporary version of this argument, stressing a direct connection between Catholic proselytization in the late 

eighteenth century and the Boxer Uprising; 戴玄之 [Dai Xuanzhi], “义和团研究” [Research on the Yihetuan] ( 北

京: 北京大学出版社, 1922). Cited in 刘淑仪 [Liu Shuyi], “天主教与义和团起源: 读戴玄之《义和团研究》有

感” [Catholicism and the Origins of the Boxers: Reading Dai Xuanzhi’s “Research on the Yihetuan”] 焦作大学学

报 (2014): 128. 
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that Christians were poisoning wells.59 Some European missionaries, including Favier himself, 

took the view that the Church must avail itself of all possible protections among a fundamentally 

hostile people.60 The Boxer Uprising suggested a deep antipathy between European missionaries 

and Chinese Boxers, with the Chinese Catholics positioned dangerously in between. 

Nonetheless, Lebbe hoped that the Boxer Uprising was an anomaly, and he thought that 

resentment of Catholics could be abated with under conditions. He certainly believed that 

Catholics had been targeted for their religion and not simply as foreigners: “What was wanted of 

the Christians was nothing less than a renunciation of faith,” he later commented on the Boxer 

martyrs, “They truly were dead for the faith.”61 At the same time, Lebbe refused to accept that 

there was any inevitable conflict between Chinese society and the Christian religion. Like the 

earlier Jesuits, Lebbe believed there was no inherent barrier to the faith in Chinese culture, and 

he affirmed that traditional Chinese ethics could be a resource for evangelization: “Confucius 

teaches a natural morality as adaptable to Catholicism as the morality of Aristotle.”62 The 

conflict evident in the Boxer killings was not essential, he thought, but circumstantial and 

avoidable. 

                                                 

59 R.G. Tiedemann also offers a contemporary analysis of missionary conduct but points out additional factors 

besides Christian factionalism: the 1898-1900 drought, and a lack of Qing troops in Shandong after the Sino-

Japanese war. Tiedemann, 11. 
60 It was because Favier himself felt so certain that the Boxers would scapegoats Catholics in Beijing that he 

requested French military guards for the church, stockpiled food, and prepared to defend the Cathedral. Throughout 

his tenure as Apostolic Vicar, Favier remained a staunch defender of the French religious protectorate, insistent that 

the Church required ongoing European civil and military protection from the Chinese. Alphonse Favier, The Heart 

of Pekin: Bishop A. Favier’s Diary of the Siege, May-August 1900, (Boston: Marlier and Company, Ltd, 1901), 8 

and 20. 
61 “En somme, ce qu’on voulait des chrétiens, c’était rien moins que renoncer à la foi. Ils sont vraiment morts pour 

la foi.” V. Lebbe, “Mouvement des Idées et des Choses en Chine au cours de ces quinze dernières années,” Séance 

du Jeudi 30 Octobre 1913, in Fonds I, A4.101, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
62 V. Lebbe “Le Problème Chinois: une interview de R. P. Lebbe” reprinted in Études Missionnaires II (1927): 3. 
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Despite their different assessments of the Chinese religio-cultural context, Lebbe’s 

enthusiasm persuaded Favier. He invited Lebbe to come to China.63 This invitation from the 

leading Lazarist bishop in Northern China quickly changed Lebbe’s projected assignment in the 

Congregation. The Superior General, Antoine Fiat C.M., gave Lebbe approval to accept Favier’s 

invitation. 

After saying goodbye to his family, Lebbe sailed from Marseille for China on February 

10, 1901.64 En route, he first took the Chinese name Lei Chenfu then changed it to Lei Mingyuan 

(with the middle character 明 or “bright” ).65 Later, Lebbe would change his name once more to 

Lei Mingyuan 雷鳴遠 (often translated in English as ‘thunder that sings in the distance’) which 

would be his permanent Chinese name. 66 Lebbe’s voyages took him through Suez, Port-Said, 

Colombo, Singapore, Saigon, Hong Kong, and Shanghai to stop in Tianjin, from where he 

traveled overland to finally reach 

Beijing.67 There the Congregation of the 

Mission (known as Qianshihui in 

Chinese) had held the leadership of 

Catholic missions in Northern China 

since 1784 when they took over the 

region from the recently suppressed 

                                                 

63 Levaux, 64; Leclercq, 34; Betty Ann Maheu, “Lei Mingyuan: Apostle to the Chinese 1877-1940,” Tripod 13 

(Nov.-Dec. 1993), 41. 
64 V. Lebbe to Alphonse Favier, 21 January 1901, Nantes, in Fonds I, A2.2, 45, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
65 周萍萍 [Zhuo Pingping], 137. 
66 Leclercq, 37 ; Levaux, 64. 
67 Levaux, 65. 

Figure 2. Lebbe's Early Ministries, 1901-1906 
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Society of Jesus. Lebbe arrived in Beijing in late March 1901, then twenty-three years old and 

not yet ordained a deacon. 

Initial Ministry in China 

Lebbe spent his first few years in China learning the culture of the Lazarist missionary 

community and of the Chinese Catholics. His first major assignment was to the Lazarist 

seminary Beijing where he was to finish out his time as a seminarian and also teach scripture, 

church history and music.68 Lebbe was troubled to find the seminary’s superior training the 

Chinese seminarians in submissiveness to French oversight, and he was even more disturbed to 

see the disdain with which the seminarians regarded their fellow Chinese.69 Lebbe finished his 

own ordination requirements and was ordained to the priesthood on October 28, 1901.70 For the 

next five years, Lebbe was posted to a number of rural villages south of Beijing in regions that 

were, as Lebbe put it, still “infested” with Boxers: the villages of Xiaohan and Dasanzhuang in 

the sub-prefecture of Wuqing, then in the village of Dakoutun in the sub-prefecture of Baodi, and 

the larger town of Zhuozhou in Baoding.71 Here he pastored communities that were not only 

deeply traumatized by the violence of Boxer attacks but also challenged to forgive and 

reintegrate the Boxers into the local community. Lebbe was humbled by the suffering of the 

                                                 

68 Young, 133; Thoreau, 18. 
69 Lebbe to Cotta, 10 September 1917, Shaoxing 绍兴, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 14, 43-44. 
70 Levaux, 79. 
71 As far as I could determine, the Chinese characters for these villages are as follows: Xiaohan 小韩村 and 

Dasanzhuang 大三莊 are in the sub-prefecture of Wuqing 武清区. The village of Dakoutun 大口屯 in the sub-

prefecture of Baodi 宝地区. Village names identified in J.M. Planchet, Les Missions de Chine et du Japon: 

Neuviéme Année (Pekin: Imprimerie des Lazaristes, 1931). Lebbe also spent significant time in the villages of 

“Ngan-An-Chuang,” and “Choang Chon,” and all to the south and southeast of Beijing, but I was unable to identify 

their Chinese names or exact locations. 

 



100 

 

Chinese Catholics and afterwards often spoke about the holy witnesses he had encountered in 

these villages.72 

During this initial decade in the field, Lebbe underwent two transformations that would 

directly inform his vision for reform of the Chinese Catholic Church.  

First, he began to question the role of France in China. He had departed for China, like 

most missionaries of French religious congregations, convinced that mission was an opportunity 

to bring glory to both France and the Church. On the vessel to China, he and his friend Jean de 

Vienne wrote of their love for France in a letter to their former faculty and fellow seminarians: 

“We love France more than ever.”73 Upon arrival, however, Lebbe was stunned to see the 

condescension with which many Europeans treated the Chinese. By mid-March 1901, in letters 

to his brother Robert, he pondered anew the resentment that so many Chinese held against the 

Europeans. Lebbe suggested that perhaps ninety-nine percent of the fault was on the side of the 

Europeans.74 He began to see a conflict of interests between France’s civil presence and the 

Catholic Church’s mission. 

Secondly, Lebbe found a renewed faith and a more exclusively evangelistic motive for 

mission. In recounting his spiritual journey in 1916, Lebbe admitted how Pope Pius X’s 

condemnations of the “Modernists” sent him into a deep crisis of faith for a time. Since he was 

sympathetic to the progressive scholars, when Lebbe received and read a copy of the 

condemnations, he was initially “revolted” by the document’s stifling tone. Only by reading 

                                                 

72 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 13 July 1901, An-kia-chwang, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 

11, 36. 
73 “On aime la France plus que jamais.” V. Lebbe and Jean de Vienne to Neveut and Lazarist students, 18 February 

1901, A3.1,2, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
74 V. Lebbe to Robert Lebbe, 16 March 1901 (date conjectured by the Archives of Vincent Lebbe), Fonds I, A3.1,8. 
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some more extreme articles from the Italian modernist journal Rinovamento did he come to terms 

with the pronouncement as a necessary curbing of modernist excesses.75 Now suffering a deep 

faith crisis but determined not to let it affect his work in China, Lebbe resolved 1) to never let it 

show in ministry, committing himself fully to the moral good of the Chinese, 2) to never slack 

from his spiritual duties to God, offering them as sacrifices to God if God should exist, so to 

avoid being a hypocrite in encouraging others to pray, and 3) to choose the most painful and 

harsh life, ruling out the possibility that his agnosticism might be a function of laxity.76 This 

enabled Lebbe to minister with a sense of integrity though he was not enjoying certitude himself. 

 Lebbe then experienced a consoling restoration of faith at an unexpected moment. He had 

volunteered himself for a physically challenging assignment to a far-flung rural community: 

I was brought to accompany a robust, strapping missionary on one of the hardest journeys 

of my life in order to evangelize some very poor people, and I nearly perished of fatigue, 

cold and hunger each day and night. On returning to the home of the missionary I sat 

down exhausted and he, who was less tired than I, wanted to read me an article in the 

Correspondent which he didn’t find bad (no more on that) on a subject which I knew like 

my pocket: Protestantism in Germany. While he read it, it seemed that the scales fell 

from the eyes of my soul, that an intense light, an unforgettable joy flooded me back to 

normal… I started crying from happiness, I know well that I fell to my knees (you can 

imagine the astonishment of the other!) – my faith returned to me as I had not had it for 

ten years. I did not just believe, I saw and I loved with the intensity of considerable love. 

God has given me the grace to not leave me since, and I am grateful to shout it from the 

mountains.77 

 

                                                 

75 Lebbe to Dom Bède, 4 Decembre 1916, Ien Chan, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 36, 81. 
76 Ibid. 
77 “Je fus amené à accompagner un solide gaillard de missionnaire dans une des plus pénibles courses de ma vie 

pour évangéliser quelques très pauvres, et faillis périr de fatigue, de froid et de faim en ce jour et cette nuit... De 

retour chez le missionnaire, je m’assis harassé ; et lui qui l’était moins que moi voulut me lire un article du 

Correspondant qu’il trouvait pas mal (pas plus que ça) sur un sujet que je connaissais comme ma poche : le 

protestantisme en Allemagne. Tandis qu’il lisait il me sembla que des écailles tombaient de dessus les yeux de mon 

âme, qu’une lumière intense, qu’une joie inouïe m’inondaient à flots… Je me mis à sangloter de bonheur, je crois 

bien que je tombai à genoux (tu devines l’étonnement de l’autre) – la foi m’était revenue comme jamais je ne l’avais 

eue depuis dix ans. Je ne croyais pas je voyais et j’aimais avec l’intensité de l’amour sensible. Dieu m’a fait la grâce 

de ne plus me quitter depuis et je lui en suis reconnaissant à le crier aux montagnes.” Ibid., 82-83. 
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After this experience, Lebbe was especially sensitive to the spiritual nature of the transformation 

he sought in his own life and in converting the Chinese. Now he felt he could no longer 

evangelize with God as only a posited goal of his work; rather, attracting people to live for the 

love and imitation of God had to be the undergirding principle of it all. 

With this spiritual litmus as his guide, Lebbe adopted a middle position in the European 

theological controversy. On the one hand, Lebbe repudiated the excesses of modernism, 

especially Loisy’s later aspersions on the relationship between the Christ of the Gospels and the 

Christ of the Church (“I have never been a Loisy-ist, speaking about the later Loisy”78). On the 

other hand, he wrote to Dom Bède that his appreciation for new avenues in scriptural, historical-

critical and philosophical studies still remained, since he did not believe the more moderate 

forms of so-called “modernism’ were in fact condemned in the anathemas of the encyclical.79 In 

the 1908 after his rejuvenation experience, Lebbe took up his reading again with a special 

interest in faith as a lived reality. He read and re-read the modernist Irish Jesuit George Tyrell’s 

External Religion: Its Use and Abuse (1899).80 Tyrell challenged Catholics to not simply view 

the Church’s articulations of truth as mere facts for passive assent, but rather remember “that the 

Christ and the religion outside of them is but a means to wake up the Christ and the religion that 

is latent within them.”81 Lebbe found that the insights of the modernists did not necessarily lead 

to agnosticism. Although he remained wary of the progressive scholars’ potentially secularizing 

influence, he found they could also convict him to a more awakened faith. 

                                                 

78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
80 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta and Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 21 March 1908 and 4 April 1908, in Fonds I, A4.1.62 and 

63. 
81 George Tyrell, External Religion: Its Use and Abuse, 4th edition (New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1906), 44. 
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Lebbe’s newfound spiritual vibrancy made him eager to reengage mission work 

prioritizing the quality rather than just the quantity of converts. In the Apostolic Vicariate of 

Zhili surrounding Beijing, Lebbe became particularly dissatisfied with the methods of Bishop 

Stanislaus-François Jarlin C.M. (1856-1933). Jarlin had inaugurated a program to convert the 

masses. Jarlin enrolled non-Catholics in catechetical schools set up in rural areas, with the goal 

of making whole Catholic families and building up the Catholic population. The missionaries 

incentivized non-Catholics to join the programs by offering them food and eventually monetary 

subsidies at baptism.82 Eventually, Lebbe became disillusioned with incentivizing people to 

conversion, believing that this practice was a perversion of mission. He wrote in a 1918 

overview of mission history that Jarlin’s method of mass conversion not only commodified the 

Gospel but also produced converts of poor spiritual quality.83 So long as missionaries were 

preoccupied with simply increasing the quantity of converts, they would miss the opportunity to 

captivate the hearts and souls of the Chinese people. 

The Campaign for a Chinese Church (1906-1926) 

Lebbe got the opportunity to develop a missionary method of his own when Jarlin 

appointed him to become the ‘district director’ of the major metropolitan city of Tianjin. This 

was a promotion, but not as much as one might think. The former director had asked for a 

transfer, and two other Lazarists, Hubert Verhaeren and Georges Rembry, had already turned the 

                                                 

82 Eventually this amounted to paying catechumens for being baptized, but the practice did not start out that way. 

Jarlin’s catechetical schools initially paid out money for renting space, paying teachers, and providing free meals. 

But it became more efficient to simply disburse funds directly to the catechumens upon baptism to reimburse them 

for their lost labor while learning about the faith. This method did produce numerical results (see Ernest Young’s 

discussion of Jarlin’s method in Ecclesiastical Colony, 128-130) but over time gave the impression to the Chinese 

that the Catholic Church was paying people to become converts. See discussion of Lebbe’s disapproval of this 

practice in Chapter 2. 
83 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 34. 
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post down. The vicariate had a reputation for low morale and few conversions.84 Nonetheless, 

Vincent Lebbe eagerly accepted the challenge. 

Right from the start, Lebbe’s tensions with his Lazarist bishop became apparent and 

battle lines were drawn. When Lebbe met with Jarlin in Beijing prior to taking up the 

directorship in Tianjin, Jarlin asked him to share his mind freely. Lebbe proposed to the bishop 

that Chinese Catholics should be permitted to express patriotism for China rather than for 

France: “You remember well, Monsignor, the question I put to you the day before my 

ordination… It’s still that. It seems to me that the Chinese have the same rights as Europeans, 

such as they are Christians, that they can and must love their homeland.”85 In Lebbe’s retelling of 

this meeting to his friend Antoine Cotta C.M., who arrived that year as a missionary to China, 

Jarlin became incensed. The bishop called him a “terrible child” and a “utopian,” and 

commanded him to simply see to the priestly duties of the mission, such as confession and 

preparing catechumens for baptism, but to leave the rest alone.86 Thus, when Lebbe went to 

Tianjin in 1906, he was the missionary of highest authority in his own immediate area but had 

already roused disapproval and suspicion from the superior above him.  

Early in Lebbe’s tenure in Tianjin, two publications informed his thinking about 

missionary method. Both led him to believe that something was awry with the mission of the 

Church in China. The localized scandals and inefficiencies he had witnessed earlier were but 

                                                 

84 V. Lebbe to Anthony Cotta, 10 September 1917, Shaoxing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 28, 69. 
85 “Vous vous rappelez bien, Monseigneur, la question que je vous posai la veille de mon ordination ... C'est toujours 

cela. Il me semble que les Chinois ont les mêmes droits que les Européens, que fussent-ils chrétiens, ils peuvent et 

doivent aimer leur Patrie.” Ibid., 71.  
86 Ibid. 
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symptoms of a deeper disease in the Church: the foreigness of its institutional structure and 

culture. 

 First, the publication of Canon Léon Joly’s two-volume Le Christianisme et l’Extrême-

Orient in 1907 sent shock waves through the missionary community in China.87 In this sobering 

study of the history of Catholic missions in China and Japan, Joly argued bluntly that the 

missions in the Far East had been a failure.88 Joly had never visited Asia but he analyzed 

missionary histories with the practical aim of determining whether they were working or not. 

Given the enormous investment of personnel, monetary resources and time over centuries, he 

concluded that the minimal gains of Catholicism in the Far East were an indictment of 

missionary work thus far. In his view, mission had failed because of the Church’s reliance on 

foreign political power and the dominance of European clergy keeping the Chinese in 

subordinate positions. Lebbe was gratified when he read the book in 1908, writing to Cotta, “Is it 

possible to agree so fully and unreservedly with a man whom one has not seen and whose name 

one does not know?”89 Lebbe was not the only one galvanized by Joly’s incisive book. Other 

European supporters of the native episcopacy — most crucially, the later Prefect of the 

Propaganda, Willem Van Rossum, and his papal delegate to China, Celso Costantini — also 

                                                 

87 Léon Joly, Christianisme et le Extrême Orient, Volume I. Missions catholiques de l’Inde, de l’Indo-Chine, de la 

Chine, de la Corée (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1907). Bibliotèque Nationale de France. Accessed 2 June 2018 < 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5821364r>. 
88 While Joly’s book was the most influential upon Lebbe, in fact a French missionary within Lebbe’s own Lazarist 

order, Joseph Gabet C.M. had made a similar argument already. Gabet’s 1846 detailed similar problems of the 

mission in China and anticipated many of the reformers’ recommendations, but the book was generally forgotten. 

Joseph Gabet, Coup d’œil sur ’état des missions en Chine présenté au Saint-Père le Pape Pie IX (Poissy : 

Imprimerie de G. Olivier, 1848). 
89 “Est-il possible de se rencontrer aussi pleinement et sans restriction avec un homme qu’on n’a mais vu et don’t on 

ne sait meme pas le nom?” Letter to A. Cotta, 10 March 1908, in Goffart, Lettres, pg. 80. According to Leclercq, 

Joly’s work made such an impression that Lebbe even later tried to visit Joly in Paris in 1913 during a visit to 

Europe. He arrived only to find out that the canon had recently died; but Joly’s friend Mgr. Lesêtre did give to 

Lebbe the deceased canon’s chalice, which he in turn eventually passed on to one of the first Chinese bishops, 

Melchior Sun. Leclercq, Thunder in the Distance, 132 
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found Joly’s work persuasive.90 A decade later when Lebbe and Cotta began petitioning in 

earnest for the Holy See to reform the Church in China, Joly’s historical groundwork was key for 

making the case that the missions had failed and needed remedy.  

 Secondly, also in 1907, the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith published a 

second, updated edition of the Collectanea S. Congregationis Propaganda Fide. This was a 

compendium of all the Congregation’s statements since its founding in the early seventeenth 

century, making the record of the Propaganda’s ‘official’ positions available to any curious 

reader. Lebbe was gratified to find that the Propaganda had in multiple instnaces affirmed the 

value of the indigenous clergy and had even urged the missions to prepare them for the 

episcopate.91 One of Lebbe’s greatest frustrations was that, even decades later, mission heads in 

China still did not know the Propaganda’s directions and therefore conducted the missions in 

violation of them. Even his friend Jean de Vienne was ignorant of the Holy See’s directive to 

implement the native episcopacy. In 1916, Lebbe raised the issue with de Vienne, now the new 

apostolic vicar of Tianjin. He was dismayed to find that de Vienne agreed with the idea of an 

eventual native episcopacy in principle but did not view it as something he was responsible for 

implementing. Lebbe recounted the conversation to his friend Cotta: “When I said to him, 

‘Monseigneur, we are in keeping with the tradition of the Church, with the Pope, who has so 

often spoken,’ he asked me if Rome had really spoken about it. I referred him to the Collectanea, 

especially to the acts of Gregory XVI, and the admirable letters of Leo XIII. He knew nothing, 

                                                 

90 Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony: China’s Catholic Church and the French Religious Protectorate, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2013), 147. V. Lebbe, Lettres, p. 192. 
91 For an in depth study of Lebbe and Cotta’s usage of these statements in their early 20th century effort to lobby the 

Propaganda for Chinese bishops, see Chapter 3. 
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nothing at all!”92 For Lebbe, a decade earlier, the publication of these documents had been a call 

to ensure that missionary practice was in line with Rome’s directives. 

The Tianjin Method 

Under suspicion from Bishop Jarlin but armed with growing determination to improve 

the part of the Church in his hands, Lebbe promptly introduced a new style into the Tianjin 

mission. First, he tried to model asceticism and promote European humility. In his own personal 

conduct, Lebbe wore plain Chinese clothes, and he carried only a small mattress, blanket, 

breviary, wallet and Chinese pipe when he traveled. He generally rode a bicycle instead of 

traveling by horse or rickshaw as most foreign civil officers and missionaries did.93 As for 

conduct of the mission district, Lebbe established new guidelines: Instead of having a doorkeeper 

screen visitors, all would be immediately brought in to see him. Going forward, all meetings of 

European and Chinese priests should be conducted in the Chinese language. No longer should 

Chinese laity perform a ketou, a prostration of both knees in front of the priests. The practice 

made it difficult for Catholics to bring non-Catholics along with them on their visits to the 

clergy, and Lebbe believed it should be abandoned since it was only used in occasions of unusual 

deference in China.94 Where he had the authority to do so, Lebbe tried to lessen the power 

differential between European and Chinese, between the clergy and the laity, between Catholics 

and non-Catholics. 

Next, Lebbe promoted what he called the “Tianjin Method,” a missionary approach 

aimed at attracting Tianjin residents to the faith. His goal was to make the Church more 

                                                 

92 V. Lebbe to Anthony Cotta, Chengting-fu, 15 July 1916, in Fonds I, A7.1.23, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. Also in 

Goffart, Lettres, No. 51, p. 107. 
93 Wiest, 34. Young, 136. 
94 Young, 136-137; Thoreau, 45. 
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appreciated in the public sphere and conversant in issues of national concern. This led him to go 

out and engage the Tianjin community: 

First, to demonstrate his goodwill towards the local Chinese officials and his respect for 

their authority, Lebbe met with all the Chinese municipal and military authorities in the mission 

district. By arriving in the humble dress of a peasant, he gained the curiosity and eventually the 

friendship of the police prefect of Tianjin, Yang Yide.95 Lebbe and Yang worked together on 

collaborative projects. For instance, after the Tianjin mutiny of 1912, they set up the church as a 

neutral drop-off zone for looted valuables so that residents might divest themselves of stolen 

objects and repent without fear of incarceration. Lebbe was also asked to address the new 

recruits to the police and did so several times. Perhaps it was this early, heartening relationship 

with the police that inclined Lebbe to work with the army and law enforcement to implement 

Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life Movement decades later.96 

Secondly, Lebbe worked to build friendships with the intellectual and cultural leaders of 

the community. One invaluable connection was the prominent Manchu Catholic journalist 

Vincent Ying Lianzhi (1867-1926).97 As Ying noted in his journal after talking with Lebbe at a 

                                                 

95 Thoreau, 44. 
96 Young, 138. For discussion of Lebbe’s involvement in the New Life Movement, see the following major section 

“Serving the Chinese Church (1927-1940). 
97 The life of Ying Lianzhi (1867-1926) reflects the instability of life at the end of Qing rule. He belonged to the 

politically significant Manchu Hešeri clan through his father’s line but he had little reason to defend the ruling order. 

His own immediate family had been far from holding influence and his upbringing was unscholarly and desperately 

poor. As a youth,Ying had trained rigorously to become an adept swordsman and cavalry archer in hopes of 

becoming a Qing military official. However, China’s loss in the first Sino-Japanese war made him doubtful about 

the efficacy of traditional Chinese martial arts against Western-style weaponry. He found a new purpose for his life 

through a gradual conversion process that was both intellectual and religious. Though the influence of a caring 

teacher, Ying became certain that the country could only be reformed the promotion of the intellectual and moral 

life. He read widely to become a self-educated intellectual and he engaged in a wide-ranging study of various 

religions including Islam and Buddhism before he encountered Catholicism. This happened when his fiancé fell sick 

but found treatment and recovery at the hospital of the Sisters of Charity in Beijing, Ying was impressed with the 

foreign Catholics and their commitment to serve even in an unfamiliar land. He read the Chinese works and 

translations of the Jesuits Johann Adam Schall von Bell, Matteo Ricci, and Giulio Aleni, and he subsequently got 
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dinner in 1907, he was pleased to find that the foreign priest seemed to have no worldly 

aspirations for the country besides “that China strengthen and that its people be wise.”98 Ying 

appreciated his zeal for reforming the nation and the Church. Like many of his generation, Ying 

was dissatisfied with late Qing government. After giving up his initial plan to become a Qing 

military official, he had turned to journalism and become a leader in the burgeoning newspaper 

industry.99 His national newspaper — L’Impartial (Dagongbao), founded in Tianjin in 1902 —

was well-known for promoting the intellectual life and for its stridently patriotic critiques of both 

foreign and domestic governments.100 Ying was also practiced in navigating French ecclesiastical 

and civil influence in Tianjin. When founding Dagongbao, Ying initially sought out Bishop 

Jarlin’s support and funding. However, when the bishop insisted upon running the paper from the 

Beijing North Cathedral as a church publication, Ying saw that too close an affiliation with the 

French Lazarists would imperil the paper’s relationship with its Chinese investors and readers. 

He decided to keep the paper independent.101 However, even though the paper had no formal ties 

to the Church beyond Ying’s own Catholic identity, Ying still often had to defend the paper 

                                                 

baptized at Beijing’s West Church in 1985. D. E. Mungello, The Catholic Invasion of China: Remaking Chinese 

Christianity (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 51; 周萍萍, “不同国度、相同情怀: 英敛之与 雷鸣远的

交往述略,” 世界宗教研究 (2016): 135; Donald Paragon, “Ying Lien-Chih (1866-1926) and the Rise of Fujen, the 

Catholic University of Peking,” Monumenta Serica 20 (1961): 170 
98 Fang Hao, Ying Lianzhi xiansheng riji yigao, 23:1094, quoted and translated in ibid. 
99 Ying belonged to an elite circle of intellectual leaders using new forms of media to promote reform. They saw 

that, since newspapers were written in a vernacular style instead of the less accessible literary style, they could 

transform public discourse in modern China and serve as a medium for education. Ying’s most prominent friend and 

fellow newspaper tycoon was the Qing reformer Liang Qichao. Liang had founded the Shanghai newspaper The 

Chinese Progress (Shiwubao). 
100 For instance, in 1902 Ying published a critique of the foreign military forces of the Eight-Nation Alliance which 

set up posts in Tianjin after the Boxer Uprising, and this brought upon him criticisms and fines from French civil 

officials; as a result he had to move the paper from the French to the Japanese concession. 周萍萍, 139-140. So too 

in 1912 when the paper turned its critical eye upon the president Yuan Shikai, this even resulted in the president 

banning the paper for a time; in response, Ying responded by distributing the paper for free until Yuan relented. 

Paragon, 180. 
101周萍萍, 137.  
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against French missionaries’ attempts to censor political articles that were deemed too critical of 

France. As Ernest Young puts it, Ying’s experience of Catholic authority was “mixed at best.”102 

He would prove to be a thoughtful lay advisor to Lebbe, as well as a committed supporter of 

Lebbe’s efforts to reorient the Tianjin mission away from the concerns of the French consulate 

towards those of the Chinese population.103 

Indeed, it was Chinese Catholics and even non-Catholics who paved the way for Lebbe to 

engage the social action societies that already existed in the city. Ying invited Lebbe to 

gatherings of the Tianjin Red Cross, where Lebbe became a regular attender of the board 

meetings. He also made introductions for Lebbe at the Protestant YMCA.104 The non-Christian 

chair of the Tianjin Chamber of Commerce, Bian Yinchang, also worked with Lebbe on 

committees for building a hospital, providing relief to victims of natural disasters, resisting 

Japan’s 21 Demands in 1915.105 In all of this, Lebbe hoped to show that he was there to serve the 

Chinese. 

Thirdly, the Tianjin mission founded Catholic voluntary societies to mobilize the 

laypeople. This project first took shape under the effort of Francois Selinka, Lebbe’s Austrian 

missionary assistant, to establish local chapters of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith. 

Originally founded in France in the 1820s, the Society’s purpose in Europe was to recruit 

                                                 

102 Young, 139. 
103 As Zhuo Pingping notes, it was Ying who suggested the final rendering of Lebbe’s Chinese name, Lei Mingyuan, 

as 雷鳴遠. According to community of the Little Brothers of St. John later founded by Lebbe, he was reluctant to 

change his name at first, maintaining that there must be some brightness (ming 明) in the midst of any thundering 

(lei 雷). Yet when Ying continued to press the point, saying “Father, when you can understand that ming 鳴 is more 

refined than ming 明, then one could say that your knowledge of Chinese has reached to inner profundity!” Then 

Lebbe agreed to change his name. “神父，几时您能体会出 ‘鸣’字比 ‘明’更精雅，您的中文造诣，可以说进入

了堂奥.”《一颗中国的心》，耀汉小兄弟会编, “雷鸣远神父逝世五十周年纪念特刊,” (1990): 53-54. Quoted in 

周萍萍, 140. 
104 Young, 139. 
105 Ibid.; Chen, 124. 



111 

 

ordinary Catholics for the work of raising support for the foreign missions. In China, Selinka and 

Lebbe adopted the basic idea of organizing local parish chapters. Their version, however, put the 

emphasis less on fundraising and more on organizing the Catholic population for evangelization. 

Soon, they adopted the more contemporary name “Catholic Action” (Gongjiao jinxing). At this 

time, various translations of “Catholic Action” were being used throughout in Western Europe to 

describe voluntary associations for segments of the Catholic population: youth, men, women, 

workers, farmers, and so on. There, Catholic Action groups tended to have a conservative 

character. The hierarchy endorsed them as efforts to re-evangelize formerly Catholic countries 

that were now under anti-clerical regimes or under the increasing influence of socialist labor 

societies. In China, however, the 1910s Catholic Action movement was less reactionary because 

the participants understood themselves to be evangelizing China for the first time. Lebbe’s 

biographer Jacques Leclercq describes the goal of Catholic Action as twofold: First, members 

were supposed to commit themselves to their own sanctification, and secondly they were 

supposed to reach out to every sector of society.106 At its most basic, the “action” of Chinese 

Catholic Action was simply for lay Catholics to more intentionally live out and share the Gospel. 

The Tianjin Catholic Action network put a special emphasis on carrying out mission 

without reliance on financial incentives. To begin with, part of the reason Lebbe began 

reproducing Catholic Action societies in the Tianjin district was to save costs. Bishop Jarlin had 

cut Lebbe’s funding. Thus, the idea was that instead of leaving evangelization to a distinct group 

of paid catechists, all Catholics would be invited to become volunteer members committed to the 

work. At the same time, this volunteerism was not just a strategic cost-saving effort but also an 

explicit principle to which the members committed themselves. In August 1911, Lebbe held a 
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general meeting of delegates from the region. There, the sixty delegates decided to abandon 

Jarlin’s method of giving financial subsidies to catechumens. They embraced the ideal of relying 

on personal outreach and prayer alone. Soon, Catholic communities in other parts of China 

organized parallel groups. For instance, the Franciscan missionaries in Shaanxi rallied the local 

Catholics as Catholic Action societies, as did the Jesuits in Shanghai. In 1912 they were all 

collected under the umbrella of the Union of the Association of Catholic Action in China.107 As 

Chapter 4 will show, this network proved useful the following year when Catholics across China 

organized a national lobbying effort against the establishment of Confucianism as the state 

religion. 

Fourthly, Lebbe spearheaded the Tianjin Method’s most distinctive element, the opening 

of Catholic lecture halls (gongjiao xuandaosuo). Lebbe’s goal was to offer a Catholic venue for 

public discussion on matters of religious and social concern.  Over the course of several years, 

Lebbe rented and built a total of eight halls. He, along with various Chinese priests and educated 

Catholic laypeople, gave regular lectures on China’s contemporary situation in light of the 

Gospel.108 Since Lebbe often spoke against the French Religious Protectorate, he faced criticism 

from French missionaries in the Beijing-Tianjin region who thought him too critical. However, 

when his detractors complained that the lectures were politically oriented, he insisted that the 

topics were “entirely religious.” Indeed, Lebbe promoted a more expansive of religion, believing 

that the Church’s concern for society should include a critical evaluation of its own political 

position. Lebbe published some of his lectures in a pamphlet entitled Save the Country (Jiuguo). 

From this title, which preserved both the spiritual and geopolitical senses of salvation, we can 
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see that Lebbe embraced national salvation as a goal which the Catholics and their non-Catholic 

audiences could share. 109 These lectures were extremely popular, and both Catholics and non-

Catholics packed the halls to hear Lebbe’s lineup of Catholic speakers. 

Catholic Journalism in the New Republic 

Shortly after the founding of the new Republic, Lebbe founded a Catholic newspaper in 

Tianjin. In early 1912, Lebbe established the first Chinese Catholic weekly Guang Yi Lu (The 

Royal Way). Since Bishop Jarlin did not want the vicariate to be responsible for it, Ying Lianzhi 

was appointed as the lay editor. Ying endorsed it with hopes “for my compatriots to search for 

this true teaching.”110 The paper was not limited in scope to Tianjin but contained news about 

Catholic initiatives throughout the nation and sold in many apostolic vicariates. Unfortunately, 

Bishop Jarlin was displeased with the effort and urged Lebbe to be humbler, recommending that 

he simply fish along his own seashore instead of trying to fish the entire sea.111 

A leadership change brought some relief. In July of 1912, the Holy See divided the 

Beijing-Tianjin area into multiple vicariates. In Beijing (Northern Zhili), Jarlin remained the 

Apostolic Vicar, while in Tianjin (South-East or “Maritime” Zhili) Jarlin’s former deputy bishop 

Paul Dumond C.M. was appointed as the Apostolic Vicar. Lebbe was eventually given the 

secondary role of Vicar General. This was a slight to Lebbe, who had been the district director of 

Tianjin up till this point and so might have been elevated to the episcopate himself. Later, 

opponents of Lebbe would accuse him of a thwarted ambition and characterize his promotion of 
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the indigenous Chinese bishops as merely a disgruntled bid for fame in another arena.112 

Nonetheless, Dumond was more supportive of Lebbe’s journalistic efforts in Tianjin than Jarlin 

had been. His appointment brought relief for newspaper project. Lebbe was pleased that Dumond 

even made Guangyilu the religious weekly of the vicariate. 

Lebbe was increasingly troubled by the state of the Church in China and took the 

opportunity to raise his concerns to influential Belgian clerics on a trip back to Europe. Lebbe 

traveled to Europe in the summer of 1913 to encourage young men to take up vocations in the 

Lazarist order and to raise funds for a national Catholic newspaper in China.113 He considered 

the visit unsuccessful in its stated aims, but he did accomplish at least two significant gains: 

Firstly, he took with him Ying Liangzhi’s young thirteen-year old son to Europe to attend school 

in England. This son, Ying Qianli, would return to China and serve like his father as a leading 

lay Catholic in the mid-twentieth century.114 Secondly, Lebbe requested a meeting with 

Belgium’s cardinal Désiré-Joseph Mercier in Mechelen. He presented to him concerns about the 

French Protectorate and its negative affect on the mission in China. Mercier’s own reputation 

was rising as an intellectual moderate in the Modernist controversy, the promoter of Catholic 

Action in Belgium, and a hero for resisting Germany’s occupation of Belgium. When Lebbe 

presented his case, Mercier agreed to look into the matter. In the years to come, Mercier’s 

support for Lebbe’s perspective carried enormous clout in Rome. 

The founding of the Republic of China in 1912 strengthened Lebbe’s conviction that the 

Church must become more institutionally Chinese. Beforehand, the tradition of having French 
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apostolic vicars was characterized as a necessity for protecting Catholic interests in an empire 

hostile to Christianity. Under the Qing Dynasty, French apostolic vicars with close ties to the 

French civil authorities in China were justified as necessary to secure freedom of religion for 

Catholics in an empire with absolute religious authority hostile to Christianity. Nonetheless, the 

founding of the Republic significantly changed the political landscape. The 1912 provisional 

constitution, patterned on the constitutions of multiple Western nations and of Japan, stipulated 

religious freedom (xinjiao zhi ziyou).115 The government recognized five religions including 

Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, Buddhism and Daoism.116 Chinese Catholics could now 

appeal to the Chinese rather than foreign legality of their Church. 

Lebbe was distinct in recognizing of the significance of this 1912 regime change and its 

implications for ecclesiology. For many Catholics living through the turmoil of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Boxer Uprising was the epochal event of the Church 

in modern China. Missionaries of all persuasions appealed to the Boxer massacres to make their 

point about French dominance — either to argue, as Bishop Favier had done, that the protection 

of French civil and ecclesiastical leadership was clearly necessary against such danger, or to 

counter that it was the French Protectorate and its privileges that had roused such hatred against 

the Catholics to begin with. In several published speeches from  his 1913-14 travels in Europe, 

Lebbe too recounts heartwrenching sufferings of the Catholic martyrs at the hands of the Boxers. 
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However, he highlights the 1911 Xinhai Revolution as the greater turning point in modern 

Chinese history.117 

In a speech “The Movement of Ideas and Affairs in China” given to the French 

geographical society in Lille in 1913, Lebbe explains that the  uprisings of late imperial China 

were “superficial” and “little” revolutions in comparison with the recent “great” revolution of 

1911. Lebbe acknowledges that the founding of the Republic had not put an end to the political 

tumult in China. The Republic suffered an early blow from the dictatorial leadership of Yuan 

Shikai and in 1913 remained in a state of chaos due to warlordism. Nevertheless, for Lebbe, the 

Republic had substantively transformed the legal standing of Chinese Catholics. By granting a 

domestic right of religious freedom to Chinese Catholics, it created unprecedented opportunities 

for mission.118  

Before, we had freedom only due to the canons of Europe. It was a painful position, for 

the missionaries and especially for the Chinese Christians who found it very hard to 

always be considered enemies. The first act of the Republic was to give, of its own free 

will, absolute liberty to the Catholic religion. Subsequently, a movement of conversion 

took shape in all the provinces of the old Empire, especially in the North, which proves 

that the famous freedom we supposedly had formerly was only nominal. It is notable that 

people came to me, after the revolution, saying to me: ‘Father, since now we can be 

Christian as we please, we all want to be.’ I objected, ‘But before you could also be a 

Christian,’ and I was told, ‘Yes, we could be, but really we couldn’t; it was not the same 

as today.’ Though on paper we had freedom to spread the faith, and freedom to be 

Christians, this freedom was only virtual. Now it is a full and complete freedom that 

nothing can thwart.119 
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As far as Lebbe was concerned, the justifications for French civil and ecclesiastical collaboration 

were now redundant and null. To preserve the French Religious Protectorate was to apply an 

international solution to a domestic problem that no longer existed. 

Although Lebbe was right to note the difference between the legality of foreign treaty and 

of domestic constitutional law, the question of religion’s role in modern China was not settled. 

On the contrary, the 1912 constitution was only a provisional one and it remained open to 

additional amendment. Thorughout the 1910s, China’s Congress considered proposals to draft 

the permanent constitution, including several bids to constitutionally elevate Confucianism to a 

priveleged status: for Confucianism to become the “state religion,” for the president to honor 

Confucius by carrying out ritual sacrifices to Heaven on behalf of the nation, and for 

Confucianism to become the basis of teaching moral self-cultivation in the school system. As 

will be discussed in Chapter 4, the Catholic community opposed these efforts to privilege 

Confucianism in the constitution. The newspapers of Tianjin Catholics, Dagongbao and 

Guangyilu, played an early role in spreading news about these proposals. They published 

editorials and open telegrams (gongdian) in defense of a religiously-neutral state.120 The bishops 

then used the national network of Catholic Action societies organize a nation-wide lobby to send 
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petitions to Beijing in opposition of Confucianism. In the Senate, the eminent Chinese Catholic 

politicians Ma Xiangbo and Nai Tiche Ming argued that “absolute freedom of conscience” was 

necessary for the success of the new nation.121 

In the end, Confucianism was not adopted as the state religion of China, and Catholics 

were proud of their role in opposing it. In his account of the movement, Anthony Cotta 

concluded this was a testament to the growing influence of Catholicism in China and a boon for 

Catholic Action: “Besides the happiness of having the idea of a State religion rejected by means 

of the very arguments they themselves put forward, have not our Catholics won an enormous 

advantage by means of this campaign? They are no longer, as formerly, a number of isolated 

groups... a union has been accomplished, association with interchange of ideas and fruitful 

suggestions… It is barely two years since these [Catholic Action Leagues] were started, and 

already they are to be found and are daily growing more numerous in all parts of the country.”122 

However, this euphoria was short-lived. As I suggest in Chapter 4, this effort to separate the 

realm of religion from that of the state suggested an antipathy between the two which could work 

against the Christians and their institutes as well. 

Amid the religious freedom campaign, Lebbe along with the Chinese Catholics Liu 

Shourong and Du Zhuyu embarked on an even more ambitious journalistic endeavor. While 

Guangyilu was a weekly publication for the Church, the new newspaper was to be a daily one 

and oriented towards the wider public. Lebbe named the newspaper Yishibao (Le Bien Public in 
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French or The Social Welfare in English).123 To ensure the paper’s independence from French 

civil control, Lebbe established headquarters outside of the French concession.124 

The Yishibao founders were far from subtle in the way they introduced the paper, 

publicizing the event ahead of time by erecting massive billboards along the roads of Tianjin 

with red-painted characters that read cryptically, “What will the 10th of October bring?”125 These 

created such a stir that the police chief Yang Yide came demanding to know what the Catholics 

were plotting. Liu and Lebbe were obliged to explain they were not going to hurt anyone. They 

launched the newspaper as planned (changing the billboards on the 10th to read “Yishibao is 

published!”)  and the paper quickly became a success. Lebbe wrote his mother that the 

newspaper had in just three months become the leading daily in North China.126 Like Ying’s 

Dagongbao, it was known for its independent and incisive analyses as well as its anti-Japanese 

patriotism. Not only did the paper include religious, national and international news, but it also 

included editorials by Lebbe on the duties of Catholics as citizens of the new republic.127 Indeed, 

both Dagongbao and Yishibao had the honor of ranking among the ‘Four Great Papers of the 

Republican Era.’128 
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Opposing the French Religious Protectorate 

Since Catholics enjoyed greater religious freedom under the provisional constitution and 

were beginning to take up active forms of citizenship in their own country, Lebbe and his 

colleagues believed that the end of the French Protectorate was long overdue. First, French  

dominance seemed to more serve the missionaries’ relationship with the civil French government 

than with the new Chinese republic. Secondly, the largely European face of the church’s 

leadership seemed at odds with anti-imperialist feelings of many Chinese. If under the Qing 

Dynasty the rationale for a tight affiliation of French consuls and French bishops had been 

protection, now in Republican China what reason could foreign missionaries have for holding 

possession of all top leadership roles unless it were in fact a matter of discrimination? This was 

Anthony Cotta’s contention during a heated disagreement at an April 1914 assembly of the 

Lazarist leadership. 

That Spring, the heads of North Chinese vicariates gathered at Zhalan, the Lazarist 

headquarters in the outskirts of Beijing, for a regular provincial asssembly.129 Normally Lebbe 

would have attended along with Bishop Paul Dumond as the Vicar General of South-East Zhili, 

but since he was still away in Europe he sent Cotta in his place. At the assembly, the Lazarist 

visitor proposed setting up a school in Europe specifically to recruit and train missionaries for 

China who would officer (encardrer) the Chinese clergy. The attendees also discussed an offer 

by the Propaganda to finance Chinese seminarians to come study at the Pontifical Urban 

University in Rome. Against this proposition, some Lazarists argued against letting seminarians 
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study in Rome or even the Lazarist motherhouse in Paris lest they become tempted by the 

pleasures of city life or prideful over their experience outside of China.130 

Taking offense at assembly’s paternalism towards the Chinese, Cotta disagreed with the 

assembly’s attitude towards both proposals. First, he contended, the Lazarists should focus on 

forming Chinese clergy rather than recruiting more overseers from Europe. Second, they should 

certainly allow the Chinese to train abroad. After all, he pointed out, the mission’s reluctance to 

let seminarians study internationally was an “anomaly” when secular international organizations 

in Republican China regularly sent their best and brightest Chinese youth abroad for scientific, 

commercial and medical training. As the debate became heated, Cotta declared that it was a 

matter of a “systematic disparity between Europeans and the Chinese, treated as inferiors by 

reasons of race” to keep the Chinese Church a “spiritual colony.”131 The ensuing disciplinary 

controversy over Cotta’s outburst went all the way up to the Superior General of the Lazarists in 

Paris, and it marked the beginning of the deterioration in his and Lebbe’s relationship with the 

Congregation of the Mission. 

The “Laoxikai Affair” of 1915-16 put the Tianjin mission into further crisis when a land 

dispute broke out between the French consulate and local Chinese residents. In 1915, the 

Apostolic Vicar Paul Dumond built a new cathedral (the Cathedral of St. Louis) for the newly 

established vicariate of South-East “Maritime” Zhili. He chose a site in the developing district of 

Laoxikai which was near but not actually within the French concession. The construction of the 

cathedral was not initially the problem. Dumond bought the land, a formerly useless piece of 

swampland that had to be pumped of water, as Chinese territory in keeping with the guidelines of 
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the Berthemy Convention.132 However, the French consul of Tianjin wanted to expand the 

French concession and began to visibly transgress the limits of French extraterritorial 

jurisdiction. The consul built a road connecting the French concession to the cathedral, erected 

posts along the road painted in French tricolor, and then even levied taxes upon the Chinese 

homes and businesses on each side of it.133 

Since this land was legally Chinese, the local Chinese officials and residents protested 

vehemently against the French annexation of this land. Residents first founded the Society for 

Safeguarding Sovereignty and Territory in July 1915 and then, upon notification of the new tax, 

also a National Salvation Foundation opposing the French.134 Soon they were waging a full anti-

French campaign boycotting French goods, currency and employment and requesting the 

expulsion of the French Chargé d’Affairs to China and the French consul in Tianjin.135 As Chen 

Songchuan has documented in the study, “Shame on you! Competing Narratives of the Nation in 

the Laoxikai Incident and the Tianjin Anti-French Campaign, 1916-1917,” the conflict was 

extremely heated and became a national as well as local crisis. In Beijing, the Chinese and 

French governments tried and failed to negotiate a solution. In Tianjin, the residents criticized 

the French and anyone seen to be working with them. For instance, two Chinese translators 

working for French factories trying to retain and recruit workers during the strike were publicly 

mocked as traitors.136 On October 20, 1916 the French police arrested nine Chinese police 

officers in the disputed district of Laoxikai and the city erupted in rioting. 
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Since Chinese Catholics demanded to know whether the Catholic mission condoned the 

consulate’s actions, Lebbe felt it was crucial to take an opposing stand. Angry that the French 

civil government was using the church as an occasion for a land grab, he led Yishibao in 

publishing an open letter opposing the expansion of the French concession and supporting the 

strikes.137 Bishop Dumond, however, was under pressure from the French consul to quiet the 

opposition from within the missionary ranks. He ordered the Catholic mission in Tianjin to 

remain neutral. Lebbe withheld from himself writing any further editorials in the newspaper, but 

he refused to silence the Chinese Catholics from publishing. Chinese residents in the French 

Concession bought advertisements in both Dagongbao and Yishibao to express their outrage over 

“national humiliation,” announcing their intention to move out of the French Concession and 

calling others to do the same.138 Yishibao columnists railed against collaborators with the French, 

excoriating indifferent residents for caring more about the opera star Mei Lanfang than the 

welfare of their country.139 The editors publicized a fundraiser urging Catholics to give donations 

to supporting striking workers so they would not return to work at French factories out of 

financial desperation. The newspaper was quickly becoming central to the conflict, and Dumond 

was embarrassed that a Catholic newspaper in his vicariate had taken sides against the French. 

Still viewing neutrality as an untenable position, Lebbe wrote directly to the French 

consul in Beijing, Monsignor Conty. He hoped to persuade the Beijing consul to make the 

Tianjin consulate desist from annexing the cathedral region and to leave the Church out of any 
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French expansionist efforts. He wrote, “[If] the Consul wants to enlarge the French concession of 

Tientsin, that is fine, and there are legitimate ways to try to do it, not in spite of opposition from 

the Chinese government... Forgive me, Monsieur Minister, that when I returned to the mission in 

the evening, I saw these posts covered in tricolor and tears came to my eyes.”140 This letter 

created an enormous backlash when Conty, offended and not at convinced by Lebbe’s plea to 

desist, wrote directly to Dumond to chastise him for allowing his second-in-command to side 

with the Chinese Catholic opposition. Dumond rebuked Lebbe again for a lack of neutrality, but 

Lebbe continued press his point in a reply: 

I believe that we owe it to the Christians here, and even to the non-Christians, whom, like 

St. Augustine, we should regard as future converts to the Faith, to be to them what the 

Church is wherever it exists – the last refuge of what is right and proper, where justice 

need never fear to make its voice heard. In this particular case, this duty is made all the 

more necessary 1) because we are the cause, the unwitting cause, but the cause 

nevertheless, of all this trouble: the Consul has taken advantage of the fact that there is a 

Mission…. 2) Because the ordinary people are only too inclined already, our nationality 

being what it is, to assume that we are making a common cause with our fellow 

countrymen against them… These, very briefly, are the reasons for my firm conviction 

that we are in a false position, that we are failing in our duty, and that we are losing a 

unique opportunity for letting the world see what we really are: Facti Judaeis Judaei ut 

omnes lucrifaciamus [become Jew to the Jews in order to win all].141 

 

Seeing that Lebbe would not sit by, Bishop Dumond and the Lazarist Visitor François 

Desrumaux decided to temporarily relocate Lebbe.142 In June 1916, Lebbe was sent briefly to the 

vicariate of southwestern Zhili (today Zhengding) to join his friend Jean de Vienne, and then to 
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another post in Hokia.143 The priests Antoine Cotta and Jean Yang made a complaint to the 

Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith in Rome about Lebbe’s removal from Tianjin, 

leading to a long period of internal Lazarist reflection on the situation. This Lazarist leadership 

weighed the arguments of the pro-Lebbe group versus the complains of the French consulate, 

and they eventually exonerated Lebbe from any fault with Yishibao but urged that he maintain 

harmony with the French civil officials. The Lazarists decided to diffuse tensions by breaking up 

the Tianjin movement: Among Lebbe’s supporters, two European priests and three Chinese 

priests were scattered to other vicariates across China, while Anthony Cotta was ordered to go to 

Quito, Ecuador. Lebbe himself was reassigned to Southern China. Cotta, concerned that he 

would never be allowed back into China, appealed to the Superior General in Paris and delayed 

leaving, while Lebbe quickly relocated to the Ningbo on March 26, 1917.144 

The Campaign for the Chinese Episcopate 

Separated and in some disagreement with each other about how to respond to their 

troubles with mission authorities, the former Tianjin priests as well as the lay Catholic Ying 

Lianzhi concluded that the only way to reform the Church was to appeal directly to the Holy See.  

As Lebbe and his colleagues were quick to point out, to bring the matter to the 

Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith was simply to remind the Congregation of one of 

its founding goals. The Propaganda, established at the personal initiative of Pope Gregory XV in 

1622, aimed to promote the foreign missions and gain more direct control over them from Spain 

and Portugal.145 In 1659, the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith issued a set of 

                                                 

143 Leclercq, 157. 
144 Wiest 35.  
145 Arnulf Camps, “The Catholic Missions Movement from 1492 to 1789,” in Missiology: An Ecumenical 

Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995), 214. 
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instructions, addressed to all the Vicariates Apostolic in China and Indochina. The instructions, 

which came to serve as the Magna Carta of the Congregation, put forth four principles for the 

missions: the Vicars Apostolic and their missionaries should aim to 1) form an indigenous 

clergy, 2) maintain a close union with Rome, 3) avoid national politics, and 4) adapt the church 

as much as possible to local cultures and customs within the bounds of Catholic teaching and 

morality.146 Most relevant to the native episcopate were the first and third points. By forming an 

indigenous clergy, the missions were to become local churches with native personel. By 

requiring a strict separation between evangelical and political interests, the Propaganda Fide 

hoped to ensure the freedom of the missions. Lebbe and Cotta petitioned Rome with certitude 

that they were simply asking for Rome’s help in realizing the Holy See’s own policy in China. 

Recent scholarship has shown that the Holy See did in fact need reminding about these 

stated principles of mission. Although Lebbe and Cotta tended to attribute to Rome an 

unwavering support for native episcopate, the position of the Holy See was in practice more 

mixed. The church historians Claude Soetens and Claude Prudhomme have demonstrated that by 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries ,“[i]n fact, the brakes were being applied on both 

sides, in Rome and in the missions.”147 It was not that the Propaganda Fide or the popes of the 

intervening centuries had stopped expressing the 1659 instruction to prepare native clergy for 

leadership. Between 1659 and the 1910s, the Holy See produced many statements on the 

importance of forming indigenous clergy which Lebbe and Cotta could and did cite. Rather, the 

shift was that the Holy See retreated from its other 1659 instruction to strictly evangelical and 

                                                 

146 “Instr. S.C. De Propag. Fide 1659,” Collectanea Sacrae Congr. De Propaganda Fide Seu decretal Instructiones 

Rescripta Pro Apostolicis Missionibus Vol. 1 (Ann. 1622-1866, NN. 1-1299) (Romae: Ex Typographia Polyglotta, 

S.C. de Propaganda Fide, 1907), 42-43. 
147 Claude Soetens, “The Holy See and the Promotion of an Indigenous Clergy from Leo XIII to Pius XII,” The 

Jurist 52 (1992): 165. 
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political interests. Over the next two centuries, the Holy See saw the expansion of colonial 

powers as an opportunity for the growth of Catholicism worldwide. 

Especially under long papacy of Leo XIII from 1878-1903, the Holy See adopted a 

pragmatic attitude towards collaboration with European colonial powers for several reasons. 

Firstly, after the loss of the papal states, Leo XIII hoped to regain standing in the international 

scene by playing the role of arbiter in international conflicts. To be sought out for this role and to 

exercise it, the Holy See depended on maintaining positive relations with all the major powers of 

Western Europe.148 Secondly, the Holy See was unwilling to pursue a hard line against France or 

its Church. In the face of a secularizing government, the French Church remained the main 

engine and financier of missionary efforts worldwide. Rather than pressing for the independence 

of the missions from links to French political power and exacerbating French civil-ecclesiastical 

relations, the Holy See “chose patience and compromise.”149 

For all these reasons, Pope Leo XIII prioritized common interests between the Church 

and the colonial powers. As evidence of the Holy See’s tacit support for European ecclesiastical 

colonization of the missions, Claude Prudhomme quotes a revealing passage from official 

journal of the papacy, the Moniteur de Rome. In an 1887 article written on the occasion of the 

creation of German colonies, the papal office explains that Rome will not only acknowledge the 

religious interests of France in the colonies; it will also recognize those of Germany and 

whatever colonizing power have an understandable political stake in ensuring missionary 

institutes of their own nationality dominate their colonies. Granted, Leo XIII notes that from a 

                                                 

148 For a book-length treatment of the Holy See’s diplomatic aspirations after the founding of modern Italy, see 

Robert A. Graham, SJ, The Rise of the Double Diplomatic Corps in Rome: A Study in International Practice 1870-

1875 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1952). 
149 Claude Prudhomme, “Les Missions Catholiques et la colonisation Français sous la IIIe République (187-1940) : 

Raison Missionnaire, Raison d’Etat t Régulation Romaine,”  Social Sciences and Missions 21 (2008) : 41. 
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religious point of view, missionaries are all workers of the Gospel and “should aspire to no 

conquest other than that of souls.” However, the article goes on to note that from a political point 

of view, “the work of the missions is an essentially patriotic and national work, and that 

governments, which understand their true interests, should favor as much as it is in them the 

establishment and expansion of their missionary institutes.” Assuring the Germans that Rome 

will ensure the entrustment of German territorites in Africa to German Catholic religious 

institutes and bishops, the papal article concludes by affirming the Church’s role as co-worker in 

the civilizing work of colonization: 

This fact is worthy of attention: it proves once again the immense importance that 

governments attach to the development and protection of national missions. In view of 

this fervor of colonization which has seized all the countries, the work of the missionaries 

appears, to consider the thing only from a human point of view, as a civilizing and 

European work in the first place. This is what Leo XIII understood, and for this reason, 

since the beginning of his pontificate, he has endeavored to give to this great work all the 

impulse that new needs entail. In doing so, Leo XIII works not only for faith and the 

Gospel, but also for the moral and material interests of the colonizing powers.150   

 

Here we see in sharp relief the contradiction between the Holy See’s historic endorsement of 

indigenous leadership and its assurances to Western colonial powers that they could claim 

missionary lands along national lines. Whether missionaries supported or opposed the French 

Protectorate in China, they could both believe Rome was on their side. 

This contradiction became untenable in the early 20th century worldwide church as 

indigenous communities sought greater autonomy in colonized or semi-colonized countries like 

China. By the reign of Pope Benedict XV (1914-1922), the Holy See saw that affiliation with 

colonial powers could be a hindrance and not an aide to mission. Under the leadership of 

Cardinal Domenico Serafini O.S.B, the Propaganda Fide was keen to understand the changing 

                                                 

150 Le Moniteur de Rome, 7 October 1887. Quoted in Prudhomme, “Les Missions Catholiques et la Colonisation 

Française,” 43-44. 
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circumstances of the missions in the East. Therefore when Vincent Lebbe and Anthony Cotta 

decided that the only possible recourse for the problems in China was to appeal to Rome, they 

found that ears there were open to listening. One of Lebbe’s acquaintances from Rome, the 

French journalist Gaston Vanneufville, was close friends with the Secretary of the Propaganda, 

Camillo Laurenti. Vanneufville encouraged Lebbe and Cotta to bring their case for the Chinese 

episcopacy directly to Rome.151 They did so, sending documents that were read and carefully 

annotated by the Propaganda readers.152 

The first step in the campaign to establish a Chinese Church hierarchy was to reiterate the 

Propaganda’s own position in favor of indigenous clergy. For instance, in Anthony Cotta’s 

memoranda to the Prefect of the Propaganda dated December 29, 1916, he collated the 

Propaganda’s own statements on the need to prioritize indigenous clergy.153 He could indeed 

point to many examples. After the 1659 Instructions, Clement XI (December 7 1703), Benedict 

XIV (in the 1740s), Pius VI (May 10, 1775) and Gregory XVI all stressed the necessity of 

forming native priests and bishops.154 More recently on November 23, 1845, the Propaganda had 

issued another instruction, Neminem profecto, to the bishops of all the missions. This one lauded 

the model of the early New Testament churches to raise up apostolic successors and local leaders 

                                                 

151 Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres du Père Lebbe, 171. 
152 While I conducted research in the Vincent Lebbe archives at Louvain-la-neuve, Belgium, Ernest Young’s 

research on the Propaganda copies of the petitions from China in the Roman archives reveals significant underlining 

and marginal notes from the receiving readers in Rome. Young 177, 198, 206. 
153 Antoine Cotta, “Letter to H. E. Cardinal Serafini” (English), Fonds I, A8.1, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. The 

French version sent to the Propaganda is included as “Mémoire sur le Clergé Indigène,” Archives of the Propaganda 

Fide, Box 699, pg. 730-757.  
154 Though Cotta does not include them, Pascuale D’Elia cites these additional 18th century papal statements in 

D’Elia, Catholic Native Episcopacy in China, 9. Cotta also quotes and cites two other mid-nineteenth-century 

statements from the Holy See in support of the native clergy, dating 17 June 1853 and 12 June 1858, but I was not 

able to find the corresponding passages in the 1907 publication of the Propaganda’s decrees, Collectanea S. 

Congregationis de Propaganda Fide seu decreta instructiones rescripta Pro Apostolicis Missionibus, 2nd edition, 

Vol. 1 Ann. 1622-1866, NN. 1-1299 (Romae: Ex Typographia Polyglotta, S.C. de propaganda Fide, 1907). 
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in the form of native bishops: “The Holy See has always at the heart the propagation of the faith. 

The examples of the apostles and the constant practice of the Church show the importance of two 

points: The mission of the bishops ‘those whom the Holy spirit has placed to rule the Church of 

God,’ and the necessity of the native clergy.”155 According to Claude Soetens, Neminem profecto 

was a “dead letter” in East Asia and had little impact on the European missionary congregations’ 

approach to clergy formation. Nonetheless, it explicitly warned that native priests should not 

remain merely auxiliary clergy and called for native clergy to be prepared for all hierarchical 

roles including the episcopate.156 

The second step was to show that current missionary practice in China was not in keeping 

with the Holy See’s stated principles. At Vanneufville’s prompting, Lebbe wrote a “Historical 

Overview” of the missions in China. In this document, Lebbe celebrated that one Chinese bishop 

had been ordained in the 17th century, the Dominican Luo Wenzao (1616-1691).157 However, 

Lebbe was deeply troubled that this first instance of a Chinese bishop was also the only one. In 

his “Historical Overview,” Lebbe attributes this to the European missionaries’ lack of ongoing 

commitment to train and empower Chinese to take over the Church’s administration. Lebbe 

notes the potential benefits of Jesuits’ efforts to convert the elites of Chinese society, but he 

                                                 

155 23 November 1845, Collectanea S. Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 2nd edition, Vol. 1, No. 1002, 540-546. 

Translated in Cotta, Fonds I, A8.1, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
156 Soetens, “The Holy See and the Promotion of an Indigenous Clergy,” 165. 
157 Luo Wenzao was the first Chinese bishop and remained the only such bishop for nearly three hundred years. Luo 

converted to Catholicism as a young man, joined the Dominicans, and studied theology in Manila before becoming 

the first Chinese priest in 1654. He was initially selected for episcopal elevation, proposed by François Pallu (then 

Vicar Apostolic of Tonkin) and named by Pope Clement X to become bishop of Nanking in 1674. However, his 

consecration was delayed by opposition from the Dominican superior in Manila because of his support for the Jesuit 

position during the Chinese Rites Controversy and by his own humility in refusing to take the position given the 

opposition.  He was eventually consecrated by Bernard Della Chiesa as the bishop of Beijing eleven years later in 

1685 and was generally praised as a humble and hardworking bishop. However, Luo did not promote other Chinese 

to the episcopate. With wide European concern about finding deserving Chinese, and Luo himself uncomfortable 

with promoting them, he died in 1691 as the only native bishop of Asia.  There would be no other Chinese bishops 

for centuries. Pascuale D’Elia, Catholic Native Episcopacy in China, 32-35. 
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ultimately deems the Jesuit mission a failure since the Chinese churches during  “fell back 

almost exclusively upon the Missions and their European benefactors.”158 Then, although the 

Société de Missionnaires Étrangeres de Paris was founded with the original aim of forming 

indigenous clergy and founding indigenous churches, they too lost focus on this goal: “The idea 

first prevailed in the period of the Founders; then it wore itself out, and finally it was defeated.” 

159 The implicit message in Lebbe’s “Historical Overview” is that since the religious orders 

conducting missions in China have ignored or lost sight of the Propaganda’s intentions, the Holy 

See must intervene to set the Chinese Church back on track. 

Thirdly, the petitioners argued that the gap between the Holy See’s vision and current 

missionary practice was hindering the Church’s mission among the Chinese. On this point, 

Lebbe and Cotta submitted letters of their own, but the voices of Chinese clergy were especially 

persuasive.160 In 1917, Ying Lianzhi sent an “Exhortation to Learning” in which he argued that 

the European character of the Church and its seminaries were preventing the Catholic faith from 

finding traction among the elite and intellectual classes of China.161 In 1920, nineteen Chinese 

priests from the vicariate of Southeast Zhili wrote directly to the pope to present their concerns 

about the vicariate. One of these problems was “a deficiency in the government in the mission,” 

                                                 

158 Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 7. 
159 Ibid., 8-9. Lebbe goes on to describe the “facts” of the troubling case of a MEP missionary, Monsignor Pierre 

Joseph Georges Pigneau (1741-1799), commonly known as Pigneau de Béhaine, who as missionary bishop in 

Annam (today Vietnam) rallied French financial and military support of Prince Nguyen Anh’s effort to unite the 

country; despite these political efforts to further French and Catholic interests, he gained limited toleration for 

Christianity in Vietnam. 
160 As I will discuss further in Chapter 4, Lebbe offered one of his most extended reflections on the effects of the 

French Religious Protectorate upon the Chinese clergy in a 1917 letter to the bishop of Ninbpo, Paul-Marie 

Reynaud. Antoine Cotta forwarded this letter to the Congregation for the Propogation of the Faith. 

 Lebbe explored at length the ways the Church’s European national affiliation and culture made Catholicism 

unattractive to Chinese non-ChristiansV. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, “On my retreat” 18 September 1917, in Fonds I, 

A9.100, Archives Vincent Lebbe.  
161 Ying, “Exhortation à l’Etude et Réponse à un Catéchiste de Changhai,” PropA, vol. 699, rubr. 130 (1921), pp. 

654r-673r. Cited in Young 175. 
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namely multiple layers of French oversight to the exlusion of any Chinese. They supplied a 

listing of the leadership of the vicariate. Indeed, the dominance of the French over the Chinese 

was striking: 

“Our mission is governed by clergy of various ranks… 

a) Apostolic Vicar (French) 

b) Regular Superior, who is always the Vicar General of the apostolic vicariate (French) 

c) A rector of the college in our residence here, and another superior resident in Taiming 

(both French). Except for the Regular Superior, we must in the presence of these two 

genuflect and seek their blessing to enter and leave the residence. 

d) Two scholastic inspectors of the Chinese studies (both French) 

e) Four Mission consultors (all French) 

f) One Mission procurator, who administrates the finances (French) 

g) Eight section ministers (all French) 

h) Ordinary missionaries (among whom there are 19 European, 5 Chinese regular and 10 

secular 

i) Assistant missionaries 8 (all [Chinese] secular) 

j) Hand assistants 6 (all [Chinese] secular)” 

Beyond this visible aspect, how could Chinese in great numbers be admitted to the office 

of ordinary missionary (Chinese who are also deprived of either active or passive voice in 

the election of the mission superior)…”162 

 

The frustration of Chinese Catholics made a strong impression in Rome, showing that the 

Church could not be party to Western European powers’ colonial interests without severe 

repercussions among the Chinese. 

Indeed, earlier in 1918, the Holy See had already begun to move. In July, the Holy See 

attempted to establish direct diplomatic relations with China. The Holy See would send a papal 

                                                 

162 “Haec nostra Missio gubernatur a sacerdotibus in varia gradu distinctis. Claritatis gratia hic conspectus generalis 

adjicitur. A) Vicarius Apostolicus [Gallus]. B) Superior regularis, qui semper est vicarius generalis vicarii apostolici 

[Gallus]).  C) Unus rector collegii in hac residentia, alter superior domus in civitate Taiming [duo galli). Praeter 

superiorem regularem tenemur etiam coram his duobus genibus flexis petere benedictionem tum in accessu ad 

residentiam tum in discessu. D) Duo inspectores scholarum de studio sinensi [duo Galli]. E Quatuor consultores 

Missionis [omnes Galli). F) Unus procurator Missionis, qui curam habet pecuniae [Gallus]. G) Oeta Ministri 

sectionis [Omnes Galli]. H) Simplices Missionarii, inter quos 19 Europaei, 5 regulares sinenses, 10 saeculares. I) 

Adjutores missionarii 8 [Omnes saeculares]. J) Adjutores ad manum 6 [Omnes saeculares]. Ex hoc conspectu 

patet, ·quod sinenses tantummodo admittuntur ad officia simplicium missioriariorum (Sinenses quoque privantur 

vocibus activis et passivis in electione Superioris Missionis). “19 Prêtes du Tcheli S.E. au Pape Benoit XV,” July 

1920, in Claude Soetens, ed., Pour l’Église chinoise I. La Visite Apostolique de Missions de Chine, Cahiers de la 
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nuncio to Beijing and the Beiyang government would send a Chinese minister to Rome. This 

endeavor failed when France opposed direct Sino-Vatican relations in order to protect France’s 

role as the major arbiter of Catholicism in China. By suggesing that the Holy See’s outreach to 

China was a German conspiracy (the proposed Vatican nuncio was a German), France rallied the 

Allied powers to pressure the Chinese government to drop its planned arrangement with the Holy 

See. Chinese Catholics were dismayed to see France forestall relations between their country and 

the Holy See. The Catholics of Hokienfou (Southeast Zhili) wrote bitterly in Yishibao that “the 

despotic arrogance of this power [France] knows in truth no measure.”163 

After the diplomatic route failed, in July 1919, the Holy See initiated an apostolic 

visitation to investigate the Church in China. The Propaganda Fide had a new director, Cardinal 

Willem Van Rossum.164 By initiating an apostolic visitation, Van Rossum was able to appoint an 

“apostolic visitor” to represent the Holy See in China. He chose the French M.E.P. missionary 

bishop Jean-Baptiste-Marie Budes de Guébriant (1860-1935).165 De Guébriant’s duties were 

two-fold: first, he was to visit all the significant missions in China interviewing the clergy, and 

secondly, to administer a questionnaire for the bishops, preists and laity of China. The questions 

covered a wide range of topics, asking about  the ‘foreign’ character of Catholicism, the reasons 

                                                 

163 “L’arrogance despotique de cette puissance ne connaît en vérite aucune mesure,” Letter of Catholics of 

Hokienfou (South-East Tcheli) to the Catholics of Tientsin, extract from the Yishibao Sunday issue. Fonds I, 

A11.b.10, Archives de Vincent Lebbe.  
164 In March 1918, Cardinal Willem Van Rossum succeeded Cardinal Domenico Serafini as Prefect of the 

Propaganda Fide. He was a crucial proponent of the native episcopacy in China, slowly but decisively laying the 

groundwork for their ordination in 1926. 
165 Jean Budes de Guébriant (光若翰) was reasonable choice given that he was appreciated on many sides. On the 

one hand, he was a Frenchman proud of France’s historic sponsorship of missionary work, and had even raised the 

money for his first episcopate in Chongqing from his home country. On the other hand, he was known to entertain 

ideas for reform and to sponsor new initiatives; he, after all, was one of those who had donated seed money to 

Lebbe’s Yishibao. De Guébriant was then serving as the Vicar Apostolic of Canton when he was given the 

additional role of serving as the pope’s Visitor to China. 
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for the Protestants’ comparatively greater success in the past two several decades, the seminary 

system, the economic circumstances of the missions, and the treatment and capabilities of the 

indigenous clergy. In his own response to the questionnaire, Lebbe predictably answered that 

“the only radical cure is the complete native clergy” and “a speedy preparation of the Chinese 

episcopate.”166 

 Before de Guébriant finished the investigation, Pope Benedict XV surprised the 

missionary world with an apostolic letter on mission, Maximum Illud (November 30, 1919). It 

called the heads of missions to commit themselves to the long-term good of the indigenous 

churches and to put aside all lesser interests of national or congregational identity..167 Drafted 

primarily by the Propaganda’s prefect, Cardinal Van Rossum, the letter did not explicity mention 

China but it was clearly oriented towards the Chinese situation. Employing arguments and even 

words very similar to those in Ying, Cotta and Lebbe’s petitions, the letter warned against 

religious orders possessively guarding their territories against fellow Catholic missionaries, 

insisted that the native priests not be kept as merely auxiliary clergy, and challenged the missions 

to produce native bishops.168 The letter was little noted in European countries which were then 

consumed with the end of World War I, but it did prompt strong reactions in China. It signalled 

to Chinese Catholics that the Holy See was attentive to their concerns, and it alerted those 

                                                 

166 Lebbe calls for “le seul remède radical est dans le clergé indigène complet” and for “préparation très prochaine de 

l'épiscopat chinois.” “Réponses de V. Lebbe au Questionnaire de la Visite Apostolique adressées à Mgr. de 

Guébriant,” in Soetens, ed., Pour l’Église chinoise I, 256 and 259; also in A. 13.a, 97.” 
167 Pope Benedict XV’s concern for missions can be explained in various ways. As Ernest Young points out, the 

political explanation is that Benedict XV had been kept out of the Paris Peace Conference at the close of the World 

War I and so was eager to regain for the papacy a more significant role in world affairs; at the same time, however, 

Benedict XV was also deeply concerned about the welfare of the church worldwide and troubled by the problematic 

reports coming from the mission territories. Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony: China’s Catholic Church and the 

French Religious Protectorate (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 186. 
168 “Etude Comparative de Maximum Illud avec des écrits des Pères Lebbe et Cotta, rédigée vers 1960 par les abbés 

A. Sohier et E. Poulet, S.A.M,” in Soetens, ed., Pour l’Église Chinoise III, 167-168. 
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seeking to defend the French Protectorate that the key ground to secure was not in China but in 

Rome. After the promulgation of Maximum Illud, the heads of several religious orders reporting 

to Rome expressing concern about the lack of quality indigenous candidates for the episcopacy. 

French journals such as L’Echo de Chine began publishing defenses of current missionary 

practice and articulating arguments against the idea of a Chinese leadership.169 The publication 

of Maximum Illud did not settle the question of native bishops but rather brought the debate out 

into the open. 

 As the Apostolic Visitation concluded, Lebbe returned to Europe in 1920. The Lazarist 

superiors of the China mission had deemed it best to send Lebbe to work with Chinese students 

in Western Europe.170 Lebbe was concerned that if he left China he would not be permitted to 

return. However, with de Guébriant’s encouragement and assurances that the assignment would 

be short, he agreed to go. De Guébriant, Lebbe, and three Chinese Catholic students set sail in 

the Spring and arrived in Paris on April 18, 1920.171 This transfer removed Lebbe from the China 

apostolate for much longer than he had hoped, but his proximity to Rome did give him the 

opportunity to bring the cause of the Chinese episcopate to the Holy See. 

The European Apostolate 

Lebbe’s work in Europe occupied a lengthy span (1920-1927) before he was able to 

return to China. Although this period offers rich opportunities to better understand the Catholic 

engagement with secular Sino-French organizations, a detailed study of this European apostolate 

is beyond the scope of this particular study.172 In brief, the purpose of this seven years’ work was 

                                                 

169 For a study of this debate, see Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
170 Lebbe’s European ministry is outside the scope of this study, but his primary task was to  
171 Leclercq, 218. 
172 For a study of Vincent Lebbe’s work with Sino-French and especially Sino-Belgian Catholic networks, see 

Gillian Pan Zhiyuan’s forthcoming dissertation at the University of Cambridge, UK. 
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to provide Catholic support to Chinese students in France and Belgium who were otherwise 

prone to becoming anti-clerical. 

There were Chinese students in France and Belgium because of a program called the 

“Diligent Work and Frugal Study Program” (Liufa Qinggong Jianxuehui). In the late 1910s, the 

Chinese anarchists Li Shizeng and Cai Yuanpei had worked with the Chinese and French 

governments to establish a program to send working-class Chinese young adults to France. The 

purpose was for them to work in factories and to gain an education in the secular, cosmopolitan 

and progressive values of France’s Third Republic.173 Catholic missionaries in China were 

concerned that the approximately 2,000 young Chinese who participated in this initiative were 

becoming increasingly hostile to religion and the Church. In Europe, many students either 

continued in the founders’ anarchist aim of preparing an anti-Confucian, anti-traditional cultural 

revolution, or they were introduced to the Marxist and Leninist framework of class-conflict and 

joined the Communist Party in France. Either way, the secularization of the student-workers 

seemed to pose a threat to the future of the Church in China. 

With the assistance of a friend, the Chinese university student Bernard Liu, Lebbe 

founded a social club, L’Amicale des Etudiants Libres. Since many of the socialist voluntary 

organizations for Chinese students in France were hostile to Catholics, L’Amicale was for “free” 

(libres) students in the sense of being open to all without any ban on religious members. Indeed, 

the Catholics hoped that through L’Amicale they could introduce future Chinese leaders to the 

                                                 

173 The goal of the work-study program was twofold: the young Chinese were to engage in labor to learn 

manufacturing and other technical skills needed in China; they were also supposed to study at French institutes and 

universities, that agreed to offer low tuition to the participants, so that they might be formed in France’s humanistic 

ideals. This was supposed to narrow the gap between manual and mental labor, saving China from its technical 

weakness and “moribund” traditionalism, while also strengthening the relationship between China and France. Paul 

Bailey, “The Chinese Work-Study Movement in France,” The China Quarterly 115 (Sept. 1988): 441-461. 
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faith. For the better part of seven years, Lebbe’s work was consumed with fundraising efforts to 

keep these students fed, housed and in school.174 

By 1920, the Diligent Work and Frugal Study program was in financial crisis for reasons 

beyond the organizers’ or students’ control. Firstly, a post-war depression had forced many 

factories to shut down or lay off workers. Most students, even if they could find work, were 

unable to afford even reduced tuition in France’s institutes of higher learning. Second, the 

primary bank working with these students, the Bank of Indochina, folded and lost the their 

savings.175 One reporter who covered the grim situation of the students was Zhou Enlai, the 

future of the People’s Republic, who was then both a work-study youth and a special 

correspondent for Lebbe’s paper Yishibao in Paris. 176 In his articles for Yishibao, Zhou 

calculated that Paris alone had about seven-hundred Chinese students unable to find jobs or pay 

for school.177 As funding sources dried up, the students became, in the words of Lebbe’s later 

missionary colleague Raymond de Jaegher, “virtually stranded in France.”178 The poverty of the 

                                                 

174 Lebbe’s original aim was to offer a Catholic witness, with the assistance of the three Chinese Catholic students 

he’d brought from China, to the student-worker members of the much larger but more anti-clerical “Sino-French 

Education Association” (華法教育會). However, the Chinese Catholic students were denied membership. Lebbe’s 

main helper Bernard Liu, fluent in Chinese and French, did eventually make some headway with the student-

workers of the Sino-French Education Association in Paris by starting a language school to teach them French. In 

general, however, they found greater traction with student-workers who were not strongly affiliated with the Sino-

French Education Association and founded a parallel social club, called L’Amicale des Etudiants Libres, where 

‘libre’ signalled its non-sectarian nature. Leclercq, 222. Charbonnier, 392. 
175 Leclercq, 231. 

176 Zhou Enlai (周恩来) was just one of several future leading Communists who shared the formative experience of 

work-study in France. Zhou went to Paris as part of a 1920 cohort of student-workers, though he was somewhat 

unusual in having another source of income with the newspaper. Since he had secured a job with Lebbe’s paper 

Yishibao in his hometown of Tianjin before departing for Europe, he was not as desperate as many of his peers in 

France. 
177 Zhou Enlai, Yishibao, reproduced in 赴法勤工俭学运动史料 [Historical Materials on the Work-Study 

Movement in France] (Beijing: 1979-81), Vol. 1, p. 6-11, 55. 
178 The student-workers were unable to get long-term funding from Sino-French Education Association which was 

only prepared to provide temporary subidies and housing, nor from the French Communist societies due to France’s 

depression, nor from their families facing the civil wars of the Warlord Era back home. De Jaegher, The Enemy 
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Diligent Work and Frugal Study participants was serious enough that by 1921, sixty-one from 

the wider program had died of sickness and hunger while another eighty were hospitalized.179 

 Lebbe only worked with a subset of these student-workers, but his years in Europe were 

consumed with financial frustration as he canvassed the French and Belgian Catholic 

communities asking for support. He asked people either to donate money or to provide 

accomodations for students whom he’d promised to help. This was a difficult pitch because most 

of the Chinese students were not Catholics, and he found benefactors reticent to support those 

who were only potential Catholics.180 Lebbe was always on the defensive, caught between the 

students’ needs for reliable resources and the donors’ expectations to see clear progress in their 

beneficiaries’ education and faith-formation.181 Not having strong accounting skills, Lebbe ran 

out of money several times. Committed to the students but impatient to get back to China, Lebbe 

kept petitioning for the chance to return throughout 1920-1927. 

Rome Responds 

During this difficult time in Europe, Lebbe took the opportunity to present the case for 

the Chinese episcopate in person to influential clerics in Europe. Lebbe’s brother Dom Bède 

helped arrange a meeting with the Belgian cardinal Désiré Mercier in Brussels in 1920.182 Lebbe 

shared his hopes for the Chinese episcopate and, in ongoing correspondence, suggested Chinese 

priests who might make good candidates as bishops. While acknowledging that there might be 

                                                 

Within: An Eyewitness Account of the Communist Conquest of China (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 

Inc., 1952), 14. 
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181 V. Lebbe to “Mon cher enfant,” 7 July 1926, Liege, in Goffart and Sohier, Lettres, No. 122, p.  242. 
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excellent candidates among the Jesuits whom he simply did not know, Lebbe listed four priests 

in whom he did have confidence: Philip Zhao, a diocesan priest from Beijing who was zealous in 

evangelization and had a deep family connection to the Church, as his father and a number of 

other members were martyrs of the Boxer Uprisings; Peter Cheng from Baoding who was 

teaching in a minor seminary and well-regarded by his bishop and fellow clergy; a Vincentian 

Father Zi from Ningbo whose district was flourishing; and finally Peter Chen who led the 

charitable organization Pro Pontifice et Ecclesia in Shanxi.183 Lebbe was encouraged by 

Mercier’s interest in identifying possible Chinese candidates for the episcopate. 

Through Mercier’s influence in Rome, Lebbe gained private audiences with both 

Cardinal Van Rossum of the Propaganda Fide and Pope Benedict XV in December 1920. In the 

meeting with Van Rossum, Lebbe presented his case for the Chinese episcopate and found the 

Prefect already sympathetic to his arguments from reading the documents sent to him. Van 

Rossum explained that the major obstacle to consecrating Chinese bishops was that the existing 

missionary bishops felt there were no Chinese priests of sufficient quality to be elevated to the 

office of bishop. Lebbe assured him that there were in fact worthy Chinese priests, at Van 

Rossum’s invitation, suggested their names. Three of the names he wrote down for Van Rossum 

were the same as those suggested to Mercier, though this time, instead of Father Zi, Lebbe 

named a priest “Li from Tcho-tchow,” though he was unsure of the priest’s baptismal name.184 If 

there had been any doubt before that the Holy See was taking note, now it was very clear. Next 

Lebbe and Bernard Liu had the chance to briefly meet Pope Benedict XV himself. Lebbe shared 
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his opinion that it should be “easy to make” a vicariate for a Chinese bishop to lead. He 

suggested creating the first one by breaking off the region of Xuanhua from Beijing to become a 

vicariate of its own.185 At the end of this brief audience, the pope gave Lebbe 100,000 Italian lire 

for Lebbe to use for the good of the Chinese Church. Lebbe left Rome optimistic that the first 

modern Chinese bishop would be consecrated soon. 

The death of Pope Benedict XV in 1922 seemed to threaten the movement forward, but 

when Pius XI ascended the papal throne he proved to be even more decisively in favor of the 

Chinese episcopate than his predecessor. As the Jesuit historian and China missionary Pascuale 

D’Elia writes, “One of the first acts of Cardinal Achille Ratti mounting the See of Peter… was to 

succeed where his predecessors, Gregory XVI in 1845, Pius IX in 1849 and 1870, Leo XIII in 

1886, Benedict XV in 1918, had failed, namely in having the Holy See represented in China.” 186 

As discussed, in Chapter 1, the pope’s chosen delegate was an Italian priest, Celso Costantini 

(1876-1958).187 Costantini was wholly committed to reforming mission in China. He took as his 

assistant Lebbe’s friend and one of Lebbe’s recommendations for the episcopate, the priest Philip 

Zhao Huayi.188 With a determined spirit and the benefit of a position of authority outside the 

structures of any missionary order or congregation, Costantini set about restructuring the Church. 

For this work, Costantini In 1922-23, he appointed two Chinese priests - Odoric Cheng Hede of 

Puqi, Hebei and Melchior Sun Dezhen of Lixian, Zhili - to become “apostolic prefects.” 

Although they were not yet consecrated as bishops, the Chinese leaders would serve as 

                                                 

185 V. Lebbe, Lettres, p. 194. 
186 D’Elia [德禮賢 ] , The Catholic Missions in China: A Short Sketch of the History of the Catholic Church in 

China from the Earliest Records to Our Own Days (Shanghai: The Commercial Press, 1941), 81. 
187 Celso Costantini (刚恒毅) 1876-1958. 
188Hua Yi, “Brief History of Bishop Zhao Huaiyi [趙懷義],” in 教友生活周刊 [The Christian Life Weekly] (11 

December 1986). 

 



141 

 

functional heads of their prefectures. Next, from May 15 to June 12, 1924, Costantini convened a 

Plenary Council for all bishops of China in Shanghai. It included the two Chinese prefects.189 

The effects of the nineteenth century Unequal Treaties would continue to inform the civil 

presence of France in China for some time, but the Holy See’s tacit permission for France to 

govern the ecclesiastical affairs of China had ended. 

 By 1926, the way was prepared for the elevation of Chinese clergy to the episcopate. In 

February, Pope Pius XI issued his own encyclical on mission, Rerum Ecclesiae. This letter 

reiterated Benedict XV’s instructions to prepare clergy of high quality for the episcopate. The 

missionary and historian Pascuale D’Elia commented, “Nothing shall any longer prevent 

indigenous priests from being placed at the head of parishes and even dioceses to be created as 

soon as it will please God.”190 Indeed Van Rossum in Rome and Costantini in Beijing were 

working rapidly to appoint not just one but several indigenous bishops in China. These new 

bishops would not replace any of the existing heads of the missions. Rather, the plan was to 

simply divide China’s large apostolic vicariates into smaller, more numerous vicariates and to 

appoint Chinese apostolic vicars to the new units. After so many years of work, when Costantini 

and Zhao received word from that the consecrations were approve and to be done personally by 

the pope in Rome, they received the news with relieved awe. Costantini wrote in his memoir: “I 
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passed the letter to [Zhao] and we were silent for a moment, united in the vision of the great act 

that would take place at the tomb of St. Peter.”191 

 On October 28, 1926, Lebbe was thrilled to attend the Mass in St. Peters to see the 

consecration of six Chinese bishops. While each of the Chinese bishops could merit a biography 

of their own, here I simply list them with brief descriptions from Paul Mariani’s historical 

work.”192 Among them there was one secular appointee, two Franciscans, two Lazarist, and one 

Jesuit. 

 Philip Zhao Huaiyi (1880-1927), as noted earlier, was one of Lebbe’s recommendations 

and was serving as Costantini’s personal secretary. A diocesan priest from a Catholic family in 

Beijing, he was forty-six years old when he was elevated to become a bishop. He was appointed 

to the apostolic vicariate of Xuanhuafu, a new vicariate separated off from north of Beijing as 

Lebbe had once suggested to Cardinal Mercier. 

 Odoric Cheng Hede, O.F.M (1873-1928) was a Franciscan from Hebei Province who 

traveled with his family to Italy as a child and joined the Franciscans there. Since 1903, he had 

been back in China serving as a seminary administrator and professor. He was one of the two 

priests already appointed by Costantini in 1923 to serve as an apostolic prefect in Puqi. After the 

consecrations, he stayed there to serve another two years until his death in 1928. 

 Aloysius Chen Guodi, O.F.M (1875-193) was also a Franciscan. After the Boxer 

Uprisings, he was sent to Shanxi to investigate the situation of the Catholics there. In Shanxi, he 

had served as a secretary to Italian bishops and taught in the Taiyuan seminary. After his 
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sur le tombeau de Saint Pierre.” Costantini, Réforme des missions, 131. 
192 The Chinese characters for the names of these six bishops were Philip Zhao Huaiyi 趙懷義(1880-1927), Odoric 

Cheng Hede 成和德, O.F.M (1873-1928), Melchior Sun Dezhen 孫德禎, C.M (1869-1951), Simon Zhu Kaimin 朱
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episcopal consecration, he served as the apostolic vicar of Fenyang and committed himself to 

fostering vocations to the priesthood from among the Chinese. 

 Melchior Sun Dezhen, C.M (1869-1951) was a Vincentian who had joined the 

Congregation of the Mission two years after his ordination as a diocesan priest of Beijing. He 

taught Latin for twelve years in the seminary of Beijing, then served as a missionary in the 

countryside. Like Cheng, he had been serving as the apostolic prefect of Lixian since 1923, and 

he remained in this post after his elevation to the episcopate. 

Simon Zhu Kaimin, S.J. (1868-1960) was an older Jesuit priest from a high-class 

Catholic family from Shanghai. The Propaganda Fide viewed his background as a benefit since 

he could command respect from the Chinese civil authorities. He served as the Vicar Apostolic 

of Haimen in Jiangsu Province, the territory with the largest Catholic population of any of those 

entrusted to the first six bishops. 

Joseph Hu Ruoshan (1881-

1962) had grown up as an orphan in 

Zhejiang Province and was raised by 

Catholic missionaries. He became a 

Vincentian at age twenty-five and 

was ordained at twenty-eight. He 

taught philosophy and dogmatic 

theology at the Catholic seminary of 

Ningbo and had served as a 

consulting theologian at the Plenary 

Figure 3. The Apostolic Vicariates of the Six Chinese Bishops, 1926. Image 

from D'Elia, The Catholic Native Episcopacy in China (Shanghai: Tusewei 

Printing Press, 1927). 
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Council of Shanghai in 1924. He served as the Vicar Apostolic of Taizhou, later the diocese of 

Linhai. 

The Holy See intentionally marked these consecrations as a watershed for worldwide 

missions. After all, the bishops could have simply been consecrated by other bishops in China. 

However, the Holy See invited them to Rome and Pope Pius XI greeted them personally upon 

their arrival in the city. The consecrations took place at a Pontifical High Mass, and the pope 

expressed his joy at being able to consecrate the fellow bishops on the anniversary of his own 

episcopal consecration.193 The event was celebrated afterwards with receptions decorated with 

Chinese banners, and it received enormous attention from the press. After leaving Rome, the 

bishops made a tour of Europe to visit Italy, France, Belgium and Holland.194 There, crowds of 

local European Catholics came to greet them. 

The consecrations established a new norm in the appointment of bishops in China. As the 

apostolic delegate Celso Costantini put it, “With the nomination of six Chinese bishops, the pope 

has definitively closed one historical period and inaugurated another.”195 In 1933, Pius XI 

consecrated another three Chinese bishops in Rome. After this, the Holy See began to rapidly 

proliferate the number of territorial units in China. While the number of vicariates in 1920 had 

been fifty-two, by 1926 there were seventy-six, by 1930 one-hundred, and by 1934 an 

astounding one-hundred twenty-two distinct apostolic vicariates.196 As these were added, more 

and more Chinese priests rose to the rank of bishop. 
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The consecrations also brought about a transformation in the relationship between 

European and Chinese Catholics, destabilizing the pattern of Europeans in authority over the 

Chinese. For Lebbe, the reversal of the cultural dynamics of power and race — even more than 

the structural or territorial implications of the consecrations — suggested the greatest hope for 

the Chinese Church to take its place along other national churches within the universal church. 

Chinese Catholics had long deferred to European missionaries in spiritual authority over them 

with kowtows and other gestures of respect, but there was now potential for the reverse 

phenomenon. For Vincent Lebbe, one of the most touching aspects of joyous celebrations in 

Europe after the consecrations was how the European Catholics honored the Chinese bishops: 

“The indescribable joy of seeing these dear clergy honored: everyone on our knees!”197 He cried 

with joy when he saw a French mother in the crowd, desperately holding her infant up to the new 

Chinese bishops in hopes of a blessing and a kiss for her baby. It was a world of difference from 

the traditions in China that required even respected old men in the Chinese Catholic community 

to prostrate on the ground when coming into the presence of European missionaries a fraction of 

their age. Costantini wrote as well that the consecration of the bishops effected more than simply 

the change of rank of a few. In his belief, the consecrations marked the beginning of the Church 

as Chinese. Missionaries would come to China “no longer as masters, but as guests.”198 

Serving the Chinese Church (1927-1940) 

In the final third of Lebbe’s life, Lebbe’s activities turned from advocacy with leading 

ecclesiastics in Europe towards addressing the national concerns of China. He focused more 

exclusively on domestic Chinese issues for several reasons: Lebbe served under a Chinese 
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bishop, he finally realized his hope of becoming a Chinese citizen, he left the Lazarist 

community to join a Chinese religious order of his own founding, and China was engulfed in 

war. 

As Jacques Leclercq writes, Lebbe returned as a simple missionary “to the smallest 

country diocese in the land.” 199 He and others expected this post to be less controversial than his 

earlier tenure as the Vicar-General of Tianjin. However, Lebbe’s assignment to rural northern 

China turned out not to be so obscure after all. It gave him a front-row seat to Japanese efforts to 

annex North China and to the early years of the Chinese Civil War.  

Lebbe returned to an uncertain and divisive China due to both ecclesiastical tensions and 

the splintering politics of the Chinese nation. Lebbe had always held up the Chinese Church as 

the object of his work and hope, but whose Church and whose China? The Church’s organization 

was more complex than ever due to the presence of multiple types of ecclesiastical authorities. 

There were religious superiors (such as the Lazarist “visitors” representing the superior general 

of Congregation of the Mission in China) and now also the apostolic delegate (representing the 

Holy See). There were foreign bishops (heralding from various European countries, and 

generally members of religious orders and congregations) but now also Chinese bishops (some 

belonging to religious congregations, and others simply diocesan or “secular” clergy). The 

cohesion of the Chinese Church under this multifaceted leadership would be tested in wartime. 

Lebbe’s return to China in 1927 was only possible because the recently consecrated 

Chinese bishops supported him. The European ecclesiastical leadership in China accepted the 

jurisdictional authority of the Chinese bishops now that they were consecrated. As Lebbe wrote 
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with a tone of irony to Anthony Cotta “Bishop Zhao tells me that Mgr. Jarlin is totally changed, 

totally won over to the idea of Chinese bishops.”200 Nonetheless, the European bishops of China 

were still unanimously opposed to having Lebbe in their vicariates and refused to agree to 

Lebbe’s requests for return.201 Finally, one of the new Chinese bishops and a fellow Lazarist, 

Bishop Melchior Sun Dezhen, opened a way for Lebbe’s return to the country.202 Sun invited 

Lebbe to serve in his apostolic prefecture of Lixian, located in a rural part of what is now Hebei 

Province.203 Lebbe was to join him at the prefecture’s cathedral in Gaojiazhuang village and 

serve as district director of the prefecture and the parish priest for the village.204  

Return to a Divided China 

Lebbe found the nation more politically divided than when he had left. National politics, 

as he wrote to the Chinese students that he had mentored in Europe, was an unavoidable question 

in late 1920s China: “Whatever our determination to ignore it as such, it does not ignore us, 
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unfortunately, and it determines more than ever the future of religion in our country.”205 Since 

Lebbe believed that the Church’s mission included serving the welfare of the nation, it is 

important to consider these national factors and how they impacted Lebbe’s perception of wider 

society: 1) the internal divisions of the Nationalist movement, 2) the dominance of warlord 

generals in the North, 3) growing tensions between the Nationalists and the growing Communist 

Party, and finally 4) incursions from imperialist Japan. It would be nearly impossible to 

understand Lebbe’s apostolic work without a general grasp of these four areas of crisis and his 

attitudes towards them: 

First, Lebbe returned in 1927 to a China governed by an internally divided and rapidly 

polarizing Nationalist Party. Earlier, the founding leader Sun Yat-sen had managed to hold 

together the republican and socialist emphases of the Xinhai revolutionary movement. After 

Sun’s death in March 1925, however, the Nationalist government had devolved into rival centers 

of leadership each with their own provincial militaries: Chiang Kai-shek and his ‘Center-

Rightists’ were located in Nanjing, the ‘Leftist’ Nationalist leadership still allied with the 

Communists were in Hankou/Wuhan, and the ‘Extreme-Rightist’ Western Hills faction 

originally from Beijing led its own Central Executive Committee in Shanghai.206 In 1927, 

members from each of these factions formed a “Central Special Committee” which temporarily 

sidelined Chiang. However, the Committee’s government soon failed for lack of financial 

support. In the Spring that Lebbe returned to China, Chiang staged a coup in March to take back 
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control of the party, the civil administration, and the military.207 Now holding all three levers of 

government, Chiang was newly established as a military dictator with more exclusive control 

than before. 

It was extremely difficult to discern the trajectory of the party at this tumultuous time 

since the First United Front between the Nationalist and Communist Parties of China still existed 

but was fracturing. Ironically, Lebbe was concerned about ‘Leftist’ influences within the 

government just as Chiang Kai-shek moved to purge Communists from the Nationalist ranks and 

the party veered ideologically to the ‘Right.’ In Spring 1927, Lebbe was aware of rumors that 

Chiang might break with the Left but was still uncertain of the direction of the party.208 In fact, 

as Lebbe was traveling to Lixian, his ship stopped in the port of Shanghai and he became stuck 

there during the fateful week of March 21, unable to get a boat out of the city because of events 

leading to the irrevocable Nationalist-Communist split.209 Shanghai had been ruled by a group of 

warlord generals known as the “Zhili Clique” up until the day of Lebbe’s arrival, when a final 

joint Communist-Nationalist effort overthrew the Clique. On March 20-21, the Communist union 

leaders Zhou Enlai and Chen Duxiu led the General Labor Union of Shanghai in a strike and 

armed rebellion, still in support of approaching Nationalist forces. They hoped to overthrow the 

Zhili Clique and establish a soviet municipal government in Shanghai. In the following days, the 

central National Army forces, still ostensibly cooperating with the Communists per the 
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conditions which the Soviet Union had placed upon the Guomindang, moved in to assume 

control of the city. 210 

In a letter to his mother, written after finally securing voyage on a boat out of the “hell of 

Shanghai,”211 Lebbe expressed his concern about the Leftist influence within the government. 

His description of the events reflects his dismay at the overall growth of the Communism during 

the seven years he was away from China, his struggle to distinguish between the ideologies of 

the forces now vying for control of the South, and his horror at the chaos of Shanghai:  

I cannot speak in detail of these sad events… One has to expect anything, that He who 

holds all things in his hands can still turn the wind at the last moment: in two words, the 

southern revolution, that is to say the ultra-modern China, the modern China of the Left, 

has won a victory which gives to it the government of all of China up to the Blue 

River212… Yet this Left is itself divided into left and right, the former being downright 

overtly Bolshevist: in recent times the Communist faction, at first much weaker, has 

become more and more predominant especially in the Provisional Civil Government; 

while the army is on the whole on the Right. The results of the southern occupation have 

so far been appalling; it is persecution in all its horror, and already blood has flowed. 

There remains hope for our poor beloved church in China: it is a coalition of the 

advanced elements of the North with the Right of the South.”213 

 

Yet where Lebbe saw shades of Communist red permeating the events of Shanghai, in fact the 

central government was becoming more Rightist by the day. What Lebbe did not know was that 

the center-right Guomindang leadership had already decided to purge the Leftists from within the 
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party. Chiang’s march on Shanghai served to not only to bring the city under central government 

control but also to outmaneuver his greatest rival in the Wuhan faction of the Nationalist Party, 

Wang Jingwei. 

Less than two weeks after Lebbe’s reflections, Chiang Kai-shek staged what became 

known as the “Shanghai Massacre.” On April 12, starting with assassinations during the night 

and continuing with open shooting the next day, Jiang’s central government forces and local pro-

capitalist gangs together turned on the Communist-leaning elements of Shanghai. They killed 

hundreds of Communist party leaders, union leaders of whichever party affiliation, workers’ 

militia members, protesting students and other civilians. This was devastating both for the 

Communists and for Wang Jingwei. As the leader of the Nationalist’s Wuhan faction that was 

cooperating with the Communists, he heavily relied on support from workers’ unions.214 In the 

Shanghai Massacre, Chiang pushed Wang Jingwei out of contention for leadership of the wider 

party by securing Shanghai as a military center and financial reservoir for himself. Chiang’s anti-

communist purge determined the direction of the party, and in July even the left-leaning Wuhan 

faction expelled the Communists from their ranks.215 

By the time this unfolded, Lebbe was already far away in rural Hebei and so it is difficult 

to assess his knowledge of the situation in the South. Overall, however, Lebbe was relieved by 

the Nationalist Party’s effort to eliminate Leftist influence from within. After leaving Shanghai 

though before the Shanghai Massacre, Lebbe wrote to some Chinese students back in Europe 

that Communist rule was the “most absolute dictatorship, and anyone who would speak of 
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freedom under such a regime would appear as a ghost from another age.”216 To him, the 

Nationalist’s choice to end the First United Front with the Communists was a positive 

development. Although there is no reason to believe Lebbe condoned the violence by which the 

Nationalist leadership eliminated Communist influence from the party, the fact remains that 

Lebbe continued to believe that Communism was a fundamentally un-Chinese ideology and that 

the best chance for the Chinese Church lay with the “Rightists of the South.”217 In June when it 

was more clear that Jiang had moved decisively against the Communists, Lebbe wrote to the 

Chinese students in Europe that he was proud of China for having spurned “Bolshevism” and 

declaring, as he put it, “We are not Russians!”218 

The second reason Lebbe returned to a divided China was civil warfare between 

warlords. Powerful regional army generals had control of much of the country, including 

southern Hebei where the apostolic prefecture of Lixian was located. These warlord-generals of 

the 1920s had varying levels of commitment to the republican ideology, little administrative 

oversight from Nanjing, and deep suspicion for General Chiang himself and his ambition to 

consolidate his own control at their expense.219 Due to warlord conflict, the Catholics at Lixian 

faced incessant changes in territorial status during the late 1920s and early 30s. 

When Lebbe first arrived, Lixian was in a region controlled by the warlord Yan Xishan. 

Yan was a general who had managed to maintain his rule over Shanxi through the founding of 

the Republic, the dictatorship of Yuan Shikai, and into the Republican Era. In his initial letters 
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from the North China plain, Lebbe wrote that he was relieved to find life there mostly unchanged 

from his former experience. The Catholic Church was free to go about its business. Lebbe 

quipped to his brother Robert, “we are here in perfect peace, without soldiers, without robbers, 

without hunger… and without money.”220 Still, this calm was occasionally punctured by scares 

from warlord and local militias. At one point, Lebbe was called to assist Catholic villagers on 

southern edge of the Lixian prefecture who were deeply outnumbered by the approaching Red 

Spear Society (hongqianhui). The Red Spears were an armed self-defense group in rural northern 

China that went into battle with spears covered in magical inscriptions, as the Boxers had done 

decades earlier, and the villagers feared being forcibly conscripted into their ranks. To Lebbe’s 

relief, the Red Spears’ spiritual orientation turned out to be their salvation; the militia concluded 

that since Catholicism banned the cult of the spirits, the Catholics would be weak on the 

battlefield, and so the Red Spears concluded the Christians were not worth conscripting and left 

them in peace: “You can guess whether our Christians were relieved to hear that!”221 

Despite early Lebbe’s optimism, Lixian’s rural and strategically unimportant location did 

not spare the community from warlord fighting for long. In late 1927-1928, Chiang commanded 

the Nationalist forces on the final phase of the “Northern Expedition” to unify China. The main 

objective was to force the warlords — especially General Zhang Xuelin, who had recently taken 

over the rulership of the northernmost territory of Manchuria after the assassination of his father 

Zhang Zuolin — to recognize the authority of the government in Nanjing.222 To do so, General 
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Chiang recruited the warlords of the intermediate territories, including Yan Xishan’s forces in 

Hebei. For a time, the Lixian vicariate was contested ground in a tug of war between Zhang in 

the north versus Yan and Feng in the North China Plain.223 These conglomerate forces of the 

Northern Expedition succeeded in unifying the country under the Nationalist flag in 1928, an 

occasion for great celebration in the Lixian prefecture. 

To appreciate the situation of the North Chinese Catholics, it is important to understand 

how tenuous Nationalist rule continued to be even into the ‘late’ Republican Era. Chiang Kai-

shek established the capitol of the Nationalist government far away in the South at Nanjing. In 

the North, the alliances undergirding 

national unity subsequently deteriorated in 

late Spring 1929 when the “Central Plains 

War” broke out.224 For a brief time, the 

Lixian Catholic prefecture was deep in the 

heart of the “Northern Coalition,” an 

alliance of Feng, Yan and some other 

regional military leaders who now opposed 

Chiang and his Nanjing government with a 

rival government back in Beijing.225  In 

another realignment, however, Chiang induced the northernmost general, Zhang Xueliang, to 

                                                 

if Zhang would give up his claim on Beijing, retreat to Manchuria and maintain its autonomy from China. Opposing 
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Figure 4. Nationalist (blue) and Warlord (red) Territories in 1925. 
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enter the Central Plains War on his side.226 This turned the tide decisively against Feng and Yan. 

In the early 1930s, General Zhang Xueliang moved to expand his own territory southward once 

again to encompass most Hebei; the warlord general who just a few years had been fighting in 

Lixian prefecture opposition to Nanjing rule was now ruling the region as a nominal part of the 

Nationalist government.227 

The point here is that Lebbe felt the need to organize the Catholics in the north and to 

support the national government where possible. Given the vulnerability of local villages, he 

prioritized building up the local Church as a unit of its own so that the Catholics might better 

weather through times of political instability. For instance, after the episode with the local Red 

Spear militia, he reflected with some appreciation for their initiative to self-organize. This was 

surely a better option than being passively overrun by every passing bandit and traversing 

army.228 So too, the Lixian prefecture’s distance from the Nationalist capital in Nanjing made 

Lebbe anxious for the government to establish real control. Even when the Catholics of North 

China did find themselves under nominal Nationalist rule, they were far from its center and its 

central armies. Twenty years after the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the North Chinese Catholics 

were just starting to belong to Republican China and only by proxy through warlord alliance. 

Lebbe put his hopes in the national central government, hoping most of all that the Nationalists 

would achieve a lasting unity and stop civil strife: “Anything other than the continual massacre 

of our brothers by their brothers!”229 Peace would best serve the progress of the Chinese Church. 
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A third destabilizing factor was the bitter first phase of the Chinese Civil war which 

shifted the center of revolutionary fighting closer to the Catholic mission of Lixian. 

Relationships between the “Left” and “Right” in Republican China had never been easy, even 

when ideological divisions did not break down strictly along party lines. However, after the 

founding of the Chinese Communist party in 1921 and Jiang’s purging of the Communists from 

within the Nationalist Party in 1927-1928, the party divisions and the battle lines were clear. 

Soon after Lebbe arrived in China, the “First United Front” disintegrated and both sides created 

armies. The Nationalists’ “National Army” now faced off against the Communist’s “Red Army.” 

At first in the early 1930s the Communist-Nationalist conflict remained mainly in the 

South. Lebbe heard reports of the sufferings of the southern Chinese Catholic communities 

whose churches were occupied or ransacked by Communist troops, but this was initially far from 

the Catholic apostolic prefecture of Lixian.230 Drawing support from the Soviet Union, the 

Communists established the Soviet Republic of China in 1931, a rival state of discontiguous 

‘soviets’ all south of the Yellow River but especially strong in Jiangxi and Fujian provinces. 

This geographic distribution changed in the mid-1930s. General Chiang Kai-shek’s 

troops routed the Communists from these southern strongholds in 1934. The Communist 

movement was almost entirely decimated at this point. However, with heavy losses, the 

Communists broke out of the National Army’s efforts to encircle them. In what became known 

as the “Long March” (October 1934 to June 1935), General Mao Zedong came to the fore of 

Communist command by leading the Red Army on the arduous 6,000-mile escape to the 

northwest.231 The Communist armies regrouped in Shaanxi and established their new 
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headquarters in the rural, mountainous west of the Taihang mountain range. This geographical 

shift put the Communist strongholds much closer to Hebei’s Catholic communities, which were 

located in the north China plain just on the other side of the mountains. It was in this Taihang 

range that Lebbe would serve in the anti-Japanese war effort of the late 1930s and eventually be 

captured by Communist forces as a suspected Nationalist spy in 1940.  

  Finally, the fourth source instability during this period was Japanese expansionism in 

China. Although the Sino-Japanese war did not formally begin until 1937, there were “incidents” 

long before that. In fact, Lebbe had already taken a public stand on the matter in 1915 when 

Japan issued the “21 Demands” to establish its own protectorate and gain greater control over the 

Chinese economy.232 As a leading member of the Tianjin Patriotic Association, he was invited to 

give a speech at a gathering of 6,000 people. So too, his anti-Japanese newspaper Yishibao 

criticized China’s leader Yuan Shikai for accepting the terms and called for the boycott of 

Japanese goods.233 Given this former role in the Tianjin anti-imperialist societies, it is 

unsurprising that Lebbe would again adopt an unequivocal stance against Japanese imperialism 

during the ‘Nanjing Decade’ of Nationalist rule. 

When Lebbe returned to China in the late 20s, clashes between Chinese and Japanese 

were becoming more intense. Just to name a few which troubled him: In the month Lebbe 

arrived back in China, anti-imperialist Chinese Nationalist troops on the Northern Expedition 

acted against Chiang’s orders for restraint and attacked the Japanese consulate along with several 

others in Nanjing. In May 1928, the Northern Expedition Army clashed with the Imperial 
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Japanese Army in Jinan, where the IJA expelled Chinese forces and killed several thousand 

Chinese civilians. In the September 1931 “Mukden Incident,” a Japanese officer denotated a 

bomb near a Japanese rail line near Shenyang and blamed it on Chinese dissidents; the Japanese 

took this as an occasion to occupy Manchuria. Soon after, the Empire of Japan established the 

new puppet state of Manchukuo in March 1932.234 In opposing Japan, Lebbe had no doubts 

about the right position to take: “Even more than for the European war,” he wrote to Dom Bède, 

“the justice of our case is so clear and simple that all hearts are united in the thought that we are 

fighting for the Good (God) against Evil (demon), and we are all determined to fight until the last 

drop of blood and the last handful of Chinese soil.” 235 

Many Chinese citizens were impatient to defend Chinese sovereignty. Chiang Kai-shek 

had adopted a policy of appeasement and negotiation with Japan, hoping to delay war with Japan 

to first unify and strengthen China internally. However, this policy was unpopular, especially in 

North China where the population urgently felt the threat of Japanese occupation. Lebbe shared 

this frustration and felt that opposition to the Japanese was a moral issue which could not be 

ignored. He wrote in a letter to Paul Staes, one of his key American financial supporters, that the 

deaths of Chinese on Chinese soil at the hands of Japanese angered him and made him want to 

go to fight at the front himself: “Every time I read the stores of the sufferings of our poor soldiers 

in the newspapers, I feel the color rising in my face. All the sweetnesses of life in the rear [away 

                                                 

234 Jonathan Spence, The Search for Modern China, Consulate attacks and Jinan Incident, 329; Mukden Incident, 

351; Manchukuo 352. 
235 “Plus encore que pour la guerre d’Europe la justice de notre cas est tellement limpide et simple que tous les 

cœurs sont unis dans la pensee que l’on combat pour le Bien (Dieu) contre le Mal (demon), et tous nous sommes 

decides a nous battre jusqu’à la derniere goutte de sang et la derniere poignée de terre chinoise.” V. Lebbe to A 

(Dom Bède) Lebbe, 3 July 1938, at the front in south-west Shanxi, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 152, p. 

302. 

 



159 

 

from the front] sear me like a burn.”236 The inevitable war between Japan and China could not be 

put off for long. 

Chinese “Catholic Action” 

 Against this background of national instability, Vincent Lebbe arrived in Lixian in March 

1927 and committed himself to organizing and mobilizing the prefecture’s Catholics. Lebbe soon 

settled into the daily work of pastoral care, religious education, and preaching to villages around 

the vicariate. Lebbe would travel by bicycle distances of even several hundred kilometers to 

reach the far-flung parts of the vicariate. Since it was the spring and summer season and the 

villagers worked long days in the fields, Lebbe generally preached short reflections during their 

rests outdoors, and then hosted larger conferences at night when the villagers came for Mass and 

a lesson on the catechism.237 He was relieved to be back 

working among the people he loved. 

Shortly after his arrival, Lebbe requested to change his 

national citizenship. He relinquished all the privileges of 

Belgian nationality and received Chinese naturalization five 

months later on August 8, 1927.238 Lebbe was not the only 

foreign missionary in China to do this, but it was a rare choice. 

Lebbe offered several reasons for this change: his desire to love 

China with the self-emptying love of Christ, the benefit of 

being able to evangelize the Chinese people as one of them, and 
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a concern for the direction of Chinese nationalism and its impact upon the Church and the 

world.239 While this citizenship change might seem like simply a strong gesture of personal 

identification with China or a political realignment of loyalty to a new country, it also put 

Lebbe’s ministry on a new footing. Whenever critics from back home suggested it was 

inappropriate for a missionary to get involved in China’s political affairs, Lebbe would remind 

them he was no longer a foreign missionary but now a Chinese priest with the same duties to the 

welfare and future of the country that any other Chinese evangelizer would have.240 He now had 

no other home, country, or future beyond China. 

 Lebbe’s first major endeavor in this season was to participate in a rejuvenation of the 

Catholic Action movement. The impetus for the renewal in the North China vicariates first began 

in Bishop Philip Zhao Huaiyi’s diocese of Xuanhuafu north of Beijing. In the aforementioned 

warlord resistance to Nationalist rule, General Yan Xishan was allied with the Northern 

Expedition moving against Zhang Zuolin. Yan led his troops in an offensive across the vicariate 

in the summer of 1927. Lebbe was there, having been invited by Bishop Zhao to preach a retreat 

to the clergy and lay workers of the diocese, and they soon found themselves caught in the 

contested territories between the armies. The retreating troops of Zhang blew up a railway bring 

on the line to Beijing, so Lebbe was now unable to return to Lixian.241 Lebbe continued leading 

the retreat for the next several days, and the retreatants continued their silent prayers while the 

sound of cannon-fire between the warring armies could be heard in the surrounding area. At the 

end of the retreat and when it became clear that the Yan’s Northern Expedition troops had won 
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the area for a time, Bishop Zhao announced his desire to found Catholic Action in the vicariate. 

The harrowing experience had forced them all to consider their vulnerability and reliance on 

God’s providence, and Zhao hoped Catholic Action would unite the different expressions of 

Catholic life – parishes, catechist networks, convents, etc. – in a singular vicariate-wide 

campaign. 

Catholic Action in Xuanhuafu took for granted that life in war-torn China was vulnerable, 

and it called Catholics to strengthen their spiritual resolve and corporate witness. Their first task, 

beyond not fleeing themselves, was to care for the wounded soldiers and civilians now streaming 

across the vicariate in the wake of the battles. The Catholics filled the Xuanhuafu cathedral with 

dislocated refugees seeking shelter, though in the middle of this relief effort Bishop Zhao died 

unexpectedly one night from what was likely a stroke. They had to carry on without him.242 This 

episode deeply informed the reboot of Catholic Action in North China. Although each local 

community had its own projects, the purpose was to call Catholics into a stalwart spiritual 

reliance on God and to unify them for corporate action in difficult life circumstances created by 

national upheaval. 

Upon returning to his own post at Gaojiazhuang, Lebbe established Catholic Action in 

Lixian in Spring 1928. As Lebbe articulated it in a description written that July, Catholic Action 

aimed to enhance the recently established Chinese Church hierarchy to mobilize Chinese 

Catholics for spiritual progress and public welfare of all. Like the Catholic Action of Tianjin in 

the 1910s, this was to be an endeavor of the whole diocese, not of any particular religious order, 

catechist network, or family group. As such, the town of the bishops’ residence would have a 
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Central Committee, while each village would have a local committee to support the parish priest 

and complement his apostolic work. These lay committees were democratic in that the people 

would vote for president, vice president, treasurer, secretary, and so on. All members of Catholic 

Action were encouraged to attend the voluntary association’s weekly meetings. Every Sunday, 

the meetings offered a time for members to share their progress in Catholic Action’s two-fold 

goal of internal spiritual growth and outward action: members would share about their own quest 

to grow in holiness and especially their progress in sharing a zeal for Christ to non-Christians. 

Then they would identify concrete tasks of outreach and service to carry out and report on at the 

next meeting. The point of Catholic Action was to awaken every Chinese Catholic, whether 

clergy or lay, to their responsibility to grow in holiness and apply charity in the evangelization 

and service ad gentes.243 

Lebbe launched Catholic Action in Lixian under the slogan “Lixian for Christ” and with 

great flair. On Easter 1927, Lebbe hosted a large inaugural celebration in Gaojiazhuang while 

each of the prefecture’s local committees hosted simultaneous smaller ones. The cathedral 

celebration drew thousands of attendees including Catholics but also curious onlookers. It 

featured prayer meetings, speeches, and even a Catholic theatre with plays depicting stories from 

scripture and from the lives of the saints.244 Some non-Catholics expressed an interest in baptism, 

and Lebbe considered the launch a success. 

Just as at Xuanhuafu, the Catholics of Lixian embarked on this endeavor with the threat 

of war on the horizon. By May, General Zhong Zuolin had not merely recovered his territory lost 

in the Xuanhuafu/Beijing area from the government-allied warlord forces but also made gains 
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southwest into Hebei. Zhang’s separatist troops arrived at Gaojiazhuang and occupied the 

village, digging trenches around it in preparation to stage a defensive battle at the site. All the 

residents had to flee lest they end up in the middle of the battle. Nearly the whole village 

evacuated, but it was an unwieldy group not only including the adult villagers, priests, 

seminarians, and sisters but also a large number of village children and many orphans from the 

St. Joseph sisters’ orphanage in town. Lebbe recounts in a letter how they endured a grueling 

twenty-five mile trek north to the Catholic village of Donglu under harassment from troops and 

through an unexpected summer ice storm so extreme that one family’s child even died on the 

way.245 Despite all the chaos of the evacuation, General Zhang ultimately changed tactics to meet 

the Northern Expedition forces elsewhere, withdrawing his troops from Gaojiazhuang without a 

battle. The tide of battle continued to wash up and down the Lixian prefecture for some days. As 

Zhang’s troops eventually fell back northward from Lixian, the community slowly returned to 

the looted village. However, eventually once the region was calm again, Lebbe resumed the 

project of Catholic Action. In such chaotic times, he did not have to convince people that 

something was wrong with the world or to rouse them to dream for a better society. It was 

simply a matter of demonstrating that the Catholic Church and faith were the best way forward. 

In early June 1928, General Chiang’s Northern Expedition finally succeeded in unifying 

the country under Nationalist rule. Catholic Action in Lixian celebrated and then immediately 

faced the question of its relationship to the ruling party. On July 1, Lebbe hosted a regional 

‘Congress’ which about eighty delegates from the prefecture were able to attend. For the event, 
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the diocesan Central Committee decorated the Gaojiazhuang church with Chinese and papal 

flags and hung posters with slogans like “Catholics unite!”, “Tighten the ranks!” and “Lixian for 

Christ!”246 The Committee also prepared topics for discussion, ranging from marriage to the 

creation of schools for the illiterate. Lebbe’s summary of these conversations reflect the socially 

conservative tendency of Catholic Action in China. For instance, the Congress opposed the New 

Culture Movement’s campaign to emancipate women from the traditional Chinese family roles 

and norms. At the same time, the Congress saw itself on the forefront of social questions such as 

in considering how religious schools might contribute to the education of the nation’s citizens.247 

The primary subject of the Congress, now that Lixian clearly fell under Nationalist rule, 

was the question of how Catholic Action should relate to the regime. In fact, it was not just the 

ruling government but in fact the party, and the content of Nationalist ideology such as Sun Yat-

sen’s ‘Three Principles,’ that were under discussion. The Congress outlined three option for 

Catholic Action’s relation to the Nationalists: 1) to affiliate with the Nationalist government and 

become assimilated to its cause, 2) to assume an “ivory tower” position wholly aloof from the 

Nationalist party-state and its efforts, or 3) to remain free and distinct from the party but to work 

with it and help it in matters of national renovation where the government’s efforts coincided 

with the spirit of Catholicism and the goals of Catholic Action.248 The delegates chose the third 

option, which seemed to offer a way forward for making a Catholic contribution to the nation. In 

the immediate political moment of national unification, the Lixian Congress reflected Lebbe’s 

hope that, with the nation’s pacification now complete, the “new China” had arrived and the 

Catholic Church could now take its place as a Chinese institution in service of it. 
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On a national level, the apostolic delegate Celso Costantini supported the rejuvenation of 

Catholic Action in China in 1928. When he began his tenure as delegate in 1922, he had not 

promoted Catholic Action, despite Pope Pius XI’s endorsement of it for the missions.249 This 

reticence was primarily because Catholic Action was maligned with Lebbe in the wake of the 

Tianjin Laoxikai Affair. As a result, the Synod of Shanghai in 1924 did not treat Catholic Action. 

Now several years on, the movement remained a touchy subject in the missionary community, 

especially since Lebbe was now back in China and under reproach again from the North China 

Lazarist leadership for having gone outside the bounds of Lixian after the Lazarist leadership 

banned him from doing so.250 However, with multiple Chinese vicariates starting to organize 

their own local efforts,  Celso Costantini decided the time had come to reconsider the matter on a 

national scale. 

Costantini was in fundamental agreement with Lebbe about the task of the Church in 

modern China, believing it must “mobilize the Chinese for converting the Chinese.”251 

Moreover, he felt that China’s rising nationalism urgently required Catholic Action to harness 

and direct the population’s fervor for social voluntary organizations. Throughout the 1920s, 

many youth feeling dissatisfied with the state of the nation invested their energies in voluntary 
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had banned Lebbe from traveling outside of Lixian and sought to enforce the ban by ordering the Lazarist houses not 
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Association of Catholic University Students, a role with national scope, and he supported Lebbe’s sojourns. Celso 
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associations, generally secular ones focused on union work and socialist activism. Although 

Bishop Zhao had noted in the early days of Catholic Action in Xuanhuafu that the movement 

should be a spiritual one not concerned with party politics, other Catholic leaders wanted the 

movement to shore up Catholic communities against Communism. In his memoir, Costantini 

recalls that Chinese Catholic leaders wrote to him requesting the organization of their parishes 

into Catholic Action out of the desire to defend the Church from the “menace of the 

Bolshevists.”252 Costantini also hoped that, just as Catholic Action societies had formed an 

alternative to secular organized labor in Europe, so too in China it might provide an ecclesiastical 

parallel to the socialist societies so popular among Chinese youth. Together with the Shanghai 

Synod’s continuing Commission, Costantini drew up statutes for nation-wide Catholic Action 

society for Rome’s approval.253 He launched the national organization in 1928 with a Hebei 

Catholic as the society’s national president. Upon Rome’s ecclesiastical approval in 1933, the 

Chinese priest and the future bishop of Nanjing Paul Yü-Pin (1901-1978) became the clerical 

head of Catholic Action in China. 

This rejuvenated Catholic Action movement was not merely a social organizing strategy. 

It also involved a deep rethinking of Catholicism itself. When Costantini convened the leaders of 

Catholic Action in Beijing, their conversation centered on a recommendation which Lebbe had 

made, namely to abandon the translation of Catholicism as Tianzhujiao. Lebbe recommended 

instead adopting the term Gongjiao, wherein gong (common, public) might better signal the 

socio-communal and universal orientation of the faith. Lebbe had long been in the minority of 

foreign missionaries who used gongjiao. However, in Beijing the leaders of Catholic Action 
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confirmed that Tianzhujiao had imperialist connotations for most Chinese. Since this was the 

term inscribed in the nineteenth century Unequal Treaties, it was a legal term linking the Church 

to the imperialism of the past. Since this hindered the evangelization of the Chinese people, the 

leaders unanimously stated their preference for Gongjiao.254 The national office of Catholic 

Action in China became known in Chinese as the Zhonghua Quanguo Gongjiao Jinxinghui, a 

rendering that emphasized the movement’s Chinese composition, its national scope, the public or 

universal nature of its teaching, and its commitment to action.255 All these conversations and 

decisions had the urgency of the moment, since the Nationalist government was soon expected to 

promulgate a new constitution. The Catholics hoped to recast their tradition not in the 

terminology of the foreign treaties but as a Chinese religion to be granted as much domestic 

national legitimacy as possible. 

Monastic-Apostolic Foundations 

 Lebbe’s next major project was to assist Bishop Sun Dezhen in founding two Chinese 

religious orders, the Little Brothers of St. John the Baptist and the Little Sisters of St. Theresa. 

These communities were to be monastic apostles. This meant they would both maintain the 

Catholic contemplative practices of prayer and silence at home and also go out into the 

community to minister to people in the countryside. 

Lebbe’s interest in monasticism in China dated back to the early days of his ministry. 

Since Lebbe’s beloved brother Adrien had become a Benedictine, he held a deep appreciation for 

the Benedictine life and spirituality. As early as 1906, the brothers discussed the possibility of 
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introducing Benedictine monasticism to China, though at that time, Lebbe warned against any 

religious establishment that would associate Catholicism with the upper classes. There were 

Trappist monks already in China whom Lebbe felt lived and ate much better than the ordinary 

Chinese. The Catholic examples of monasticism were simply no match for the ascetic Buddhist 

monks who outdid their fellow compatriots in poverty. While not completely dissuading his 

brother, Lebbe maintained that monasticism would have to undergo a difficult process of 

inculturation to exist in solidarity with the peasants of China and he seemed doubtful that they 

were prepared to do it.256 

However, the Benedictine influence in Lebbe’s life continued to grow. During Lebbe’s 

years back in Europe (1920-1927), he had developed close relationship with several Benedictine 

monasteries: his brother’s community at Maredsous, the abbey of Saint-André in Bruges where 

Abbot Neve published the Bulletin des Missions and often featured Lebbe and his work in China, 

and also several other priories and abbeys where he found housing for Chinese students in 

Europe.257 Through the 1910s and 20s, Lebbe became more favorable to the idea of monasticism 

in China. Moreover, Pope Pius XI’s 1926 encyclical Rerum Ecclesiae called for the founding of 

religious congregations and Lebbe was inspired support the Church in China in this way. Lebbe 

came to believe that a Benedictine-type Chinese monasticism could in fact make a contribution 

to the Chinese Church, especially if carried out in the Benedictine charism of prayer and work 

(ora et labora).258  
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 The impetus to establish the Little Brothers of St. John the Baptist began with a practical 

concern for staffing in the prefecture. Bishops Sun Dezhen and Lebbe had gone on a pastoral 

tour of the vicariate during which the other priests of the diocese raised the problem of finding 

and keeping educated and virtuous catechists and teachers: “How to solve the distressing 

problem of the lay staff of the missions? How to obtain at the same time quantity, quality, and 

economize on expenses?”259 Lebbe and Sun decided that the best solution was to tap into the 

reservoir of single young people who might commit themselves to live of service. They hoped to 

form a congregation of lay catechists who would make vows, live in a community house, and 

spend their days in service to the local missions. The bishop and his dean easily found six young 

men who were eager to commit themselves to the work, but these men did not want to only be 

vowed catechists. They wanted to live the austere vocation of “authentic monks.”260 

Therefore, what was originally going to be lay apostolic society instead became a 

foundation of monastic apostles.261 Lebbe chose to name the congregation after St. John the 

Baptist who could serve as a model for the brothers’ dual vocation; he prepared the way of the 

Lord by first mortifying himself in the desert and then evangelizing the people.262 The Little 

Brothers of St. John the Baptist would wear monastic robes and carry out all the monastic duties 

of singing the Divine Office in Chinese.263 They kept complete silence in the community except 
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for brief periods of recreation.264 Yet the monks were also supposed to be apostles or “ones sent” 

out into the world to evangelize and serve. Each Little Brother was assigned to a nearby village 

for his daily work where he would help labor in the fields and minister to the community’s 

pastoral needs. At first, they lived in tents, but in Spring 1928 they built a simple structure they 

called the Monastery of the Beatitudes (Zhenxiangyuan) on land donated by a Beijing Catholic in 

western Anguo.265 By the end of the year, they had fifteen postulants and Bishop Sun blessed the 

new monastery on December 16, 1928.266 

 The Monastery of the Beatitudes grew over one hundred monks, and bishops of other 

diocese began to request their services. After some painful internal controversy over the direction 

of the community, the Little Brothers decided to proliferate the order. In the early 1930s, they 

founded a second monastery at Puchi in the small vicariate of Fenyang (Shanxi Province) at the 

invitation of Bishop Francis Liu Jinwen.267 Next, they established one in the apostolic prefecture 

of Zhouzhi (also Shanxi) headed by Bishop John Zhang Zhinan. Then in the vicariate of Jining 

(in what is today Inner Mongolia), Bishop Joseph Fan Heng’an requested that they and the Little 

Sisters establish an institute for the blind. 268 By this point Lebbe had also founded a community 

for women. 
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 The Little Sisters of St. Therese of the Holy Child were founded about a year after the 

Little Brothers on October 3, 1929. The Little Sisters also had their first house in Anguo and 

lived similarly as monastic apostles, fulfilling the rigorous demands of a contemplative prayers 

schedule while sent out to catechize villages across the vicariate.269 However, there were some 

differences. Firstly, there was already a nucleus for the community in the “Josephine” sisters that 

Lebbe had recruited to run an orphanage in Anguo. These sisters became the foundation of the 

new congregation. Secondly, the Little Sisters were to belong to the Carmelite tradition and 

dedicated to the spirituality of the recently beatified Carmelite St. Therese of Lisieux.270 Thirdly, 

while Lebbe was the “Father Minister” and functional superior of the Little Brothers, he was not 

the superior of the sisters. He came every day to preach to them and was highly involved in the 

life of the community, but the superior prior to the Sino-Japanese war was Sister Pauline Bao 

Lin.271 Finally, unlike the men’s community, postulants to the Little Sisters were required to 

have an education and to bring a small dowry into the community.272 This community grew 

quickly, so that by 1932 there were twenty-two professed nuns, twenty-three novices, and 

twenty-four postulants. 273 They continued to grow and by the time the Sino-Japanese War broke 

out, they too were present in multiple vicariates. 

 Lebbe’s spiritual goals for these communities reflects his vision for the wider Church’s 

service to China. In the Rule of the Little Brothers, Lebbe insisted that the charism to renovate 

China must be carried out with three qualities: total sacrifice (quan xisheng), true charity (zhen 
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airen), and constant joy (chang xile). He explained that these were simply the core calls of the 

Gospel: 

As regards the spiritual method, we do not choose one school over another, discuss one 

principle rather than another, or, much less, establish a new one in order to be different; 

we follow only Christ, because he is ‘the way, the truth, and the life.’ For this reason, our 

spiritual principles and methods are Christ’s Gospel and the teaching of the apostles. If 

we look comprehensively at the Gospels taken together, we can summarize three central 

ideas: 1) total sacrifice: this is what Jesus repeatedly proclaimed as the condition to be his 

disciples; 2) true charity: this is the central point of the entire law and of all the prophets; 

it is the mark that distinguishes Christians; it is our final goal; 3) constant joy: this is the 

fruit of following Christ and is the style that should characterize our spiritual life: 

‘Rejoice always in the Lord!’ (Phil 4:4, Matt 5:12, Rom 12:12).274 

 

As Lebbe readily admitted, the Little Brothers’ and Sisters’ way of life was not radically 

innovative. They simply sought to live out the Christian life and drew upon existing models of 

monasticism. However, Lebbe did want them to be radical in the degree of their commitment to 

live this witness to China. The communities lived in brutal poverty and were supposed to be the 

first to put themselves in the way of danger when charity required it, without ever losing their 

joyful dispositions. 

Mobilizing in Defense of China 

The call to “total sacrifice” brings us to the war effort, during which Lebbe organized 

Catholics to serve the country against Japan. Lebbe was by no means the only Catholic cleric to 

be concerned about Japanese aggression, but his support for the war effort took an especially 

wide range of forms. 

First, Lebbe was concerned about the international community’s response, or lack 

thereof, to Japan’s inroads into China. After the League of Nations’ disappointing Lytton 
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Commission and Report did little to dissuade Japan from establishing the Manchukuo puppet 

state, Lebbe assisted the Chinese bishops in drafting a letter to the League of Nations275 On June 

30, 1932, the seventeen Chinese bishops in the country issued this joint letter to the League of 

Nations disputing what they felt was the Western international community’s lack of support and 

unsympathetic assessment of the Chinese. Against the perception that China was incapable of 

self-governance, the bishops deplored the unfavorable picture of China given by pro-Japanese 

sources that was dominant in the West; against the perception that China was xenophobic in its 

opposition to the Japanese, they appealed to Sun Yat-sen’s appreciation of internationalism along 

with state sovereignty; against suggestion that China was prey to Bolshevism, they answered that 

the Chinese would not be swayed to Bolshevism unless the Japanese were allowed to keep 

invading and bringing the people to despair.276 In this letter, Lebbe and the Chinese bishops 

insisted “it is a question of justice,” and stated unequivocally that the Chinese Church was 

prepared to claim the side of justice for the Chinese. How could the Church claim to be an 

integral part of the building of the nation, and then simply sit by as enemies sought to tear it 

down? 

Lebbe felt compelled to serve in China’s defense even though his clergy status made this 

canonically ambiguous territory. When the Japanese invaded beyond Manchuria into the Chinese 

province of Jehol/Rehe in the winter of 1932-33, the Nationalist and Imperial Japanese armies 

clashed in the Great Wall area in the Battle of Rehe or, in Chinese, the “Battle for the Defense of 
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the Great Wall.” Lebbe wrote to Paul Staes, “If I had not been a pastor, it would be clear to grab a 

gun and share the lot of my comrades. But I am a parish priest and a dean and, as it were, an 

abbot.”277 Along with a priest seminary professor, Father Xiu, and a lay seminary professor, Mr. 

Tang, Lebbe developed the idea of either organizing a Catholic division of lay Catholic troops to 

troops to serve in the Nationalist Army or forming a team of Christian volunteer first-aid workers 

to retrieve and care for the wounded. They presented the plan the eminent Catholic politician Ma 

Xiangbo, who was now 94 years old. Ma enthusiastically supported the latter proposition.278 

When soldiers suffered injuries on the battlefield, they often died because of the heightened risk 

of infection when left exposed on the battlefield for extended periods. The Chinese army had an 

enormous need for healthcare aide and transport. 

Therefore, Lebbe organized teams of Catholic stretcher-bearers and first-aid teams 

(brancardiers in French, or jiuhudui and zhandifuwutuan in Chinese.) Lebbe was in Xuanhuafu 

near Beijing, so he went to meet with the Nationalist general in Beijing and offer the services of 

Catholic aid workers. Sure enough, the general wanted them as soon as possible. Lebbe, who did 

not actually have the teams recruited yet, embarked on a hasty bicycle recruitment tour back to 

Lixian to raise up the teams. In five days, he returned to Beijing with a cohort of twenty Little 

Brothers and two hundred and forty lay Catholics. 

This mobilization of the Little Brothers (and later also the Little Sisters) in the war effort 

marked a development in the congregations’ vision of their service to the Chinese people. At 

first, the Little Brothers were simply auxiliary workers supporting Anguo’s Chinese clergy. In 

                                                 

277 V. Lebbe to Paul Staes, 28 June 1933, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 146, p. 283. 
278 V. Lebbe, “Le Christ en Chine,” La Revue Catholique des Idées et des Faits No. 1 (30 Mars 1934): 6, in Fonds I, 

A43.1.33, in Archives Vincent Lebbe; Leclercq, 278 ; Young, 245. 

 



175 

 

fact, the Anguo clergy were reticent to lose exclusive use of the monk apostles, so the expansion 

of the Little Brothers’ apostolate led to some tensions with the local clergy and a few of the Little 

Brothers themselves who felt their vocation was to stay in local parish work.279 However, as 

Lebbe later outlined in guidelines for congregation, he viewed considered the purpose of their 

apostolic work to be “to offer the support of Catholicism, especially its spirit, to the work of the 

reconstruction of China.” It was “therefore natural that the whole national crisis be considered 

for them as an aspect of work, and they consider their participation in the efforts of their 

compatriots to be a strict duty.”280 By the early 1930s, Lebbe was sending brothers to a wide 

range  of posts concerned with social action: to found a recovery center for those mutilated in the 

war, to study at the Catholic hospital in Suiyuan to gain medical training, to work with Yishibao 

in Tianjin, to work with the Tingxian Society of Education to run adult education programs for 

hygiene and agriculture, and so on.281 As for the stretcher-bearer work, Lebbe considered this to 

be a natural extension of the Little Brothers’ work serving the reconstruction of China, and he 

described Little Brothers as the “leaven in the dough” of the medic transport teams.282 

Throughout their wartime service, the Little Brothers received food but never salaries according 

to Lebbe’s principle of asking “no payment, just work” (buyaoxinshui, zhiyao gongzuo).283 

Lebbe wanted the Little Brothers to model Catholic self-renunciation for the sake of the nation’s 

welfare. 
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Figure 6. Key Sites of Military Activity in North/Central China, 1932-1940 

In their first mission to defend the Great Wall region in Spring 1933, the Catholic 

stretcher-bearers operated with under the auspices of the Red Cross with the approval of the 

Beijing “Committee of Public Safety.” Lebbe served as the captain (zongduizhang) of the team. 
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In Beijing, they were given Red Cross armbands and then they went off to find the battle. 284 

Lebbe led the Catholic aide teams north of Beijing to the Xifengkou Pass where the 29th Corps or 

‘Big Sword’ division known for fighting with spears had, for the time, successfully held back the 

Japanese. It was initially a demoralizing experience for the stretcher-bearers. By the time they 

arrived the fighting was over, most of the wounded were already dead and the only work was to 

bury them. Soon, however, the fighting started up again, and Lebbe divided his group into four 

teams to serve along the battle front. He himself went with a team to the Lengkou Pass where the 

stretcher-bearers served their intended role, carrying the wounded away from the front lines back 

to a village in the Gubeikou Pass in the Great Wall.285 They served for about six months in the 

Great Wall region. 

Ultimately the Japanese Imperial Army beat the Chinese resistance forces, and China was 

forced to cede Jehol Province to the Japanese and accept a demilitarized zone north of Beijing 

where government troops could no longer remain. In his accounts of the retreat, Lebbe describes 

at length the discouragement of the troops and the stretcher-bearers. In just a few days of retreat, 

they gave up the three-hundred li of land that they had fought so desperately to defend for the 

past half-year: “Oh misery! To see these poor soldiers, always so high spirited, joyous, singing, 

now to walk along those roads that had once been traversed with hearts filled with hope and 

pride, now depressed, with tears in their eyes…”286 Despite defeat, however the Catholic 

jiuhudui were appreciated. During the depressing retreat, Lebbe offered sermons and rousing 

patriotic speeches urging the 29th Army to not lose heart.287 After disbanding, General Song 
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Zheyuan of the 29th Corps asked Lebbe to establish and run a Rehabilitation Center for the war 

wounded in his own home province of Chahar. The Little Brothers did so the next year.288 They 

were called upon again in 1936 to provide aid to troops defending in Inner Mongolia from Japan 

in the Battle of Jidong.289 In these years prior to the official outbreak of the war, Lebbe was 

disappointed that China was losing ground to Japan but hopeful that the Church was gaining 

ground in esteem with the Chinese. 

Due to this work with the stretcher-bearers, Lebbe’s strained relationship with the 

Lazarists finally broke. His reputation at this point in the foreign missionary community was 

already extremely poor. Firstly, Lebbe’s past reform efforts promoting the cause of the 

indigenous clergy and Catholic Action had been perceived as attacks on the existing missionary 

authority in China. Secondly, as I will discuss further in Chapter 4, a French missionary Henri 

Garnier (1883-1965) waged a publicity war against Lebbe in the European press and missionary 

bulletins during the late 1920s.290 Believing that Lebbe was destroying the good work of French 

missionaries under the Religious Protectorate, Garnier launched ad hominem attacks upon Lebbe 

accusing him of being a “racist” and a “xenophobe” for promoting the cause of the Chinese 

clergy at the expense of the Europeans. In a book Christ in Chine (1928), Garnier characterized 

Christianity as the religion of white civilization, questioned the Holy See’s judgement in 

consecrating Chinese bishops two years earlier, and blamed Lebbe as the instigator of what he 
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saw as the corruption of the mission in China. Church authorities recalled Garnier from China 

and banned that particular book, but the Apostolic delegate Costantini also ordered Lebbe not to 

publically respond. As Garnier continued to publish ad hominem from Switzerland, his 

accusations of xenophobia badly damaged Lebbe’s reputation.291 Lastly, Lebbe had found 

himself torn between conflicting authorities after his return to China. The apostolic delegate 

Celso Costantini gave him approval to travel for select trips to other dioceses where he was 

invited to speak, as well as to travel to Beijing for meetings regarding Yishibao and Catholic 

Action. However, these travels directly flouted the Lazarist Visitor’s prohibition on Lebbe 

traveling outside of Lixian.292 For all these infractions, Lebbe was viewed as a loose cannon by 

the Congregation of the Mission in North China.  

Therefore, the stretcher-bearer work broke the already tenuous relationship between 

Lebbe and his religious superiors. Admittedly, this military service did venture into grey territory 

from an ecclesiastical standpoint. The 1917 Code of Canon Law stated curtly in Canon 141 that 

“clerics should not volunteer in secular armies, except with the permission of the local Ordinary, 

which they might do in order to be free of an earlier draft; nor should they become involved in 

civil wars or disturbances of the public order in any way.”293 In the past of course, many 

Catholics and even saints had served monarchs and the militaries of Europe. By the time Japan 

invaded Jehol, the Church recommended against clerical involvement in wars understood to be 

secular. Moreover, the Holy See had not yet articulated any wider guidelines for chaplain service 
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to military personnel or established vicariates to the military distinct from geographical dioceses, 

as it would do in 1951.294 Therefore, the status of Lebbe’s jiuhudui work in this period was 

extremely murky: were the jiuhudui a part of the secular army or just accompanying it as 

Catholic aid workers? Even if the Little Brothers had the approval of the local “Ordinary” – as 

they did from Bishop Wang of Anguo – what happened if the front lines took them into someone 

else’s jurisdiction? 295 And though the Canon stated that clergy should not serve in a civil war, 

what about a war of national defense against a foreign aggressor as in the case with Japan? As 

for combatant service, might a Catholic priest serve as the commander for armed troops even he 

himself did not carry a gun? Lebbe maintained to the end, even as his role in the National Army 

became more formal, that he and the Little Brothers refrained from arming themselves even for 

self-defense. Lebbe assured a concerned Dom Bède in 1939: “It seems, you told me, that a 

reporter represented me as also shooting and directing the military operations… No, I know my 

canon law; whatever the danger, neither I nor the Brothers wear the smallest weapon; I dismissed 

a Brother for disobeying and carrying a gun (on a very dangerous journey).”296 Lebbe believed 

he was operating within the proper bounds of ministry. 

At any rate, it is evident that the Lazarists leadership of North China felt that the 

stretcher-bearer work had gone too far, and this precipitated Lebbe’s departure from the Lazarist 

                                                 

294 On 25 April 1951, the Holy See’s Instruction “Sollemne Semper” proposed the establishment of vicariates for the 

apostolate to military personnel separate from the norms governing geographical dioceses. The Holy See’s 
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307. 

 



181 

 

congregation.297 European missionaries of other religious orders thought his work inappropriate. 

So too within the Congregation of the Mission, the Lazarist Visitor Claude Guilloux opposed the 

work as did, more painfully, Lebbe’s former colleague and friend Bishop Jean de Vienne of 

Tianjin.298 By early 1933, Guilloux was prepared to censure Lebbe and have him sent back to 

Europe on the accusation of being a rebel.299 Lebbe was warned by friends and urged to leave the 

congregation, but he delayed for a time unwilling to give up his Lazarist vocation until the 

apostolic delegate Celso Costantini stepped in and ordered him to put an end to the conflict.300 

Lebbe wrote to Paris to request being released from his vows in the Congregation of the Mission, 

and he quickly received the letter of affirmative dismissal on July 4, 1933.301 At fifty-six years 

old, Lebbe left the Congregation of the Mission. 

Now that he was no longer a Lazarist, Lebbe joined the Little Brothers and became the 

canonical superior of the community. He had been operating as the functional superior of the 

community but with the title of ‘Father Minister’ because he was not a member himself. Bishop 

Sun Dezhen wrote to Rome to request Lebbe’s dispensation from the requirement to go through 

a period of novitiate so that Lebbe might immediately join the community he had founded. At 

Christmas 1933 Lebbe became a Little Brother of St. John the Baptist and was made their first 

Superior.302 
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Military Service under the United Front 

The Sino-Japanese War officially began after the Lugou Bridge Incident in Summer 

1937. While the full scope of the war is not relevant to this study, two main points of strategy did 

affect Lebbe and his apostolate. 

Firstly, General Chiang Kai-shek was compelled to join with the Communists in a 

“Second United Front” against Japan. In December 1936, two of Chiang’s subordinates Zhang 

Xueliang and Yang Hucheng (both former warlords in the North), detained Chiang for two 

weeks until he agreed to cease his campaign against the Communists and address the incursions 

of Japan into their northern territories. Chiang came out of this hostage situation claiming to have 

ceded nothing. However, after the “Xi’an Incident,” he stopped the campaign against the 

Communists and agreed to join forces with them fight Japan. 

Secondly, once the war broke out, Chiang adopted a defensive strategy that drew the 

Japanese slowly across the Northern territories to exhaust their resources in a battle of attrition.  

After initially holding the Japanese at bay in a naval battle at Shanghai, the Chinese suffered the 

loss of Shanghai as well as devastating atrocities as in the “Rape of Nanjing” (January 1938).303 

These devastating losses showed that the Chinese could not withstand the much stronger 

Japanese firepower in direct, major confrontations. Chiang adopted a defensive strategy of 

‘trading space for time’ (yi kongjian huanqu shijian); the Chinese army would stage defensive 

battles in the coastal cities but fall back in stages across the North China. The goal was to 

prolong the Japanese advance and force them to spend limited resources, while allowing the 

Chinese ‘home front’ of key industries and professionals to retreat west into the interior, first to 
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Hankou and then eventually the new military capital of Chongqing. In the long run, these 

strategies worked, since the Japanese possessed only threads of control along the rail lines into 

China and could not sustain a wider occupation of this vast territory against the Second United 

Front. 

However, the interim effect of Chiang’s defensive strategies upon the North Chinese 

peasantry was simply military presence and violence. Firstly, now there were both Nationalist 

and legitimized Communist troops jostling for position. Both armies sought to secure command 

of even the most rural provinces to shore up their position for the inevitable civil conflict to 

follow. Secondly, now the Japanese were no longer solely concentrated on major cities and 

railroad depots, but rather fighting their way westward across the North China Plain with foot 

soldier attacks and aerial bombardments upon the towns and villages along the way. 

Vincent Lebbe remobilized the jiuhudui stretcher-bearer teams, taking the majority of the 

professed Little Brothers from Anguo with him to serve in first-aid while sending the novices 

further into the interior to a monastery in Shaanxi for safety.304 Lebbe offered the services of the 

Catholic stretcher-bearers to the Chinese Third Army, 12th Division.305 Lebbe and his Little 

Brothers met up with the army in Yixian, Hebei, where they initially faced a chilly reception. 

The regular troops resented having to share their already meagre food rations with the Catholic 

first-aid teams and, much to Lebbe’s dismay, some of the stretcher-bearers defected for lack of 

purpose and food.306 From there, the troops made a retreat back south towards the major Hebei 
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city of Baoding under aerial bombardment, where the stretcher-bearers finally set to work 

transporting injured civilians to the hospital. In the months to come, as the Catholics 

accompanied the 12th Division on its long retreat to wear out the Japanese Army, there would be 

no shortage of wounded to care for. 

Lebbe temporarily returned to Anguo and put the remaining monastics under the care of a 

S.A.M. missionary Raymond de Jaegher (1905-1980), who later wrote an anti-Communist 

memoir of this period, The Enemy Within (1952). When the Sino-Japanese War broke out, the 

monastery in Anguo was quickly overrun with refugees fleeing westward from the fighting. De 

Jaegher describes how at one point there were 3,000 refugees housed inside the Little Brothers’ 

compound alone.307 First came the Communist forces of the now conglomerate National 

Revolutionary Army. In September 1937, the troops of Communist general Lu Zhengcao took up 

residence in Anguo.308 De Jaegher notes in his account that the Communist troops were generally 

respectful of the local population. However, they moved quickly to replace the local municipal 

leadership with Communist officers and to confiscate supplies and guns from the population for 

the army’s use. Especially disturbing to the Catholics were the Communist officers’ anti-

Confucian, anti-traditional, and generally anti-religious campaigns to shame the people for their 

traditional customs. The Little Brothers had been printing an anti-Japanese Catholic patriotic 

newsletter Houfangbao (“Behind the Lines”), and they resented the fact that the officers pressed 

them into using the monastery’s printing press to print Communist propaganda instead. 309 

Against the armed soldiers, the monks were in little position to refuse. 
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The Japanese occupation was worse. As Japanese troops moved south of Beijing into 

Hebei, they cut the railway lines and therefore also the supply of non-Japanese newspapers and 

information. It became difficult for Catholic in Japanese-occupied China to get news of the wider 

war or communicate with Catholics in other regions. As the nearest major city to the north, 

Baoding, fell to the Japanese, the Little Brothers burned the records Houfangbao because of its 

anti-Japanese perspective. At the community’s insistence, Lebbe wrote his last ‘wills’ for both 

the Little Brothers of St. John the Baptist and the Little Sisters of St. Therese.310 In September 

1937, Lebbe, Alexander Cao and another brother left Anguo for what would be the last time. 

Lebbe lived for another three years of the Sino-Japanese War but never returned to the 

Monastery of the Beatitudes. 

According to de Jaegher, left to serve as the functional head of the Monastery, the 

Japanese troops finally marched on Anguo in March and captured the town from the 

Communists on April 5, 1938. The Japanese troops plundered the city, though they left alone the 

Christian missions to avoid negative propaganda and international outrage. 311 During these days 

of plunder, the Japanese soldiers raped many Hebei women. De Jaegher was able to save some 

from that horror by hiding two thousand refugees, many girls and women, in the seminary, 

convent, and buildings behind the church.312 However, then the situation worsened even more as 

the occupation descended into a massacre. On April 6th, the Communist National Revolutionary 
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311 De Jaegher, 77. 
312 De Jaegher, 80.  

 



186 

 

Army forces moved on Anguo to retake the city. Eventually the Japanese retreated, but not 

before they shut the remaining town residents within the gates and bayonetted everyone inside. 

Since it was only the Little Brothers and Sisters and those refugees sheltered in their compounds 

outside the west gate of the city who survived, they trickled back into the town to find the rest of 

their families disemboweled and the entire town in burning ruins.313 The survivors tried to bury 

the bodies before the dogs could get to them, but the survivors struggled to dig fast enough. The 

living were no match for the task of burying the overwhelming number of dead. Soon the 

Japanese reassumed control of Western Hebei. Like many dioceses in the contested North China 

plain, the vicariate of Anguo continued to suffer terribly during the Japanese occupation. 

Meanwhile, earlier in the fall of 1937, Lebbe had gone south with Brother Cao Lishan 

while Brother Paul Hiong took command of the stretcher-bearers.314 They were constantly on the 

move that fall. First, Lebbe and Cao walked into what was still “Free China” outside the 

Japanese occupation to Shunde (Xingtai), where they helped two resident priests, the missionary-

ophthalmologist Father Waclaw Szuniewicz and a Chinese priest, Fr. Kuei-chang, to organize a 

refugee center.315 Then, at the invitation of the National Army general Shang Zhen to go north 

with him on a train, Lebbe and his companions rejoined Brother Paul and the stretcher-bearers 

with the National 12th Army in the war-zone at Shijiazhuang. In October, the 12th Army began a 

long western retreat from Hebei up into the Niangzi Pass in the Taihang Mountains, where they 

fought for two weeks. The stretcher-bearers had very arduous labor there, carrying the wounded 

for miles along steep goat tracks and through brambles trying to get the soldiers to the rail line 
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under bombing from Japanese planes. They carried over eight hundred wounded soldiers and 

buried seven hundred more.316 After the 12th Army gave up the passes, the stretcher-bearers 

continued to follow the army on its westward retreat into and across Shanxi Province: retreating 

over Mianshan mountain, then to Xingxian, and finally south-west to reach Hongdong in 

December. All told, from Shijiazhuang to Hongdong, this was about a 730-kilometer journey on 

foot made in rain and frost. Especially since this journey took place in later Fall and Winter 1937 

and the stretcher bearers were still wearing summer clothes, they suffered immensely on the way. 

At sixty years old, Lebbe was in especially poor shape by the time they arrived in Hongdong. He 

suffered from hydrocele and injuries from several falls in the mountains. The army stopped in 

Hongdong to regroup for the winter. There they made the stretcher-bearers into an official first-

aid section of the army and gave Lebbe the rank of lieutenant over them.317 

During the Winter of 1937-1938, Lebbe got into disagreements over the role that the 

church leadership in China and Japan should take in the war. First, on a visit away from the front 

lines to civilian territory, Lebbe was frustrated to encounter missionaries in China who took a 

neutral or even sympathetic attitude towards Japan, even instructing the lay Catholics not to 

serve in the defense of China.318 Lebbe thought it was unconscionable that pastors to the Chinese 

should take anything other than a position of solidarity for their people who were dying on the 

battlefields or from bombs dropped by a foreign aggressor. He was not alone in his opinion and 
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found colleagues especially among the bishops of cities under attack from Japan. For instance, in 

July 1937, the apostolic vicar of Shanghai Auguste Haouissée SJ, wrote a pastoral letter on 

“Devotion to the Country” insisting that Catholics had a “duty to patriotism.” Haouissée 

explained to all the Catholics of Shanghai: “Naturally we cannot all be mobilized at the front, 

and offer, together with our soldiers, our blood, our life itself… but if we cannot all become part 

of the active army, we should all belong to the auxiliary army” by prayer and whatever moral 

and material support Catholics could render.319 Within two weeks, the Battle of Shanghai began 

and the city under attack the rest of the summer until defeat in late August. Simultaneously the 

national director of Catholic Action and bishop of Nanjing, Paul Yü Pin, issued a pastoral letter 

in July, “Be Ready.” This letter warned that “should war break out [in Nanjing], no Christian 

must stand aside: those who have possessions should give them; those who have the strength 

should fight.”320 Yü Pin organized all the institutions of the vicariate to serve as refugee and 

hospital centers. Six months later, the city fell to the atrocious “Rape of Nanjing.” Finally, 

Bishop Louis Jantzen M.E.P., like Lebbe, spoke out against the ideal of neutrality in a war of 

invasion. As the apostolic vicar of the frequently bombed wartime capital city of Chongqing, 

Jantzen wrote, “In the face of such scenes of horror, it is impossible to remain neutral, and I 

should consider it monstrous to be asked to keep my mouth shut.”321  

Also at question was the relationship between the Catholics of China and the Catholics of 

Japan and its allies. Lebbe wrote to Costantini’s replacement, the new apostolic delegate Mario 

Zanin (1890-1958), to expressing his concerns that European Catholic missionaries were partial 

to their nations of origin in the Sino-Japanese conflict just as during the days of the French 
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Religious Protectorate. In 1936, Italy signed a pact with the other “Axis” powers of Germany 

and Japan. In Lebbe’s assessment, several of the Italian bishops in conquered territories seemed 

to be collaborating with the Japanese or at least reluctant to speak out against the occupation.322  

Lebbe suggested such missionaries should either make their commitment to China clear or, if in 

fact they were sympathetic to Japan, then to recuse themselves from pastoral ministry to the 

Chinese and go home.323 Zanin’s advice to the ecclesiastical leadership of the Chinese Church 

throughout winter 1937-38 — namely to pray for salvation from violence, work together to help 

the poor and distressed, and sacrificially give up fine delicacies, expensive drinks and tobacco 

while respecting local authorities and avoiding any disorder —  was not the strong patriotic 

message Lebbe had hoped for.324 When a group of Japanese Catholics published a letter 

requesting calling for the two communities to put aside all questions of fault in light of both 

Chinese and Japanese sufferings and to join together in a movement for peace, Lebbe published a 

four-page retort “The Reign of God and its Justice” rejecting their proposed peace: “We have 

been invaded: this is very clear; we defend ourselves against an aggressor who wants our life; 

our cause is the simplest in the world.”325 
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After the winter respite, Lebbe returned to the front lines of battle in Shanxi, leading the 

stretcher-bearers in that region with the approval of the its apostolic vicar, Peter Cheng Yutan.326 

That Spring, Lebbe continued to serve in a pastoral role. For instance, he preached a retreat to the 

Little Sisters and seminarians in Hongdong.327 However, Lebbe increasingly focused his 

attention on the needs of the army. Lebbe was proud of the work the medic teams were doing: 

“You have no idea the good that is being done,” Lebbe wrote to Abbot de Jaegher back in 

Anguo. “In the first-aid sections, I think we have saved about 2,000 lives and by baptism a few 

hundred souls.”328 Moreover, he was optimistic about the United Front. Lebbe wrote to Anthony 

Cotta that he had been able to develop a positive working relationship with the Communists in 

the region.329 The Communists’ use of guerilla tactics upon the Japanese was effective, so the 

National Revolutionary Army adopted guerrilla warfare as the best way to hinder the advance of 

the stronger Japanese forces and technology. 

Lebbe became deeply imbedded in the National Revolutionary Army and fully 

participated in the tentative alliance between Nationalist and Communist forces. The stretcher-

bearers served the wounded of both armies against the Japanese. By March 1939, Lebbe was 

serving as an unarmed lieutenant-general over not only the stretcher-bearers/first-aid teams and a 

front-line hospital with the 12th Division, but also a troop of two-hundred Catholic sharp-shooter 

guerilla-fighters (Franc-tireurs).330 Eventually Lebbe and the Little Brothers served as non-
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armed officers over a five-hundred strong group of Nationalist Revolutionary Army guerilla 

fighters. Lebbe’s reputation with the Nationalist Army continued to grow and he received several 

medals of honor from General Chiang and other Nationalist generals.331 At the same time, Lebbe 

was optimistic about building positive relations with the Communists. He invited and hosted the 

Communist general Zhu De and his “former Red Army” to attend a Mass for the Catholic 

troops.332 Lebbe wrote optimistically to the apostolic delegate Marius Zanin that he found Zhu to 

be a “friend of my mission.” The appreciation was mutual. As de Jaegher later wrote, the 

Communists appreciated Lebbe’s poor and simple lifestyle.333 On account of these meetings with 

Communists during the United Front, Lebbe’s detractor Henri Garnier now resumed his 

publications against Lebbe characterizing Lebbe as a Communist.334 

The Catholics continued to serve with the Nationalist 12th Army as it retreated south-west 

to Zhongtiao Mountain. There, the army was encircled by Japanese troops, which made it 

difficult for the stretcher-bearers to evacuate the wounded from the “front” insofar as there was 

fighting all around. The stretcher-bearers resorted to hiding the wounded soldiers in villagers’ 

homes and in mountain caves.335 In the Spring of 1939, the Little Sisters joined the Little 

Brothers working on the front. Throughout all this, the Little Brothers and Sisters continued to 
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keep up the schedule of praying the Divine Office together when possible. Even in the midst of 

the battle, their hope was to attract their compatriots to the Catholic faith.  

Lebbe’s Supervisory Service Corps 

Ultimately General Chiang’s appreciation for Lebbe’s patriotism drew the priest into the work 

which consumed the final and most inscrutable two years of his life: serving General Chiang as 

the director of the “Military Commission North China Battlefront Supervisory People’s Service 

Corps” or, for short, the Supervisory Corps (Dudaotuan).336 Lebbe’s personal relationship with 

Jiang began in September 1938, when Jiang telegrammed for Lebbe to come to Hankou. Lebbe’s 

friend Jean Ho, a Catholic whose house Lebbe stayed at when he was in Hankou, later attested to 

the significance of this relationship. Over the next year the General invited Lebbe to meet at least 

seven times, and to come twice for dinner with himself and Madame Chiang Kai-shek.337 

Initially, General Chiang hoped to send Lebbe on a propaganda tour to Europe to sway the 

international community to greater support of China.338 However, Lebbe was reluctant to leave 

China. Lebbe offered a counter-proposal, namely to lead a special unarmed corps to promote 

patriotism among the rural Catholics of the North China plain. 
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Lebbe was now going to be organizing a resistance movement. The idea was that Lebbe 

would work with Catholic peasants in what was now enemy territory to encourage the people to 

continue to struggle in the war effort against Japan. He was confident that China would win the 

war and he hoped that Catholics might become integral workers in the nation-building project to 

come: “Tomorrow, when we have set to building new China, we shall be in the front line, 

shoulder to shoulder with the working people and the peasants.”339 Lebbe explained the 

development of the Supervisory Corp’ to his brother: 

General Chiang-Kai-shek, our admirable Duce - unlike international morality, exactly the 

opposite of that - has called me to the headquarters of the Government to agree to an 

expansion of the Catholic work “for God and country.” After much discussion, he 

decided to set up an unarmed special corps, the plan of which I had presented to him, 

which he assigned to me to command. We are going to enter the tiger's lair, I mean the 

occupied territories, to help the people in the implacable struggle begun against the 

occupier: the Catholics are waiting for me to lead the affair. It will be, God helping, an 

immense help to the war, for Justice pure and simple, that ‘Your Kingdom come’! This 

explains to you a little why the price set for my head has risen (from six thousand to ten 

thousand dollars).340 

 

Chiang appointed Lebbe as the director, allowed Alexander Cao Lishan to serve as his secretary 

running the finances, and gave Lebbe a budget of $300,000.341 Lebbe and Cao began their work 

with a series of patriotic tours and parades in Chongqing. Then they went to Chengdu, Xi’an, and 

Luoyang to recruit workers into the organization.342 Finally, Lebbe set up the Supervisory Corp’s 

headquarters in the Shanxi mountains It was dangerous work to spread anti-Japanese propaganda 

and to organize support for the Nationalist Army behind enemy lines. 

                                                 

339 Quoted in Leclercq, 299. 
340 V. Lebbe to Dom Bède, 19 Novembre 1938, Chongqing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 153, p. 303. 
341 Alexander Cao Lishan, « Le Père Lebbe au Front » Christian Life Weekly, translated by Michael Keymolen (24 
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 On the one hand, the Supervisory Corp reflected Lebbe’s vision for Catholic patriotic 

resistance. He and Brother Alexander Cao drew up the rules for the organization, which featured 

some similarities to Catholic Action. For instance, the ‘free’ city of Chongqing, Lebbe hired 

theatre troupes and singers for public rallies, as in the early days of Lixian Catholic Action. He 

continued to evangelize and had some success among the non-Catholic staff. For instance, Lebbe 

was proud to convert the general secretary of the organization to become a Catholic. Moreover, 

the Supervisory Corp’s activities in Shanxi comprised the sort of social action and welfare work 

that Lebbe had always hoped might give the Catholic Church an opportunity to show its 

commitment to the reconstruction of China: opening schools for children to become both literate 

and patriotic; teaching agricultural and hygiene practices to the peasants; and setting up first-aid 

centers in the villages. It was a relief to be able to do this work with the benefit of a government 

budget and staff. Lebbe refused to take a salary for himself or the Little Brothers but put the 

funds wholly towards relief efforts for the wounded.343 

On the other hand, the Supervisory People’s Service Corps operated as an extension of 

the Nationalist Party. Therefore, the organization was not only to Lebbe’s hopes for the Church 

but, even more so, the aims of the state. As I will discuss further in Chapter 4, Lebbe’s wartime 

efforts were part of Chiang Kai-shek’s “New Life Movement” — a campaign of the Nationalist 

government to cleanse, militarize and revolutionize all aspects of Chinese life.344 It was an 

ambitious project. As the observer Walter Hanming Chen stated in 1938: “The movement was to 
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be to China what the New Deal was to the United States, Bolshevism to Russia, Fascism to Italy, 

National Socialism to Germany and Kemalism to Turkey.”345 

On the one hand, the New Life Movement was an attempt at nation-wide moral 

cultivation and behavioral improvement. It encouraged the people to grow in the Confucian 

virtues of li (propriety), yi (righteousness), lian (purity) and zhi (shame) to save and strengthen 

the nation. In this vein, Lebbe and his sanitary units urged the local people to avoid the vices of 

opium, drink, and various forms of public indecency. Moreover, since spiritual and national 

progress were closely related, the New Life Movement promoted some of what today we would 

call “development” work. To build up New China, Lebbe’s teams brought in new strains of corn 

to sow for higher crop yields, set up water stations and canteens for people along the roads, and 

put up signage for the river-crossings in the area.346 In all of this, Chiang Kai-shek hoped the 

New Life Movement would stoke popular support for a new and improved nation. So too, Lebbe 

hoped that the Catholics’ service might inspire the country to a new appreciation of the Church 

as a lively and patriotic force for modern China. 

On the other hand, the New Life Movement was a tightly controlled, top-down, state-

sponsored operation that worked at odds with the ideal of populist spontaneity. After all, its 

implementation was carried out by Nationalist party officials, military and police. In fact, recent 

scholarship has demonstrated that it had been initiated from within the secretive Blue Shirt 

Society, a clique of Whampoa Military Academy alumni close to Chiang and in top leadership of 

the Nationalist Party. Therefore, some historians have characterized the New Life Movement as 
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a form of “Confucian Fascism.”347 Indeed, one of General Chiang’s primary goals was to 

renovate society by militarizing it, bringing military order to all aspects of the people’s 

commitments and activities. As in other New Life branches, Lebbe’s staff set up schools to 

educate adults and children in the ideals of the campaign, and they served as inspectors 

evaluating the cleanliness of people’s homes and the orderliness of their lives. However, this top-

down approach did not encourage the population to take up the New Life Movement as their 

own. As Dirlik notes, the Communist’s own ‘cultural revolution’ several decades later would be 

much more effective in giving air to populist energies.348 What the New Life Movement did 

effectively do, however, was to organize the people for the war effort again Japan. Lebbe heartily 

embraced Chiang’s military ideal for the war-time Church. Lebbe not only accepted leadership 

of the Supervisory Corps as a military commission, but also viewed military-like rigor as an ideal 

for Christians seeking to live as “soldiers for Christ.”  

The major mystery at the end of Lebbe’s life is the exact nature of his work with the 

Supervisory Service Corps. The organization’s distinctive “supervisory” purpose to rally the 

North Chinese peasants against Japan and also collect intelligence on the enemy. Was Lebbe’s 

intelligence work for the Nationalists strictly anti-Japanese or was it also anti-Communist? Did 

                                                 

347 For an analysis of the relationship between the “Lixingshe” (Society for Vigorous Practice) within Jiang’s clique 

of Whampoa Military Academy alumni colleagues and the fascist “Lanyishe” (Blue Shirt Society), see Frederick 

Wakeman, “A Revisionist View of the Nanjing Decade: Confucian Fascism,” The China Quarterly 150 (1997): 395-

432. Wakeman writes, “During the Blue Shirts’ existence in the 1930s, the Chinese population and civil authorities 

knew little about the Blue Shirts: “Even though Blue Shirts were supposed to ‘launch people's movements,’ they 

were also told to be prepared to assume ‘secret service’ duties and never to reveal to others that they were from the 

KMT. Indeed - as the Shanghai Municipal Police Special Branch later remarked - the reason they had so few details 

about the Blue Shirts during their seven years' existence was precisely because those who had sworn oaths to join 

the society ‘were forbidden to admit to outsiders that they were members of the Blue Shirt Society or to disclose its 

secrets under the penalty of death, which was the only punishment.’ Needless to say, the existence of the Blue Shirts 

was never publicly recognized by Chiang Kai-shek.” Wakeman, 418. 
348 Dirlik, 947. 
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the Nationalists place anti-Communist Blue Shirts within his organization, and did he know it or 

not? The accounts vary widely: 

On the one hand, some Chinese historians have argued that Lebbe was knowingly 

involved in anti-Communist intelligence work and caught in the middle of one such operation. In 

Gu Changsheng’s characterization, the Supervisory Corps was a “counter-revolutionary” 

organization that worked against, not with, the Communists: 

According to Lei Mingyuan "the purpose of the North China Battlefront Supervisory 

People’s Service Corp is to promote the people of North China to participate in the war of 

resistance relying on the members of the Catholic Church." However, the so-called 

"service group" organized by Lei Mingyuan was engaged in destroying the Eighth Route 

Army against Japan and conducting infiltration activities collecting information on the 

locations of enemy bases, provoking military-civilian relations, and creating a series of 

frictions… In March 1940, when Lei Mingyuan personally led some counter-

revolutionary forces to sneak into the southeastern anti-Japanese base area to carry out 

sabotage activities and collect intelligence, he was captured by the Eighth Route Army. 

In the face of a number of incriminating facts he had to admit his mistakes.349 

 

So too in English-language scholarship, Yu Maochun depicts Lebbe as knowingly participating 

in the Nationalist Party “spymaster” Dai Li’s intelligence network from October 1938 

onwards.350 As Ernest Young points out, however, “[Yu’s] sources for this picture are thin, and 

the several errors in the narrative (including the statement that Lebbe was ‘severely tortured’ 

while detained by the Eight Route Army’) undermine confidence in the account.351 Any simple 

characterization of Lebbe as an anti-Communist is complicated by the fact that he maintained 

generally positive relationships with Communist generals in the months leading up to his 

                                                 

349 據雷鳴遠稱﹕ 「華北戰地督導民眾服務團的宗旨是以公教教友為基礎，發動華北民眾參加抗 戰」，但事
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350 Yu Maochun, OSS in China: Prelude to Cold War (New Haven: Yale Univeristy Press, 1996), 216-219.. 
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capture, and that the Communists interrogated him but did not torture him. He was eventually 

released and died for health reasons that were exacerbated, but not caused, by the Communists. 

 On the other hand, it is possible that Lebbe was wholly focused on the anti-Japanese 

resistance but that there were Blue Shirt fascists working undercover within Lebbe’s 

organization while he was not aware of it. This is Jacques Leclercq’s assessment: “General Dai 

Li, who was in charge of the Chinese Secret Service, had started having the Communists 

watched. The Communists knew this, but Père Lebbe did not, and probably the Communists did 

not know that Père Lebbe did not.”352 Indeed, in 1946 several years after Lebbe’s death, Fr. 

Vincent Martin (a European missionary from the monastery in Shaanxi whom Lebbe had 

appointed to take charge of the stretcher-bearers), wrote to Lebbe’s brother Dom Bède to explain 

what seemed to have happened: General Chiang had placed Blue Shirts within Lebbe’s 

organization without his knowledge: Lebbe was away at the time and kept in the dark about the 

fact that some of the government-paid staff provided to him were engaging in anti-Communist 

rather than simply anti-Japanese propaganda.353 

 If so, it is reasonable to think that Lebbe did not in fact know about their presence in his 

organization. After all, the Blue Shirts were a secret fascist society within the Whampoa clique 

to which the wider Guomindang party did not have access. General Chiang never publicly 

acknowledged them. The group’s hallmark was maintaining so rigorous an anonymity even 

government officers could not be certain of Blue Shirt membership. For instance, the Shanghai 

Municipal Police Special Branch later explained that the police knew little about the society 
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beyond its existence during the 1930s, since those who had sworn oaths to join “were forbidden 

to admit to outsiders that they were members of the Blue Shirt Society or to disclose its secrets 

under the penalty of death, which was the only punishment.”354 It is difficult to parse whether the 

Supervisory Corp’s work included anti-communist propaganda or intelligence gathering. 

However, if there was a Blue Shirt infiltration of Lebbe’s organization, it is highly unlikely they 

would have made themselves known to him. 

Lebbe’s Last Days and Death 

 From 1939 to 1940, Lebbe was directing a propaganda tour in the Jinjiyu Anti-Japanese 

Base Area in Northern Henan when the United Front between the Nationalists and Communists 

began to disintegrate.355 He was working with a large group in the Supervisory Corps by this 

point. The government had sent him reinforcements from Chongqing and there were about 

twenty Little Brothers helping him in this work.356 This was mostly a Communist-controlled 

territory, but the Nationalist Revolutionary Army (NRA) 5th Army also had a presence in the 

area. 

We have few details about this final year of Lebbe’s life because of his frequent 

movements and sparse letters. In late February and early March 1940, however, Abbot Raymond 

de Jaegher and a Brother Anthony took an arduous journey from the Monastery of the Beatitudes 

at Lixian through Japanese and Communist territory to find Lebbe.357 They finally found him on 
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February 28, 1940 in Linxian, on the south-eastern edge of the Taihang range. De Jaegher 

undertook this visit because he was anxious to have Lebbe finalize the constitutions of the Little 

Brothers. Lebbe had already been working on the Rule with the Little Brothers in their spare 

time in Northern Henan, so the primary task for Lebbe and De Jaegher was to finish and translate 

the Rule into Latin. They spent from February 28 to March 5 editing and translating the text.358 

The Rule confirmed that the Little Brothers should no longer be a diocesan organization but take 

on a national scope with the aim of making a Catholic contribution to the reconstruction of 

China. Lebbe was optimistic about expanding the community’s reach and hoped to relocate the 

motherhouse closer to Beijing.359 He had his eyes, as always, on the role that the Church might 

play in the life of the nation after the war. However, Lebbe was in poor health. De Jaegher later 

wrote, “All that week I noted how pale and ill Father Lebbe looked… I was unhappy at the 

prospect of having to leave him as soon as I finished the work we had to do together.”360 Lebbe 

was jaundiced and was suffering from hydrocele, injuries from falls, and a still-undiagnosed 

internal organ failure. 

Soon after completing the work, Lebbe was detained by forces of the 8th Route Army 

general Liu Bocheng. It is difficult to parse the exact circumstances of Lebbe’s capture since 

several differing accounts exist.361 However, it is clear that the Catholics were aware of conflicts 

                                                 

opthamologist priest in Xingtai, Waclaw Szuniewicz, inject his eyelids with blood to give the impressions of a 
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between the Nationalist and Communist troops. Due to outbreaks of fighting in the mountains 

between Nationalists and Communists, Lebbe and his followers relocated to Yaocun Village for 

protection from the warlord-turned-general Sun Dianying, then commanding the NRA’s 5th 

Army. De Jaegher quickly left, taking with him two Little Sisters formerly in Lebbe’s group to 

return to Anguo. Lebbe remained with his Corps of Little Brothers and other workers in the 

Yaocun area. He was meeting with the general and top staff of the 5th Army when a Communist 

official arrived and demanded to speak with Lebbe. After some discussion, they decided to move 

off at a distance, beyond the protection of the Nationalist 5th Army, and soon a group of about 

one hundred Communists surrounded and detained Lebbe. They took him to the local 

Communist headquarters and eventually rounded up a group of about 30 Little Brothers and 

other Supervisory Corps workers. They were all detained first in Northern Henan and then 

moved north into Shanxi. 

Lebbe’s diary from this period shows that he and his followers were not tortured during 

their detention but were held under increasing suspicion. 362 The Communists allowed him to 

continue offering Masses and even to preach to the Christian prisoners on Easter. Lebbe baptized 

                                                 

attacked the Nationalists’ 97th Army in the Taihang Mountains and that he and Lebbe received news of the 
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some of his fellow detainees during this time. 363 Clearly, however, the Communists suspected 

that he or his group was working against them and not just the Japanese. General Zhu De had 

earlier written to Lebbe demanding that he break with the Nationalist Party. Lebbe had not done 

so.364 Then, when Lebbe was first taken in Yaocun, his Supervisory Corps workers hid some 

papers which were later found by the Communists. These included Lebbe’s diary which had 

included statements of disappointment about Communists’ performance in the United Front, 

some letters from the Brothers, and examination papers by candidates for the Supervisory Corps. 

In his interrogations, Lebbe explained the content and purpose of all these in the fight against 

Japan, but the Communists were not satisfied and continued to detain him. Lebbe and the Little 

Brothers were still able to keep up the Office while in detention but discovery of these papers, 

the Communists treated them with harsher suspicion. 

From April 5 onwards, the Communists put the detainees through re-education sessions 

to convince them of Communist ideology. The guarding officers only grudgingly let Lebbe make 

his confession to a visiting priest at a distance to avoid them talking privately.365 Lebbe, 

increasingly doubtful that they would get out of the situation alive, became especially worried 

about the workers detained with him. He wrote to the Communist general Zhu De, appealing to 

the history of the jiuhudui’s medical care for the troops of the 8th Route Army. He requested that, 

even if he remained detained, that at least the others to be released but to no avail. Meanwhile, 

Lebbe was steadily declining because of his preexisting health problems. He was severely 

jaundiced, having trouble digesting food, his kidneys were failing, and he had severe pain in his 
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pelvis. The detention continued for a total of fifty-five days, during which Lebbe was unable to 

get treatment for his medical problems. 

In the end, an intervention from General Chiang Kai-shek brought about Lebbe’s release. 

The 5th Army notified Chiang that Lebbe had been taken away. Chiang therefore intervened with 

General Zhu De and threatened to attack Liu Bocheng’s division of the army if they did not 

release the priest.366 Unwilling to risk a direct attack from the Nationalist forces, the Communists 

agreed and escorted Lebbe and the Little Brothers to the edge of the Communist territory. He and 

a few Brothers traveled by horse and foot back to Yaocun. From there, they continued south but 

Lebbe was such bad health that he had to be carried for some of the journey. The journey was 

three hundred kilometers south to Luoyang, which in other circumstances they could have 

covered in only a few days. However, Lebbe’s poor health slowed them down. Moreover, they 

journeyed through Japanese-held territories, so they had to stop every hundred yards to check for 

safety and to travel the more dangerous sections at night. It took them three weeks and they 

finally arrived in Luoyang on May 8, 1940.367 Lebbe was reunited with Brother Alexander there. 

Lebbe’s health continued to decline even once he had made it to safety and to medical 

care. He stayed for a month in the military hospital at Luoyang, but he continued to worsen. At 

that point, General Chiang Kai-shek sent a private plane to bring Vincent Lebbe and Alexander 

Cao to the capital at Chongqing.368 There Lebbe, was able to see Bishop Yü Pin in as well as the 

Yishibao staff that had by this point also relocated to the military capital. However, even the 

larger hospital of Chongqing could not stop Lebbe’s decline. Doctors diagnosed him with either 

stones in the liver or bladder, or pancreatic cancer. Bishop Yü Pin and Brother Alexander 
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decided against any surgery since it was unlikely to save him. In a last ditch-effort to save him, 

Lebbe was moved to the house of a Catholic layman, John Ma, where they had a famous Chinese 

doctor attend to him and try traditional Chinese remedies with ginger root.369 However, none of 

the treatments helped. In the house of this Catholic friend, Vincent Lebbe died on June 24, 1940. 

Lebbe was buried on Gele Mountain outside of Chongqing, far from North China where 

he had conducted his apostolic work. He was buried with elaborate recognition from both the 

government and the Chinese Church. The government flew flags at half-mast across China, 

Chiang Kai-shek and the general of the 12th Division accompanied his coffin. The Nationalist 

government published a degree in Lebbe’s honor praising his service: “He worked for the 

country to the end with unflagging vigor” and “the whole Chinese people respects him.”370 

Meanwhile, many in the Chinese Church grieved the loss of the influential missionary. The 

Bishop Yü Pin preached Lebbe’s funeral. In all the vicariates where they served, the Little 

Brothers and Little Sisters commemorated their founder’s life and grieved his death. 

Today, Lebbe’s burial place remains accessible, now part of Geleshan National Forest 

Park about sixteen kilometers west of the city center of Chongqing. On a steep hiking path up the 

heavily wooded mountain, the tomb features a cross, a plaque commemorating Lebbe’s service, 

and a photograph of the priest. Today, Chinese Catholics devoted to his memory continue to 

make pilgrimages to visit his resting place, where an inscription on the tomb sums up his life: 

“He gave his utmost for China.”371
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CHAPTER 3. 

THE CHINESE EPISCOPACY: RACE AND SPIRITUAL CITIZENSHIP IN THE CHURCH 

For those of us living a century after Vincent Lebbe and his colleagues, their promotion 

of an indigenous episcopacy for China may seem like an obvious step for the Church: why 

wouldn’t bishops in China be Chinese, and how could the Church possible hope to shed its 

imperialist image without transferring leadership into indigenous hands? 

In early Republican China, however, proponents of this vision were a minority in the 

foreign missionary community. They could not count on the wider Church to view indigenous 

leadership as a self-evident good or natural development for the local church. Indeed, Vincent 

Lebbe’s reform effort only succeeded because it drew the hopes of the Chinese clergy together 

with the advocacy of pro-Chinese foreign missionaries and the pastoral and strategic interests of 

the Holy See. Before and after the consecrations of six Chinese bishops in October 1926, the 

prospect of Chinese leadership met with sometimes vehement opposition. The Chinese 

episcopacy was only one part of the reform of the structure and method in Catholic mission to 

China during the 1920s. But it was this issue that most painfully struck a nerve, cutting deeply 

within the missionary community to expose a disconcerting ambiguity about the purpose of 

converting the Chinese. In this chapter, I suggest that Vincent Lebbe appealed to citizenship as a 

middle way through a growing rift over the question of race and indigeneity in the Church. In the 

face of a multipronged opposition to the native episcopacy, Lebbe insisted that the rights and 

duties of full spiritual citizenship in the Church required that Chinese Catholics be allowed to 

lead. 

Admittedly, the problem could, then and now, be framed in terms other than race. The 

most obvious alternative is to see the tension between French and Chinese leadership in terms of 

geo-political control. Indeed, in the background of all these debates was the stark political reality 
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of the French Religious Protectorate. For the French government to be able to sponsor 

‘protection’ for Catholics, it relied on having French bishops in a substantive number of 

episcopal sees.1 Any systemic effort to hand the Church over to Chinese leadership would be a 

direct to the ties the Protectorate maintained between the French consulate and the Church. 

However, although the effort to maintain Protectorate relations did condition the missionary 

superiors’ and apostolic vicars’ reluctance to consider structural change, it does not exhaustively 

explain their opposition to Chinese bishops. After all, the Protectorate’s functioning had never 

required that the episcopate in China be composed exclusively of French nationals; China had 

long had bishops of Portuguese, Italian, and other European nationalities as well. Moreover, the 

political pressure to please France increasingly raised the larger question of why French concerns 

were dominating at all. Indeed, the disagreement over the Chinese episcopate became intractable 

because it raised the question of whether the Church in China should be more “Chinese” and in 

what sense that was appropriate. 

Indeed, the Chinese character of the Church was the crux of the debate in the early 

twentieth century, and it remains the key question in studying the question today. We can 

conceptualize the Chinese character of the Church in several different senses: geographic 

locality, geo-political national identity, or ethnic composition. 

Was the Chinese episcopacy a matter of  “local” leadership? Certainly, speaking of the 

‘local’ church highlights the ecclesial relationship between the universal Church with its ‘center’ 
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Ecclesiastical Colony. The political question informed much of the missionary problem, but even Young 

acknowledges this does not tell the whole story: “This study does not attempt to describe the multifarious activities 

of ordinary Catholic missionaries in China. Nor does it treat more than incidentally the psychology of Chinese 

Catholics – their religious orientations and the varieties of their interactions with their church. A focus on the 

relationship of the Catholic church in China with the French Religious protectorate puts politics, both ecclesiastical 

and secular, at the forefront.” Young, 9. 

 



207 

 

in Rome and the Chinese Church as perhaps one of many ‘peripheral’ local churches. Certainly, 

this vocabulary resonates with the Holy See’s later vocabulary in the Vatican II document Lumen 

Gentium about the role of local churches (localium, localibus).2 However, locality was not the 

primary language through which the key early 20th century players in China or Rome thought 

about the question of the Chinese episcopacy.3 Applied to the Republican Era campaign for a 

Chinese episcopate, this anachronistic terminology can risk euphemistically glossing over of the 

more difficult and controversial aspects of their debate. 

Alternatively, was it a question of a “national” leadership? This touches more 

substantively on the geo-political side of the problem in anti-imperial Republican China, since 

foreign leadership entailed having missionary bishops who were citizens of their sending 

countries whereas Chinese bishops would be Chinese nationals. Immersed in the political stakes 

in early 20th century China, key players such as Vincent Lebbe, Anthony Cotta, their various 

superiors, and the Apostolic nuncio Celso Costantini did speak of a “national” episcopacy in this 

sense. 

Or, finally, to what extent was it a question of an ethnically “indigenous” or “native” 

clerical hierarchy? These in fact were the dominant terms (in French “indigène”4 or 

                                                 

2 Lumen Gentium affirms “This Church of Christ is truly present in all legitimate local congregations of the faithful 

which, united with their pastors, are themselves called churches in the New Testament. For in their own locality 

these are the new people called by God, in the Holy Spirit and in much fullness.” Lumen Gentium, in The 

Documents of Vatican II, translated by Joseph Gallagher, edited by Walter M. Abbott (New York: Guild Press, 

1966), 50. So too, some contemporary, post-Vatican II scholars of the China case privilege the vocabulary of 

“local.” For instance, see Paul Mariani, “The First Six Chinese Bishops of Modern Times: A Study in Church 

Indigenization,” The Catholic Historical Review 100.3 (Summer 2004): 486-513. 
3 In the early 20th century, even Pope Benedict XV and Pope Pius XI, writing from their Roman ecclesiastical 

perspective to all the missions, predominantly used “indigenam” or “native” in their respective Maximum Illud 

(1919) and Rerum Ecclesiae (1926). 
4 For instance, Lebbe adopted this vocabulary in his article entitled “Clergé indigène en Chine,” La Revue catholique 

des idées et des faits 26 (21 September 1923): 7-13. 
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“autochtone,”5 and in Latin “indigenam”6) of the debate, signalling the importance of the 

candidates’ ethnic representation in the hierarchy as it transitioned from a foreign mission to a 

native church. Here, I will simply refer to the “Chinese episcopacy” to signal all three of these 

qualities of the bishops (local, national and ethnic), though especially the latter insofar as the 

issue of “race” became theological crux of the debate. 

Indeed, the question of a native episcopacy became most heated over racism, with 

accusations of racism flying in multiple directions. On the one hand, promotors of the indigenous 

hierarchy criticized the existing missionary practice for racially discriminating against Chinese 

priests and refusing them positions of authority. Lebbe and his colleagues were disheartened that 

discriminatory treatment of the Chinese Catholics was common throughout the missions, and 

they believed the reticence of the Apostolic Vicars to transfer authority into Chinese hands was 

grounded at least in part in a sense of racial and cultural superiority. On the other hand, 

missionaries who were opposed to indigenous leadership invoked widely varying theories of 

race. They can be roughly categorized into two groups: 

 A minority of opponents of the native episcopate explicitly maintained that the Chinese 

were an inferior race by nature and therefore less fit for leadership. Such a position was patently 

out of step with Scripture’s account of a common humanity from Adam. Nonetheless, racial 

theory was popular in both post-Enlightenment European society and post-Qing Reform China. 

As European scientists and Chinese reformers sought independence from Christian theological 

and Neo-Confucian cosmological presuppositions about human nature, they turned to scientific 

methods of studying human variation. European and Chinese scholars in anthropology and 

                                                 

5 Costantini, Réforme des missions au XXe siècle (Tournai, Belgium: Casterman, 1960). 
6 Maximum Illud, Vatican Website, accessed 3 March 2018, <https://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-

xv/la/apost_letters/documents/hf_ben-xv_apl_19191130_maximum-illud.html>. 
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related fields generated theories about the races having different origins (the theory of 

‘polygenesis’) and offered hierarchical accounts of races and their cultures possessing inherent 

strengths and weakneses. As this chapter will show, these ideas found support among some 

Catholic missionaries, who expressed their disdain for the Chinese in sometimes blatantly racist 

terms. 

Other opponents of the Chinese episcopacy stressed the universality of the Church as a 

reason not to privilege Chinese candidates in China. They argued that the Church should 

consider no distinction of race, and that therefore bishops should be selected simply on their 

qualifications for the role – for instance, the spiritual heritage that European bishops brought 

from established Catholic families rather than being recent converts from paganism,7 their level 

of education in Latin and (Western) philosophy, and their greater administrative experience; why 

shouldn’t French bishops continue to rule the Chinese church indefinitely, if they simply 

continued to be the best men for the job? Missionaries such as Henri Garnier (M.E.P.), believing 

that Lebbe’s promotion of the Chinese Church threatened the European missionary interest and 

legacy in China, as has been mentioned in the previous chapter, waged a publicity war against 

Lebbe as the “Apostle of Racism.”8 Such opponents accused Lebbe of anti-foreign xenophobia 

and a bias for the Chinese over the non-Chinese.  

                                                 

7 While this argument took on racial and cultural stakes in the contrast between European candidates and Chinese 

ones, 1 Timothy 3 does warn against making recent converts into bishops: “The saying is sure : whoever aspires to 

the office of bishop desires a noble task. Now a bishop must be above reproach, married only once, temperate, 

sensible, respectable, hospitable, an apt teacher, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, and not a 

lover of money. He must manage his own household well, keeping his children submissive nad respectful in every 

way… He must not be a recent convert, or he may be puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the 

devl. Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so that he may not fall into disgrace and the snare of the 

devil.” (1 Timothy 3 :1-7).  The issue in 1 Timothy 3 was that the neophyte would still be spiritually immature, not 

that they have come un-Christian parents. 
8 Henri Garnier (under the pseudonym H. Marnier), “Le Père Lebbe: Apôtre du racisme ndigène,” Écrits de Paris 

(May 1956), Fonds I, A55.a.1.22, Archives de Vincent Lebbe, Archives de L’Université, Université Catholique de 

Louvain, Louvain-la-neuve, Belgium. 
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Lebbe insisted throughout that he only wanted to secure for the Chinese Catholics the 

same rights and duties of authority that the church of any nation would expect. Yet since both the 

essentializing racial hierarchy position and the universalist position could maintain the status 

quo, how then could one argue in favor of the Chinese episcopacy? Lebbe, facing a two-pronged 

opposition, grasped for a third formulation that would neither demean nor wholly dismiss 

Chinese ethnic identity. 

As I will demonstrate, Lebbe’s most distinct and creative arguments in favor of the 

Chinese episcopate emphasize the moral and spiritual value of ethno-national citizenship within 

the Church. He insistently calls attention to the Church’s soteriological mission to convert the 

Chinese – not merely in the extrinsic sense of inducing them to switch religious identification 

from pagan to Christian, but moreso in the transformative sense in which the Chinese must 

increasingly live out the virtue of a nationally independent people before God. If the Church’s 

aim were to cultivate Chinese saints – and this is what Lebbe thought must surely be the good of 

Catholic mission among any people - then what sense could it possibly make to keep foreign 

clerics in all the positions of any significance or decision-making? The Chinese must have the 

opportunity as Chinese to exercise the virtues of leadership and service, all the way up to the 

highest levels of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. To deny them this was profoundly unevangelical. 

Lebbe’s discourse of ethnic-national citizenship was not without its own contradictions 

and difficulties. His determination to serve as a European under a Chinese bishop was somewhat 

at odds with his equally strong desire to himself become a Chinese and no longer be seen as a 

white foreigner. His effort to wrest the church from one Western power, France, proceeded 

somewhat ironically by appealing to another one, Rome, with its own regulatory and cultural 

aims for the fledgling churches of the “Far-East.” While still affirming the universality of the 
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Church, Lebbe’s tight identification of ethnic and national identities, the common position in 

China at the time and one which Lebbe affirmed within the Church, would exacerbate questions 

about dual loyalty to church and state. With all these contradictions, Lebbe’s vision by no means 

solved the question of Christian identity in China. Nevertheless, Lebbe’s appeal to virtuous 

ethno-national citizenship in the Church did effectively provide a way through the missionaries’ 

gridlock over the question of race. By providing the campaign for the Chinese episcopate with a 

soteriological justification, he affirmed the value of ethno-national communities in the economy 

of salvation and strengthened the Holy See’s resolve to move ahead. 

The Documents: Advocating for the Chinese 

Admittedly, the question of the Chinese episcopacy was a primarily European debate. 

Conducted mostly by European missionaries and church officials, this debate addressed a 

question born from the gravitational weight of European Catholicism in the wider Church. What 

status might an established Chinese Church - with native structures and personnel of its own - 

owe or offer to the worldwide Church, given the fact that the vicariates had so far always been 

missions of various European religious orders and congregations? What did it mean for a 

Chinese to take up the apostolic, faith-propagating and faith-protecting role of the bishop, when 

“mission” had so long been the project of blanc (white) Christian missionaries to Christianize 

and civilize the jaune (yellow) race? In this sense, this debate was perhaps more about the 

Europe than it was about the Chinese. We find even Lebbe, who was so eager to see the 

Church’s European-dominated leadership make way for Chinese bishops, also looking West; 

after all, it was not China but Rome that needed convincing. 

Vincent Lebbe advocated for the Chinese episcopacy in three primary documents that 

were submitted to Rome and/or published publicly. These three lengthy texts, along with 
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innumerable letters to family and friends, allow us the deepest understanding of Lebbe’s 

theological appreciation for Chinese representation and sanctification in the Church. 

First, in 1917, in the wake of the Laoxikai Affair, after being sent away from Tianjin to 

the mission at Ningbo in South China, Lebbe wrote a long letter to his new bishop, Paul 

Reynaud.9 The bishop had sent a “Note Clarifying the Mentality of the Vicariate” which warned 

against allowing Chinese Catholics to exhibit “an unnatural, noisy patriotism” or to confuse ‘the 

love of country with the hatred of foreigners, the boycott of their goods.”10 Distressed by 

Reynaud’s defensive attitude towards the Chinese, Lebbe agonized for a time over whether to 

remain silent or express his opinions; then during his annual retreat, he wrote a long missive 

(sixteen pages in A. Cotta’s typeset copy forwarded to the Propaganda Fide) making three 

related points: the value of patriotism as a virtue, the necessity of a complete national clergy, and 

the need to divest the China mission of the unhelpful and often harmful French Protectorate. 

Eventually as he and others seeking reform of the missions encountered stiff opposition, he came 

to believe that the episcopacy was the key that would unlock the rest. He wrote to Anthony Cotta 

a few years later: “The crux of the problem, practically, is neither the patriotic question nor the 

protectorate. It is the Chinese episcopacy…. With a Chinese episcopacy the true reforms are all 

within this germ.”11 If they could achieve this one objective, the existence of Chinese bishops 

would eventually change attitudes towards Chinese patriotism and sovereignty as well. 

                                                 

9 Lebbe, “Lettre à S.G. Mgr. Reynaud,” Ningpo, 18 Septembre 1917, Fonds A 9.100, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 

Also available as an appendix “Annexe: Lettre du Père Lebbe à Mgr Reynaud” in Vincent Lebbe et son héritage, 

edited by Arnaud Join-Lambert, Paul Servais, Chung Heng Shen, Éric de Payen, (Louvain-la-neuve: Presses 

Universitaires de Louvain, 2017), 239-256, as well as in Goffart, Lettres du Père Lebbe, 137-158. 
10 Quoted in Young, 178. Young notes that a copy of Reynaud’s note to Lebbe is enclosed in Reynaud to Van 

Rossum, Paris, November 17, 1919: PropA, vol. 699, rubr. 130/1921. Pp. 588r-v. 
11 “Le noeud du problème, pratiquement, n'est ni la question patriotique, ni celle du protectorat. C'est l'Evêque 

chinois… avec un évêque chinois les vraies réformes sont toutes dans ce germe.” V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 3 November 
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Second, in 1919 Lebbe wrote a “Historical Overview” (Aperçu historique) of the 

missions in China. This document was written for his contact in Rome, Gaston Vanneufville, it 

was included in Lebbe’s response to the questionnaire of the apostolic visitor, Bishop Jean-Marie 

Budes de Guébriant. It was submitted to the Propaganda Fide in 1920, and was also shared in 

missionary circles in Belgium. 12 In the “Historical Overview,” Lebbe surveys various historical 

and contemporary models of mission, offers a postmortem on the failure of the Church’s mission 

in China due to the “foreign character of Catholicism” (especially the problem of the foreign 

episcopate in China) and then promotes his own ‘Tianjin Method.’ 

Third, Lebbe presented his case for Chinese bishops at the 1923 Missiology Week in 

Louvain, Belgium, later published as an article, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” in La Revue 

Catholique des idées et des faits.13 In this work, Lebbe reiterates his earlier points from his letter 

to Reynaud, offers an expanded account of the saintly native Catholics who deserve notice in 

Chinese history, and offers refutations of his opponents’ arguments against the viability of 

Chinese bishops in the style of a scholastic quaestio. This document — written in the period 

between Pope Benedict XV’s November 1919 letter Maximum Illud calling for reform in the 

missions and Pope Pius XI’s February 1926 encyclical Rerum Ecclesiae offering a denunciation 

of racism and a stronger endorsement of the native episcopacy — exhibits greater confidence 

that there would in fact soon be Chinese bishops.  

                                                 

1919, in Claude Soetens, ed., Pour l’Église chinoise: La Visite apostolique des missions de Chine 1919-20 

(Louvain-la-Neuve : Publications de la Faculté de Théologie, 1982), 221. 
12 Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” Archives de Vincent Lebbe, A.17.2. A version of this document was eventually 

published anonymously as “L’Église Catholique partout indigène,” Missions Benedictines (Jan.-Feb 1923):393-400, 

and 501-351. See also A.25.1, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
13 V. Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” a report presented at the Semaine de Missiologie, Louvain, 11-14 

September 1923, and published in La Revue catholique des idées et des faits 26 (21 Septembre 1923): 7-13. 
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A survey of these writings shows how Lebbe drew on existing pragmatic arguments in 

favor of an indigenous clerical hierarchy but also added his own spiritual argument, namely that 

the opportunity to exercise virtues in service at all levels of the church was a necessary part of 

the Chinese sanctification both on an individual level and as an ethno-national community. 

Lebbe thought that to deny the Chinese the opportunity to become bishops doomed the Catholic 

Church in China to remain foreign and ineffective, whereas to promote them would better fulfill 

the Church’s spiritual mission to raise up Chinese saints. Exasperated by the passivity of the 

existing Apostolic Vicars, whose approach was to wait and see whether and when Rome might 

act, Lebbe argued that the Chinese mission could not come to fruition without actively bringing 

the Chinese into all aspects of Catholicism’s institutional life. With a nod towards Catholic 

theology’s turn towards an intrinsicist appreciation of human cooperation with grace, he 

suggested in bluntly practical terms, “If God cannot save us without us, the Pope cannot appoint 

to become bishop a priest who is not proposed to him and of whom he has not been told anything 

and whom he does not know.”14  

The First Round: The Functionalist Disagreement 

 As is common in human disagreement, the proponents and opponents of indigenous 

leadership were quicker to identify flaws in each other’s positions than they were to articulate 

their own positive visions for the Church. Their writings foregrounded functionalist arguments 

about how the other side’s methods were ineffective, which only more subtly belied their 

underlying theologies of the Church and the role of ethnicity within it. Nevertheless, by first 

                                                 

14 “Car si Dieu ne peut nous sauver sans nous, le Pape ne peut pas non plus nommer évêque un petit vicaire et qui ne 

lui est pas proposé et dont on ne lui a rien dit, et qu’il ne connaît pas.” V. Lebbe to Paul Reynaud, “Letter to S.G. 

Mgr. Reynaud, On my Retreat,” 18 September 1917, Ningbo, published as “Annex” in Vincent Lebbe et son 

heritage, edited by Arnaud Join-Lambert, Paul Servais, Chung Heng Shen, Eric de Payen (Louvain-la-neuve : 

Presses Universitaires de Louvain, 2017): 246.  
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considering this initial polemic ‘round’ of the fight, we can quickly gain a sense of the perceived 

problems that set these factions at odds and gave shape to their arguments. Dialectically, it was 

in response to opposing doubts about indigenous leadership that Lebbe’s ultimate case for it took 

shape. 

Off the bat, Lebbe saw multiple downsides of foreign leadership. Pointing out that the 

Church “never saw a nation, not one, converted under a foreign clergy,”15 he warned that the 

absence of a Chinese hierarchy undermined and imperiled the Church’s efforts to spread the faith 

in China. 

 First, Lebbe pointed out in his letter to his Apostolic Vicar Bishop Reynaud that 

exclusively foreign leadership left the church vulnerable to geo-political shifts. The Propaganda 

Fide had already from time to time noted this concern in its various instructions to the missions 

to prepare an indigenous leadership: If foreigners should be banished from the country or cease 

to come to China, the Church would be imprudent to have no indigenous clergy prepared to carry 

the torch.16 A related concern was that the flow of missionaries from Europe might cease, as the 

drop in European missionaries during and after the devastation of World War I had recently 

demonstrated.17 For his part, Bishop Reynaud, in his note, had acknowledged the principle of 

preparing indigenous clergy: “There can be no doubt that the Church’s intention and universal 

rule is to create a native priesthood to govern new Christian communities….”18  However, 

                                                 

15 Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 244. Lebbe’s preceding history of the missions seeks to make the point and then he 

concludes, “Toute l’histoire de l’Église nous le dit aussi, depuis ce fait qu’il ne s’est pas vu une nation, pas une, 

convertie sous un clergé étranger. Voilà qui est frappant.” 
16 Pius XI raised this concern to the level of including it in the encyclical “Rerum Ecclesiae,” Art. 26, in Burke, ed., 

Four Great Encyclicals, 33; or in Acta Apostolicae Sedis (Rome: 1926), 75.  
17 Pope Pius XI even notes the “serious damage down to mission activity by the recent Wstatedorld War” in his 

encyclical on fostering missionary zeal. See Rerum Ecclesiae Article 12, in Burke, ed., Catholic Missions: Four 

Great Encyclicals (New York: Fordham University Press, 1957), 29. 
18 Translation from Leclercq, 194. 
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Reynaud’s “Note” stressed that the Chinese clergy was not a matter for missionaries in the field 

to discuss or promote; rather, missionaries should wait, “when the moment of Providence has 

come, to do what Rome will tell us.”19 

This kind of passive approach, which left foreign leadership in place for the time being, 

frustrated Lebbe’s friend and colleague, the fiery Antoine Cotta. In his own petition to the 

Propaganda, Cotta laments that many foreign missionaries did not understand that their role was 

to render themselves unnecessary: “Should we [foreign missionaries] disappear suddenly, what 

would become of the Church in China? Right here is the answer: it is far from justifying us – it is 

rather our condemnation!”20 The slightly more tactful Lebbe, noting in this case Reynaud’s 

fundamental agreement with the principle of a Chinese episcopate, sought to build upon common 

ground. In his response to Reynaud, Lebbe reminds the bishop of the basic point they both agree 

upon, namely that it is risky for the Chinese church to depend upon European leadership 

indefinitely. Nevertheless, Lebbe too points out that this “shrinking of the question” down to a 

missionary supply problem does not get to the heart of the matter: The Catholic missions remain 

“spiritual colonies” in which the Chinese priests, “always third or second rank… are treated less 

well than catechists — strangers in their own country.”21 

 Second, Lebbe points out that the foreign profile of the church creates a cultural obstacle 

to the evangelization of the Chinese. By seeming to require loyalty to foreign countries as a 

condition for joining the Catholic religion, the Church erects a barrier to conversion for any 

Chinese with a sense of patriotism. Again, Lebbe was not the first to make such an argument. In 

                                                 

19 V. Lebbe, “Lettre à S.G. Mgr. Reynaud,” in Vincent Lebbe et son héritage, 245. 
20 Cotta, “Letter Addressed to H. E. Cardinal Serafini,” 29 December 1916, Fonds I, A8.1, Archives de Vincent 

Lebbe. 
21 V. Lebbe, “Lettre à S.G. Mgr. Reynaud,” 245. 
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1917, Ying Lianzhi (1867-1926) articulated this problem in his petition to Rome, Quanxue 

zuiyan (“Harsh Words About Urgent Learning,” or in French “Exhortation à l’étude.”)22 In this 

petition, Ying expresses his primary concern that Catholicism lacks investment in education and 

the Church remains incapable of engaging the educated Chinese classes. Ying locates the root of 

this intellectual problem in the missionaries’ insistence that Chinese Catholics adopt their 

leaders’ identities and loyalties. In his view, missionaries keep the Chinese Catholics from 

studying their own heritage, while demanding that they love everything French. Whether in 

keeping with Catholic doctrine or not, which he doubts, there seems to be a requirement of the 

faith that Chinese Catholics love their evangelizers’ sending countries. Why, Ying wonders, is it 

that Chinese Catholics must love foreign countries instead of their own, while there is no such 

obligation for French Catholic or the Belgian Catholic with respect to their national identities? 

Lebbe expresses a similar concern in a letter to his friend Anthony Cotta, exasperated that 

current missionary practice sets a higher bar for conversion than necessary: “Is it not terrible, and 

is it not for us a frightening responsibility, to add to the natural obstacles of evangelization this 

formidable obstacle, of forcing these unfortunates to trample over one of the noblest feelings, 

love of one’s country, to be able to attain their share of Heaven?”23 Lebbe is disturbed that 

missionary practice should form an impediment to missionary purpose. Faith already meets with 

plenty of challenges from doubts and temptations, poverty and persecutions. Why add to these 

the dubious expectation of loyalty to European nations? Therefore, Lebbe recommends in his 

                                                 

22 Ying Lianzhi [英斂之], “Exhortation à l’étude et réponse à un catéchiste de Changhai” [劝学罪言] PropA, vol. 

699, rubr. 130 (1921), pp. 654r-673r. Cited in Young 175. 
23 “N’est-ce pas terrible et n’est-ce pas pour nous une responsabilité effrayante d’ajouter aux obstacles naturels de 

l’Évangélisation cet obstacle formidable, de forcer ces malheureux de marcher sur un des plus nobles sentiments, 

l’amour du pays, pour pouvoir gagner leur part de Ciel?” V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, Cheng-ting-fu, 15 July 1916, in Paul 

Goffart and Albert Sohier, eds, Lettres du Père Lebbe (Broché: Casterman, 1960), 105. 
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1919 “Historical Overview” that the Church must stop presenting potential converts with an 

unnecessary hurdle in the form of a foreign Church, but rather make it “easy and agreeable for 

them.”24 Chinese Catholics should be prepared to carry the many crosses that a life of faith 

brings, but to love Europe or become culturally European need not be one of them. 

 Thirdly, Lebbe points out that insofar as European superiors do succeed in fashioning the 

Chinese priests in their own image, this alienates the Chinese priests from the very people they 

are meant to serve and bring to faith. When Lebbe first arrived in China, he was still a 

seminarian himself but was briefly appointed to teach scripture, theology and music at the major 

seminary at Beijing during the year 1901.25 He was shocked by the seminarians’ adulation of all 

things European and their contempt for their own culture. For instance, the Chinese seminarians, 

having been mocked by some French officials for their Chinese-style garb, urged him to inquire 

if they might wear the French-style soutane or cassock. Lebbe tried to dissuade them and show 

the inconsistency in the French civil government’s attitude towards Catholicism; he explained 

that the French officials trying to impose the European-style cassock in China were 

simultaneously waging a battle against the soutane back home in France’s Third Republic as part 

of a campaign to secularize French society. However, the seminary’s Francophile culture was 

strong, and Lebbe came away from his time at the seminary deeply concerned about the effect of 

European formation on Chinese candidates.26 He wrote:  

For throughout their seminary years, [the superiors] had worked to make them despise 

their brethren, their people, the people they were to convert; and on the contrary, to 

                                                 

24 Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 48. 
25 Young, 133. 
26 It is worth noting that Lebbe and Cotta were also concerned about the formation of European Lazarist candidates 

in working with indigenous clergy. In 1920, Cotta wrote to Lebbe from Paris reporting on the missionary formation 

of young Lazarists preparing for mission work in China, complaining that they were not told anything about the 

native clergy and therefore arrived in China wholly unprepared to work with their Chinese colleagues. Fonds I, 

A20.2.84, Archives de Vincent Lebbe.  
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respect and admire the homeland of their masters…. From the contemptuous tone in 

which they [the seminarians] spoke of their own country, I could not conceive of them 

later being apostles to their brethren.27 

 

 At the time, Lebbe was chastised by the seminary superior for treating the seminarians as equals 

and for speaking so freely with them, and he took the dressing-down. However, his worries were 

later corroborated by Bernard Liu,28 a Chinese medical student at Aurora University in Shanghai 

who later went with Lebbe to evangelize Chinese students in Europe. Liu took it upon himself to 

submit a response to the 1920 questionnaire of the apostolic visitor sent to investigate the state of 

the church in China, and he wrote of the Chinese clergy: “Their formation deprives them of any 

knowledge of society and, so to speak, “de-countrifies” (dépaysés) them. They are only half 

Chinese.”29 By that time, Lebbe was convinced that the clergy’s profound alienation from the 

wider population required an equally profound remedy. The attitudes dominating the Chinese 

Church would not really change until Chinese reached even the highest levels of the church 

hierarchy. 

 On the other side, detractors of the campaign for indigenous bishops expressed their own 

functional concerns about the viability of transferring episcopal authority into Chinese hands. In 

“Clergé indigène en Chine,” Lebbe compiles the many opposing arguments while offering an 

                                                 

27 “Car pendant toutes leurs années de séminaire on s’était efforcé de leur faire mépriser leurs frères, leur people, le 

people, qu’ils devaient convertir, et par contre, pour leur faire respecter et admirer la patrie de leurs Maîtres…Du ton 

méprisant don’t ils parlaient de leur propre pays, je ne les concevais pas plus tard apôtres de leurs frères.” Lebbe to 

A. Cotta, 10 September 1917, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres du Père Lebbe, 43-44. 
28 I was unable to find the Chinese characters for Bernard Liu’s name, but Lebbe stylized his name in pinyin as 

“Liou Joei-u.” 
29 “Leur formation au séminaire les prive de toute connaissance sur la société et les a pour ainsi dire déspaysés. Ils 

sont seulement à moitié chinois.” Bernard Liu, “Pétition à Sa Grandeur Monseigneur de Guébriant en réponse au 

questionnaire envoyé par le Saint-Siège de Rome: Brouillon,” in Claude Soetens, ed., Pour l’Église chinois I. La 

visite apostolique de missions de Chine, Cahiers de la Revue Théologique de Louvain No. 5 (Louvain-la-neuve, 

Belgium: 1982), 282. 
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explication in the scholastic form of a quaestio.30 So here I adopt and paraphrase Lebbe’s listing 

of the opposing arguments while supplying the proof-texts from various detractors themselves: 

1. To appoint Chinese bishops would be bad administration. While excellent subordinates, the 

Chinese only perform their duties with rigorous oversight; a diocese directed by a Chinese 

would become a mess, a slump, fall into unending competition.31 

After the publication of Pope Benedict XV’s apostolic letter Maximum Illud in 1919, an 

article in L’Echo de Chine, published in Shanghai, took up this argument about the 

administrative weaknesses of indigenous priest. The papal encyclical had stated that the directors 

of missions had neglected a “very serious obligation” to “produce Bishops for their spiritual 

government or priests for their spiritual guidance.”32 This criticism prompted a barrage of 

defensive responses. For instance, the anonymous missionary author of the L’Echo article 

warned that a Chinese in leadership over a vicariate or even just a mission institute would be 

administratively weak, too bound by personal relationships and cultural indecision to make 

effective decisions: 

As for the colleges… the indigenous priests do not have the necessary firmness to impose 

their will and to be obeyed in the circumstances on which the life of an institution depends. 

Influenced by the ideas of the environment in which he lives, by the habits of the Chinese, by 

his relations of friendship or kinship, etc…. he does not have the freedom or the energy to 

make the necessary decision: though fine when the life of the college continues normally 

without notable incident, he would become weak and inferior to the task when a big crisis 

should occur. During these times of continual disorder among the students, no society would 

want to entrust a great college to purely native direction.33 

                                                 

30 Lebbe collates his opponents’ arguments into a list of eight points. See Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” La 

Revue catholique des idées et des faits 26 (21 Septembre 1923), 9. 
31 “Il est mauvais administrateur. Il manue du sens de l’organisation. Excellent subalterne, il ne donne son plein 

rendement que vigoureusement encadré. Les événements politiques actuels illustrent singulièrement cette thèse. Un 

diocèse dirigé pr un Chinois ! Mais ce serait le gâchis, le marasme, les compétitions à la l’infini.” Ibid.  
32 Benedict XV, Maximum Illud, in Thomas Burke, ed., Catholic Mission: Four Great Encyclicals, 12. 
33 “Quant aux collèges…le prêtre indigène n'a pas la fermeté nécessaire pour imposer ses volontés et se faire obéir 

dans des circonstances dont dépend parfois la vie d'une institution: influencé par les idées du milieu dans lequel il 
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In this perspective, a Chinese candidate’s shared cultural heritage and relational ties to the people 

of the vicariate were not an asset but a liability for his ability to administrate. 

Missionaries with reservations about Chinese administration took one of two positions: Some 

concluded that indigenous priests should be multiplied but that Europeans should remain as the 

leaders over them in the vicariates and its institutes. This was opinion expressed in the Paris 

Journal des Débats even as late as June 1926, shortly before the consecrations of the Chinese 

bishops.34 So too, this was the contention of the anonymous missionary editorialist in L’Echo 

who insisted the apostolic letter was not really meant for China: “I see no trace of a desire to 

upset the existing state of things, to put into inexperienced hands the government of the missions 

becoming diocese.”35 Others took a softer position that Chinese should eventually take 

governance of the Church in China, but since it would take immense time and effort for the 

Western missionaries to inculcate proper administrative principles, the elevation of Chinese to 

leadership position was for the time being “inopportune.”36 European leadership must remain in 

place for the foreseeable future. 

2. Chinese clergy lack learning and knowledge. 

                                                 

vit, par les habitudes chinoises, par ses relations d'amitié ou de parenté, etc… , il n'a pas la liberté ou l'énergie 

suffisante pour porter la décision nécessaire: bon, lorsque la vie du collège se poursuit normale et sans incidents 

notables, il devient faible et inférieur à sa tache lorsqu'il survient de grosses crises. Aucune société ne voudrait à ces 

moments de désordres continuels parmi les étudiants, confier un grand collège à une direction purement indigène.” 

Extraits de L’Echo de Chine, in Soetens, ed, Pour l’Église chinoise III, 55. 
34 “Les Missions et le clergé indigène en Indo-Chine,” 9 June 1926, Journal des Débats (Paris). Accessed 17 June 

2018 <http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb39294634r/date1926.item>. Also in A.32.1.20, Archives de Vincent Lebbe.  
35 “Je n’y vois pas de trace d’un désir consistant à bouleverser l’état de choses existant, pour mettre entre des mains 

inexpérimentées le gouvernement des missions devenues des diocèses.” From a response to “En Voyage: Notes Sur 

Quelques Points de Discipline Catholique en Chine,” L’Echo de Chine, 8 April 1920, in Soetens, Receuil 9, 61. Also 

in “Extraits de L’Echo de Chine,” Fonds I, A20.101, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
36 “En Voyage: Notes Sur Quelques Points de Discipline Catholique en Chine,” L’Echo de Chine, 8 April 1920, in 

Soetens, Receuil 9, 51-52. Also in “Extraits de L’Echo de Chine,” Fonds I, A20.101, Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
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The second line of argument against Chinese leadership was that the Chinese clergy’s 

possible lack of a Catholic family background and their low education rendered them unfit for 

the episcopate. For instance, the unnamed author of the same serial article in L’Echo of Shanghai 

explained: “The great majority of the Chinese priests are taken from the lowly class. In the new 

mission lands, these priests come directly from paganism or were born into paganism and raised 

in the Holy Church.37 To make these priests bishops would be very reckless.”38 To this, Lebbe 

countered that any lapse in the orphans’ spiritual formation under Catholic care, or any lapse in 

the Chinese priests’ seminary formation was surely not their fault, but rather a problem in the 

formation itself. Did not Maximum Illud, placed upon the mission heads the responsibility to 

train native clergy to “be able to enter upon the spiritual leadership of their people?”39 Still, 

missionaries opposed to the Chinese episcopacy cited the Chinese clergy’s low educational status 

as a reason not to entrust them with authority. In fact, the author of the essay continued, it was 

this lack of learning that made the Pope’s urgings irrelevant to the Chinese case. Since the 

Chinese clergy were from “from the peasant class, having no intellectual tradition,” they did not 

meet the standard the Pope demanded of clergy leaders. The Chinese situation simply did not fit 

the bill: “Therefore we are free from all blame, it does not touch us, the reproach does not 

exist.”40 

                                                 

37 This is a reference to the work of the French Holy Childhood Association which bought, baptized, and housed 

unwanted children. For a more in-depth discussion of Holy Childhood and its controversies, see Chapter 5. 
38 “Il ne faut pas craindre de l'affirmer, les prêtres chinois sont pris, pour l'immense majorité, dans la classe infime. 

Dans les missions de formation nouvelle, ces prêtres sont venus directement du paganisme ou ils ont été enfantés 

dans le paganisme et élevés par la Sainte Eglise. Faire de ces prêtres des évêques serait fort téméraire.” “En 

Voyage,” Extraits de L’Echo de Chine, Avril 1920, in Claude Soetens, ed, Pour l’Église chinoise III. L’Encyclique 

Maximum Illud, Cahiers de la Revue Théologique de Louvain No. 9, (Louvain-la-neuve, Belgium: Publications de la 

Faculté de Théologie, 1983), 58. 
39 Benedict XV, Maximum Illud, Art. 10, in Catholic Missions: Four Great Encyclicals, 15. 
40 “Le plus souvent, ces fidèles appartenaient à la classe paysanne, n'ayant aucune tradition intellectuelle. Là se 

trouve, je crois, la principale raison de cette éducation "manca" signalée dans la lettre de Rome. Donc, gardons-nous 
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3. We cannot trust their virtue. Due to the pridefulness of the Chinese race, we cannot raise 

some priests above their compatriots: “Do we know the effect that the violet color will have 

upon these eyes?”41  

This criticism against the Chinese clergy aimed directly at their spiritual capacities, 

suggesting that a propensity to pride must be curbed. This characterization was widespread 

among the missionary bishops. For instance, we read in an 1881 summary of assessments of the 

Chinese clergy, collected by the Propaganda from the missionary bishops of China, that “[t]he 

Chinese priests are like the people amongst whom they were born. They are fickle, lazy, 

ambitious, vain, cunning, hypocrites, liars, ungrateful, extremely greedy for money, easily 

rebellious, and with regard to chastity extremely weak.”42 During Lebbe’s time in China, he was 

often disturbed by this pejorative stereotyping attitude among his fellow missionaries. For 

instance, he described in a letter to his friend Antoine Cotta how during his early stint in the 

Beijing major seminary prior to ordination, the superior Claude Guilloux had warned Lebbe 

against treating his fellow Chinese seminarians as his moral equal. “He told me,” Lebbe 

recounted, “You don’t know what these Chinese are like: if you give an inch, they take a foot. If 

you do not control him, he will become prideful and want to dominate you.”43 So too, a concern 

                                                 

de toute récrimination, nous ne sommes pas atteints, le reproche n'existe pas.” Extraits de L’Echo de Chine, Avril 

1920, in Soetens, ed, Pour L’Eglise Chinois III, 61. 
41 Lebbe wrote that he had heard his colleague Fr. De la Servière utter this warning, wherein ‘violet’ refers to the 

color of clothes that bishops wear. V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, “Letter to Reynaud,” 246; also quoted in V. Lebbe, 

“Clergé indigène en Chine,” 9. 
42 Quoted in Gary Tiedemann, “The Controversy over the Formation,” 357. The Propaganda in 1881 summarized 

the portrait of Chinese clergy expressed in the responses to a questionnaire administered to China’s bishops, in 

discussions by some of those bishops in Rome for the Vatican Council, and in reports from their regional synods of 

China. Young, 133-134. 
43 “Puis il me dit: ‘Vous ne savez pas ce que c'est que le Chinois: quand on lui donne un pouce, il prend un pied. Si 

on ne le tient pas, il s'enorgueillit et veut vous dominer’ (ah! ces pauvres prêtres chinois le dominant!)” Vincent 

Lebbe to Antoine Cotta, Shaohing, 10 September 1917.  Goffart, Lettres du Père Lebbe, 44. 
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about Chinese ambition was evident in 1915 when the Superior General of the Lazarists asked 

Cotta to apologize for his outburst at the Lazarists’ 1914 assembly at Zhalan in the outskirts of 

Beijing. Warning Cotta never to give the Chinese priests the impression he was in solidarity with 

them against the Europeans, the Superior General Emile Villette C.M. wrote: 

You must take the greatest care to avoid overexciting the spirits of the indigenous priests, 

or to set them against the Apostolic Vicars or the even the ordinary European 

missionaries. Native priests could abuse this quickly and in a very unfortunate way, if 

they saw in one or the other of us a trend in this direction. They cannot forget, in any 

case, and this is no doubt the reason why we maintain a special regard for the European 

missionaries, that Chinese Christians owe the grace of the faith to those who for centuries 

have made considerable sacrifices for China.44 

 

This claim that the Chinese people had a special proclivity to pride became a reason to only 

ordain Chinese to certain clerical roles (ordinary missionary priest, or assistant to one) but not 

others (apostolic vicar, or other functional equivalents of a bishop). Letting Chinese priests 

aspire to the episcopate could upset that careful balance, which Villette urged Cotta to maintain, 

of European authority and Chinese gratitude. 

4. Native bishops would not be obeyed by their pastoral flocks and clergy, nor be respected by 

the pagans or accepted by the Chinese government. Only foreign bishops have the clout to 

demand the privilege of dealing directly with civil officials. 

This political argument was grounded in the fact that Chinese clergy did not enjoy the 

privileges and protection granted to foreign missionaries by the unequal treaties. According to 

                                                 

44 “Il faudrait éviter aussi avec le plus grand soin de surexciter l'esprit des prêtres indigènes, et de les mettre en garde 

contre les Vicaires Apostoliques, et même contre les simples missionnaires Européens. Les prêtres indigènes 

pourraient abuser vite et d'une manière très fâcheuse, s'ils voyaient dans l'un ou l'autre des nôtres une tendance dans 

ce sens. Ils ne peuvent oublier, en tout cas, et c'est sans doute la raison pour laquelle on a des égards particuliers 

pour les missionnaires européens, que les chrétiens Chinois doivent la grâce de la Foi à ces derniers qui, depuis des 

siècles, ont fait en faveur de la Chine des sacrifices considérables.” Letter from Emile Villette, Superior General of 

the Congregation of the Mission, 8 April 1915, Paris, Fond I, A6, 24. Also in Soetens, ed., Pour L’Eglise Chinoise I, 

11-12. 
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the international treaties undergirding the French Religious Protectorate, European missionaries 

would often bring court cases (jiao’an) involving Catholics to the foreign consular and legations 

in China, who then negotiated a settlement with Chinese officials. As Ernest Young points out, 

generally these cases were “expression of ordinary social fissures and inherited disputes that 

characterized Chinese society, especially in rural areas”  - in other words, fairly ordinary 

conflicts between Chinese that sometimes contained a religious element.45 However, by 

internationalizing such disputes and making them matters of international diplomacy, foreign 

missionaries were often able to help the Catholics more than if the situation were simply left to 

the jurisdiction of the local Chinese magistrate. 

The alleged problem with Chinese leadership, therefore, was that a Chinese bishop would 

be unable to command the same political influence with the European consuls and Chinese 

magistrates. Granted, after the Xinhai Revolution the new Republic of China granted Catholics 

religious freedom in its 1913 provisional constitution. But, as the opponents of the native 

episcopacy were quick to point out, the government had not stipulated special treatment for 

clerics. Therefore, whereas foreign priests could still appeal to the — albeit waning power — of 

the French Protectorate, the native clergy did not have any special legal standing or privileges as 

such. They existed as mere citizens in the eyes of the government.46 In this context, the author of 

the L’Echo de Chine article argues against the ordaining Chinese bishops because they would not 

have foreign backing. The author considers the civil clout of past European bishops in China and 

                                                 

45 Young, 47. 
46 “Un sacerdote e un vescovo cinese, di fronte al mandarino, sono semplici sudditi.... L'europeo invece e protetto 

dai trattati internazionali, per cui il suo domicilio e la sua persona sono ugualmente inviolabili; e se verra imputato 

di qualche delitto, nessuna autorita cinese potra torcergli un capello, perche e tenuto a rispondere soltanto davanti al 

proprio Console.” “Necessità di un Clero indigeno in Cina,” Il Bolletino Salesiano: Periodico Mensile Per I 

cooperatori Delle Opere E Missioni Di Don Bosco 9 (Settembre 1924): 240. Accessed 16 June 2018. 

<http://biesseonline.sdb.org/1924/192409.pdf>. 

http://biesseonline.sdb.org/1924/192409.pdf
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of Western bishops in countries with Christian state churches, and he concludes that the position 

of any Chinese bishops in China would be comparatively weak: 

It must not be forgotten that one of the important and delicate functions of missionaries 

bearing these burdens was to defend their churches and their Christians, sometimes in front 

of local mandarins, quite often before foreign authorities; yet, in front of the latter, what 

would the standing of a native be? Indeed, by what right could they prevail upon them, or 

rather what rights could they not invoke against the Chinese authorities on behalf of their 

subjects?  Before them, what would be the status of the native priest or bishop?... As the 

Reverend Father A. Brou wrote in 1908, “until now, and until the laws have recognized his 

title, he will be ignored by the magistrates of his country, and presenting himself in court, he 

will have to do like all his compatriots and prostrate before the great man” … Now in this 

era, have things changed very much? Certainly, one no longer falls to one’s knees before the 

Chinese judge, but the indigenous clergy still does not have a legal recognition. 

Not only do they not have it, but the law puts them on the same foot as the bonzes (we know 

the reputation or rather the contempt that other classes of society have for the bonzes) and it 

does not recognize their civil rights in the elections.47 It is an injury to our native clergy that 

we protested in vain. Rather than improving the law, does this not serve the very abrogation 

of religious liberty? And are we to believe that creating a Chinese Church will be enough that 

it has before the civil law the influence that, for instance, the Anglican bishops have in the 

House of Lords?” 

 

Of course, to compare the Chinese situation to that of England — where the Church of England 

was and is the state church, and where many bishops sit in the government’s House of Lords —  

was to set the bar very high. This was an odd argument coming from a French journal, since by 

this point after the 1905 French Law of Separation of Church and State, the Catholic clergy of 

France had lost their own clerical privileges back home. This did not make the Church question 

the ability of French people to serve as bishops in France. Nonetheless, in comparison to the 

international treaty rights that the European missionaries enjoyed in China, the position of the 

native priests was comparatively weak. Concluding that native clergy cannot wield enough civil 

                                                 

47 Here, the author seems to be appealing to the hope that Catholic clergy might have special influence in 

government affairs. According to Vincent Gossaert, a historian of modern Chinese religious policy, the Republican 

laws (in contrast to the imperial laws) did not recognize clerical status for any of the recognized religions, and 

therefore clerics were ordinary citizens in being able to vote and not able to claim special consideration because of 

their ordained status. Vincent Gossaert, e-mail message to the author, 17 June 2018. 
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influence to govern their own flocks, L’Echo de Chine strongly opposed native episcopacy.48 

Other journals, such as the Italian Salesian missionary journal Bolletino Salesiano expressed a 

commitment to forming more priests and to the eventual establishment of a Chinese hierarchy, 

but also felt it was pointless to promote Chinese bishops until the clergy enjoyed legal privileges 

as such.49 For the meantime, they insisted, the leadership of the Chinese Church must remain 

foreign. 

In his memoire of the reform of the missions, the first Apostolic delegate to China, Cardinal 

Celso Costantini, recounted his frustration with this line of argument while requesting European 

bishops to cede a part of their territory to a Chinese bishop from 1922-1924: “Bishop Gennaro 

[Vicar Apostolic of Eastern Hebei] opposed it, saying, ‘The Chinese priests have no legal status 

in China. They have no consideration from the authorities’… I thought, ‘It will create the right. 

Ex facto oritur ius. We cannot expect a non-Christian government to create a legal statute for 

Catholic priests. Prepare the facts and then, as there will be Chinese bishops, the government 

cannot ignore them.”50 Costantini reasoned that whatever special consideration the government 

might give to bishops beyond the general right of religious freedom granted to Catholics, surely 

the government could not legislate a privilege until there were actual Chinese bishops to prompt 

it.51 Costantini became frustrated with the European bishops’ stalling tactics. 

                                                 

48 Extraits de L’Echo de Chine, April 1920, in Soetens, ed, Pour l’Église chinoise III, 59. 
49 “Necessità di un Clero indigeno in Cina,” Bolletino Salesiano 9 (Settembre 1924): 241. 
50 “Les prêtres chinois n’ont aucun statut légal en Chine. Ils ne jouissent d’aucune considération auprès des autorités. 

Si pourtant Rome le veut, nos obéirons”… “Je pensais: le fait créera le droit. Ex facto oritur ius. Nous ne pouvons 

prétender qu’un gouvernement non-chrétien crée un statut légal pour les prêtres catholiques. Préparons les faits et 

puis, qua nil y aura des évêques chinois, le gouvernement ne pourra les ignorer.” Celso Costantini [刚恒毅], 

Réforme des missions au XXe siècle, translated from Italian by Jean Bruls (Tournai : Casterman, 1960),127. 
51 This seems to have been a wider hope, as the Italian Salesians also reasoned “And what could ever induce the 

Chinese government to grant an official existence and a legal status to a Native Catholic Church, except a number of 

the said clergy, so great as to morally impress itself upon them?” “Necessità di un Clero indigeno in Cina,” Il 

Bolletino Salesiano 9 (Settembre 1924): 240. Translation from D’Elia, Catholic Native Episcopacy in China, 79. 
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For his part, Lebbe acknowledged that Chinese bishops might not be able to exercise the 

same force that Europeans had wielded in civil matters, but he felt this would not be a loss. 

Surely, the Church’s witness suffered from the foreign missionaries’ frequent recourse to the 

treaties and the courts, whereas Chinese bishops would have to operate more fully out of 

Christian faith. Lebbe reasoned, “As for the relations with the mandarins, [Chinese bishops] 

would gain in mutual understanding and sympathy what they would lose on the side of fear, a 

fear which is not, as in the Faith of Scripture, that fear which is the beginning of Wisdom when 

addressed to God.”52 In his calculus, having Chinese bishops would improve the witness of the 

Church in Chinese society far more than losing European leadership would damage its position. 

Early in the first years of his priestly ministry, Lebbe had been sent by Bishop Stanislaus Jarlin 

of Beijing to appear before a magistrate in defense of a Chinese priest. Jarlin sent him dressed in 

a silk gown and with many attendants to pressure the magistrate into releasing the Chinese priest. 

Lebbe succeeded in his assignment, but he was disturbed by the contempt in the eyes of the 

mandarin, and afterwards he refused to play the part of the foreign Catholic lending his 

international weight to court cases. 53 By the 1920s debate on Chinese bishops, Lebbe welcomed 

the idea of a clergy without privileges. Surely to be less despicable in the eyes of the Chinese 

would be a good thing for the Church. 

5. The zeal of the native bishops would be compromised by a lack of financial resources, since 

missionary bishops draw significant funds from their respective homelands. 

                                                 

52 Lebbe distinguishes the fear which the Unequal Treaties imposed on the Chinese from the fear described in 

Proverbs 9 :10 “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” “Quant aux rapports avec les mandarins, ils 

gagneraient en compréhension et sympathie mutuelles ce qu'ils ne perdraient qu'en partie du côté de la crainte, de 

cette crainte qui n'est, sur la Foi de l'Ecriture, commencement de la Sagesse, que lorsqu'elle s’adresse Dieu.” Lebbe, 

“Clergé indigène en Chine,”  
53 Young, 135. 
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Financial concerns were  a perennial problem for the missions, and indeed the Chinese 

vicariates did rely heavily on support from abroad. Clergy formation comprised a substantial part 

of the cost. In 1927, the missionary and missiologist Pascuale D’Elia SJ calculated the annual 

cost of training a seminarian to be $250.00 Mexican dollars (about $3,800 in US dollars today): 

most seminarians studied six years of primary education, three or four years in the preparatory 

seminary, then two years of philosophy (sometimes one or two years of practical work in the 

mission field) and then four years of theology, making a total of 15 to 17 total years by the time 

they completed their training.54 A bishop also had to purchase property, build quarters for 

professors and students, and buy books. Moreover, beyond this, once native priests were 

ordained, their families were generally too poor to support them and so the mission bore the 

burden. D’Elia affirms, “the bishops are thus compelled to seek funds abroad, principally in their 

native countries, and to organize scholarships for the education and training of native priests.”55 

 The funding of the missions under a native bishop would therefore be a challenge. On the 

one hand,  Rome might make up some of the financial difference. As noted in the discussion of 

the Zhalan Assembly,56 the Propaganda Fide proposed to finance some seminarians to come to 

the Urban University in Rome, and the Holy See also established a pontifical organization, the 

work of St. Peter Apostle for the native clergy, to raise funds specifically for the support of 

native clergy in mission lands.57 For his part, in “Clergé indigène en Chine,” Lebbe hoped 

optimistically that donors would continue to give no matter who was in charge: “Why should we 

suppose that the generosity of the Christians of Europe and America would dry up when it was 

                                                 

54 Pascuale D’Elia, Catholic Native Episcopacy in China (Shanghai: T’usewei Printing Press, 1927), 55. 
55 Ibid. 
56 For a description of the Zhalan Assembly, see Chapter 2 “The Life of Vincent Lebbe.”  
57 D’Elia, 69.  
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no longer necessary to entrust their alms to the white priests?”58 Moreover, he pointed out that 

the vicariates might not be so dependent on the bishop’s country of origin as was supposed, since 

many missions in China were partly founded and funded by Chinese Christians. Lebbe proposed 

that the first Chinese bishops could take residence in these vicariates that were already less 

dependent on European funds. 

Nonetheless, finances remained an obstacle to the idea of a Chinese episcopate. While the 

Apostolic delegate Bishop Costantini pressed the existing Apostolic Vicars to consider passing 

their vicariates to Chinese successors, he repeatedly received the response that although they 

agreed in principle, “the conditions of their vicariates were too immature for this institution.”59 

6. A Chinese church, or a Chinese vicariate without foreign administration to temper it, would 

likely fall into schism from Rome. 

The risk of schism was of greatest concern to the Holy See, and therefore opponents of the 

Chinese episcopate leaned especially heavily on the argument that consecrating Chinese bishops 

was an endorsement of anti-foreign xenophobia and nationalistic separatism. This argument and 

Lebbe’s response are the primary subject of the section to follow, so suffice it here to simply 

note the basic point. As the Scheut missionary Eugene Ouwerx put it, surely it was “impossible” 

that a single missionary (Lebbe) could be right against the general opinion of the wider 

missionary community. The overwhelming assessment of the European missionaries in China 

was that it would be dangerous to encourage xenophobic nationalism in China. In defending 

European leadership after Pope Benedict XV issued Maximum Illud, the existing mission heads 

                                                 

58 “Et surtout pourquoi supposer que la générosité des chrétiens de l’Europe et d’Amérique se tarirait dès qu'elle 

n'aurait plus à confier ses aumônes aux prêtres de race blanche ?” Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” 12. 
59 “[T]out en admettant le principe, ils trouvaient les conditions de leurs vicariats trop peu mures pour cette 

institution.” Costantini, Réforme des missions, 128. 

 



231 

 

warned that promoting Chinese priests to the status of bishops could only be a concession to this 

form of ‘chauvinism.’60 

7. Pushing for native bishops might further complicate relationships with the nations, especially 

France, who sponsor foreign protection to Catholics during times of civil disorder. This 

would compromise the safety of Christians. 

This final argument against the Chinese episcopate was related to the fourth one, suggesting that 

the interests of the Chinese Church must be weighed against the interests of the foreign 

governments benefitting the Church in various ways. The Apostolic Vicar of Beijing Alphonse 

Favier C.M., for example, believed that the missions must constantly keep in mind the need to 

prove their usefulness to these foreign civil consulates. As noted in the discussion of Favier’s 

defensive role during the Boxer Uprising in Chapter 2, Favier saw European civil governments 

as much surer allies than any hypothetical Chinese Catholic leadership. He himself had worked 

closely with the French consulate on many building projects that served French interests: a 

Franco-Chinese college in Beijing, enlarging the North Cathedral’s complex, and building a 

hospital in the French quarter, the Church of Saint Michael for European Catholics, and a 

military hospital in Tianjin. He weighed in wholly on the side of the Protectorate, explaining in a 

letter to the Congregation of the Mission in 1903: “All these works, all the expenses, you 

understand, serve French influence and show that, if France protects us, we do not wish to be 

ungrateful.”61 Favier himself died before the debate over the Chinese episcopacy began, but 

other European apostolic vicars felt similarly ingratiated to the French. could the Church afford 

                                                 

60 Eugene Ouwerx, C.I.C.M., to Van den Hout, 25 January 1913, in Fonds I, A44.1,2-2; [An anonymous ‘missionary 

correspondent’], “En Voyage,” L’Echo de Chine 8 April 1920, in Pour un Église chinoise III. L’Engyclique 

Maximum Illud (Cahiers de La Revue Théologique de Louvain No. 9), edited by Claude Soetens,(Louvain-la-neuve: 

Publication de la Faculté de Théologie, 1983), 59 
61 Alphonse Favier, C.M. Annales de la Congrégation de Mission, Vol. 68 (1903) : 409-410. 
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to antagonize the powerful European civil presence in China? Lebbe felt the former imperial 

powers were on the wane, but many French apostolic vicars were neither convinced this was the 

trajectory nor keen to see it go that direction. 

The Second Round: The Fundamental Disagreement 

 Turning now to the ‘second round’ of the debate, I consider the deeper question of race in 

ecclesiology. In the midst of the above arguments against the episcopacy and the Church’s 

functioning, Lebbe and his opponents faced a more fundamental disagreement over how to 

handle ethnicity in the church. For those in favor or against the Chinese episcopacy, what 

difference would it make to have a Chinese person in the role? And what did it matter for the 

universality of the church? Before, and even more strongly after the 1926 ordinations, the role of 

ethnicity in the Church’s mission work became an explicit topic of the debate. It would be a 

mistake to view race as a mere background factor in the transfer of the Church from foreign to 

indigenous hands. Foreign missionaries were by no means unified in their understanding of 

Chinese people as an ethnic group, nor in their vision of the transformation that conversion was 

supposed to bring about in the Chinese. 

Racist Opposition 

The first prong of the opposition Lebbe faced was a more or less explicitly racist 

assessment of the Chinese clergy. To understand this, it is important to note that the Chinese 

Republican Era was contemporaneous with a rise in modern racial theories that found adherents 

in both Europe and China. 

European theories of human differentiation became increasingly color-coded during the 

eighteenth century. As George Frederickson has demonstrated, they reached a deadly state-

supported form in the American Jim Crow laws and the German Nazi and Italian fascist regimes 
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of the early and mid-twentieth century. In earlier centuries, Europeans had little conception of a 

single pan-European or ‘white’ race and generally viewed their penetration into other parts of the 

globe as the result of acquired technological advances.62 For instance, Bishop Favier of Beijing, 

Northern Zhili, drew upon this type of understanding of Western superiority in his study of 

Beijing, Peking, Histoire et Description (1897), stressing that Catholicism could bring prosperity 

to modern China by virtue of the Western Catholic nations’ science and technology.63 However, 

as Frederickson points out, the secular Enlightenment was a double-edged sword. In general, the 

Enlightenment affirmed a universal human nature and held up the ideal of equality in this world, 

with the revolutions and the founding of nation-states premised on the equal rights of all citizens. 

Yet at the same time, the secular Enlightenment replaced the biblical view of a common 

humanity under God with a new scientific approach to studying and categorizing humanity. Its 

naturalism “made a color-coded racism seemingly based on science thinkable and thus set the 

stage for nineteenth century biological determinism.”64 

Similarly, late imperial and Republican Chinese intellectuals keen to distance themselves 

from the Confucian synthesis of cosmology and politics made a parallel turn to naturalist 

accounts of the races. The reformers of 1898 were dissatisfied with the imperial institutions and 

the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy that they felt had rendered China weak, and they turned to the 

sciences, including the scientific category of ‘race’ and the administrative category of 

‘population,’ to make their case for a reformed China. As Frank Dikötter and Chow Kai-wing’s 

work on the contruction of racial identities in modern China has demonstrated, this new racial 

                                                 

62 George Frederickson, Racism: A Short History, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 57.  
63 陈晓径 [Chen Xiaojing],  “法兰西教士看中国 : 评介晚清法国来华传教士攀国梁名著” [A French Priest’s 

Look on China: A Review of the Late Qing Dynasty French Missionary Pan Guoliang’s Masterpiece, Beijing: 

History and Description] (北京：历史和描述) 法國研究 80 (2011) : 86-87. 
64 Frederickson, 64.  
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discourse was a fusion of Western race theory and also a “reconfiguration” of traditional ideas. 

Leading advocates of constitutional monarchy like Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei appropriated 

some aspects of their theory from the European discourse, especially social Darwinist thought 

and the hope of race improvement. At the same time, they reformulated the existing Chinese 

concept of zu, which had traditionally connoted the idea of family lineage, into a racial category 

to serve national unity.65 The reformers promoted the idea that all Chinese were a yellow race 

(huangzhong) descended from the Yellow Emperor. Later, when seeking to rule out the Manchus 

from counting as Chinese, they promoted the China as the country of the Han race (hanzu).66 

Widespread interest in race theory impacted the Catholic intellectual and missionary 

worlds in several ways. 

First, many Catholic intellectuals accepted the basic tenet that there were various 

essentially different races. In this idea’s strongest form, the theory of “polygenesis” taught that 

the races came from multiple different origins such that white, blacks, yellows, and reds were 

descended from entirely separate groups of humans.67 In particular, Julien-Joseph Virey’s book 

Histoire naturelle du genre humaine, published in 1800-1801, marked a transition from 

discussion of “varieties of the human race” to distinct “human races.”68 For Catholics, an explicit 

polygenetic theory of origins was difficult to reconcile with the scriptural account of a common 

ancestor in Adam. As Pius XII would explicitly counter in his much-later 1950 encyclical 

                                                 

65 Zu (族). Frank Dikötter, “Racial Discourse in China: Continuities and Permutations,” 12-26; and Chow Kai-wing, 

“Imagining Boundaries of Blood: Zhang Bingling and the Invention of the Han ‘race’ in Modern China,” 24-49, 

both in The Construction of Racial Identities in China and Japan, edited by Frank Dikötter (Honolulu: University of 

Hawai’i Press, 1997).  
66 For instance, see discussion of Huang Zunxian (1848-1905) in Noriko Kamachi, Reform in China: Huang Tsun-

hsien and the Japanese Model (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U. Press, 1981), 141.  
67 Huangzhong (黄钟) and hanzu (汉族). Frederickson, 67. 
68 Heuer, 523. 
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Humani Generis, on “the question of another conjectural opinion, namely polygenism… the 

faithful cannot embrace that opinion which maintains that either after Adam there existed on this 

earth true men who did not take their origin through natural generation from him as from the first 

parent of all, or that Adam represents a certain number of first parents.” 69 To suggest that the 

Chinese came from an entirely separate and lesser human stock was not just racist, but also 

heretical. 

Nonetheless, many Catholic scientists and politicians did adopt the theory’s basic 

affirmation about the existence of distinct races, however they had emerged, as well as a 

corrolary assumption that the races possessed enormous and unalterable differences. For 

instance, when the Catholic paleontologist and anthropologist Francois-Albert Pouget published 

an article on modern China in the Belgian journal La Science Catholique: Revue des Questions 

Religieuses, he began a standard formulation of how the globe was peopled by three races – 

white, yellow and black – which differed in “color, physiology, intelligence and progress.” For 

him and for many noting the instability and chaos in the last years of the Qing dynasty, the 

“inferiority of the Celestials among modern peoples”70 was a given, and the “religious question” 

requiring study was whether the infirmity of this people group was something that this could be 

improved or not.71 

                                                 

69 The Catholic Church’s opposition to polygenesis was confirmed most clearly in 1950 in Pope Pius XII’s 

encyclical Humani Generis, 12 August 1950. Vatican Website, accessed June 12, 2018 

<http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_12081950_humani-generis.html>. 
70 The term “Celestial” referred to China as the “Celestial Empire.” Here Pouget is describing the Chinese people. 
71 Jean-François-Albert du Pouget (Mis. De Nadaillac), “La Chine et es Chinois au début du XXe siècle,” La 

Science Catholique: Revue des Questions Religieuses (15 December 1900), 57 and 73. 
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In the Chinese mission field, the most notorious voice insisting upon the inferiority of the 

Chinese race was Louis-Marie Kervyn, C.I.C.M. who served in Inner Mongolia.72 In 1911, he 

published a study of missionary methods, Méthode de l’Apostolat moderne en Chine.73 In the 

work, Kervyn sought to prove by arguments from Scripture and the early Church Fathers that the 

Chinese were inherently intractable and immoral. He characterized them as inferior to the 

European by nature and even suggested that the Chinese possess an extra degree of original sin: 

Does not the weakening of intellectual, moral and physical powers which we have 

studied in the country of China persuade us that we find ourselves in China in the 

presence of an obviously inferior nature! Who will dispute it? The Chinese is, relative to 

the European Christian, of a truly distressing inferiority of nature and resources, such as 

to discourage even the Church, if it were possible… O wretched Chinese nature! What 

can one do with this sad people, with such feeble-mindedness, this egoism of the heart, 

this stupid pride, this ridiculous susceptibility and coarseness of feeling? Furthermore, as 

a last criterion of this inferiority of nature, is it not in Chinese paganism, the native fruit 

of this feeble-mindedness, from the lack of heart and of advancement, and from the 

surplus of original sin possessed by the Chinese, that one can see this inferiority in every 

respect!” (emphases original)74 

 

While Kervyn was more extreme than most in his views, others shared his negative opinion of 

the Chinese as a people. The book was initially welcomed by many missionaries. It received an 

                                                 

72 Louis Kervyn (梅嶺蕊) served at Haobetou in the Vicariat Apostolic of Jehol, detached from that of Mongolia in 

1883. Planchet C.M., Missions de Chine et Japon (Pekin: Imprimerie des Lazaristes, 1931), 102. The Congregation 

of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, often known as “Scheuts” for their initial founding of a seminary in the Field of 

Scheut near Brussels, Belgium, had extensive missions in Inner Mongolia, China. 
73 I was unable to locate a full copy of this book, due to the book’s recall. However, some indications of the contents 

are available in a 1917 letter to Mgr. Paul Reynaud, Vincent Lebbe describes its project in his own defense of saintly 

Catholics among the Chinese, writing sarcastically: “If the Chinese more than the European tend to pride, as proved 

so well by Kervyn in Scripture and in the Fathers, one must either believe that these priests were not Chinese or else 

not saints.” V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, 18 September 1917, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres du Père Lebbe, 149. 
74 Louis-Marie Kervyn, Méthode de l’Apostolat moderne en Chine (Hong Kong : Imprimerie de la Société des 

Missions-Etrangeres, 1911), 366. Quoted in Claude Soetens Eglise Catholique en Chine, 10-11. “L’affaiblissement 

de puissances intellectuelles, morales et physiques, que nous venons d’étudier dans le pays chinois, ne nous 

persuade-t-il pas que nous nous trouvons en Chine en présence d’une nature évidemment inférieure ! Qui le 

contestera ? Le chinois est, relativement à l’Européen chrétien, d’une infériorité de nature et de ressources vraiment 

désolante, à décourager l’Eglise me, s’il était possible… O misérable nature chinoise ! Que fera-t-on jamais de ce 

triste peuple, avec cette petitesse d’esprit, cet égoïsme de cœur, cet orgueil bête, cette susceptibilité ridicule et cette 

grossièreté de sentiments ? Du reste, un dernier critérium de cette infériorité de nature, n’est-ce pas ce paganisme 

chinois, fruit natif de cette faiblesse d’esprit, de cette absence de cœur et d’élévation, de ce supplément de péché 

originel que possède le Chinois, vus on infériorité sub omni respectu!”  
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adulatory review in the Les Missions Catholiques, the periodical of the Lyon-based Society for 

the Propagation of the Faith.”75 Eventually, however, Lebbe’s friend Antoine Cotta, C.M. and 

another missionary Giovanni Ricci, O.F.M. succeeded in 1914 in having the book condemned as 

heretical by the Holy See and disavowed by the Scheuts so that it was removed from 

publication.76 

Lebbe, being aware of the book and troubled that it had been received so well, believed 

that countering Kervyn’s position was of the utmost importance. In his “Historical Overview,” 

Lebbe despaired that Kervyn’s book had received so many missionaries’ “enthusiastic” 

approval.77 Therefore in his letter to his bishop, Lebbe was hopeful that Bishop Reynaud would 

abhor Kervyn’s racism as he did. Raising the subject of the Chinese clerical hierarchy, Lebbe 

identifies race as “the preliminary question” of the matter, since so missionaries prejudged that 

any Chinese candidate for the episcopate would be incapable of government on account of racial 

infirmity. He grants Reynaud the benefit of the doubt, that “surely Your Excellence would not 

support such a thesis, worthy of Kervyn.”78 Indeed, Reynaud was known for his commitment to 

treat the Chinese clergy fairly, and aside from not having Chinese clergy in positions of 

authority, those in the vicariate of Ningbo sat at the same tables for meals and were treated as 

equals with the Europeans.79 Still, Lebbe urges the bishop to consider how France or Poland or 

Russia might feel in a similar situation, if they were deemed incapable of administering 

                                                 

75 Young 309. 
76 For Ricci’s outreach to the Propaganda Fide and the Holy Office and success in having Kervyn’s book 

condemned, see A 6.1.1-3 in Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
77 Note of V. Lebbe, in “Aperçu historique,” in Soetens, ed., Pour l’Eglise Chinoise III, 124. 
78 “Ce n’est pas Votre Grandeur certes qui soutiendrait pareille thèse, digne de Kervyn.” Lebbe, “Letter to 

Reynaud,” 247. Indeed, despite Reynaud’s reluctance to promote the cause of the indigenous bishops or to bring the 

matter to Rome in any way, he was not a racist of Gobineau’s stripe and did state his willingness to support a 

Chinese bishop in his vicariate. D’Elia, 69. 
79 Leclercq, 185. 
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themselves by virtue of race. After all, Kervyn’s view of Chinese depravity was so negative and 

static as to call into question not only the possibility of making church leaders of the Chinese 

people, but also the value of even trying to evanglize them. 

Whether or not individual bishops espoused biological or cultural racism, customary 

traditions in many vicariates belied the assumption of European superiority. At the beginning of 

his post as the district director of Tianjin, Lebbe objected to the practice of the koutou or ketou 

which, in the Chinese Christian communities, involved kneeling and prostrating before the 

missionaries. Since this prevented Chinese Catholics from bringing non-Christians to visit the 

priest, Lebbe sought to amend the practice and began teaching the schoolchildren there to simply 

genuflect with a bended knee. Yet when the Vicar Apostolic Stanislaus-François Jarlin C.M. 

visited shortly thereafter, and the children performed only this amended gesture of respect, Jarlin 

rebuked Lebbe for contravening tradition.80 In another instance, when Lebbe attempted to 

temporarily transfer a European missionary to assist a Chinese priest in Tianjin, Jarlin blocked it, 

explaining that Europeans should never be placed as auxiliaries to Chinese: “This has never been 

done, and it should not begin by a confrere who is going to render you service.”81 On another 

occasion, the Vicar-General told Lebbe his hope to equalize treatment was a non-starter. Once, 

another reform-minded Lazarist, Paul-Léon Ferrant, had become the Vicar Apostolic of Northern 

Kiangsi.82 Ferrant, Lebbe was warned, had tried to put the Chinese priests on similar footing to 

the European missionaries and then faced revolt amongst his European clergy.83 It was not 

                                                 

80 Stanislaus Jarlin to V. Lebbe, 11 November 1906, quoted in Young, 137.  
81 S. Jarlin to Lebbe, 25 Novembre 1909, quoted ibid. 
82 Today’s Archdiocese of Nanchang 南昌总教区, in Jiangxi Province. 
83 Leclercq, 187. 
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necessary to have an explicit theory about Chinese inferiority to maintain traditions that treated 

them as such. 

Secondy, race theory impacted missionaries’ understanding of their work as a civilizing 

process for the other races. Biological racism of this type was articulated most famously by the 

French philosopher Arthur de Gobineau (1816-1882) and later Social Darwinists. In his 1853 

essay “The Inequality of the Human Races,” he contended that “the racial question overshadows 

all other problems of history” and that race theory could “explain the whole course of its 

destiny.”84 In particular, Gobineau was concerned with how the nobles of France had lost the 

capacity to govern.85 Yet he promoted race theory as having wider application, capable of 

explaining both the general supremacy of white civilization, and also the decline of civilizations. 

In his analysis, as white people conquered and mixed with others, white blood served as the 

civilizing agent to develop and improve the other races. However, he explained, this very process 

of mixing brought about a dilution and degeneration of the white race that would eventually lead 

to universal degradation.86 

Gobineau’s theories of civilization and dilution prompted other variants of race theory. 

For instance, although Gobineau himself generally considered the dilution of white civilization 

to be inevitable, others hoped to preserve the integrity of the white race. In France, after the re-

establishmenet of slavery in the Napoleonic era in 1802, France re-enacted laws against 

                                                 

84 Arthur de Gobineau, The Inequality of the Human Races, translated by Adrian Collins (New York: H. Fertig, 

1967), xiv, 102, 149, 210-11; Stephen Kale, “Gobineau, Racism, and Legitimism: A Royalist Heretic in Nineteenth-

Century France,” Modern Intellectual History 7.1 (2010): 31-32. 
85 Ibid., 36. 
86 Kale, 34. Kale cites Hannah Arendt’s characterization of Gobineau as “the last heir of Boulainvilliers,” referring 

to the eighteenth-century defender of noble privilege, who argues that the French ruling nobility was descended 

from the Germanic warriors who had conquered the Gauls, imposed their laws, and claimed legal primacy as a right 

of conquest. 
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interraction marriage for this reason.87 In Germany, the philosopher, theologian and literary critic 

Johann Gottfried von Herder disavowed biological racism, but proposed a cultural variant of the 

theory in which each ethnic group or nation possesses a distinct Volkgeist (folk soul) unique and 

eternal to those people. For this reason, he too discouraged against foreign or migratory 

influences as a source of contamination and thought Europe should give up any civilizing aims 

for the wellbeing of all the different peoples.88 In Japan, social Darwinists would find in 

Gobineau’s category of the three races a justification for a limited imperialism that sought to 

civilize others of the ‘yellow’ race but not to mix with the ‘white’ or ‘black.’89 Of course, strong 

positions of biological or cultural separatism were rare among missionaries, a self-selecting 

group already committed to traveling and serving abroad with the goal of transforming others. 

However, while the Catholic missionaries of this time were less likely to accept a purely genetic 

account of the civilization process, they were more likely to retain the civilizing goal itself.   

In early 20th century European arguments against the Chinese episcopate, the concern to 

maintain a white civilizing force took an ecclesiological form. Civilization would be imparted 

institutionally rather than genetically, but the need to maintain white influence over the other 

races and the fear of degenerating contamination was the same.90 For if the missionary enterprise 

were about civilizing the Chinese people and if the Church’s civilizing influence were bound up 

                                                 

87 Jennifer Huer, “The One-Drop Ruel in Reverse? Interracial Marriages in Napoleonic and Restoration France,” 

Law and History Review 27.3 (Fall 2009), 516. 
88 Frederickson, 78. 
89 Michael Weiner, “The Invention of Identity in Pre-War Japan,” in The Construction of Racial Identities in China 

and Japan, edited by Frank Dikötter (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 110. 
90 Later, on the day of the consecrations, Francis Borrey of the Journal des Débats lamented that although the 

consecrations might help the Church shed the foreign image that so put off the Chinese people, “no doubt that China 
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Francis Borrey, “En Chine: La situation générale: l’Eglise Catholique,” Journal des Débats Politiques et Littéraires 
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with the white race of the evangelizers, then it became essential to maintain European 

missionaries both in authority and in a majority. In a passage from the June 1926 Journal des 

Débats, an anonymous editorioalist notes the growth of the indigenous priesthood in Asia as a 

positive for the “power of penetration of Catholicism”  and the “progress of civilization.” Yet at 

the same time, he assures the reader that the white race will stay the majority in order to maintain 

a civilizing effect on “yellow Catholicity”:  

But that will not diminish the role or prestige of the missionaries of our race. Those who 

live here for a long time are well aware that a Christian organization, in order to remain 

strong and effective, will always have to rely upon a frame, namely a majority of priests 

belonging to the white race. Even in Indo-China, where the native race has great 

qualities, the best of the natives, even if they are priests, are likely to be soon recaptured 

by atavism or by ambient influences. If one does not wish that yellow Catholicity fall 

back into inertia and nothingness, then the indispensable arrangement of the Western 

missionary with the Asian proslyte must be maintained.91  

 

This discussion of trying to keep the natives from falling back into their yellowness was an 

ecclesiological variant of the idea that white blood might eventually regenerate the human 

species, a thesis promoted by Michel-Hyacinthe Deschamps in hopes of emancipating the slaves 

from blackness and enslavement in Haiti.92 The idea was that just as mixed-race people might 

eventually be saved from their inferiority and restored to whiteness through persistent application 

of the white blood, so too Asian Catholics might be fully wrested from pagan Chinese influence 

and come into the fullness of civilized Christian life only when sufficiently incorporated into the 

                                                 

91 “Même en Indo-Chine, ou la race autochtone a de grandes qualités, les meilleurs des indigènes, fussent-ils prêtres, 

risquent d’être bientôt repris par l’atavisme ou par les influences ambiantes. Si l’on ne veut pas que la Catholicité 

jaune retombe bientôt dans l’inertie et dans le néant, il faut maintenir l’amalgame, indispensable, du missionnaire 

d’occident avec le prosélyte asiatique.” Journal des Débats (9 Juin 1926), 2. Bibliothèque National de France.  

Accessed 19 June 2018, <gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb39294634r>. Also quoted at length in Maurice Pernot, “La 

Politique missionnaire de l’Église Catholique,” Revue Belge (1 Octobre 1928) : 216. 
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suppressing the odious prejudice, by means of perpetually crossing of the métis with the primordial white, now 

European, race… The Negroes would not have to be born slaves, our inferior brothers…” Quoted and translated in 

Marlene Daut, “The ‘Alpha and Omega’ of Haitian Literature,” The Haitian Revolution and the United States, edited 

by Elizabeth Dillon and Michael Drexler (Philadelphia: U. Penn Press, 2016), 382. 
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foreign missionary structure. In this understanding of mission as a race-inflected project of 

civilization, there could be no imminent passing of ecclesiastical authority into Chinese hands or 

else the possibility of ‘white’ Catholicity’s civilizing influence upon the ‘yellow’ would be lost. 

One can only imagine the alarm that Pope Pius XI’s consecration of the six Chinese bishops, 

only several months later in October 1926, must have caused for this author and his sympathetic 

readers. 

 After the consecrations, European Catholic officials and missionaries had to acknowledge 

the Holy See’s action, but they continued to warn that these cases must remain the minority. The 

former Beijing missionary Garnier lamented that although the Holy See had reserved the 

episcopacy to white religious priests for “as long as she could,” unfortunately Rome had been 

forced by the secular “admission of the natives into the administration of the yellow and black 

countries” to admit a few Chinese into the administration of the Church.93 Meanwhile a famous 

French Catholic poet and former diplomat to China, Paul Claudel, wrote a letter to the 

Benedictine editor of the Bulletin des Missions expressing his dissatisfaction with the journal’s 

unqualified support for the Chinese episcopacy. He stresses that the “exceptions” of 1926 were 

exigent but token concessions to the Chinese: 

I leave aside the question of the native episcopate, which the Holy See has regulated in its 

wisdom, in keeping with the necessities of the times. The bishops are holy priests, 

carefully trained in old methods. However, I hear that there have already been some 

abuses. But the day when the exception will become the rule, or the European cadres will 

have entirely disappeared, on the day, in truth, will be for the church 'dies magna and 

amara valde' [‘a day of great and exceeding bitterness’ (quoting the Latin-Rite “Office of 

the Dead”)].94 

 

                                                 

93 H. Marnier H. Marnier [likely alias of H. Garnier], "Le Père Lebbe: Apôtre du racisme indigène," Écrits de Paris 
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Evident in this insistence upon keeping the Chinese bishops a minority was still a vision of the 

Church’s mission as bringing something necessarily foreign and different. In 1929, Count Carlo 

Sforza, the Italian diplomat to China from 1911to 1915 published an article in Études 

Missionnaires assuring the readership that the Holy See’s naïve “optimism” in consecrating the 

Chinese bishops had not and could not compensate for the fundamental difference between 

“Aryan Catholicism” and “Chinese irrationality”: 

The Catholic religion is foreign and, in my opinion, it will remain so in China, not 

because it was born elsewhere or because its supreme leader lives in Rome, but because it 

is exclusive of any other belief and doctrine. It cannot fail to represent for the Chinese, in 

an incontrovertible way, precisely what in us - in us Aryans – most irritates and tires 

them: the precision of ideas, programs, logical constructions, inexorable deductions. It is 

this and nothing but this, in truth, which is intolerable to them - those who can always 

harbor in their minds contradictory formulas, decisions, and possibilities…. The often 

great practical force yet great mental weakness of this race!95 

 

For those convinced that mission should apply some element of a white, foreign, or ‘Aryan’ 

civilization upon the Chinese population, changing the face of the hierarchy would only render 

the episcopacy ineffectual; with the role of the bishop so defined to require whiteness, no 

Chinese could ever effectively fulfill it. Even the Holy See’s action had not been enough to 

convince these detractors otherwise. 

Throughout his life as a missionary, Lebbe was opposed to viewing mission as a 

civilizing enterprise. As early as 1900, on the boat from Hong Kong en route north to his first 

post, Vincent wrote to his brother Robert that he found his fellow Chinese travelers as civilized 

as any European, even if in a different style. He prefered to distinguish between civilization, as a 

relative concept, and Christianity as an abiding ethic. As for civilization, he told Robert, “[i]t is 

                                                 

95 Carlo Sforza, "Deux mots de Commentaire, Comte Sforza's’L'Avenir des missions catholiques en Chine,'" Études 

Missionnaires (1929), in Fonds I, A55.a.2.26, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 

 



244 

 

still narrow-minded to want everyone to have our civilization, as our present Western civilization 

is not civilization in itself. It is the one that suits the present people of the West, that’s all.”96 As 

for Christianity, the Gospel seemed absent in much of the conduct he saw, whether Chinese or 

European. A year and a half later, Lebbe was installed in a Catholic village in a region still 

“infested with Boxers” near Baoding, where the Boxers captured Europeans and the French 

forces came to free them. Writing to his other brother Dom Bède, Vincent describes his horror at 

the violence done by the Boxers to the Christians in the region, but he also urges his brother not 

to conclude that the Chinese were all uniquely monstrous. The French general Camille Baillaud’s 

executions of the Chinese in Baoding had also been brutal. Lebbe decries the irony of the 

civilizing argument: “And this is what it is to civilise!!! Our armies leave behind a long trail of 

blood and foul filth. They have carried out acts which have caused the pagans themselves to cry 

out in horror, which have made the Christians say: only pagans would act this way.”97 Lebbe 

questioned the equation of European civilization and Christianity, fearful of the witness that 

European civil forces would give to the faith. 

However, the equation between Europe and Christianity remained common among the 

opponents of the Chinese hierarchy. Even after the creation of Chinese-led dioceses in the late 

1920s, Lebbe’s most strident opponent, Henri Garnier, published a book opposing the Holy See’s 

action as a death blow to Christian civilization. Garnier’s book Christ en Chine (1928) lamented 

that the Holy See had been so duped by the Lebbe and his colleagues as to acquiese to their 

                                                 

96 “C’est encore une étroitesse d’esprit de vouloir que tout le monde ait notre civilisation, notre civilisation 
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petitions; surely if the pope had actually known the low quality of the Chinese clergy, Garnier 

argued, his Holiness never would have consecrated them.98 With what the apostolic delegate 

Celso Costantini later described as an un-Christian and “desperate pessimism,” Garnier made a 

full equation of the white race with Chrisitan civilization and predicted the end of both: 

“[W]hatever the form of the war and of the victory, it is the white civilization, the Latin 

civilization, that will end and cease to have the upper hand, and whether in a century or ten 

matters little; at any rate, and I can hardly say it, it will be the agony and the death of the white 

race and of Christianity.”99 When the book was published, the apostolic delegate Celso 

Costantini acted quickly to have it, like Kervyn’s book two decades earlier, condemned and 

recalled. By December 1928 Lebbe was able to write with relief to his brother Robert that Rome 

had suspended Garnier from his priestly functions until he destroyed all copies of his book.100 

Garnier was banned from China and posted to a parish in Switzerland with the clear disapproval 

of the official Magisterium for his racist views. 

However, Garnier’s opposition brings us to the other prong of opposition. For after his 

removal from China, Garnier refrained from explicit criticisms of the papacy but continued to 

write against Lebbe and press another line of argument, namely that Lebbe and the other 

promoters of the Chinese Church were themselves racist xenophobes. 

                                                 

98 Henri Garnier, Christ en Chine: morituri te salutant! (Paris: R. Picart, 1928). 
99 “[Q]uelle que soit la forme de la guerre et de la victoire, c'est la civilisation blanche, la civilisation latine qui 

finira, dans un siècle ou dans dix, peu importe, par l'emporter, ou bien alors, et je ne puis l'admettre, se serait 

l'agonie et la mort de la race blanche et de la chrétienté." Garnier, Christ en Chine, 120. Quoted in Celso Costantini, 

Réforme des missions, 190. 
100 V. Lebbe to R. Lebbe, 31 December 1928, in Fonds I, A36.44, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
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Universalist Opposition 

 The second prong of opposition to the Chinese episcopate proceeded in a different 

direction, appealing instead to the principle of universality. Arguing that Lebbe’s pro-Chinese 

advocacy was an affront to the supra-racial ideals of catholicity, these detractors claimed 

theological prudence for their side. For whereas formulations of racial inferiority were clearly 

heretical, surely the Catholic Church aspired to a universality that must not be compromised 

even in the effort to reach more Chinese. Both before and after the 1926 consecrations, 

opponents expressed discomfort with Lebbe’s insistence on promoting Chinese Catholics. 

Granted, the Chinese bishops were not replacing their European colleagues, since Costantini’s 

approach was simply to create new prefectures and vicariates out of the large existing ones so 

that no European bishops were ever demoted. Still, to most of the missionary community, Lebbe 

seemed to forget the Church’s universality. At best he had become too partial to his flock, and at 

worst he was a traitor to his kind, a “xenophobe” and a “nationalist.”  

 In defense of the universal Church, missionaries worried that transferring the Church into 

Chinese leadership would mire it in cultural and national particularities. In 1926 an article on 

“The Missionary Problem,” Abbot R.G. Van den Hout named the tension. On the one hand, “the 

church is universal, she is for all people as she is for all times. All nations are called without 

distinction of race, culture, language, skin or form of eyes.” On the other hand, “the Catholic, 

Apostolic and Roman Church appears to be linked, in fact, to a certain form of civilization,” 

namely the European civilization. Most missionaries felt that if it was problematic for the 

universal Church to be bound up with European civilization, then surely it was equally wrong to 

bind it up with Chinese civilization, where “ambient Confucianism” and other contextual factors 
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were liable to imperil the integrity of the Gospel.101 What then would save catholicity from 

dissolving into particularities of a non-Christian China? 

Lebbe was doubtful that the institution of foreign apostolic vicars in China had ever truly 

witnessed to the universality of the Church. In his “Historical Overview,” he points out that the 

Church in China, with its French, Italian Spanish and German missionary exterior, was already 

de facto quite particular: 

It does not suffice to tell the Chinese that the Religion is international, for they will reply 

to you that its human organization is not. Furthermore, [they will reply] that Catholicism 

is, even in China, everything but Chinese; that it is necessary, for a Chinese person to 

make themselves Christian, to embrace the truth under a foreign national etiquette and to 

give body and soul not to an abstract doctrine but to a concrete society which does not 

actually have the universal character that it claims in theory; that the distinction between 

one’s Bishop considered in his function or in his person is an impossibility that one’s 

daily experience inevitably belies; no Bishop has stripped himself of his particular 

mentality, of his racial prejudices; in one word the person invades the function, if he does 

not completely absorb it.102 

 

In practice, the missionary heads were not universal figures but inevitably belonged to their own 

nationalities. Moreover, so long as they required the Chinese to keep up gestures of special 

respect like the ketou before the European missionaries, all abstract discussion of the church’s 

egalitarian universalism seemed hypocritical. 

 Nonetheless, the deeper question of Chinese particularity remained. Even missionaries 

who supported the Chinese episcopacy had reservations about the risk of sublimating the 

                                                 

101 R.G. Van den Hout, "Le Problème Missionnaire," La Revue catholique des idées et des faits (16 July 1926), 

republished in La Revue d'Histoire des Missions (1 December 1926): 623, Fonds I, A.55.a.1.1, Archives de Vincent 

Lebbe. 
102 “Il ne suffit pas de dire aux Chinois que la Religion est international, ils vous répondront que son organisation 

humaine ne l’est pas. Bien plus, que le Catholicisme est, en Chine même, tout excepté Chinois; qu’il faut donc au 

Chinois, pour se faire Chrétien, embrasser la vérité, sous une étiquette nationale étrangère, se donner corps et âme , 

non à une doctrine abstraite, mais à une société concrète; qui n’a point en réalité le caractère universel don’t elle se 

réclame dans la théorie que la distinction entre son Evêque considéré dans sa fonction ou dans sa personne est une 

impossibilité que son expérience journalière lui rappelle sans cesse; aucun Evêque n’ayant dépouillé sa mentalité 

particulière, ses préjugés de race’ qu’en un mot la personne envahit la function, si elle ne l’absorbe pas tout-à-fait.” 

V. Lebbe,“Letter to Reynaud,” 39. 
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Church’s universality to China’s specific context. In this regard, the question of the episcopacy 

was just the most visible tip of a much larger theological iceberg of adaptation (to use the term of 

the time) or what today the Catholic church calls ‘inculturation’ and ‘contextualization.’ The 

Church in China must become Chinese in some way, but exactly what aspects of Chineseness 

could be adopted and which must be avoided? Missionaries who opposed the Chinese 

episcopate, or at least urged prudence and delay, feared that the modern Chinese tendencies of 

“xenophobia” and “nationalism” would run rampant in the Church if Chinese bishops were 

allowed to take the helm. 

Xenophobia  

First of all, detractors worried about the risk of an unholy race conflict within the Church: 

if the Church acceded to the special promotion of the Chinese to positions of authority, would 

this not confirm a racial opposition between the Western priests and the Chinese?  

 To evaluate the accusation of xenophobia lodged against Lebbe, it is important to grasp 

the missionary community’s efforts to keep at bay a rising sense of racial competition between 

European and Chinese. After all, in addition to the European theoretical framework that saw the 

Sino-European encounter in terms of civilizational superiority, there was also a rising Chinese 

intelligentsia that used explicitly racial schemas to argue for China’s reform and competitive 

parity. In general, these schemas accepted that whites occupied the top ranks of the racial 

hierarchy but sought to position the Chinese on par with the white race at the expense of any 

others. For instance, the leader of the “Self-Strengthening” reform movement Liang Qichao 

proposed a bipartite taxonomy of the ‘noble’ (guizhing) vs ‘low’(jianzhong), the ‘superior’ 

(youzhong) versus ‘inferior’ (liezhong), and the ‘historical’ and ‘ahistorical races’ (youlishi de 
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zhongzu).103 In this troubling theory, the ‘whites’ and ‘yellows’ jostled for position in a top 

echelon of their own, competing with each other for control over the inferior ‘browns,’ ‘blacks,’ 

and ‘reds.’104 The late Qing and Republican reformers mobilized this global taxonomy, along 

with reformulated concepts of a unified Chinese lineage-race (zu) on the domestic level, to cast a 

vision for a stronger China. European missionaries in China at this time exhibited little concern 

about the implications of this schema for Africans and other groups, but they were anxious to 

avoid a white-Asian race conflict in the Church.105 

The prospect of a zero-sum racial competition between “Western” and “Chinese” made 

some missionaries uncomfortable with Lebbe’s advocacy of Chinese leadership. Lebbe himself 

did not deny the existence of Chinese xenophobia, though he noted it was mostly Chinese secular 

movements outside the Chinese Church that viewed foreign missionaries as interloping 

barbarians. He laments the “wall of racial prejudices and all that secular conduct has brought and 

added… As I understand, they see in Europe the barbarian… poor dear China!”106 However, 

Lebbe’s response — namely, sympathy and striving to prove to the Chinese that the missionaries 

were not against them by promoting them — did not sit well with some in the missionary 

community. 

                                                 

103 The Chinese characters for Liang Qichao’s taxonomies are: ‘noble’ (guizhing 贵种) vs ‘low’(jianzhong 减种), 

the ‘superior’ (youzhong 优种) versus ‘inferior’ (liezhong 劣种), and the ‘historical’ and ‘ahistorical races’ （有历

史的种族). Dikötter, 16. 
104 Ibid. 
105 For example, the Jesuit missionary and historian Pascuale D’Elia was wholly in support of the Chinese 

episcopate and lauded the 1926 consecrations as a great achievement in the Church in his 1927 book on the subject, 

The Catholic Native Episcopacy in China. In this work, D’Elia characterizes Chinese xenophobia as a reality: 

“Whoever has eyes to see, can testify to certain aspirations and tendencies, which date very far back in the hatred of 

whatever is foreign, but which now breaks out in tendencies and with a violence hitherto unknown; a jealous 

sympathy for what belongs to their name and race.” However, it is because the European bishops have clearly been 

ill-suited to keep this nativism in check, D’Elia argues that it was prudent of the Holy See to consecrate Chinese 

bishops. D’Elia, 66. 
106 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 10 April 1917, Shanghai, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 63, p. 126. 
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Lebbe’s most vociferous detractor, Henri Garnier, complained simultaneously that Lebbe 

was not loyal enough to his European origins and that Lebbe was not enough of a universalist. 

Adopting the zero-sum competitive formulation, Garnier accused Lebbe of being a traitor to his 

own kind. Appealing to universalism, he railed against any promotion of Chinese interests as 

‘xenophobic.’ For instance, Garnier described the lecture hall gatherings in Tianjin, where Lebbe 

had called for the end of the French Religious Protectorate, as threat to the West and the white 

missionary: “Father Lebbe declared war on the West. He has preached nationalism and 

xenophobia to the native; he dresses for battle against the white missionary.”107 In Garnier’s 

extended public campaign to malign Lebbe, he repeatedly used metaphors of the Church’s 

‘healthy’ universalism under French oversight versus the ‘sick’ particularism of the pro-Chinese 

campaign. In one of his more colorful ad hominem attacks, Garnier characterizes Lebbe as the 

vector of a pathogenic particularism: “Like a wicked magician who, on a healthy body, would 

develop a purulent abscess with every touch of his mephistophelic wand, V. Lebbe seems to 

have contaminated all the organs of this Church of China, which gave so many hopes twenty 

years ago.”108 By questioning the French Protectorate and encouraging Chinese priests to 

question it as well, Garnier argued, Lebbe had spread the disease of Chinese xenophobia 

throughout the Church. Garnier urged other missionaries not to look to Lebbe as an example but 

to remain loyal defenders of white European Catholic heritage.109 

                                                 

107 Henri Garnier, "Un Peril mondial: le fascisme catholique exotique" (1930 Janvier), [Unknown Periodical], in 

Fonds I, A55.a.1.12, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
108 In a legend by Johann Georg Faust, Mephistopheles is a demon in the form of a Franciscan greyfriar who seeks to 

corrupt and collect the souls of the damned. Garnier, "Le R.P. Lebbe et l'histoire: un page d'histoire moderne, le 

scandale du journal I-Che-Pao," Études missionnaires VII (1929) :9, in Fonds I, A55.a.1.6, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
109 For more on Garnier’s theories of white Catholic civilization, see the following section on “Round 2” of the 

debate over the native episcopacy. 
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In much more measured terms, Bishop de Guébriant, the former apostolic visitor now 

serving as Superior General of the Missionnaires Étrangères de Paris (M.E.P.), also expressed 

distaste for what he viewed as Chinese special interests. Lebbe and de Guébriant had earlier 

found much common ground about the need for reform in China, but in a 1927 exchange, these 

two clashed over the subject of ‘interests.’ Lebbe first mentions national interests in a critique of 

the foreign protectorates during an interview published in La Revue des Idées et des Faits: 

The politics of European nations are no longer Christian. If these nations support their 

nationals who work for the conversion of souls abroad while persecuting them at home, 

then their defense or promotion is only a matter of national interest…All too often and in 

good faith, I admit it, the European missionaries have served the interests of their 

respective homelands, by serving the interests of the Chinese Church unconscious of how 

those are essentially tied to the interest of the Chinese people.110 

 

Lebbe explicitly linked the interests of the Chinese Church to the Chinese people, while 

suggesting a conflict between that and European imperialism. Deeply offended by this 

characterization of the missions, de Guébriant issued a response in the journal Études 

Missionnaires. As for the Church’s participation in the foreign protectorates, de Guébriant 

defended the missionaries for making the most of the opportunity that imperialism had offered 

the European churches to transnationally spread the Gospel; and if the civil authorities had in 

turn taken advantage of those missions, it was not the missionaries’ fault: “That protectorate 

nations have sought in their role the opportunity to develop their influence and serve their 

                                                 

110 “La politique des nations européenes n'est plus chrétienne. Si ces nations soutiennent - à l'étranger! - ceux de 

leurs nationaux qui travaillent à la conversion des âmes - souvent en les persécutant chez elles - c'est uniquement 

dans une pensée d'intérêt national à défendre ou à promouvoir. En fait, trop souvent - et de très bonne foi, je le 

reconnais - les missionnaires européens ont servi les intérêts de leurs patries respectives en desservant 

inconsciemment ceux de' l'Église de Chine, liés essentiellement à l'intérêt du peuple chinois.” Lebbe, "Un Interview 

du Révérend Père Lebbe en Belgique," (originally published in La Revue catholique des idées et des faits (1 

Decembre 1926), republished in "Le Problème Chinois," Éudes missionnaires II (3 Mars 1927): 5, A55.a.1.1, 

Archives de Vincent Lebbe. 
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interests, who could have prevented it? The missionaries are not responsible for it.”111 As for a 

particular congruence between the interests of the Chinese Church and the Chinese people, de 

Guébriant rejected it. He names in particular his frustration that the journal Le Bulletin de la 

Jeunesse Catholique Chinoise (a publication produced by the Chinese students in Europe whom 

Lebbe oversaw), did not express gratitude for the long work of the European missionaries but 

rather celebrated the recent consecrations as a victory for the Chinese; this was a reduction of the 

event’s “Catholic scope.”112 For de Guébriant, the Church’s catholicity applied at a wide scale, 

and the interests of the Church transcended the interests of a people. Lebbe and de Guébriant 

would repeatedly talk past each other on this question of scale, with Lebbe insisting that the 

Chinese Church must be first and foremost for the Chinese people and de Guébriant keen to 

honor the investment and stakes of the wider Catholic world in China. 

 Meanwhile, the promoters of the Chinese-led Church were careful to avoid denying the 

universality of the Church and its message to all humanity. 

First, the Chinese Church needed the Holy See to play the role of a supranational 

authority vis-à-vis France. For example, when France blocked the Holy See’s 1918 attempt to 

establish diplomatic relations with China, the Chinese catechist Yang Baohui led a group of 

Chinese Catholics to write “A Letter to all the Christians of China” decrying the French 

interference. The Chinese signatories of this letter defended the Magisterium’s prerogative to 

reach out to every nation or race without third-party interference: the Pope had attempted to 

                                                 

111 “Que les nations protectrices aient cherché dans leur role l'occasion de développer leur influence et de servir leurs 

intérfits, qui aurait pu l'empêcher? Les missionnaires n'en sont pas responsables.” Jean Budes de Guébriant, 

"Réponse de Mgr. de Guébriant, Letter to Revue d'l’histoire des missions" (15 Decembre 1927), in "La Problème 

missionnaire," Études missionnaires II (1927): 6, A55.a.1.1, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
112 Ibid. 
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establish diplomatic relations out of “love for all men, without distinction of country or race,” 

making all the more objectionable France’s interference and attempts to monopolize China to the 

exclusion of other Catholic influences.113 In this sense, ‘universality’ could be used for the pro-

Chinese side just as much as the pro-European side. 

 Secondly, the foreign missionary promoters of Chinese leadership were themselves 

unwilling to cede the principle of ‘universality’ because it undergirded the whole project of 

evangelism. Lebbe himself invokes catholicity as the ground of the possibility for transmitting 

the faith. Writing about the missionary enterprise to his friend from school, Étienne Standaert, 

Lebbe affirms that “men are the same everywhere, as good and as open to the truth and to love.” 

Moreover, Lebbe urges Standaert to maintain an appreciation of how the Gospel is dialectically 

both transcendent and immanent: 

Let us always remember that even if our doctrine is eternal, it lives in time; and that it is 

Catholic only because it is not bound to any nation or race. If Paul had remained a Jew, 

who would have brought us out of darkness? If I had remained a European, I would be 

dead [in the mission field]. We only come to know men by becoming one of them, and 

we only win them by giving up ourselves. God knows I will spare nothing for that.114 

 

For Lebbe, identity could never be so static as to rule out the possibility of evangelization. 

At the same time, it was evangelization that required his partiality for the Chinese as such. 

Further nuancing his position, Lebbe makes his case for partiality in a letter to his brother Robert 

in Belgium, who in 1928-29 was reading Garnier’s public stream of attacks on Vincent as a 

                                                 

113 Liou Soun-tsing, [?] ZeHeng, Song Tonghun, and Liou Chaoping, “Letter to the Christians of Tientsin to All the 

Christians of China,” Yishibao, in Fonds I, A11.b.15, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
114 “Au revoir, mon bon Étienne, je ne vous écrirai plus d'ici longtemps, loin de tout Européen à qui dicter mes 

lettres; souvenons-nous toujours que si notre doctrine est éternelle, elle vit dans le temps, qu'elle n'est catholique que 

parce qu'elle n'est liée à aucune nation et à aucune race. Si Paul était resté Juif, qui nous aurait tiré des ténèbres; si je 

voulais rester Européen, je serais un cadavre; on ne connaît les hommes qu'en se faisant l'un d'eux, on ne les gagne 

qu'en se donnant. Dieu sait que je n'épargnerai rien pour cela.” V. Lebbe to Étienne Standaert, Beijing, 19 January 

1902, in Goffart, ed., Lettres, No. 17, 52. 
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‘xenophobe’ and ‘apostle of racism.’115 Beginning to doubt his brother’s spirit, Robert had 

written reproachfully that Lebbe might be too willing to overlook the vices of the Chinese 

because of his closeness to them. Vincent responds his brother that he aspires to be both 

“objective” and “benevolent.” He goes on to ask in return, even if his desire to love China and 

the Chinese people does make his opinions less than fully objective, is this so inappropriate for a 

shepherd caring for his flock? Lebbe draws an analogy between pastoral and maternal 

assessment: “I will always believe the judgement of a mother on her child and her acts as ‘closer’ 

to the truth than that of the commissary of police furnishing cards presupposing it.”116 Elsewhere, 

he makes a parallel pastoral argument: Should not the wider Church hold with greater trust the 

perspectives of missionaries who love the people they are serving, even if that does make them 

‘partial,’ rather than the perspectives of secular European consular officials operating in China 

who have no closeness but also no care for the people? Being partial to the interests of the 

Chinese Catholics opened up Lebbe to frequent accusations that he was himself racist 

contributing to a white-yellow race war and detracting from the universality of the Gospel. 

However, Lebbe refused to give up either his belief in the universal invitation of the Catholic 

faith or his sense of a special duty to the welfare of the Chinese Church. 

Nationalism  

 A closely related concern was the sticky question of nationalism, a subject which Lebbe 

treated at length in all his writings on the Chinese episcopate. Then as now, for many observers, 

                                                 

115 Henri Garnier, "Le Diable en Chine: 1. réponse à La Vie Intellectuelle, II. Réponse au Bulletin des missions de 

Lophem" (Paris: 1929), 15. Fonds I, A55.a.2.25. See also H. Marnier [likely alias of H. Garnier], "Le Père Lebbe: 

Apôtre du racisme indigène," Écrits de Paris (Mai 1956), in Fonds I, A55.a.1.22, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
116 “Je croirai toujours le jugement d'une mère sur son enfant, sur ses actes, plus ‘rapproché’ de la vérité que celui du 

commissaire de police du quartier si fourni de fiches que l’on puisse le supposer.” V. Lebbe to R. Lebbe, Anguo, 21 

November 1928, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 137, p. 265. 
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‘nationalism’ was a dirty word. Detractors opposing the establishment of a national Church 

characterized Lebbe in one pejorative breath as both a “nationalist and xenophobe.”117 For this 

reason, Lebbe described his and his fellow Chinese Catholics’ aspirations for China in French 

more often as “patriotism” (patriotisme) than “nationalism” (nationalisme). But regardless of 

how the term was used, there was an underlying conundrum about the relationship of the Church 

to China as a territorial and ethno-political entity. Especially given the transformation of China 

from an empire into a self-consciously modern nation-state, it was impossible to ignore the 

question of the relationship between the Church and the ‘nation.’ 

  Under the Qing Empire, the idea of mission as a civilizing enterprise led some to 

consider “China” as something to be done away with in the conversion process. During Lebbe’s 

service under the Apostolic Vicar of Beijing, Stanislaus-François Jarlin C.M., Lebbe clashed 

many times with the bishop because of his view that China’s redemption should retain something 

of “China.” Lebbe believed that missionaries had “no right to rob any people of their nationality, 

that what it true for Belgium, Poland, and the Transvaal [South African Republic] is true for all 

peoples under heaven.” 118 Referencing 1 Corinthians 9:20-22, he maintains that not only should 

missionaries avoid stripping the Chinese of their nationality but should like Paul become “a Jew 

with the Jews, a Greek with the Greeks….”119 On the other hand, Jarlin advocated a replacement 

theory of conversion, according to which Christianity must “destroy” China in order to save it. 

                                                 

117 Garnier, “Le Diable en Chine,” 5. 
118 Lebbe to R. Lebbe, Beijing, 14 Septembre, 1902, in Goffart, ed., Lettres, No. 20, 59. From 1852 until the year of 

Lebbe’s letter, the “Transvaal” or South African Republic was an independent country in Southern Africa. However, 

several months before Lebbe’s letter in May 1902 it was forced to surrender to the British and became a British 

Colony. 
119 Lebbe’s paraphrase of Paul reads ‘“Je me suis fait tout à tous’ et encore ‘Je me suis fait Juif avec les Juifs, Grec 

avec les Grecs,’” a common way of rendering 1 Cor. 9, though the passage actually refers to those under and those 

not under the Law, nowhere explicitly mentioning “Greeks.”  
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Citing the Roman Emperor Constantine’s Christianity as the downfall of Roman paganism and 

the birth of a new Christendom, Jarlin hoped to see a similar wholesale change. Since China was 

one with its paganism, to “destroy paganism” would be to “destroy China,” and Lebbe’s hope to 

preserve China in converting it was simply “a utopia.”120 

 Under the new Republic, Chinese nationalism became disconcerting to the existing 

European leadership of the Church in a new way because of its anti-authoritarian spirit. Now the 

perceived problem for the Church was not China’s Confucian, Daoist or Buddhist national 

character, but rather the anti-establishment activism of the post-revolutionary era. After the 

Xinhai Revolution, the Chinese committed themselves even more strongly to anti-Confucian and 

anti-foreign causes in the face of their ongoing weakness in international disputes. 

The Laoxikai Affair, described at length in Chapter 2, was just one flash-point that shows 

this rising anti-imperialist spirit and the anxiety it created for the Church’s foreign leadership. 

The land dispute began as a local issue when the Tianjin French consulate attempted to expand 

the French concession in Tianjin. However, it soon became a national crisis, in large part because 

of the activism of the Tianjin Chinese themselves. The Tianjin government and Tianjin General 

Chamber of Commerce issued open telegrams and cabled local governments across the China to 

raise money and rally sympathy for their defense of Chinese sovereignty against the French 

consulate. These telegrams used the emotional vocabulary of humiliation (chi) and anger (fen). 

So too, the Tianjin papers Dagongbao and Yishibao featured appeals from local Chinese 

community leaders who used the language of national humiliation to rouse their compatriots to 

action: “Do not let those bullying us laugh at us;” do not let Chinese patriotism be merely “five 

                                                 

120 Lebbe to A. Cotta, describing his conversation with Jarlin, Shaohing, 9 Septembre 1917, in Goffart and Sohier, 

eds., Lettres, No. 15, p. 48. 
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minutes of enthusiasm, for which foreigners long deride the Chinese”.121 As the historian Chen 

Songchuan explains, “the self-consciousness of being looked down upon and laughed at on an 

international stage was the essence of the humiliation discourse in the early Republic.”122 The 

situation was a powder-keg, and while Lebbe saw his paper Yishibao as a Catholic space for the 

Chinese Catholics to justifiably steam about an affront to their people, it is clear that Bishop 

Dumond saw it as simply giving air to an already unseemly conflagration. 

In this and other conflicts, the question of “nationalism” was tricky precisely because it 

brought out not only different national loyalties but also more subjective assessments of the style 

that modern Chinese patriotism should take. The Lazarist leadership refused to support the 

Chinese Catholics during the Laoxikai Affair, likely out of what was both a felt political 

necessity — namely to preserve the relationship between the French Apostolic Vicar and the 

French Consulate in Tianjin — as well as the desire to defend a more traditional sense of 

propriety in the public matters. Indeed, for Lebbe’s Catholic paper to serve as a mouthpiece for 

Chinese patriotism was to give voice to self-described “angry” discourses and to support overtly 

anti-French resistance techniques (like the boycott of French goods and strikes from French 

factories). The oppositional tenor of this new strain of Chinese nationalism divided the 

missionaries. Lebbe thought the Laoxikai was a clear matter of justice and that the Catholic 

Church had no honorable option but to side with their Chinese flock against a clear instance of 

French secular expansionism; if the Chinese were angry it was because they had cause to be. 

Meanwhile, Dumond hoped to steer clear of the matter and, over the outrage of the Chinese 

                                                 

121 “勿今欺我者轉而笑我也.” “五分鐘之熱度久為外人所譏笑.” Yishibao and Dagongbao, November 13, 14, and 

18, 1916, quoted in Chen Songchuan, “Shame on You!: Competing Narratives of the Nation in the Laoxikai Incident 

and the Tianjin Anti-French Campaign, 1916-1917,” Twentieth-Century China 37.2 (2012): 131-132. 
122 Chen, 131. 
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Catholics, directed the mission to remain “neutral” in an attempt to steer clear of the angry 

nationalism. 

 This disagreement over whether and how to manage Chinese patriotism was never really 

resolved between Lebbe, Cotta and the Lazarist congregation. In 1917, the Lazarist Visitor from 

South China, Bishop Claude Marie Guilloux C.M., was brought in to investigate the Tianjin 

clergy in the wake of the Laoxikai Affair and to mediate between them and the their Lazarist 

superiors.123 On the one hand, this investigation cleared Lebbe of personal responsibility for the 

actions and writings of the Chinese Catholics; on the other hand, Guilloux still found fault with 

his coterie’s willingness to condone an anti-authoritarian spirit within the Church. For instance, 

the investigator Mgr. Guilloux met with Anthony Cotta — who had not been directly involved in 

the Laixikai incident but who was at this time petitioning for Lebbe’s return to Tianjin and for 

the Chinese priests to be treated more equally — and his charge against Cotta was that he was 

allowing the Chinese revolution’s fractious spirit to invade the Church. Informing Cotta that the 

superiors were frustrated to find him trying to “emancipate” the Chinese priests, Guilloux 

explained that the risk of treating the Chinese priests equally was that it made them 

“revolutionary.”124 From this framing it is evident that entire question of relations between 

Chinese and European priests, and especially the question of a Chinese episcopate, was heavily 

laden with anxieties about whether and how to keep a lid on the fiery energy of Chinese 

nationalism. 

                                                 

123 Since 1889 the Congregation of the Mission had one province for all of China, but in 1910 the Superior General 

divided the Lazarist mission into a northern province (overseen by Francis Desrumaux who had previously been 

Visitor over the whole from Zhalan) and a southern province (now administered by Guilloux). Annals of the 

Congregation of the Mission: A Collection of Edifying Letters, Vol. 18 (1911), No. 2, 39. 
124 A. Cotta to V. Lebbe, Nan p’i-Tchang, 17 Mars 1917, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 59, p. 119. 
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 Lebbe offered his most extended reflection on Chinese Christian patriotism in his 1917 

letter to Mgr. Reynaud. Reynaud was generally supportive of Lebbe and allowed him to begin 

building a socially-oriented apostolate in the Vicariate of Ningbo as he had done in Tianjin. 

However, the bishop wrote in his “Note’ to the vicariate, clearly targeted at Lebbe for his 

personal edification, that Christians must be on guard against a “fictitious, noisy patriotism, 

which smells of fanaticism and chauvinism…it is surely patriotism that frenzies [people] in 

public meetings.”125 In his response of September 1917, Lebbe begs Reynaud not to dismiss 

Chinese patriotism as wholly bad. Lebbe’s basic argument is that there exists a special 

relationship between any person and his or her nation, and the Church should be as willing to 

affirm what is moral and good it in China as elsewhere. 

Lebbe begins his letter by arguing that Chinese Christians “have the right, much more, to 

be patriotic in the same way as Christians in Europe and America.”126 Just as European and 

American Christians not only fulfill civic duties but also love their countries and enjoy the 

approval of the Church for doing so, so too Chinese Christians should be able to live out their 

relationship to the nation without being censured by the Church. In Lebbe’s definition of 

patriotism, it is a civic and religious impulse. True patriotism is a virtue that Christians not have 

not only exhibited but even promoted in the West: 

Patriotism, as the Christian centuries have shown especially, and as it exists now among 

all people who want to live with an awareness of themselves, is above all a love, a great 

creative impulse of dedication and of sacrifices, a great ideal and therefore a great 

strength. Yet it is not just a question of public utility, it is more than that…. This force is 

a nobility (we like to say in Europe that it is gently born of Christianity like a flower.)127 

                                                 

125 Quoted in V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud,” 18 September 1917, in Vincent Lebbe et son heritage, Appendix, 242. 
126 “Les Chrétiens Chinois ont le droit, bien plus, le devoir d’être patriotes de la même façon que les Chrétiens 

d’Europe et d’Amérique.” V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, ibid., 240. 
127 Here, Lebbe shows his indebtedness to the works of the Belgian historian and Christian Democrat Godefroid 

Kurth, who argued that Catholicism contributed to the formation of modern Europe, and of the philosopher Charles 
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But this nobility is above all a strength and perhaps the most secure bulwark of a country. 

It is because it is a nobility, even a Christian nobility, and because it is such a great 

reservoir of the forces of society, that the clergy of all countries and above all, I believe, 

the noble clergy of France did everything to awaken it…But patriotism is more than a 

force for the country: it is a force for the Church… it is a lever that lifts the masses, a 

magnet that attracts souls, because it is a feeling of high nobility.128 

 

Yet if patriotism has been a credit to European and American Catholics and an aide to their 

Churches, then surely it can play the same role in China. Why, Lebbe goes on to ask, should that 

which is a glory for the clergy of Europe be a blemish for the clergy of China? 129 Far from 

seeing Chinese patriotism as a threat, he urges Bishop Reynaud to allow among the Chinese 

whatever patriotism he would find appropriate among the Catholics back home in France. Were 

not the French and Belgian Catholic Churches at that very moment rallying an impressively 

patriotic resistance to the incursions of Germany in World War I? To be consistent, the Church 

must grant that Chinese patriotism too can be a good. 

 Secondly, Lebbe points out that since the Catholic Church can do little to stop the 

swelling tide of Chinese patriotism, it would be better to engage and shape it. He notes, “It is not 

by ignoring it that we will suppress it, it is not by trying to minimize it that we will prevent it 

from crossing certain barriers.”130 Lebbe, acknowledging to Reynaud a realistic concern about 

                                                 

Comte de Montalembert, who sought to demonstrate that the principles of growing democratic movements in 

Europe had their origins in Christianity as well. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 22 July 1897, Paris, in Fonds I, 

A2.1,9, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
128 “Le patriotisme, tel que les siècles chrétiens l’ont fait surtout, et tel qu’il existe maintenant chez tous les peuples 

qui veulent vivre et ont pris conscience d’eux-mêmes, est avant tout un amour, un élan créateur de dévouement et de 

sacrifices, un grand idéal et donc une grande force. Ce n’est pas seulement une question d’utilité publique, c’est plus 

que cela... Cette force est une noblesse. On aime à dire en Europe qu’elle est doucement née du christianisme 

comme une fleur. Mais cette noblesse est surtout une force et peut-être le plus sûr rempart d’un pays. Parce que c’est 

une noblesse, même une noblesse chrétienne, parce qu’aussi c’est un grand réservoir des forces de la société, le 

clergé de tous les pays, et surtout, je crois, le noble clergé de France a tout fait pour le susciter…Mais le patriotisme 

est plus qu’une force pour le pays : il est une force pour l’Église. Et la réaction à cette force a puissance égale en 

sens contraire. C’est un levier qui soulève les masses, un aimant qui attire les âmes.” V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, 241. 
129 Ibid. 
130 “Ce n’est pas en l’ignorant que nous le supprimerons, ce n’est pas en essayant de le minimiser que nous 

l’empêcherons de franchir certaines barrières.”  Ibid.  
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patriotism gone wrong, warns that the Church might end up on the wrong end of national fervor 

if the missionary establishment simply condemns all Chinese patriotic expressions as un-

Catholic. First, since patriotism is indeed so powerful a force, it is simply dangerous for a 

Church of any country to be found unpatriotic and become resented in moments of national 

change and crisis. Secondly, if patriotic feelings continue to grow among Chinese Catholics 

without any engagement from the Church, eventually the differences will grow significant 

enough that Catholics may simply leave the Church because of its foreign character. Thirdly, if 

there are any tendencies towards “deviance” to be feared from the patriotism of the Chinese 

Catholics, the Church can only hope to shape a healthy Catholic patriotism by guiding it. Lebbe 

concludes these defenses of Chinese patriotism by reiterating his hope for Chinese leadership; in 

the difficult matter of patriotism, surely the first step for the Church would be to have a Chinese 

leader who could most successfully wield patriotism as a legitimate good: 

[Such a leader] “could alone have in hand, God helping, the controls and the pistons of 

the machine. If he cannot prevent all evil and error, at least he can, with the help of God 

and according to his desired directions, be a regulator of this force, keep it in the rail and 

direct it towards the Church.131 

  

Lebbe was unwilling to write off Chinese patriotism as a problem, but even though some variants 

of Chinese patriotism might be problematic, this was not a reason to bar Chinese from becoming 

bishops. On the contrary, he and other supporting missionaries like the Jesuit Pascuale D’Elia 

also pointed out, it was even more reason to appoint Chinese Catholic bishops. 

 In sum, the question of ‘universality’ involved a reversal of dynamics in the debate over 

transferring Church leadership into Chinese hands. In the first prong of opposition, detractors 

                                                 

131 “L’autre, celui qui a voulu se servir de ce sentiment bon en soi, légitime, considéré comme une vertu dans le pays 

qui l’a vu naître (Cfr Mercier), aura seul en main, Dieu aidant, les commandes et les pistons de la machine. S’il ne 

peut empê-cher tout mal, toute faute, il pourra, avec l’aide de Dieu, et positis ponendis, être le régulateur de cette 

force, la conserver dans le rail et la diriger vers l’Église…” Ibid., 242. 
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made essentializing arguments about the Chinese priests being immutably unfit for leadership 

and Lebbe countered with an affirmation of the Chinese priests’ equality and capacity. Here, in 

the discussion about the universal nature of the Church, the detractors calling for prudence were 

concerned to preserve the Church’s universality and transcendence against the immediate risks of 

Chinese particularity, while Lebbe did not deny the universality of human nature or the 

catholicity of the Church - but he did want to ensure that the value of peoplehood and the 

benefits of patriotism lauded for the Church in Europe would be extended to the Chinese. It was 

a gridlock. 

Raising Up Saints: Lebbe’s Case for the Chinese Church 

 With all these potential reasons against the Chinese episcopate, how could Lebbe justify 

the special promotion of ethnic Chinese candidates? As noted above, Lebbe refused to equate 

mission with either a heretical attempt to civilize an ‘inferior’ race or the imposition of 

universality to the exclusion of precisely those trends most urgent and pressing for the Chinese 

people. Facing these two prongs of opposition, therefore, he was obliged to undergird the 

campaign for the native episcopacy with a third and more positive argument of his own. 

Lebbe’s most creative contribution to the campaign for the Chinese episcopacy stressed 

the Chinese Catholic Church’s soteriological role in raising up Chinese saints. A close reading of 

Lebbe’s writings suggests an ecclesiology in which the Church serves as a vehicle for the 

sanctification of ethno-national groups. It is this underlying ecclesiological purpose which, for 

Lebbe, justifies and even necessitates a Chinese hierarchy. For if the purpose of the Church in 

China were to produce Chinese saints who could exhibit a full set of virtues and demonstrate the 

utmost morality in service to Christ, then it made little sense to retain French or other European 

leaders filling the crucial role of bishop. 
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 Lebbe’s ‘soteriological’ argument for the Chinese episcopacy can be previewed as 

follows: 

1. The purpose of the Church among any people is to cultivate virtuous saints in service of God. 

2. Despite the doubts of the foreign Catholic civil and missionary communities, the Chinese are 

not incapable of spiritual and moral excellence, even to the degree required of a bishop. 

3. Historically, China has already produced Chinese Catholics of notable holiness, especially 

evident when imperial proscriptions against foreign missionaries required Chinese to take 

charge of church missions. 

4. More recently, Chinese of virtuous character have had their saintliness tested in sufferings 

and martyrdoms, but not had the opportunity to exercise all virtue in living leadership. 

5. To produce saints, the Catholic Church should allow Chinese to practice, exercise and 

demonstrate a full range of duties and virtues, including those of leadership.  

Now we consider these moves in closer detail: 

The Purpose of the Church: Cultivating Saints 

 First, Lebbe approached evangelization with the goal of making saints. In this regard, he 

did not consider the purpose of missionary work in China to be different from the work of the 

Church already established or being established among any other people. He was extremely 

consistent in applying this aim of sainthood to all regardless of mission/church status, nationality 

or ethnicity. 

Beginning with himself, Lebbe frequently commented that whether one was growing 

towards sainthood was the only criterion that mattered in life. This question alone should justify 

one’s most severe discouragements or call into question one’s greatest accomplishments. For 

example, in a letter to Dom Bède shortly after starting his ministry in Tianjin, when Lebbe was 
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exhausted and felt himself to be making no progress in holiness at all, he wrote: “If at least I felt 

myself a saint, or at least a man of good virtue, at least without any serious fault, it seems that the 

rest would lighten up and no longer be felt… But to feel pain, to work, to die every day, as Saint 

Paul said… to think that one may run in vain…” – well, to fail in one’s core calling to sainthood 

would be intolerable.132 A year later when he was frustrated working under Bishop Dumond’s 

authority, Lebbe wrote to Dom Bède that the ultimate reason he still did not give up the ideal of 

religious obedience was the example of the saints. Intellectually, he could try to theorize away 

the obligation to obedience by considering the justifications or the motivations of his superiors’ 

orders; but the fact remained that all the saints of charity struggled with obedience and yet they 

never cut themselves loose from it. Acknowledging his own reputation for pushing the envelope, 

Lebbe did not consider himself above the authority of people with whom he disagreed, because it 

was ultimately not a question about the bishops but about sainthood: 

Despite all appearances… I believe that experience is in favor of asceticism and I accept 

the spirit of faith, to uphold obedience (not meticulously and ridiculously, but seriously 

and frankly) and to try to make as good a use as possible of the circumstances and the 

latitude which is left to us…. Obedience is a virtue clearly named and exalted in the Holy 

Scriptures, certainly much more than freedom… The saints have given us good examples, 

and their lives, given as a model by the Church, seem to me to be the strongest of 

arguments and the most precious of guides (Saint Vincent, Blessed de Montfort, Saint 

Ignatius, Blessed de la Salle, etc.). Just about all the saints of charity have had to manacle 

themselves (se débrouiller) with obedience without however disobeying, even though 

they did so sometimes, but then they had serious reasons.133 

                                                 

132 “Si au moins je me sentais un saint, ou au moins un homme de bonne vertu, sans faute au moins 

grave, il semble que le reste s'allégerait jusqu'à ne plus le sentir. Mais se sentir souffrir, travailler, mourir tous les 

jours comme disait saint Paul, un missionnaire, un homme de métier, et devoir se dire que l'on court peut-être en 

vain, qu'après avoir sauvé les autres on aura soi-même tout souffert pour rien, que peut-être on n'est pas aimé de 

Dieu, pas regardé de Lui, un instrument de bois ou de fer dont Dieu se sert, mais sans l'aimer parce qu'il est sans 

mérite et vertu et bonté…” V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 26 March 1907, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, 

No. 32, p. 77. 
133 “Au fond et malgré les apparences et même la réalité de certains cas particuliers, je crois que l'expérience est en 

faveur de la théorie ascétique, et qu'il faut partir du principe de l'esprit de foi, s'en tenir à l'obéissance (non pas 

méticuleuse et ridicule mais sérieuse et franche) et tâcher de tirer tout le parti possible des circonstances 
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This question of obedience and sainthood became especially pressing when Lebbe and Cotta 

were both exiled from the Tianjin area and mired in controversies with their superiors. Lebbe 

urged Cotta to join him in refocusing on their own personal holiness. Admittedly, Lebbe was 

trying in this letter to convince Cotta to temper his writings against the Lazarist leadership, 

which Lebbe had come to worry were hurting their cause. Nonetheless, Lebbe shares frankly 

from his own efforts to prioritize being holy even over being right: 

Say, my good brother, let us dive boldly into holiness, into the search for God in 

everything, into the devotion of his holy love. Let us try to be something different and 

better than good priests. Tell me what you find defective in me. The consistency with 

which I have been told that I seek popularity and human glory makes me believe 

increasingly that there must be truth in this – even without my knowledge.134 

 

Lebbe’s acknowledgement that he himself was often prideful and far from holiness shows that he 

considered every individual to be in need of sanctification. Being priest or lay, European or 

Chinese, appreciated in the eyes of one’s colleagues or not, none of this was determinative in the 

internal question of one’s personal holiness before God. Every soul remained mission territory. 

 In Lebbe’s writings to European family and friends, we see Lebbe often call them to 

sainthood as well. To his younger sister Lizzy upon her confirmation, he writes: “To love God 

and to do everything for Him is to begin heaven on earth and live like an angel, a saint – and you 

would like to be a saint, wouldn’t you?”135 To his other sister and goddaughter Mica in Belgium 

                                                 

et de la latitude qui nous est laissée… Mais l'obéissance est une vertu clairement nommée et exaltée dans la sainte 

Écriture et toute la Tradition unanimement beaucoup plus certe que la liberté…Les saints en ont donné bien des 

exemples, et leur vie, donnée en modèle par l'Église, est me semble-t-il le plus fort des arguments et le plus précieux 

des guides (saint Vincent, bienheureux de Monfort, même saint Ignace, bienheureux de la Salle, etc.). A peu près 

tous les saints d'oeuvre ont eu à se débrouiller avec l'obéissance sans cependant désobéir, encore qu'ils l'aient fait 

quelquefois, mais alors il y avait des motifs graves.” V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 26 May 1908, Tianjin, in 

Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 28, p. 84-85. 
134 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 21 March 1917, Hokia, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 60, p. 123. 
135 V. Lebbe to Lizzy Lebbe, 18 May 1896, Paris, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 1, p. p. 20. 
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during World War I, he reminds her: “[T]here is only one thing worthy of occupying our souls, 

worth living for; and all the rest, be they conflicts and world wars, do not merit our attention 

except the part of these that this one thing sums up, where they attach to this end. Read the lives 

of the saints.”136 He does acknowledge in various letters that spiritual ambition can bring risks of 

its own; but proper humility is no reason to aim for merely a lukewarm faith or a mediocre 

holiness. He closes many of his letters to family and friends with the reminder, “Let’s be saints” 

or “Above all, let us try to be saints.”137   

 So too, in his apostolate in China, Lebbe expected nothing less than sainthood from each 

Chinese Christian. Despite the accusations that he was partial to the Chinese and therefore let 

them off easy, in fact Lebbe’s letters show that he applied his criterion of holiness as stringently 

with Chinese as with European correspondents. For instance, in 1926, during his work 

supporting Chinese students in France and Belgium, he responded to a young Chinese woman 

who was unsure about a proposal of marriage from a non-Christian man. Lebbe acknowledges 

her painful position and explains she can get a dispensation to marry easily enough; however, 

taking much the same tone as with Mica during the war, he advises her “with all my heart” to 

prioritize her own call to holiness over any, even good, opportunity that could draw her away 

from the sainthood, the sole end of a life of faith. He advises: 

 So, practically, tell this good young man that as a Christian you cannot conceive of the 

fusion of two lives, which marriage supposes, with a disagreement about what constitutes 

the total basis of your life, on what gives it its meaning, its purpose, on what renders it 

joy and safe conduct: your faith… the very essence of life.138 

 

                                                 

136 V. Lebbe to Dominique Lebbe, 32 August 1918, Lettres, No. 77, p. 167. 
137 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 1900, Dax, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 6, p. 30. 
138 “Donc, pratiquement, dites à ce bon jeune homme que chrétienne vous ne pouvez concevoir la fusion de deux 

vies que suppose le mariage avec le désaccord sur ce qui fait la base totale de votre vie, sur ce qui lui donne son 

sens, son but, sur ce qui en fait la joie et la sûreté de conduite : sur votre foi... l'essence même de la vie.” V. Lebbe to 

“Mademoiselle,” 17 April 1926, Rome, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 117, p. 238. 
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The fact that this interlocutor was Chinese, female, and lay did not mean she had any lesser 

obligation to pursue her own sanctification. Lebbe frames his pastoral response in terms of the 

obligation she possesses to become a saint. 

 So too after his return to China, Lebbe expected extreme spiritual rigor from the members 

of his two Chinese congregations of monastic apostles – the Little Brothers of St. John the 

Baptist and the Little Sisters of St. Therese of the Holy Child.139 Lebbe was strict as the superior 

of these monasteries, expecting each of the members to be as committed to realizing sainthood as 

he was. He gave three core principles to the congregations to guide their communal life: total 

sacrifice (quan xisheng), true charity (zhen airen), and constant joy (chang xile).140 By living out 

these virtues, the Little Brothers and Sisters’ congregations were not supposed to just render 

helpful service to the Church and to the nation, but in fact produce saints of the highest caliber. 

For this reason, Lebbe had little tolerance for attitudes or behaviors that abrogated these 

principles. In the assessment of Sister Lin Chao, “Father Lebbe was not sweet by nature, he was 

sharp; though his love covered over his sharper points.”141 

 Several examples demonstrate Lebbe’s high and even unforgiving expectations for 

holiness from his Chinese monastic apostles. Lebbe insisted that both communities live in the 

same abject poverty, discomfort, and insecurity in the face of violence that most Chinese 

peasants did at this time. Yet at the Little Sisters’ monastery at Anguo, Lebbe reminded one 

                                                 

139 The Little Brothers of St. John the Baptist 耀漢小兄弟會, and the Little Sisters of St. Therese of the Holy Child 

德來小姊妹會. 
140 Cao Lishan [曹立珊], “Lei shenfu de shenxiu gangling” 雷神父的神修纲领, Chunfeng Shinian, 12, quoted in 

Nicolini-Zani, 295. 
141 Lin Chao, “Quelques petites histoires sur le Père Lebbe, extraites de Le Père Lebbe et ses Petites Soeurs, 

souvenirs de Petite Soeur Lin Chao,” [Some Little Stories of Father Lebbe, Extracts from Father Lebbe and the 

Little Sisters, Memories of the Little Sister Lin Chao], p. 6, in Fonds I, A45.b.1.1, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
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sister that “total sacrifice” was a spiritual goal and not just a functional necessity. She kept 

requesting glass for the windows of the convent because of the brutal cold of winter, eventually 

arguing that permanent glass panes would be more economical in the long run than constantly 

replacing the convent’s flimsy parchment window-coverings; Lebbe’s response was: “You have 

made a vow of poverty, not economy!”142 Similarly, Lebbe expected the Little Brothers and 

Sisters to give absolutely everything in their ministry to local Chinese villages and especially to 

the national war effort in the spirit of “true charity.” When one Little Brother died and the 

community found he had hidden away some money for as a backup security for himself, 

evidently not having given his all for the community and its ministry, Lebbe would not allow 

him to be buried with the Little Brothers.143 Thirdly, Lebbe expected that the monastics seeking 

holiness should be able to find “constant joy” even amid trying circumstances. At one point 

during the Sino-Japanese War, the superior of the Little Sisters had taken the novices out of the 

occupied zone to take refuge in Shaanxi, where they found quarters in hollowed-out tunnels in 

the yellow cliffs and were able to continue their monastic life away from the fighting. The rules 

generally forbade the novices from going home but a young sister, Sister Gabrielle, wanted to 

see her mother. She lied to get permission to go home for a visit, saying that she was sick and 

needed her mother to care for her. On her journey, she took a detour to visit Father Lebbe, who 

was then working with the stretcher-bearers on the front lines and wholly unsympathetic to her 

supposed illness. Sister Gabrielle went back to the Little Sisters, reporting that Lebbe had 

                                                 

142 Leclercq, 269. 
143 Ibid., 264. 
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informed her that her sort of self-pity was the problem impeding the salvation of China and of 

the world; she concluded in contrition, “I was made to heal myself.”144 

It is evident from many such anecdotes about Lebbe’s guidance of the Little Brothers and 

Sisters that he expected them to live just as rigorously in the hope of sainthood as any European 

monk or nun should do. In spite of, or perhaps because of, the frequent suggestion from 

European detractors that he was ‘partial’ to the Chinese and too soft on their vices, the 

documents from this period of leadership over the Chinese religious orders shows him taking, if 

anything, a more stringent tone with them than others. Believing that the duty of the Church was 

to call each person to perfection in holiness, he let little slide in those around him. 

The Chinese are Capable of Religious Virtue 

Against this wider conception of mission as saint-formation, one of Lebbe’s first 

arguments for the Chinese episcopate was that the Chinese were in fact capable of great spiritual 

virtue. In Europe, Lebbe frequently encountered the perception that the Chinese were starting 

from a position of relative backwardness, immorality and apathy, lacking the spiritual and moral 

sensitivity that European Catholics had achieved. 

To counter this impression, in a 1913 speech in Europe sharing his experience in China 

and in the 1919 “Historical Overview” written for Vanneufville in Rome, Lebbe begins by 

telling his audience and readers that the Chinese are far from being dull or impervious to religio-

moral aspirations. Rather, as evidenced by the people’s devotion to Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism and various local traditions, many Chinese have a deep desire for religious and ethical 

                                                 

144 Lin Chao, “Quelques petites histoires sur le Père Lebbe, extraites de le Père Lebbe et ses Petites Soeurs, 

souvenirs de Petite Soeur Lin Chao,” [Some Little Stories of Father Lebbe, Extracts from Father Lebbe and the 

Little Sisters, Memories of the Little Sister Lin Chao], 8. 
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ideals.145 Moreover, Lebbe counters that, despite having been warned repeatedly by European 

civil administrators and missionaries in China that the Chinese are “a profoundly immoral 

people,” he has found this is not a fair characterization of the people as a whole; on the contrary, 

he explains the crooks in Chinese society are, like the deceivers and crooks of Europe, disliked 

by a wider society composed of generally good people. Lebbe insists that there is no reason why 

Christianity cannot make of the “raw material” of the Chinese people the same “type of soul” as 

anywhere else.146 

The implications of these perceptions of spiritual capacity were especially evident in 

mission methodology. In Lebbe’s “Historical Overview,” written at the height of his and Cotta’s 

correspondence through Vanneufville in Rome, Lebbe is extremely critical of several missionary 

methods that underestimated the Chinese people’s capacity for and interest in spiritual growth. 

First, the “Spanish Method,” which Lebbe acknowledges had few defenders and was no longer in 

current practice, simply forcibly coerced people into the Church; he does not even attempt to 

salvage anything positive from what he sees as a wholly demeaning missionary method. 

Secondly, the missionaries employing the “Method of Works” did extremely important 

charitable work in establishing schools, hospitals and orphanages. Lebbe acknowledges that 

engaging in such works, in which the Protestants in China have excelled, can give the Church 

much-needed contact points with the population. However, employing this method alone had the 

downside of “absorbing considerable resource, manpower, and money, and of contributing little 

to the purpose of the principal work, namely the evangelization of the country, if we except the 

                                                 

145 V. Lebbe, “Choses vues par un missionnaire en Chine,” Lectures pour tous  (1 Octobre 1913) : 698. 
146 Ibid., 700. 
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schools, which are indispensable to the conservation of Christians and very useful for the 

conversion of pagans.”147 

Thirdly, Lebbe raises concerns about the “Method of Charity” or “of Money” which has 

been dominant in the Lazarist area of mission around Beijing. Lebbe begins by praising Bishop 

Jarlin’s zeal in trying to establish a new system for the purposes of conversion. Jarlin’s system 

was to start catechetical schools in rural villages with teachers and food provided so that the 

catechumens might study without undue hardship. However, Lebbe laments that the logistics of 

disbursing the vicariate’s resources in services and goods to each of the missions proved so 

unwieldy that Jarlin approved the simply method of granting a monetary compensation to 

catechumens. In the end, the Catholic missionaries were in effect paying catechumens to be 

baptized. This monetary “traffic,” as Lebbe calls it, “brought the divine work of the salvation of 

souls into the mud, covered the face of the Church with contempt, and made it an object of 

horror to every honest pagan and also for many Christians whom such a scandal chilled and 

drove away.”148 The potential converts feared they stood to lose something by becoming 

baptized because the missionaries were eager to pay for it.149 By approaching the Chinese as a 

people who must be incentivized with material rather than spiritual benefits, the missionaries too 

often gave the impression that to become a convert something wholly other than becoming a 

saint. 

In Lebbe’s analysis, the irony of all the Church’s strenuous efforts to incentivize the 

Chinese into converting was that such means were wholly unnecessary: the Chinese people were 

                                                 

147 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 20-21. 
148 Ibid., 30. 
149 Ibid., 34. 
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in fact quite prepared to commit themselves to spiritual and moral cultivation simply for its own 

sake. He describes his own realization of this fact when he was working in Zhouzhuo in central 

Hebei, south of Beijing.150 At that time he himself was employing a variant of the “Method of 

Charity” and, having trouble retaining catechumens, had begun to accept the notion that the 

locals were simply uninterested in spiritual matters. Yet then a practitioner of a traditional 

Chinese sect arrived: 

At this point, a small-time itinerant merchant came to the annual fair of the suburb; he 

was a devotee of the sect or so-called religion “of the Sage.” This religion requires 

exemplary conduct of its adherents, long daily religious exercises, mortifications and 

fasting. Its doctrine, though diffuse and contradictory on many points, is based on the 

belief in God and the survival of the soul. In addition, the faithful are constrained with 

pecuniary contributions. They enjoy a very good reputation throughout thanks to their 

honesty, their patience and their distance from vices. They make recruits particularly in 

the less fortune part of the middle class: artisans, small-time merchants, farmers, laborers. 

They hope for a future life instead of metempsychosis [reincarnation into another body in 

this life]; in any case, they sacrifice present pleasures for the sentiment of duty and in the 

hope of recompenses “non apparentium”151 ... (Here is a sect that would seem not to be 

able to spread among this people, whom our discouragement had judged remote from all 

religious sentiment and riveted to terrestrial interests.) So the small-time merchant of 

canvas remained a dozen days in the quarter where he found our catechumenate. All 

while selling his canvas, he converted fourteen families of honest, clean people, who had 

learned such enthusiasm for that which they believed to be religious truth, that, in their 

neophyte zeal, their spouses soon appeared, and, men with men, women with women, 

they spend a large part of their nights—the day was taken up with work—in reading 

together and in interpreting their books of doctrine, and in practicing prayer and a sort of 

meditation.152 

 

Seeing that Chinese proselytizer’s success in comparison with the Catholic parish’s small and 

unmotivated group of salaried catechumens was profoundly striking and troubling to Lebbe. It 

convinced him “that there was a problem there, the most serious of all, to study and to solve if 

                                                 

150 Lebbe uses the third person, as he does throughout the text even when describing his own efforts to develop the 

‘Tianjin Method,’ however he seems to be describing his own tenure in Zhouzhuo after teaching in the seminary at 

Beijing but before his transfer to Tianjin. 
151 Latin for “of that which is not apparent,” in other words, non-worldly or non-material benefits. 
152 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 36-37. 
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we seriously wish to convert the country.”153 If the very same people who had seemed so 

sluggish in responding to the Catholic missionaries’ incentivization were quick to rally to this 

itinerant preacher’s highly demanding spiritual regimen, then evidently the problem was not with 

the Chinese people’s capacity for religiosity.  

 By 1923, as Lebbe presented his case for the indigenous episcopate at the Louvain 

Missiology Week of that year, he saw the episcopacy as another area where missionaries’ low 

estimation of the Chinese people’s spiritual and moral capacity was handicapping the mission. 

The detractors of the native episcopate seemed to assume, however implicitly, that Chinese 

priests suffered from some racial or cultural malady that would prevent them from rising 

spiritually to the occasion. Lebbe rejected this idea as “unproved.” He argued in the lecture, later 

published in La Revue Catholiques des Idées et des Faits: “That the Chinese race is unable to 

make a Chinese worthy to be a bishop, if it really were proved, would prove too much. It would 

mean that the entire race must change in order to have a bishop…” — a proposition that Lebbe 

found unreasonable. “And still, supposing that this inferiority were proved, is it only general or 

also distributive? Do these defects indelibly hold every Chinese, covering the thousand native 

priests of China today?”154 Lebbe worried that these were dangerous assumptions to make: just 

as he had once inadvertently discouraged his catechumens’ spiritual and moral growth by paying 

them for their faith formation, the Church’s low estimation of the Chinese priests could stymie 

                                                 

153 Ibid. 
154 “Que cette impuissance racique à fournir la matière d'un évêque, si elle était vraiment prouvée, prouverait trop. Il 

foudrait donc vraiment que la race change, pour pouvoir y établir un Evêque... Et encore, suppose cette infériorité 

prouvée, est-elle seulement générale ou aussi distributive? Tout Chinois porte-t-il indélébilement toutes ces tares et 

sur le millier de prêtres indigènes que compte la Chine a l'heure actuelle.” V. Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” La 

Revue catholique des idées et des faits 26 (21 September 1923) : 9. 
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the clergy’s ongoing formation. If the system presumed people were self-serving, people would 

only be more likely to act that way. 

For this reason, Lebbe characterizes the defenders of the old missionary practice as being 

stuck in “secular” methods, by which he means mission practices that trade in material goods and 

aim at this-worldly institutional gains.155 In his “Historical Overview,” he draws a stark (and 

rather self-serving) contrast between the dominant missionary approach and his own. Many 

missionaries he categorizes as “Negatives” because they content themselves with mission as a 

“secular” enterprise and seem to have little zeal for actual evangelization. The “Positives” take 

up positive or active efforts (including his own Tianjin Method) to incarnate Christ among the 

Chinese.156 Unsurprisingly, the missionary defenders of the French Protectorate resented the 

suggestion that they were not operating with a properly spiritual goal, and opponents then drafted 

a refutation of Lebbe’s document to find errors in his historical documentation of their practices 

under the French Protectorate.157 Nonetheless, underlying this division were indeed radically 

different assessments of the mission field. The defenders of the Protectorate were seeking to 

maintain a system premised on the hostility of the Chinese people to Christianity, while Lebbe 

argued the Church must approach all missionary questions with the optimism that the Chinese 

people had every capacity for personal and corporate holiness that a local Church might need. 

                                                 

155 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 49. 
156 Ibid., 35. 
157 Henri Garnier commented with approval in 1935 that Francois Willemen C.M. would publish a refutation of the 

“Aperçu historique”. Henri Garnier to Eugene Ouwerx. 3 February 1935, Fonds I, A55a.1,16. In the early 1930s, 

Willemen had written a refutation, a copy of which can be found in the archives, in Fonds I, A55b.5,9; however, I 

was unable to determine whether this was ever published. 
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China Has Historically Already Produced Saints 

Next, Lebbe stresses in his writings that the Chinese people are not only theoretically 

capable of religious virtue, but in fact have already furnished cases of saintliness in history. In 

his 1919 “Historical Overview,” Lebbe endeavors to show that there are in “the Christians of the 

Far-East as much faith and virtue as in the best Christians of Europe… no form of heroism was 

ever absent from their life and their death: the Acts of the Chinese, Japanese and Korean martyrs 

recall in detail those of the most famous testimonies of Jesus Christ that the church reveres.”158 

In that document, Lebbe notes the example of the humble Chinese bishop Luo Wenzao who “did 

not deviate at all from his simple and zealous lifestyle up to the very end,” as well as “the 

admirable Paul Tchang, the model of catechists, who left behind a reputation for sanctity in 

Kiangnan and, despite the difficulties of the times, converted a great number of pagans.”159 In 

“Clergé Indigène en Chine,” he notes these examples again, while including several more in a 

survey of the known historical documents by and about saintly Chinese priests. For example, 

there is the case of the eighteenth-century Sichuan priest Andrew Li Ande (1692-1774), whose 

journal gave evidence to his constant work to cultivate the spiritual lives of his fellow Chinese as 

the sole priest in his region.160 If the self-giving sacrifices evident in his Journal and the esteem 

of his fellow Chinese priests were not enough, Lebbe cites how even European colleagues 

proposed Li for the episcopate and European historians had already noted his exceptional 

holiness. Lebbe quoted the missionary-historian Adrien Launay, M.E.P., who wrote that it was 

                                                 

158 Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 9. 
159 Ibid., 9 and 12. 
160 Andrew Li Ande 李安德 (1692-1774) had served alongside Chinese priests and European priests in Sichuan until 

the persecution of 1746. The Vicar Apostolic of Sichuan, Joachim Enjobert de Martiliat and three European priests 

were forced to flee back to Europe, while Li’s two Chinese colleagues fled to other provinces. Hence Li was the 

only priest left in the region. He communicated with his superiors via his journal which he wrote in Latin and then 

sent via Macao to Paris. Robert Entenmann, “A Mission Without Missionaries,” in Sinicizing Christianity, edited by 

Zheng Yangwen (Boston: Leiden Brill, 2017), 35. 
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both a marvel that Li had been able to accomplish as much as he did and a pity that he was never 

given the wherewithal to do even more: 

Father Launay said of him, ‘This priest, devoid of all authority except that which his 

talents, his virtues, and his labors gave him, had but few resources in terms of men and 

money. And if his perseverance, his energy, his zeal, and his piety appear with more 

brilliancy in the solitude and scarcity in which he lived, then his ability in the manners of 

men and in governing affairs did not have much occasion to assert itself.’161 

 

Similarly, Lebbe described the Lazarist priest Matthew Xue Madou (1780-1860) who received 

praise as “a model of apostolic zeal… and extraordinary virtue” from Joseph Mouly, the young 

French Vincentian vicar who came to serve as his superior after Xue had long led the Catholic 

mission of Xiwanzi, Inner Mongolia.162 Mouly was extremely appreciative of the older Chinese 

priest and had gone so far as to describe Xue a saint: “he died in the odor of sanctity and with the 

reputation of a saint which the common voice gave to him.”163 Lebbe goes on to document 

several other Chinese priests whose work and reputation attested to a virtue so great as to satisfy 

any Chinese or European criterion for holiness. 

The Church Must Cultivate Saints in Both Death and Life 

Next, it was necessary to demonstrate that the absence of Chinese in church 

administration was an anomaly. Here the strongest contrast in the recent history lay in the sorts 

of opportunities that Chinese Catholics had for exercising holiness: there were a wide range of 

opportunities to exhibit utmost virtue while suffering and even dying for the Church; however, 

there was a narrower range of opportunity Chinese to exercise virtue in the living work of the 

Church. 

                                                 

161 Lebbe, citing Adrien Launay in “Clergé indigène en Chine,” La Revue catholique des idées et des faits 26 (21 

September 1923) : 10. 
162 Joseph Mouly, Mémoires de Chine III, 68, cited in Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,”, 10. 
163 Mouly, 363, cited in ibid. 
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On the one hand, the Chinese laity and priests had ample occasion to practice those 

virtues that are acquired through suffering. Lebbe recounts these at length in a speech “Things I 

Have Seen in China.” Lebbe shared several stories from the villages south of Beijing where he 

ministered between 1902-1906. There, persecution from the Boxers had trained and tested the 

Chinese Catholic communities in multiple virtues. For instance, courage: “The Boxers… 

slaughtered in their tortures all who refused to apostatize or who did not have time to escape. A 

catechist was taken: they demanded that he burn incense; he refused. The chief Boxer said to 

him, ‘If you refuse, I will make you cut off your right arm.’ The courageous man stretched out 

his arm. ‘Then cut it.’”164 So too, a stalwart reverence for God alone: “The same day a child of 

eight years… saw before his eyes the deaths of his grandfather, his grandmother, his brother and 

his mother. Then [the Boxers] came to him: they caressed him, they consoled him, and they did 

everything they could to extort from him a confession of apostasy… Arriving before the idol, he 

asked for a stick of incense, took it in his hand, and with a brave gesture he launched it at the 

figure of Poussah [Bodhissatva]… they crucified him with nails of wood to the gate of the 

pagoda.”165 These are extreme cases, but they support Lebbe’s point that the Chinese should not 

be written off as spiritually weak. Plenty of bishops in Europe had never had their faith tested in 

such ways. 

Finally, in a very moving account of his own role trying to bring about reconciliation in 

the village of Hancun, Lebbe stresses that these terrible times have also led the Chinese Catholics 

to grow in the most moral task of forgiveness. This passage, worth quoting at length, shows both 

                                                 

164 V. Lebbe, “Choses vues par un missionnaire en Chine,” 704. 
165 Ibid. 
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Lebbe’s pastoral insistence that the Chinese imitate Christ in all things and also the Chinese 

protagonist’s herculean effort to do so: 

In this same village of Han-ts’oen which I have just now told you about, on the 

day of the massacre, a family of eight people perished completely, except for two old 

ancestors who, by chance, found themselves at that time in Peking. When, after the 

torture, they were able to go back to their cottage, they found it empty. The old 

grandfather thought that it would make him go mad. He ran through the streets of the 

village, his eyes haggard, searching for his children and his grandchildren: the 

disturbance that he felt from this was so strong that he retained a nervous tremor until his 

death. 
 The thing that seemed the most horrible to him and that made him no longer be 

himself, was that the assassin of his family was one of his former students (he had been a 

boxing master) whom he had loved above all the others and to whom he had done very 

much good. His qualities of a good boxer were what had earned him his elevation to the 

status of “Chesiong” (the leader of the Boxers). So the first victims he had made were 

none other than the children and grandchildren of his former master... 
 Upon learning of the return of the Christians, he had fled, supposing that the first 

who met with him would not honestly be unable to lynch him. 
 Five months later, I found myself in the village, when one day the catechist (the 

leader of the Christian community) came to find me: 
 “Father, bad news. Tchang-fou-t’ang (this was the name of the leader of the 

Boxers) has just written to me: he asks to be allowed to return to the village. Naturally I 

cannot tell him no: first of all we do not have the right to prevent him, and then all the 

same we cannot take vengeance on him... either we are Christian or we are not. I will 

alert the Christian families and I am sure that everyone will forgive him with a good heart 

and will say nothing. There is only poor Wang (the old ancestor). How can we make him 

bear the blow? I cannot not see him face to face with his former student... 
 —And so, what should we do? 

—It is necessary for you, Father, to persuade him to forgive and to arrange for a meeting 

between them. 
 —Here is a fine task, my friend; anyway, we will try.” 
 I should confess to you that it seemed horrible to me to have to persuade this 

unfortunate old man; that to obtain the heroism of forgiveness from him seemed to me 

like an impassable mountain. I called on good old Wang. 
 “My friend, your nobility requires it: you have saints in your line, and it is 

necessary to be worthy of them. 
 —What do you wish to say, Father? Are you speaking to me about my children? 

Then I would prefer you to speak about something else: I prefer not to think about them. 
 —All the same you must think about them, my poor friend. If Tchang-fou-t’ang 

returns to the village and if you see him, what will you do?” 
 He had something like a hiccup: “I would leap at his throat!” This hurt to see. I 

took him by the hands: 
 “You know very well what we always tell one another: you are a Christian or you 

are not; there are times when there is no middle ground between climbing to the summits 
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and forfeiting them... Your sons passed this test and they went immediately to the 

summits... You will not jump at his throat...” 
He made another hiccup, like a sob, hesitated for a moment, swallowed two tears and 

said: 
 “Go, Father, make him come back...” and as I looked at him without daring to 

speak, he said again, “Yes, yes, tell him to come back, and you will see whether I am a 

Christian.” 
 That night, a large part of the Christian community was gathered around me, like 

every night, in the court of the catechist. There we were talking together while drinking 

tea and smoking long pipes. It was usually a good time of day, one when we were getting 

ready, the workday having ended, for the repose of the night. But that night there was a 

heaviness in the air; we did not have the courage to speak; poor Wang was next to me, 

trembling and pale. The others made a circle around me, very affected. The assassin was 

going to come, and we knew it. 
 All of a sudden, the circle opened at the bottom: by the light of the lanterns that 

were trembling in the trees of the court, I see the leader of the Boxers coming forward, 

his head lowered, his steps heavy, as if loaded with the weight of the curses of all these 

men. There was a minute of terrible anguish. He came before me and fell to his knees in 

the midst of an awful silence: my throat was squeezed; I said to him with difficulty: 
 “Friend, you see the difference. If we had mutilated your family and you came 

back victorious to find me, what would you do?” 
 There was a murmur, and then a silence. And here was the fine thing that we were 

waiting for: the old man stood up; he leaned forward trembling towards the executioner 

of his family, raised him up to his height and embraced him...166 
 

With stories like these, Lebbe endeavored to show that the Chinese had already been forced to 

excel in some of the most painful virtues. 

 Where was the parallel opportunity to practice and exhibit the virtues that come from 

serving the constructive life of the Church? Here, Lebbe’s primarily concern is that the Chinese 

clergy should be able to exercise leadership virtues. For although Lebbe did work extensively to 

foster lay leadership in the Chinese Church especially through Catholic Action, he affirms the 

traditional sacramental understanding of the clergy playing a special representative role in the 

wider body of the Church: “Our priests are of a moral elite chosen by God, and capable of a 

general and complete formation,” he wrote. Going on to defend against the argument that the 

                                                 

166 Ibid., 705-706. 
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Chinese clergy were not educationally or spiritually fit to represent Christ, he notes, “If the 

talents deposited by Him in their soul do not develop, on behalf of the whole, and perfectly, this 

is an effect not of their radical incapacity but rather of the insufficiency of their preparation.”167 

In sum, he acknowledges that the clergy are in a different category from the laity, but he 

maintains that seminary and ordination should have formed them for the task. 

The episcopacy would admittedly require greater and additional virtues beyond those 

needed in priestly ministry. For instance, since the opponents of the native episcopacy often 

warned about the risk of schism by a Chinese-led church, Lebbe stressed in “Clergé indigène” 

his belief that the Chinese priests held especially strong love for the Pope. Because of the 

cultural value that Chinese placed on filial piety, “there are few among the Christians of the 

world who revere the sovereign pontiff as do the Chinese faithful and priests.”168 If one of the 

bishop’s special responsibilities was to protect the Church body from harm, then this special 

piety would make Chinese bishops especially rigorous defenders of the faith. 

To back up this claim, Lebbe offers examples from the Chinese Rites Controversy and 

the Goan Schism, to show how European missionaries who had created or exacerbated these 

conflicts while Chinese clergy, exhibiting the nascent leadership qualities of the episcopate, 

stayed loyal to Rome. In the Goan example, Lebbe references how the Lazarist bishop Jerónimo 

José de Mata became embroiled in the divisions in 1853 by ordaining clergy to the Portuguese 

padroado churches that were then separated and rival to the Holy See’s jurisdictions in Goa.169 

                                                 

167 “Or nos prêtres sont une élite moral choisie par Dieu, et capable d’une formation générale et complète. Qui si les 

talents déposes par Lui en leur âme ne se développent pas, pour l’ensemble, parfaitement, c’est un effet, non de leur 

incapacité radicale, mais d’une insuffisance de fait dans la préparation.” V. Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” 10. 
168 “Il n’est peut-être pas de clergé et de chrétiens au monde qui venèrent autant le Souverain Pontife que les fidèles 

et les prêtres chinois.” Ibid., 11. 
169 John Rybolt, C.M., The Vincentians: A General History of the Congregation Vol. 4 Expansions and Reaction, 

1843-1878 (New York: New City Press, 2014), 684. 
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In this case, it was a European bishop who supported the schismatic movement. Meanwhile there 

was a Chinese priest who defended the position of Rome: “For the honor of the Chinese clergy, 

Providence desired that the protagonist of orthodoxy and the advocate of obedience to the Holy 

See should be Father Joseph Li, who sent him an admirable letter full of charity and firmness. He 

reminded [de Mata] of the duties of the Good Shepherd, which Bishop neglected, and of respect 

for the hierarchy.”170 In difficult situations like these, the Church would need leaders who were 

wise and faithful saints. China could furnish them as well as Europe. 

Ultimately, Lebbe does not claim that any Chinese bishop’s success is guaranteed but 

rather challenges readers to see the episcopate as the next arena of spiritual testing and formation 

for the Chinese Church. No one would know how the first Chinese bishops might perform in the 

role. However, unlike the European bishops who saw the Chinese candidates’ unreadiness as an 

ongoing or even permanent barrier to a native episcopate, Lebbe thought it was necessary to 

elevate Chinese to these positions precisely so that they might build up the requisite skills and 

virtues. He often commented to Anthony Cotta that it was impossible to know how a bishop 

might do until he was tried – in that way, any Chinese, French or other candidate regardless of 

nationality or ethnicity was equally unknown until the Church could see the fruit of their work – 

and Lebbe acknowledged that the Chinese bishops would need support and help to succeed.171 

                                                 

170 “Pour l'honneur du clergé chinois, La Providence a voulu que le protagoniste de l'orthodoxie, l'avocat de 

l'obéissance au Saint-Siège, fut le Père Joseph Li, qui lui adressait une admirable lettre pleine de charité et de 

fermeté. Il lui rappelait les devoirs du Bon Pasteur que l'Evêque négligeait, et le respect de la Hiérarchie.” V. Lebbe, 

“Clergé indigène en Chine,” 11. 
171 Lebbe raised the ongoing helping role of European clergy in his own bid to return the China, wherein he hoped 

that Van Rossum might overrule the Lazarist leadership and allow him back to the mission field. He framed the 

necessity both in terms of the newspaper Yishibao, which had fallen into political trouble with the emperor Yuan 

Shikai and floundered ever since and, especially after his promising meeting with the Propaganda secretary Van 

Rossum and the Pope, in terms of helping whatever Chinese bishop or bishops might be consecrated. See the years 

1923-1926 (Fonds I, A23-27). 
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No Chinese bishop would be fully prepared for the challenges and every Chinese bishop would 

need help - but this was no different from the case of every other bishop in the Church’s 

apostolic history.172 Just as the Church had to trust that any European priest upon his elevation to 

the episcopal throne would be guided by God into ever greater holiness, so too it must grant this 

trust for any Chinese candidates. 

The Church Must Prioritize the Elevation of Chinese Bishops 

Lebbe concludes that Rome must prioritize Chinese candidates for the episcopacy to 

further its work of cultivating embodied Chinese saints. When talking about the establishment of 

the Church in the “Letter to Reynaud” forwarded to Rome, Lebbe employs agricultural and 

incarnational language: “The time has come, I believe, to found the national Church, vivid, 

fertile, which will be the ferment of the masses, flesh of the flesh of the people, blood of their 

blood sanctified in Christ, the only viable germination of the promises of the future.”173 Yet just 

as any plant would not be fully reproductive without its fruit and any incarnation would be null 

without enfleshment, so too a Chinese Church without Chinese bishops was “an incomplete 

organism.”174 Lebbe calls for immediate implementation: “1) One or more Chinese bishops, as 

soon as possible, that is to say this year or the next, at the latest in two or three years. 2.) At the 

same time, the formation of an elite among our clergy, from whom would be chosen little by 

little the future bishops.”175 While it would be another three years before Pope Pius XI 

consecrated six Chinese bishops, Lebbe was heartened by the Holy See’s movement towards 

                                                 

172 V. Lebbe to G. Vanneufville, “Pendant la Visite Apostolique: Correspondences d’Aout 1919 a Fevrier 1920,” in 

Pour L’Eglise Chinoise 1. La Visite Apostolique des Missions de Chine, 1919-1920, edited by Claude Soetens 

(Louvain-la-Neuve: Publications de la Faculté de Théologie, 1982), 151-255. 
173 “L’heure est venue, croyez-le, de fonder l’Église nationale, vivante, féconde, qui sera le ferment dans la masse, 

chair de la chair du peuple, sang de son sang sanctifié in christo, la seule viable et possédant en germe les promesses 

de l’avenir.” V. Lebbe to Paul Reynaud, “Letter to S.G. Reynaud,” 253. 
174 V. Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” 8.  
175 Ibid., 9.  
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consecrating Latin rite Indian bishops. He concluded his 1923 lecture optimistically, “I have the 

intimate conviction that, just as in the Indies, things will happen in the same way for our future 

bishops and that what we do henceforth, it is all to work for the formation of an elite clergy for 

the future, to choose the best candidates that already exist, and to enter without hesitation into the 

path of this positive realization.”176 

Historical and Theological Assessment 

From a historical perspective, Lebbe’s life story reveals bitter disagreements about race in 

modern China that were never fully resolved in his lifetime. Theologically, however, his wide-

ranging arguments in support of the Chinese episcopate did prompt the Church to consider the 

apostolate in terms of its ultimate spiritual hopes for the Chinese people. 

Historical Trends 

Lebbe’s life reflects the instability of the concept of Chinese identity during the early 20th 

century. Lebbe’s personal efforts to assimilate into Chinese culture often found mixed reception, 

since the late Qing and early Republican discourse of ethno-national citizenship made the status 

of a white missionary, however committed he was to China, ambiguous at best: could a 

missionary like he ever become truly Chinese?177 

                                                 

176 “J'ai l'intime conviction que, tout comme aux Indes, les choses se passeront de la même façon pour nos futurs 

Evêques et que ce qu'il nous fant désormais, c'est tout en travaillant partout a la formation d'une élite cléricale pour 

le futur, choisir les meilleurs sujets existant déjà, et entrer a plus tarder dans la voie des réalisations positives.” V. 

Lebbe, “Clergé indigène en Chine,” 9.  
177 Refraining from wearing European finery certainly helped him disassociate from the perks of the French 

Protectorate. However, his efforts to dress in Chinese garb sometimes drew mockery; not only did Henri Garnier 

frequently comment on Lebbe’s “ridiculous” efforts to pass for a Chinese but even the Catholic statesman Ma 

Xiangbo found it ironic in the 1930s that Lebbe insisted on dressing in traditional Chinese fashion when Ma himself 

wore a Western-style suit. Yet later when Lebbe adopted a Western-style monk’s habit and scapular for the Little 

Brothers, some Europeans and Chinese observers took issue with that too, deeming it not enough Chinese. In the 

matter of dress, people were hard to please. 
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On the one hand, Lebbe’s promotion of the Chinese episcopate partially participated in 

the late Qing and early Republican discourse that essentialized Chinese ethnicity and culture as a 

“yellow” (or Han) race set apart from the European white race. Lebbe believed that the 1926 

consecrations were a watershed precisely because they put ethnic Chinese rather than ethnic 

Europeans in positions of authority. Afterwards, believing it to be a powerful witness to the 

Church’s rejection of racial subordination of the Chinese, he put himself as a European under the 

authority of Bishop Sun Dezhen. He also supported the vocation of the European S.A.M. 

(Société Auxiliaries de Missions) missionaries who, devoted to his vision, came to China to 

upend racial dynamics by putting themselves under the authority of Chinese bishops. After so 

many years in which the Chinese population had watched Chinese assistants bow down to the 

European superiors, what could give a more powerful witness to the changed practice of the 

church than to reverse the visual image? European missionaries must be willing to serve under 

Chinese superiors if the apostolate asked it of them. 

At the same time, Lebbe resisted the idea that Chinese ethno-national identity is 

something immutable. Hoping to be accepted as a Chinese himself, Lebbe wanted his loyalty to 

China to supersede his foreign birth. Especially after his 1927 naturalization as a Chinese citizen, 

he was often frustrated by the suggestion that he was less than fully Chinese. For instance, 

Leclercq recounts how when a Chinese teenager once heckled him as a foreigner, Lebbe became 

angry and shouted back that he was a Chinese and doing more for China than that the boy. 

Surely in terms of commitment, it would be unfair to characterize Lebbe as anything other than 

fully committed to China.  

Citizenship has never been a purely volitional matter, however, and so the place of 

foreign-born missionaries in China remained unclear especially as wider Republican Era trends 
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cemented a conception of Chinese ethno-national citizenship. Here, I would like to note that 

Lebbe’s easy naturalization process was something of an anomaly. Lebbe attained citizenship 

from the Beiyang military government in 1927, its last year of governance. At the time, the 

country was in the chaos of warlord conflict and the military generals in top leadership of the 

government were more focused on containing civil strife than working out a consistent theory of 

citizenship; with a splintered parliament, most of the Beiyang official’s energies were on 

consumed with fights over which military clique would be governors and not on articulating 

principles about what exactly made the people “Chinese.” 

As soon as the Nationalist party recovered national leadership, the country again adopted 

Sun Yat-sen and the other revolutionary’s ideological vision of a nation built upon the Chinese 

as a territorially and ethnically unified people. In earlier years, especially in discussing the 

Mongols and Manchus, Sun had characterized assimilation as a strength of Chinese identity. 

Republican China operated under the discourse of a ‘union of five races’ (Han, Manchu, 

Mongol, Hui and Tibetan) with a five-striped flag to signal their coalition. However, Sun himself 

had never been comfortable with the idea of a Chinese identity based solely on political 

membership and lectured extensively on the importance of blood unity. In the mid-1920s as the 

Nationalist party rallied to regain the government, he cast doubt on cultural assimilation 

especially vis-à-vis the Western powers. As Shelly Riggers characterizes the rhetorical change in 

Sun’s speeches, “No longer is assimilation evidence of the power of Chinese identity to absorb 

non-Chinese; here it is evidence of the weaknesses of Chinese identity in the face of “foreign” 

political power.” 178 Sun’s campaign to reestablish Nationalist rule in the late twenties appealed 

                                                 

178 Shelley Rigger, “Nationalism versus Citizenship in Taiwan,” in Changing Meanings of Citizenship in Modern 

China, edited by Merle Goldman and Elizabeth J. Perry (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 356.  
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once again to ethnic identity. Sun lectured against the post-World War I “cosmopolitanism” of 

Europeans hoping to become naturalized Chinese. He appealed to his audiences’ sense of Han 

loyalty: “If Chinese should become naturalized British or Americans to help England or America 

destroy China, saying that we were but following out the principle of cosmopolitanism, would 

our consciences, let me ask you, be at rest?”179 The presumed answer, “No,” assumed a highly 

static view of ethnic citizenship wherein the Han/Chinese should stick together and those who 

were not Chinese by blood could never really become so. 

My point here is to contextualize Lebbe’s change of citizenship within the still very 

murky controversies around race in China. His change of nationality is sometimes cited as 

evidence of his self-sacrificial commitment to China and the sincerity of his efforts to honor 

Chinese sovereignty and leadership free of foreign interference. Indeed, to give up his original 

Belgian citizenship and throw his lot in with the Chinese people was surely a kenotic act of 

commitment. Many S.A.M. missionaries after him aspired to do the same, since disaffiliation 

from foreign countries was a meaningful way to ensure that foreign-born priests were at the 

service of no one but their Chinese superiors. They hoped to change the image of the Church as a 

force of Western imperialism and white domination. However, the choice to become Chinese 

was not only up to such missionaries. Soon after Lebbe’s naturalization, the restored Nationalist 

Party was engaged in its own debate over whether to accept foreign bids for naturalization or 

reject them as yet another form of infiltration. The top leadership of Guomindang was largely 

dim on the “cosmopolitan” idea that people could simply become Chinese at will. China 

increasingly conceived of citizenship along ethno-national lines. 

                                                 

179 Quoted in ibid.  
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It is an irony in Lebbe’s life that he so wholeheartedly supported the Nationalist vision of 

a unified and strong China, though it was built upon a definition of Chinese peoplehood that 

would at least partially always exclude him. Lebbe seems to have accepted this reality, only 

sometimes becoming frustrated by strangers’ assumptions that he was an imperialist. After all, he 

was readier than most foreign-born missionaries to admit that the religious protectorates had 

given the Chinese government reason to regard Catholicism as a threat, and he understood the 

Church would have to walk a long road ahead in order to prove its patriotic credentials. The rest 

of his life’s work after that from 1927-1940, especially in the war effort, was dedicated to 

precisely that. Getting the Catholic Church to accept Chinese bishops was the first step, and 

getting the wider Chinese society to appreciate Catholics would be another.  

Theological Trends 

Lebbe’s place in early 20th century Roman Catholic ecclesiology is perhaps easier to 

assess. Not only did the reform movement of which Lebbe was a part see the Holy See indeed 

move in 1926 to begin consecrating Chinese bishops, which was a marked change itself. Yet also 

they saw the Holy See shift from expressing solely ‘functionalist’ arguments about the benefits 

of indigenous clergy to reflecting more deeply on the spiritual goal of forming Chinese Catholics 

of utmost holiness and virtue. Since I have argued this was Lebbe’s signature emphasis, it is 

worth considering these papal documents in some detail to appreciate the change. 

In Maximum Illlud (1919), the major missionary encyclical often characterized as being 

informed by Lebbe and Cotta’s petitions, Pope Benedict XV did “shock” the missionary world 

with his support for the native episcopacy but it must be noted he devoted scant attention to the 

sanctity of those on the receiving end of evangelization. In the document, he does remind the 

missionary workers of the general soteriological orientation of their work: the superior of any 
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mission’s primary concern should be to “work for the eternal salvation of every person living 

there,” and each missionary must desire nothing more than “to win for Christ as many souls as 

possible” without “any object in view other than their spiritual good.”180 The letter contains a 

section on the necessity of “sanctity of life” for missionaries, since an example of virtue will help 

their apostolate: ‘“Therefore, as God’s chosen ones, holy and well beloved, clothe yourselves 

with sentiments of compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, long-suffering.’ (Colossians 3:12). 

With these virtues the missionaries will open for the Faith he preaches a smooth and 

unobstructed entrance into the hearts of men.”181 

However, when it comes to the promotion of native clergy, Maximum Illud draws on 

comparatively pragmatic arguments about the benefits that native clergy will render to 

missionary work: having better access to the people than foreign clergy, being better able to 

speak the language, demonstrating that the church is not merely a foreign intruder, and securing 

the future of the church should anti-foreign persecutions arise and force the foreign missionaries 

to leave.182 These benefits all featured among the ‘functionalist’ arguments that Lebbe cited or 

articulated in favor of native leadership. However, without a deeper reflection on the 

soteriological transformation involved in “saving souls,” the letter is silent about what 

conversion is supposed achieve in terms of evangelized people’s own spiritual formation. 

Pope Pius XI’s encyclical on mission, Rerum Ecclesiae (1926), devotes much more 

attention to the goal of cultivating people of faith who can themselves work to cultivate Christ 

among their own people. Pius XI begins the encyclical by grounding his vision of mission in the 

                                                 

180 Benedict XV, Maximum Illud, 30 November 1919, in Catholic Mission: Four Great Encyclicals, edited by 

Thomas J. M. Burke, SJ (New York: Fordham University Press, 1957), 12 and 15. 
181 Benedict XV, Maximum Illud, 18. 
182 Ibid., 13-17. 

 



289 

 

more expansive and transformative goals to “spread the kingdom of Christ throughout the world” 

and “make disciples of all nations”183 (Matthew 18:19-20). The vocabulary of ‘saving souls’ is 

still present, but Pius XI makes it clear that missionary work aims far beyond inducing a 

maximum of converts into a change of religious reaffiliation. In the section on the native clergy, 

first Rerum Ecclesiae warns that any Church which does not produce bishops is incomplete. If 

the heads of mission do not prioritize raising up native clergy even to the episcopate, then “your 

apostolate will remain crippled and the establishment of a fully-organized Church in your 

territories will encounter still further delay.”184 Secondly, it goes on to differentiate between 

mere conversion and a deeper cultivation, the key difference being native leadership is key: 

“Why should the native clergy be prevented from cultivating their own vineyard or from 

governing their own people? In your efforts to win more and more pagan souls for Christ, would 

it not be a great advantage to leave local priests in charge of guarding and further cultivating 

those regions which have already been converted?”185 In this framework, evangelization 

becomes an ongoing process of both introducing and deepening faith. 

Rerum Ecclesiae also speaks directly to the need to form the native clergy in sanctity and virtue. 

The stated goal of clergy formation is firstly to produce leaders of “outstanding purity and 

integrity” and then only secondarily “efficient administrators and skillful religious teachers.”186 

To do this, mission heads must commit themselves to raising up native clergy to participate in 

the same priesthood and same apostolate as any foreign missionaries present in the land. This 

                                                 

183 Pius XI, Rerum Ecclesiae, 28 February 1926, Par. 1-2, in Catholic Missions: Four Great Encyclicals, p. 26. 
184 Ibid., Par. 22, p. 32. 
185 Ibid., Par. 25, p. 33. 
186 Ibid. 
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means avoiding any racial inequality: “If anyone considers these locals an inferior race, endowed 

with only very limited intelligence, they are seriously mistaken.”187 

In addition to making sure that native seminarians are rigorously trained in sacred and secular 

learning, mission heads “must also provide for their growth in priestly holiness and in apostolic 

zeal for the salvation of their fellow countrymen, for whom they must be ready to sacrifice even 

their own lives.”188 Finally, in the section which prompted Lebbe to found the Little Brothers and 

Little Sisters upon his return to China, Pius XI urges missionaries to establish indigenous 

religious orders, “for if these new followers of Christ feel called by God to a more perfect life, 

what is to prevent their pronouncing vows of religion?”189 Rerum Ecclesiae renders a picture of 

the indigenous, local church no longer simply on the receiving end of evangelistic energy but 

rather producing holy people with a dynamism of its own. Written only seven years after 

Maximum Illud, this document shows many of the same practical arguments in favor of native 

bishops but undergirds these with a more robust account of the sanctification which is the 

Church’s goal among all people. 

 Where is race in this changing picture of the Church and its mission? I have argued in 

this chapter that Lebbe forged his vision for the Chinese episcopate in the fires of an extremely 

vehement discourse about Sino-Western racial relations, as he sought to combat explicitly racist 

and derogatory characterizations of the Chinese people while being accused of being a racist 

himself for promoting their cause. 

                                                 

187 Ibid., Par. 30, p. 34. 
188 Ibid., Par. 29, p. 34. 
189 Ibid., Par. 31, p. 35. 
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 On the one hand, one might consider Lebbe’s ‘turn’ to the sanctification discourse as a 

retreat from earlier, more explicit calls for racial justice. As early as 1914, at the Lazarists’ 

Assembly at Zhalan, Anthony Cotta had stressed that the mission maintained a “systematic 

disparity between European and the Chinese, treated as inferiors by reason of race.”190 Certainly, 

to refocus the conversation upon holiness was to sideline the racial question and possibly to 

delay the transfer of leadership into Chinese hands. Indeed, the Holy See did not immediately 

move to appoint Chinese bishops in the spirit of racial justice. Since the spiritual qualifications 

and quality of indigenous bishops mattered, both Maximum Illud (1919) and Rerum Ecclesiae 

(1926) continued to express concerns about whether the fledgling mission churches had yet 

produced priests of high enough caliber to take on the role even as they increasingly called for 

the change to happen. If we date the 20th century campaign for the Chinese episcopate as 

beginning in 1907 with the publication of Canon Joly’s Christianisme et l’Extrême-Orient and as 

coming to fruition in the October 1926 consecrations, then the Church spent nearly twenty years 

in the chicken-and-egg conundrum of calling for indigenous bishops to be given positions for 

exercising authority with virtue but questioning whether they had the requisite virtue for that 

authority. In the arc of 20th century Chinese history, as the new republic was founded and anti-

imperialist and anti-Christians movements grew, those were critical and indeed devastating 

decades for the Church to ‘lose’ while delaying the indigenization of the Church. 

 On the other hand, one might consider Lebbe’s sanctification argument as a grappling 

with the racial question and, ultimately, an embrace of the importance of ethnicity in the Church. 

Far from ceding to his ‘universalist’ detractors the idea that episcopal appointments should be 

merely a matter of spiritual merit to the exclusions of race and culture, Lebbe sought to retain 

                                                 

190 Ibid., 7. See also Young, 150. 
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Chinese-ness without reifying it. If the purpose of the Chinese Church were to produce Chinese 

saints, then ethnicity was simultaneously secondary to holiness and integral to it. In the matter of 

bishops, the hope was for any Chinese bishop to be a truly saintly, worthy Chinese representative 

of Christ. A European in the role could hardly carry out this sanctification on behalf of the 

Chinese. It was imperative that the Church be led by ethnically Chinese bishops of its own, and 

Lebbe himself hoped it would happen as quickly as possible. 

The strength of Lebbe’s vision for the Chinese hierarchy lay in his move to ground the 

call for Chinese bishops in the soteriological vision of the Church. The Christian tradition has 

long asserted the value of people’s specificity in the kingdom of God. As John’s vision in the 

book of Revelation depicts it, the various peoples of the world retain distinct identities even in 

the Eschaton: “After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could 

count, from every nation (ethnos), tribe, people and language, standing before the throne of the 

Lamb” (Revelation 7:9). Although the peoples gathered around the throne of the Lamb cry 

“Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb” together in one voice, 

theirs is not a homogenous catholicity. The saints’ particularity is not obliterated but retained, 

and they come as the groups they are into the wider assembly of praise. By grounding the 

necessity of Chinese bishops in a deeper reflection on the Chinese Church’s obligation to 

produce Chinese saints, Lebbe pointed the Church to its spiritual end and invited his fellow 

evangelizers to see the work of mission as nothing less than the work of the Church.
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CHAPTER 4. 

 CATHOLICISM AND CONFUCIANISM: CONTESTED MODERNITIES IN REPUBLICAN CHINA 

 In May 1900, Vincent Lebbe wrote to his brother Dom Bède about his desire to be a 

modern man: 

I think that in general, to do good, one must be of one’s own time – of course not 

adopting what is evil, but neither in only that which is good in a positively timeless way. 

One must enter into [the present] in one’s customs, one’s way of  speaking, of thinking, 

in the contemporary point of view even if (so long as it is not bad) it could be inferior to 

the view that proceeded it, since… a return to the past is impossible or would be such a 

difficulty requiring such an effort to achieve that, in this case, I think it is necessary to 

enter the movement instead of thwarting it, and to be content to guide it to the light of 

Faith and sound reason. This seems to me to be true for all times in general and for ours 

in particular, because I love my age and praise God for bringing it to birth.1 

 

Lebbe wrote these words as a young seminarian, commenting on his willingness to engage the 

ideas of the European Catholic “modernism,” yet these words might as easily have referred to his 

fundamental support for the project of building a modern China in the decades to follow. Lebbe 

possessed a pragmatic sense that every individual, even if they might want to return to the values 

of a different time, had little choice but to engage the concerns and perspectives of the 

contemporary moment. He also had a deep appreciation for the moment in which he lived, 

believing that he and his contemporaries occupied a crucial epoch in the history of the world. In 

his subsequent commitment to China, Lebbe was therefore keenly aware that that the 

construction of the modern Chinese nation was in progress, and he urgently promoted the 

                                                 

1 “J'estime que d'une façon générale, pour faire du bien, il faut être de son temps, non en ce qu'il peut avoir de mal 

évidemment, mais pas seulement en ce qu'il a de positivement bien, intemporellement bien: il faut l'être dans ses 

moeurs, ses idées, sa façon de parler, de penser, dans le point de vue auquel il juge même lorsque tout ceci n'est que 

simplement indifférent en soi; et lors même que par un exemple bien rare dans l'histoire cette façon de faire, penser, 

parler, serait (sans être mauvaise) inférieure à celle qui l'a précédée, dès lors que le monde civilisé tout entier se l'est 

tellement appropriée qu'il est manifeste qu'un retour au passé est sur ce point ou impossible ou d'une difficulté qui 

nécessiterait des dépenses d'énergie morale plus considérables que le gain à réaliser, en ce cas, j'estime qu'il faut 

encore entrer dans le mouvement au lieu de le contrecarrer, et se contenter de le guider aux lumières de la Foi et de 

la saine raison. Cela me paraît vrai pour tous les temps en général et pour le nôtre en particulier, et ce parce que 

j'aime mon siècle et bénis Dieu de m'y avoir fait naître.” V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 1900, in 

Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 6, p. 30. 
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development of a “modern” Chinese Catholicism to play a timely role within it. Lebbe’s 

aspirations for Chinese Catholicism were twofold: he called for Catholics to modernize 

themselves and be of service to the nation’s contemporary concerns; and he hoped that 

Catholicism could play a role in shaping the new modernity, namely by reintegrating a religious 

and ascetic ethos into what seemed to be an increasingly materialistic Chinese modernity. 

Since Lebbe’s vision for the Church’s role in society developed over time, in this chapter 

I contrast two cases: Lebbe’s involvement in the Catholic opposition to the establishment of 

Confucianism as a state religion from 1913 to 1917 under the Beiyang government in Beijing, 

and his embrace of the Guomindang’s Confucian cultural revival “New Life Movement” which 

Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) launched in 1934. As shown by these cases, the question of 

modernity in the Republican China was unavoidably tied up with the question of the state: what 

kind of standing might religion have in the life of the nation, and what was the relationship 

between the Catholics and the ruling regime? 

Republican China: A Contested Modernity 

 Admittedly, the content and utility of the concept “modernity” is a contentious subject 

among scholars. By describing Lebbe as a promoter of modernity in the Church and wider 

China, I do not invoke it as pre-defined term, nor do I mean to suggest that Lebbe took it to be 

something given or assured. On the contrary, “modernity” is a contested term and was a 

contested ideal during Lebbe’s time. 

First, there is what Frederick Cooper calls the conundrum of “the now and the new”: 

Does the modern describe simply what is contemporary at any given moment, or does it refer to 
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a distinct period in history characterized by identifiable features?2 Vincent Lebbe embraced 

modernity in both these senses. As evident in the opening quote, Lebbe did see a general value in 

engaging with the perspectives and concerns of one’s own time, in keeping up with the 

contemporary ‘now’ in which a person might happen to find him or herself to live. At the same, 

time, Lebbe often noted the ‘new’ content that seemed to be distinctive to the early 20th century 

modern nation-status. When he returned to China in 1927, Lebbe wrote to the Chinese students 

he had mentored in Europe describing the new “modern” hurdles he had faced in traveling 

overland to get to the apostolic prefecture of Lixian: 

Now I have finally arrived at Bishop Sun’s, and not without difficulties; for the civil war 

has removed from our roads one of the charms of the past: one can no longer travel 

quietly as you please, where you please. Everywhere there are posts of soldiers to 

question you, search you, arrest you, to claim rights or taxes. What do I know! Well, let’s 

not talk about it; besides, I don’t permit myself to complain about it: in my numerous 

travels in Europe, my customs passes, passport visas, I have been well trained in all these 

comforts of modern life.3 

 

Whether the contemporary moment brought desirable trends or not, whether the exigencies of 

navigating new government regulations were convenient or not, Lebbe was prepared to approach 

these realities with pragmatic acceptance. 

Secondly, “modernity” is a controversial concept because of emic and etic assessments of 

modernity as a distinctly Western, post-Enlightenment project. To what extent has modernization 

                                                 

2 Cooper offers the example of “modern” art museums, which must decide whether to keep featuring 20th century 

artists characteristics of the modern period or rather to continually update them with new contemporary works. 

Frederick Cooper, “Modernity,” in Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2005), 6.  
3 “Actuellement je suis enfin arrivé chez Mgr Souen, non sans difficultés; car la guerre civile a ôté à nos routes un 

des charmes' d' antan: on ne voyage plus tranquillement, comme l'on veut, où l'on veut. Partout des postes de soldats 

vous questionnent, vous fouillent, vous arrêtent, vous réclament des droits ou des impôts ... que sais-je! N'en parlons 

pas; d'ailleurs je ne me permettrais jamais de m'en plaindre: dans mes nombreux voyages en Europe, mes passages 

de 'douane, visas de passeport, j'ai été suffisamment entraîné à toutes ces douceurs de la vie moderne.” V. Lebbe, 6 

April 1927, Gaojiazhuang, En Chine, il y a du nouveau, 34.  
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entailed a Western “packaging” of technological progress, political democracy and presumed 

secularization?4 In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, many colonial/semi-

colonial foreign actors and local indigenous reformers promoted modernization policies. Often 

they possessed an understanding of modernization being closely linked with Westernization, 

taking for granted that modernization required applying the technologies and institutions of the 

Western powers to as-yet weaker and more tradition-bound societies. This was certainly the case 

in China. Europeans and North Americans believed themselves to be bringing tools for the 

betterment of China. The majority of late Qing and revolutionary reformist intellectuals 

embraced aspects of Western industrial culture for China’s own “self-strengthening” policy 

proposals. Of course, there were always counter-currents both among foreigners and Chinese 

who sought to reject this foreign influence.  

Today, the ‘etic’ scholarly discourse on modernization still hotly debates the assumption 

that modernity is a “Western” phenomenon exported around the world. If modernization did 

entail the spread of European values and technologies, then was that a potentially positive force? 

In this optimistic view, Westernizing modernization could be a liberating resource by which 

peoples around the world could throw off their past shackles, whether those be indigenous 

traditions perceived as lacking or even the strictures of lingering Western imperialism itself. Or 

was it a negative imposition — the ultimate hegemonic construction of the West self-servingly 

imposing its values upon other local cultures? In this more critical assessment, modernization 

                                                 

4 I take this terminology of “packaging” from the historian of colonialism Frederick Cooper, who points out that “the 

most incisive tenet of modernization theory, its insistence that modernity constituted a package, has been modified 

in more recent scholarship by a willingness to consider that packages might differ from each other, without focusing 

on the issue of the packaging itself.” Cooper himself argues that the analytic value of the category of ‘modernity’ 

must maintain that modernity entailed a certain kind of packaging, or else the term is meaningless and any possible 

multiple or alternative modernities cease to productively describe a variant of any wider genus at all. Cooper, 116. 
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serves as the example par excellence of Western aspirations to remake other peoples in their own 

image. The perceived ‘Western’ origins of modernity bring positive and negative assessments 

upon the phenomenon. 

For his own part, Vincent Lebbe shared the optimism of many European liberals at his 

time, declaring his commitment to modernity’s potential for liberation: “Our century has two 

passions: truth and justice, and to achieve these ends, it has its own methods with a very clear 

character: as for truth, it proceeds by critical science; and as for justice, by democracy. It means 

that, unlike you [Dom Bède], I am for the critics and the democrats.”5 Lebbe undoubtedly 

approached these concepts out of his European formation. He wrote this passage from seminary 

in Dax, France when the Catholic Church’s “Modernist Controversy” was then raging in Europe. 

He rather sweepingly extrapolates scientific truth-seeking and democratic justice to be the key 

concerns of the century. However, he was not entirely wrong to extrapolate them in this way, at 

least not in the case of China. After Yuan Shikai’s failed attempts to return to monarchism, the 

Chinese intellectuals like Chen Duxiu led the “New Culture” movement to renovate China. Chen 

famously called for traditional Confucian values to be replaced with “Mr. Science and Mr. 

Democracy.”6 With acknowledgements that science and democracy would have to take on 

distinct forms in China, these were in fact the rallying cries of the intellectuals calling for “New 

China” in the late 1910s and early 1920s until a stronger anti-imperialist populism came to the 

fore in the mid-1920s. 

                                                 

5 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 1900, Dax, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 6, p. 30. 
6 Chen Duxiu 陳獨秀 promoted Mr. Science and Mr. Democracy in the vernacular periodical New Youth 新靑年. 

Vera Schwartz, The Chinese Enlightenment: Intellectuals and the Legacy of the May Fourth Movement of 1919 

(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1986), 6. 
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At the same time, Lebbe was aware of that modernity might be reviled precisely for its 

foreign character. In his encounters with the Boxers in 1901 and with the Red Spear Society in 

the late 1920s, Lebbe met with Chinese local resistance fighters who so thoroughly rejected all 

things Western-modern that they eschewed Western-style modern weaponry. Arming themselves 

with traditional Chinese spears, swords, and ritual incantations in battling against the heavy 

canons and rifles of foreign forces, these groups demonstrated that the modernity could be 

packaged both by its proponents and its opponents. For modernity to be so closely associated 

with the Western powers was, for many Chinese, not a commendation for modernization but a 

detraction against it. 

Third, today the concept of modernity is debated in the plural. Some historians have 

proposed “multiple” or “alternative” modernities to counter the narrative that modernization 

entails Westernization or an attendant process of secularization. This theoretical framework 

highlights how marginalized or formerly colonized communities have made their own and 

different claims to being modern. As an analytic adjustment, does this avail us of a more nuanced 

understanding of the phenomena, or does it reveal that ‘alternative modernities’ exist primarily in 

reaction to a still taken-for-granted Western modernity? 

On the one hand, as José Casanova points out, the ‘multiple modernities’ framework has 

helpfully highlighted how non-Western societies did not modernize along the secular lines that 

post-Enlightenment European proponents and scholars might have expected. For a long time, 

adherents of the “secularization thesis” held that modern societies are less religious than 

preceding societies because modernity undermines the plausibility of religion.7 In Western 

                                                 

7 For a volume on the debates over the “secularization thesis,” see Steve Bruce, ed., Religion and Modernization: 

Sociologists and Historians Debate the Secularization Thesis (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).  
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European languages and cultures to secularize means “to make worldly” and to transfer persons, 

things or meanings from a religious to a secular or civil use; yet especially in Asian cultures 

which did not have a strong bifurcation of such realms to begin with, such secularizing transfers 

are “processes which do not make much sense in such a civilizational context.”8 The alternative 

modernities framework invites us to consider, for instance, how Asian communities might 

conceive of civic and religious concerns having greater overlap even into the 20th and 21st 

centuries. Insofar as historians, sociologists or religion scholars may adhere uncritically to the 

‘secularization thesis,’ then surely acknowledging ‘alternative modernities’ is a helpful 

corrective that allows religious factors back into the picture.  

On the other hand, the China historian Arif Dirlik laments that the ‘multiple modernities’ 

framework is analytically weak: “It is not quite clear what ‘modernity’ they are alternatives to, 

or… what is ‘modernities’ a plural of?”9 In Dirlik’s view, by focusing on cultural difference, this 

discourse allows everyone to have their own culturally-specific “modernity,” but it gives up the 

possibility of analytically critiquing the modernity that has in fact dominated the twentieth 

century – namely a global modernity driven by “an alliance of capitalism, political 

authoritarianism, and a cultural traditionalism inflected by a culture of consumption.”10 Dirlik 

draws attention, for instance, to the transnational efforts of early 20th century European and 

Chinese socialists who saw industrial capital exacerbating the plight of the working classes 

around the world and made a serious bid for the modern world to be a socialist one. Hence Dirlik 

laments how the ‘cultural turn’ of the ‘multiple modernities’ framework can blind scholars to 

                                                 

8 José Casanova, “Cosmopolitanism, the Clash of Civilizations and Multiple Modernities,” Current Sociology 59 
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socio-economic political and ethical stakes. Indeed, in trying to foreground the question of the 

modern, we must keep in mind that there is no singular modernity and certainly ‘Western’ or 

‘secularizing’ definitions do not have the monopoly on it. At the same time, we would also do 

well to remember that the greatest stakes often exist at the level of various groups’ claims to 

represent the right modernity for all. 

In this study of Lebbe’s promotion of a modern Chinese Catholicism, the question of 

singular or multiple modernities is somewhat attenuated by the self-consciousness of Chinese 

nation-building at the time. When it comes to Republican China, whether today’s historian, 

sociologist or theologian believes there is a core modernity in which all multiple modernities 

participate or not is, perhaps, beside the point. For it is not as though the people of that time were 

carried along unreflectively by modernizing or anti-modernizing impulses. On the contrary, 

building “New China” was an especially public and explicit discourse during this period. People 

of all sorts - intellectuals, activists, foreigners, Chinese, peasants, anti-imperialist local cult and 

self-defense militias, governing officials, student protesters – were engaged, or at least invited to 

engage, in a highly self-conscious and explicit reflection on whether and how to become a 

modern nation. Lebbe therefore approached his work with the understanding that the modern 

nation was in construction, its modernity still malleable and not yet complete. In this context, 

Lebbe hoped Catholicism could make an integral contribution and become an integral part of 

New China. 

The State: Catholicism and Two “Confucianisms” 

To better plumb the complexities of Catholicism in Chinese modernity, I consider two 

instances of Republican Chinese Catholic efforts to carve out a hospitable place for the Catholic 

religion in the emerging nation state. Both involved the positioning of Catholicism vis-a-vis 



301 

 

Confucianism. In the first instance, Lebbe and the wider Catholic community strongly opposed 

an effort of the Confucians Chen Huanzhang and Kang Youwei to establish Confucianism as a 

state religion in the mid-1910s. Yet in the second instance, Lebbe embraced and lauded 

Confucianism as it was promoted in Chiang Kai-shek’s 1930s “New Life Movement.” In 

investigating the reasons for this apparent flip in Lebbe’s assessment of Confucianism in Chinese 

society, it is important to note that these positions were only tangentially about Confucian 

teachings or values. Rather, for the Catholics, the place of Confucianism served as a bell-weather 

for the more general role of religion and morality in the modern nation-state. I seek to 

demonstrate here a transformation in the Republican Catholic strategy for engaging the public 

sphere: the earlier Chinese Catholic campaign against Confucianism as a state religion affirmed a 

bifurcation between the civic and religious realms to promote a fundamentally Western 

conception of religious freedom, while Lebbe’s later involvement in the New Life Movement 

marked a retreat from the secularizing civic/religious distinction and an attempt to reintegrate 

religious, moral, and political concerns. 

 These political case-studies reflect how Chinese modernity was primarily worked out in 

the context of becoming a nation-state. As Mayfair Mei-hui Yang notes, modernity and 

secularization in China were intertwined with the process of state-formation, or what she calls 

“étatization.”11 Insofar as China did undergo secularization, what made this different than in the 

West was that “it was a top-down process engineered by educated elites and the modern state, 

and that it was part of a nationalist and centralizing process.”12 After the establishment of the 

Republic and the bumpy end of monarchism came, leading intellectuals and politicians made 
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concerted efforts to purge the nation of traditionalism. Scholars distinguished between 

superstitions (mixin) recalcitrant in the face of state modernization efforts and religions 

(zongjiao) that might play a supportive but limited role in the nation. Nationalist government 

officials replaced temple festivals an holidays of the lunar calendar with civic ceremonies of the 

government’s design.13 Therefore the general trend over the Republican period – despite several 

attempts to re-tool Confucianism for service in modern state affairs – was to circumscribe 

religiosity: it “entail[ed] the sundering of this deep connection of the political and the sacred, and 

the expansion of the political sphere at the expense of the religious sphere.”14 

 Vincent Lebbe, despite his efforts to forge a positive space for Catholicism in the modern 

nation, seems to have been slow to see the limiting effect that the Western separation of religion 

into a separate sphere might have for all religious life in China including that of the Church; and 

once Lebbe did see this, he endorsed a reintegration of religious, moral and political concerns 

that was overwhelmingly  dominated by the terms of Guomindang ruling regime. If Lebbe’s 

practical goal was to secure an integral and lasting role for Catholicism in the public sphere, then 

strategically speaking, these choices seem in retrospect to have been unfortunate ones. My 

intention here, however, is not to render judgement on the Catholics of the Republican Era but 

rather to show how the complexities of lived religion informed their hopes and vision for the 

Church. 

Case 1: Catholics and the 1913-17 Anti-Confucianism Campaign 

 During the 1910s, the primary arena in which Catholics worked to defend and expand the 

scope of religious activity was in lobbying for religious freedom during the drafting of the 
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Republic’s first constitution. 15 This was a long and frequently stalled process. Although a 

Provisional Constitution was issued in 1912, the process of drafting the official constitution took 

over a decade. First, in 1913, a Congress was formed, and a Constitutional Drafting Committee 

drawn from both the Senate and the House did succeed in passing all articles of a draft. 

However, Yuan Shikai dissolved the Congress before a final version could be issued. Then in 

1916, a reconstituted Congress reviewed the question, but the whole draft did not pass this time 

and once again the Congress was dissolved. The first constitution was not enacted until 1923.16 

During this time, the Catholic and Protestant communities raised a strong opposition against 

proposals that Confucianism become the state religion or have a privileged place in state affairs 

and education. In this section, I document the Catholic advocacy of freedom of religion. By 

stressing religious freedom, the Catholics did successfully block Confucianism from taking a 

prime place in the modern China but this also established a separation of the interests of religion 

from those of the state. 

Round 1: The 1913 Defense of “Freedom of Religion”  

 Initially after the 1912 founding of the Republic of China, there was a provisional 

constitution that the Catholics found favorable. The Provisional Constitution opened its section 

                                                 

15 In fact, Chinese Protestants began to advocate for religious freedom while still under the waning rule of the Qing 

Dynasty. In its last years, the Qing government acknowledged the need for a “New Policy” and in 1905-1906 sent 

statesmen to study the political institutions of other countries. In 1910, Qing leaders began to prepare for the drafting 

of a constitution, and it was at this time that Protestant Christians Cheng Jingyi 誠靜怡 (1881-1939) and Yu 

Guozhen 俞國楨 (1852-1932) founded the Association for Religious Freedom, though this effort tended with the 

fall of the Qing Dynasty. Liu Yi, “Confucianism, Christianity, and Religious Freedom: Debates in the 

Transformation Period of Modern China, 1900-1920s,” in Confucianism and Spiritual Traditions in Modern China 

and Beyond, edited by Yang Fenggang and Joseph Tamney (Boston: Brill, 2012), 249. 

16 For a study of the development of the constitution in Republican China, see 严泉 [Yan Quan], 失败的遗产：中

华首届国会制宪 1913-1923 [The Legacy of Failure: The First Chinese Constitution 1913-1923] (Guilin: Guangxi 

Normal University Press, 2007). 
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on ‘Citizens’ with the clear declaration that “citizens of the Chinese Republic are all equal, and 

there shall be no racial, class or religious distinctions” (Article 5) and that “citizens shall have 

the freedom of religion” (Article 7).17 Although some foreign missionaries lamented that clergy 

were not given any special legal recognition, Vincent Lebbe celebrated the Provisional 

Constitution as a major improvement. Whereas under the Unequal Treaties the religious freedom 

of Chinese Catholics had been secured by foreign governments, now it was their own Chinese 

government that granted religious freedom: Instead of a “virtual” and grudging freedom granted 

under pressure from foreign cannons, Lebbe pointed out, “now it is a full and complete freedom 

that nothing can thwart.”18 So too Anthony Cotta wrote about the promising hopes of this initial 

“honeymoon” period: “A little later on, the President of the Republic invited all the different 

religions to pray for the peace and prosperity of the country, which we all did gladly, regretting 

that it was not in our power to respond to his invitation to sink all differences and join in one 

collective ceremony.”19 The government was inviting the Catholics into a sphere of religious 

freedom and inter-religious engagement even beyond that in which the Catholics were willing to 

participate. 

 However, the Provisional Constitution had concerned advocates of Confucianism who 

saw the clause on religious freedom as a threat to the status of Confucianism as China’s primary 

value-system. In October 1912 the Confucian Chen Huanzhang (1880-1933), with support from 

his teacher, the late Qing reformer and Confucian advocate Kang Youwei (1858-1927), founded 

                                                 

17 “The Provisional Constitution of the Republic of China,” translated and published as “Supplement: Official 

Documents” in The American Journal of International Law 6.3 (July 1912): 149-154. 
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choses en Chine au cours de ces quinze dernières années,” 154. 
19 Anthony Cotta, “A Glorious Campaign in China,” Annals of the Propagation of the Faith 451.78 (April 1915): 54. 
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the Confucian Society to “promote Confucianism and save society.”20 In fact, several Confucian 

societies emerged to promote Confucian teachings and fashion modern Confucianism as a church 

to better match and counter Christian influence. In August 1913, Chen and two other leading 

scholars, Yan Fu (1854-1921) and Liang Qichao (1873-1929), proposed to the National Congress 

that Confucianism be made the state religion, and in mid-September another advocate Chen 

Mingshu brought the petition to the Constitution Drafting Committee.21 Their argument was that 

there had always been many religions in China but that Confucianism constituted the source of 

morality and the national character of China. To preserve this balance, if there was going to be 

an article affirming religious freedom in China then surely the role of Confucianism in being the 

national religion should be made explicit as well.22 In other words, they proposed that the 

Republic should make Confucianism the state religion while still allowing other religious groups 

to exist and operate. 

 These proposals to the Senate and the Constitution Drafting Committee set off a flurry of 

supporting and opposing movements in Fall 1913, especially as the Committee began its work on 

the permanent constitution. For instance, on September 9, the Vice-President Li Yuanghong 

directed the State Council, Congress, and local governors to support Chen’s proposal to make 

Confucianism the state religion; the governors of Henan, Yunnan, Guangdong, and Jiangxi 

supported it.23 Organizations and citizens supporting the idea sent letters to Congress praising the 

proposition as the best way to safeguard virtue and assure the nation’s welfare. Meanwhile 

                                                 

20 Han Da [韩达], ed., Chronology of Confucian Review, 1911-1949 [評孔紀年 1911-1949] (Jinan: Shandong 

Educational Pres, 1985), 5, cited in Liu Yi, 252. 
21 “孔教会请愿书” [Petition of the Confucian Society], in Shen Yunlong, ed., 近代中国史资料丛刊政变 
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22 Liu Yi, 253. 
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Lebbe’s fellow Lazarist missionary and friend, Anthony Cotta, questioned the proposal’s claim 

to establish Confucianism as a state religion yet still leave liberty to other religious groups: “This 

last clause – as we all well knew – was merely inserted to save appearances. If this became law, 

all non-Confucians would be citizens of an inferior class, a state of affairs which appeared only 

natural to the élite of the educated classes and to the Government officials to whom the teachings 

of Confucius are their spiritual life.”24 The Catholics feared that even if the religious freedom 

clause remained, the added establishment of Confucianism would vitiate it. 

 As the Constitution Drafting Committee considered the proposed article in a first reading 

in late September and then a second reading in October, the battle became more entrenched. On 

the one hand, the proposal’s supporters continued to argue that Confucianism was the guarantor 

of national character and therefore should be granted the status of national religion. The 

president Yuan Shikai himself seemed to endorse this view. Several months earlier on June 22, 

1913, Yuan issued a statement establishing the worship of Confucius, acknowledging Confucius’ 

role as a model for teachers and as the founder of China’s governmental institutions. Yuan 

affirmed that he would carry out the traditional state rites to Heaven on behalf of the nation. His 

explanation was that Confucius had established Chinese heritage and had founded the official 

institutions of Chinese civilization, affirming the idea that the Republic should retain a special 

Confucian character.25  

 On the other hand, opposing members of the Committee questioned this privileging of the 

Confucian tradition in modern China. The opposing senators’ hesitations were documented in the 

Shanghai Catholic periodical The Catholic Review. The opposing senators questioned whether 
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fashioning Confucius as the founder of a religion was even accurate, given Confucius’ self-

understanding as an heir of the wisdom of the ancient emperors Yao, Shun, Wen and Wu. They 

worried that if Confucian values like loyalty (zhong) and forgiveness (shu) were written into the 

constitution, then the state would begin legislating Confucian virtue and punishing those found 

wanting.26 

 While this proposal was being debated, Catholic newspapers took an early and vocal 

opposing position. Editorials in the Catholic or Catholic-led papers Shenjiao Zazhi (Shanghai), 

Dagongbao (the Catholic layman Ying Lianzhi’s weekly in Tianjin) and Guang Yilu (Lebbe’s 

first paper, also in Tianjin) warned about the dangers of granting Confucianism a privileged 

place. Lebbe’s religious weekly for the Tianjin vicariate first raised the Catholic opposition. The 

editorial presented the argument that to establish one religion as the national one would 

undermine the neutrality of the state’s claim to religious freedom, endorse one group at the 

expense of the liberty of others, and lead down a slippery slope to interreligious conflict: 

If religious liberty is not respected today, other liberties may not be respected tomorrow. 

Is it just to give over to one party a Republic that should be the common property of all, 

and for which so many citizens of every race and creed have shed their blood?... Is it 

good policy to hurry Mongolia and Tibet, which are Buddhist, into revolt and to let loose 

a religious war in a country that stands so much in need of unity and peace?27  

 

Ying’s non-affiliated weekly Dagongbao reproduced the article and ran it the next day to be 

shared all over North China.28 The Protestants at this point were also organizing, forming the 

Beijing Association for Religious Freedom and Against State Religion which issued a similar 
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statement on religious freedom in Dagongbao as well.29 In a notably united campaign, the 

Catholic and Protestant Christians expressed many of the same arguments and published in many 

of the same newspapers. 

 In addition to the basic argument that there was a contradiction between religious 

freedom and the establishment of one tradition, Catholic editorials also stressed that the 

Confucian tradition was not even an appropriate candidate for such a role as ‘state religion.’ 

They made the point that Confucianism’s inclusion of moral insights did not mean that it was a 

religion. A Shanghai journalist wrote: “[T]here were still some semi-religions in China before 

Confucius; religions just disappeared with his birth.” Another journalist characterized religion as 

requiring a belief in gods, prayers and punishments in the afterlife, and then found Confucianism 

wanting: “Confucianism has none of these.”30 These were not particularly nuanced reflections on 

the Confucian tradition and its historic integration of moral, religious, ethical and political 

concerns, but they did perceive that Chen and Kang were trying to bring about a major 

transformation in the Confucian tradition by trying to fashion it into a religious organization akin 

to the Christian Church. The Catholics opposed this as an artificial bid for political dominance. 

Most of all, the Catholic’s statements reflected a reluctance to give any ground to what they 

perceived to be an attempt of Confucians to take over the recent gains of the Provisional 

Constitution. In his description of the Catholics’ “Glorious Campaign,” Cotta complained of the 

Confucians, “These people talked of virtue as if they held a monopoly of it.”31 At any rate, the 

Catholic press did change the public discourse. The Catholic newspaper leaders met with some 
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of the directors of major secular presses and had some success in persuading them to pull back 

from their former endorsements of the state religion proposal.32 

 Chinese Catholics also participated in a lobbying effort in Beijing. Catholic bishops 

rallied their recently formed Catholic Action societies to organize a Catholic campaign in 

defense of religious freedom. On October 31, and again on November 27, 1913, Protestant 

Christians organized meetings of representatives of all five religions in Beijing. The Buddhist 

Society opposed the proposal on the ground that the government should be pursuing legislation 

to stabilize society and not to foster inter-religious strife, while the Daoist Society opposed the 

proposal as an attempt to remove the religious freedom already seemingly granted in 1912; 

eventually the Muslims joined the opposition as well.33 The Catholic Church sent five delegates 

(three from Tianjin, one from Beijing, and one from Manchuria) to Beijing. They presented their 

counter-petition to President Yuan Shikai, the Senate, and the Constitutional Drafting 

Commission. The Commission was divided over the question, with many members sharing some 

of the reservations that the Catholics had expressed early on. 

 This interreligious coalition formalized its work by becoming the “United Petition 

League of All Religions” and the delegates urged their various constituents to lobby the 

Congress and the Constitution Drafting Committee through mailed petitions.34 The Catholics — 

having the benefit of the press, a hierarchical structure and the Catholic Action Union network 

recently established in 1912 — were especially effective in mobilizing a nation-wide lobby. With 

the support and at the direction of the bishops, Catholic parishes and institutes and individuals 

sent thousands of petitions to the Senate to demonstrate the breadth of the Catholic opposition. In 

                                                 

32 Ibid, 57. 
33 Liu, 259. 
34 Cotta, “A Glorious Campaign,” 58; Liu, 260. 



310 

 

the face of these messages and ongoing personal visits from United Petition League delegates to 

government officials, the tide turned against the proposal. 

 A growing number of the Constitution Drafting Committee senators, both due to their 

own ideological reservations and to the strength of the religious groups’ united campaign, 

ultimately opposed the establishment of Confucianism as the state religion for four reasons: 1) 

China had never been a “religious” country; 2) Confucius was not a religious leader; 3) making 

Confucianism the state religion would contradict the religious freedom granted by the 

Provisional Constitution; and 4) making Confucianism the state religion would destroy the unity 

of the five races and lead the Mongolians and Tibetans to revolt.35 In each successive reading of 

the proposals and drafts of the constitution, a majority of the Constitution Committee voted to 

uphold the Provisional Constitution’s unqualified statement of religious freedom. According to 

Cotta, “it is impossible to describe the outburst of joy that followed.”36 The Catholics were proud 

to have played a leading and successful role in the defense of religious freedom. Confucianism 

was denied the status of national religion. 

 There were smaller points on which the advocates of Confucianism did succeed. One was 

the role of Confucianism in education. After the second reading of the draft, Wang Rongbao 

proposed adding a clause to the nineteenth article that would grant Confucianism a privileged 

place in education: “Confucian teachings should be the basis of public education.”37 Another 

ongoing issue was the president’s role in the rites. Some Confucians wanted to formalize Yuan 
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Shikai’s offer to perform the rites of the imperial tradition within government structures; they 

proposed doing away with the Senate and Commissions, and instead to establish a Political 

Council to support the head of state and oversee the regulation of the rites and sacrifices to be 

offered to Heaven.38 The inter-religious coalition strongly opposed these propositions as well. As 

for the educational amendment, all the various religious groups expressed their indignation that 

Confucian morality should be privileged at the expense of their own.39 Through Catholic Action, 

the Catholic population was mobilized to canvass their local communities with pamphlets to 

raise wider opposition against Confucian education. As for the matter of the imperial rites, the 

Catholic politicians Ma Xiangbo and Nai-Tiche Ming played an especially vocal role in insisting 

that Yuan’s carrying out the rites as president would be an abrogation of religious freedom: 

“Religion and politics each have their own spheres.”40 

 In the end, modified versions of the Confucians’ proposals were adopted to make some 

concessions to the Confucian advocates while seeking to downplay the religious nature of 

Confucianism. Article 19 on education was amended to read that “Confucian teachings should be 

the basis of self-cultivation in public education,” and on February 1914 Yuan Shikai issued a 

new decree explaining that he would carry out the rites twice a year, but that this was not 

intended to impose a religious ritual upon non-Confucian citizens; the rites should be understood 

not as religious rituals but as traditional customs.41 Despite some disappointment about this, the 

Catholics reconciled themselves to the compromise: “It would have been ungracious on our 
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part,” Anthony Cotta explained, “to make further difficulties.”42 All in all, the Catholics and 

other members of the United Petition League of All Religions felt that they had succeeded in the 

main objective of defending religious freedom. 

 Ironically, this much debated 1913 draft of the constitution was never officially 

promulgated, because Yuan Shikai began to demonstrate his intention to return to a monarchical 

system and become the emperor of China. Yuan opposed the draft, dissolved the Nationalist 

Party, and revoked the Nationalist Party members’ membership in Congress; due to a lack of 

quorum, the Congress closed and by January 1914 the Congress was formally dissolved.43 For 

several years, the constitutional movement languished. 

Round 2: The 1916 Defense of “Freedom of Conscience” 

The second round of debate over Confucianism opened in June 1916 after Yuan Shikai’s death, 

when Li Yuanhong became president and restored the Provisional Constitution and the Congress. 

Once again, in Fall 1916 Kang Youwei and other Confucian advocates submitted a petition for 

Confucianism to be made the state religion, for Confucian sacrifices to be revived, and for 

Confucian teaching to be standardized in the schools with officials assigned to ensure its 

curricular and ritual implementation.44 In Congress, nine variously worded amendments were 

considered, including the following: 

• According to historical custom, Confucianism should be made the state religion of the 

Republic. 

• “Confucianism is the state religion of the Republic, and other religions are free to 

develop themselves. Both are protected by law.” 

• “Confucianism is the state religion of the Republic. People in Manchuria, Mongolia, 

and Tibet may practice their religions as before.” 
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• “People of the Republic have the right to believe in Confucian teachings and other 

religions freely. There are no restrictions if no laws are broken. The ritual of 

Confucius worship should be regulated by additional legislation.” 

• “Confucianism should be made the state religion of the Republic among Chinese 

traditional religions. People can profess other religions freely.”45 

 

As we can see from these formulations, the proponents of Confucianism advocated a more 

nuanced proposal than in the early 1913 attempt. All their aims for Confucianism as a state 

religion and as the regulating system for education and national ritual remained the same. 

However, they strengthened their assurances that this would not mean an abrogation of other 

religious groups’ ability to function, and that the state would not be punishing people for failures 

of Confucian virtue. They were making the case that Confucianism could be the state religion, 

even as modern China embraced a rigorous commitment to allowing citizens to choose and 

practice whatever religions they might want. As the pro-Confucianism group pointed out, such 

an arrangement would not be so unusual in the modern world. Was not this the case of England 

and other constitutional states in Europe that had established religions? 

 Once again, non-Confucian religious groups formed a coalition to promote religious 

freedom, this time called the Society for Religious Freedom founded in November 1916.46 It was 

like the earlier United Petition Association, but somewhat more centralized and its structure 

reflected the dominant role of the Christians. It was divided into three representative parts, 

namely Protestant, Catholics, and then all other religions combined together.47 Once again, they 

publicized their ideas primarily through the Catholic press, and they continued to insist that a 
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state religion and religious freedom would be incompatible. For instance, the “Declaration” of 

the Society for Religious Freedom issued a warning in the Shanghai Catholic Shengjiao Zazhi 

against the dangers of the establishment of a state religion. It cited both the internal division of 

the Qing Dynasty and the religious wars of Europe as evidence that having a state religion would 

lead to religious conflict.48 The Society’s statements also rejected Confucianism as an 

inappropriate base for modern China, whether framed in terms of ‘education’ or ‘moral-

cultivation.’ Confucianism, the Society for Religious Freedom argued, had already demonstrated 

its totalitarian, anti-foreign and anti-scientific character during the faltering Qing Dynasty. 

Confucianism was simply too anti-modern to serve as any kind of basis for a modern national 

identity: “In a word, Confucianism is inappropriate to the contemporary situation.”49 

 In this latter phase of the anti-Confucianism campaign, the Christians insisted on a strong 

separation of religious matters from all other aspects of the nation’s life. This was a response to 

the Confucian advocates’ offer to write protections for other religions into their constitutional 

amendments. The Catholics were not satisfied, suspicious of accepting Confucianism as the 

national religion even with assurances that they would be not be mistreated for practicing their 

faith. Adding nuance to their counter-argument, the Catholics contended that religious freedom 

was not just a matter of freely choosing or practicing a religion. Freedom of religion required a 

“freedom of conscience” that must be protected from the secular, public, and legal affairs of the 

state. 
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 Ma Xiangbo, a former Jesuit and then a senator in Congress, was a leading proponent of 

this position. He argued in his “Interpretation” of the Society for Religious Freedom’s statements 

that “freedom of conscience” is an inviolable space beyond the purview of the government: 

“Conscience is a personal matter, which has no relation to the constitution.”50 Ma believed that 

the citizen’s freedom of conscience must be protected from state interference on multiple sides. 

In one sense, this interference could take the form of the state carrying out acts which violated 

Catholics’ values. The concern was that the state’s actions would implicate Catholics in acts 

which they understood to be at odds with their religious belief. For instance, for Yuan Shikai to 

offer the imperial rites on behalf of the whole nation was problematic because the ritual would 

violate the “freedom of conscience” of Catholics. Since Catholics considered the rites to be 

religious, they did not want the sacrifices paid for with their tax money or carried out on their 

behalf. In another sense, the government might in citizen’s private lives by overregulating their 

moral behavior. Ma gives the example of how a person might help the poor just to seduce the 

latter. This would be unethical but is a question of moral motivation that the state has no business 

punishing or legislating. Ma concludes that the integrity of religious freedom is not something 

the Confucians can declare from a position of power to be the case for Catholics and other 

religious groups. Rather, “conscience is a personal matter… no political law or custom can 

interfere with it.”51 Ma concluded that the establishment of a national religion would violate the 

“freedom of conscience” on which “freedom of religion” depended. 

 Communications between the Catholic Committee and the Vicars Apostolic also reflect 

this more expansive sense of religious freedom beyond the mere right to belong to a religion. 

                                                 

50 馬相伯 [Ma Xiangbo], “信教自由会约法上之信教自由解” [Interpretation of Constitutional Religious Freedom 

from the Society for Religious Freedom], 圣教杂志 [Catholic Review] No. 3 (1917): 106, quoted in Liu 267. 
51 Ibid., 267. 
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The Committee’s letter informed the bishops of the Confucians’ renewed proposals for national 

establishment and preeminence in the school system, and it called them to once again rally for a 

defense of religious freedom – and yet was must be defended was not just religious freedom to 

be Catholic but the interior state of “freedom of belief” and the “essential condition” on which it 

depended: “freedom of education.”52 A number of the bishops who wrote back affirming their 

support and willingness to gather petitions from their vicariates to send to Congress. Some of 

their comments show how the defense of religious freedom had taken on a new scope. For the 

Vicar Apostolic of Central Mongolia, Jerome Van Aertselaer, C.I.C.M, what was at stake was 

“religious liberty, and above all Christian education.”53 The Apostolic Vicar of Kansou, A. 

Hubert Otto, wrote back that the Confucians’ proposals were a “flagrant contradiction… of 

liberty of conscience.”54  The missionary head of the Apostolic Vicariate of Eastern Sichuan 

described the stakes no longer in terms of simply freedom from Confucianism, but rather 

freedom for a now plural set of “our rights.” They were defending the right to be Catholic, 

certainly, but also the right to determine one’s own education, articulate one’s own morality, and 

form one’s own conscience all free from unwanted influence. Denying the state any role in 

legislating moral values, they claimed this role exclusively for the private domain of religion. 

 Once again, the Catholics and other religious freedom advocates achieved their primary 

goal. The only amendment adopted regarding Confucianism in the 1917 Congress was a minimal 

one that refrained from establishing Confucianism as a state religion, added no legal requirement 

for a Confucian element in education, and explicitly stated that the state would not police 
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morality beyond assessing legality and criminality. The final text of the amendment simply read: 

“People of the Republic have the right to respect Confucius and to believe in religion freely. 

There are no restrictions if no laws are broken.”55 In keeping the Confucian propositions at bay, 

however, the Catholics came to assert a very strong separation between religion and the state, 

between the realms of the private religious community’s moral conscience and the public and 

secular scope of the law. 

 This separation is striking for two reasons: 

  First, such a position was by no means the dominant Catholic understanding of the 

relationship between religion and the state at the time. In fact, Pope Pius X had recently 

advocated in his 1907 encyclical “Pascendi Dominici Gregis” a more ‘integralist’ view of the 

overlapping concerns of the church and the state. In his condemnation of “Modernism,” Pius X 

characterized the separation of the state and the church as a misguided “Modernist” and 

“Americanist” conception of the roles of the Church and its moral authority. Pope Pius X writes 

nostalgically of how the Church was formerly the “Queen” of Catholic monarchies, not 

hesitating to extend her rule into every aspect of society. For, Pius X, the problem with 

Modernism is that it divorces the church and state from each other: “Church and State are 

strangers by reason of the diversity of their ends, that of the Church being spiritual while that of 

the State is temporal.”56 When this happens, he warns, the Church loses and the scope of religion 

shrinks: “Ecclesiastical authority must change its line of conduct in the social and political 

world” while religion because a matter of “individual consciences.”57 My point here is neither to 
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assess whether these were in fact the positions of the European Modernists nor to suggest that the 

Catholics of China were promoting a variant of Modernism. Rather, I am simply pointing out the 

disparity between the Catholic position in China and the Catholic position in Rome at the time. 

While the Church in China presented their arguments against Confucianism as though religious 

freedom and the separation of church and state were sacrosanct principles of the Catholic 

tradition, in fact the Catholics of this ‘peripheral’ Church were articulating the position long 

before Rome would soften towards such modern ideas. 

 Secondly, the anti-Confucianism campaign’s conception of religious freedom was deeply 

at odds with the traditional Chinese understanding of government and society. This was at the 

heart of the clash between Confucians and Christians during the constitutional debates. For 

although Kang Youwei and others did hope to modernize Confucianism by making it into a 

Confucian ‘church,’ they retained the traditionally wide scope of Confucianism as a tradition 

which offered guiding principles for government, politics, education, public morality, and family 

life as well as ritual and more narrowly ‘religious’ concerns. They assumed that the 

government’s proper role was to concern itself with the moral cultivation of the people. The 

early twentieth-century Catholics, however, sought to limit the government’s domain to that that 

which is secular and amoral in order to preserve the sanctity of private religious conscience. This 

partitioned morality and education into a special ‘religious’ realm separate from that of the state. 

In ‘winning’ the campaign against Confucianism in the drafting of the Constitution, the religious 

freedom coalitions perhaps unwittingly bestowed upon China the post-Enlightenment Western 

tendency to circumscribe religion as a separate orbit from the rest of public life. This brought its 

own risks for religious groups in China. 
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 Indeed, although the promoters of religious freedom came out of the constitutional 

debates feeling that they had won gains for religion in China, the following years were 

chastening. The domain of Christian life did not expand but contracted in the years to follow. 

This was not entirely surprising. Already during the Anti-Confucianism campaign, the Christian 

had found themselves criticizing Confucianism with voices of a more sweeping anti-traditional 

and anti-religious sentiment. For instance, in 1916 the intellectual and future New Culture leader 

Chen Duxiu opposed Confucianism as “fundamentally an inefficacious idol and a fossil of the 

past,” not because he was sympathetic to the Christians but rather because he thought 

Confucianism was inappropriate to the “spirit” of the modern nation.58 Arguments about the 

backwardness and uselessness of Confucianism in modern China could be turned on other 

religions as well. 

 The quibbles between Confucians and Christians over whether Confucianism counted as 

a religion were soon swept away by a much more powerful strain of anti-traditionalism and 

scientism that Vera Schwarcz calls the “Chinese Enlightenment.”59 During the 1920s, the seeds 

of anti-traditional and anti-religious sentiment bloomed in the New Culture and Anti-Christian 

movements. In 1919, Chen Duxiu ’s article “The True Meaning of Human Life” waged war 

against all forms of “superstitious” thinking. He debunked not only Confucianism but also 

Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, and all the religious systems which some of his compatriots had 

argued should have a place in the Republic.60 After all, to the iconoclasts of the 1920s, for 
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religious groups to claim morality for themselves was to detract from the public national good. 

The “New Culture” intellectuals still looked to the West for ideals of scientific progress and 

psychological strength, but Western ‘religion’ was increasingly thought to be at odds with a 

modern civic attitude. By 1922 an explicitly anti-Christian movement emerged among university 

students, who attacked Christianity as irrational, anti-progressive, and useless.61 Throughout the 

1920s, Christians were therefore on the defensive, hoping to reserve any place at all for their 

missions and institutions in the face of concerted efforts to eradicate them. 

Case 2: Catholics and Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life Movement 

 In the 1930s, therefore, we find Lebbe and the Catholics taking a completely different 

approach to Confucianism and the nature of ‘religion,’ participating in an overtly Confucian 

government campaign to reform not just morality and education but every aspect of ‘life.’ The 

New Life Movement is one of the lesser-known cultural movements in twentieth-century China, 

but it is the one to which Lebbe committed the latter years of his life. What exactly was the New 

Life Movement and what did it seem to offer to Catholics concerned about the religio-moral 

direction of their nation in the 1930’s? 

The Aims of the New Life Movement 

 Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi) personally launched the New Life 

Movement (NLM) in Nanchang, Jiangxi Province in February 1934, hoping to rally the country 

under a unifying ideology. From the start, the movement amalgamated multiple conceptions of 

modernity and incorporated a reformulation of the religious sphere. In Jonathan Spence’s 
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assessment, it drew “partly on the doctrines of Sun Yat-sen, partly on the reformist social 

strategies of foreign missionaries, and partly on his own interpretation of Confucianism’s 

teachings on how to form moral and loyal people.”62 The goal was nothing less than a full-scale 

“social regeneration of China.”63 The movement formally lasted from its launch in 1934 to the 

end of Nationalist governance in 1949, though its most significant transformation was in 

becoming the main organ of the Nationalist Party’s post-1937 efforts to mobilize civilians for the 

war effort.64 General Chiang personally launched the movement and chaired the New Life 

Central Promotional Association until he turned his attention to fighting the Japanese. His wife 

Song Meiling (Madame Chiang Kai-shek) then became Director General of the movement. 

 The leaders of the New Life Movement invoked both traditional and modern ideals to 

describe their desired transformation of the people. Chiang grounded the movement on the four 

Neo-Confucian principles that he claimed to be timeless and universal virtues: li (propriety, 

ritual, decorum), yi (righteousness, right action), lian (integrity, cleanliness) and chi (a sense of 

shame). This Confucian framing of the NLM should not be written off as simply a superficial 

‘front’ for totalitarian politics.65 Indeed, many of the moral and social ills Chiang was concerned 
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about would have been concerning to any Classical or Neo-Confucian as well. One of the stories 

Chiang told to explain his launch of the movement was that of a visit to Jianye, where he saw a 

ten-year old child loitering and smoking; Chiang afterwards concluded that something must be 

done to restore the uprightness and cleanliness of the people.66 Moreover, Chiang viewed himself 

as a leader in the Confucian tradition of statecraft. He regarded the people’s moral cultivation not 

as a matter to be left to the “private” realm, but rather as a concern of the whole society and the 

responsibility of the supreme leader. The policies of the New Life Movement sought to penetrate 

every area of life, holistically spanning across all categorical divisions of physical and mental, 

moral and ideological, personal and public, and civic and religious activity. 

 Nonetheless, the practical orientation of the New Life Movement was towards “hygiene,” 

an ideal that was less indebted to Confucianism than to contemporary social sciences.67 Chiang 

described the goals of the movement in ways that could resonate with traditional Confucian 

thought on rectifying the self and with Moist ethics on maximizing human resources for the good 

and stability of the state.68 However, Chiang’s language often even more strongly reflected the 

evolutionary and Social Darwinist thought which had been adopted by Chinese intellectuals 

across the ideological spectrum after the first Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895:69 “Only those 
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who readapt themselves to new conditions, day by day, can live properly. When the life of a 

people is going through this process of re-adaptation, it has to remedy its own defects and get rid 

of those elements which become useless.”70 The government’s New Life policies promoted 

national salvation through virtuous hygiene in four major areas: 1) mental health, 2) public 

cleanliness and etiquette, 3) militaristic discipline, and 4) moral cultivation. 

  1. Mental Hygiene: First, the earliest intellectuals who backed the launch of the New 

Life Movement saw it as primarily a matter of “mental hygiene,” a public health campaign to 

strengthen the minds of the Chinese population against mental illness. Emily Baum’s article 

“Healthy Minds, Compliant Citizens” demonstrates how the China’s mental hygiene movement, 

incorporated by the Guomindang leadership, hoped to strengthen the population against  

“abnormal mindsets” not only in the clinically insane but also in those who exhibited social 

deviance by flouting systems of authority.71 The intelligentsia, especially those affiliated with the 

Guomindang, “invoked mental hygiene as a synecdoche for broader concerns with national 

deficiency and national self-strengthening.”72 Sun Yat-sen himself had in his 1919 Program for 

National Reconstruction stressed the importance of “psychological reconstruction” for the good 

of the nation.73 
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 Under Chiang Kai-shek, the Guomindang extended this aim as a part of government’s 

modernization policy. Chiang’s right-hand assistant and Minister of Education Chen Lifu 

declared in 1930 that “from this point forward, psychological reconstruction will be 

fundamentally attached to government reconstruction as its main program… a revolutionary 

mentality must conform to the needs of a revolutionary government.”74 After the formal 

launching of the New Life Movement in 1934, Chiang expressed his support for the mental 

hygiene movement and his appreciation for its role in improving society in neo-Confucian terms. 

Citing the central Neo-Confucian text “The Great Learning” or Daxue, Chiang affirmed a strong 

tie between moral cultivation and a well-functioning society up to the level of the state, but with 

added psychological overtones: “rectifying the mind” and “cultivating the self” must occur for 

the “ordering of the state.”75 The Nationalists viewed the creation of a mentally sound and 

compliant citizenry as a prerequisite for a fully functional nation. 

 In this first area of psychological concern, there is no evidence that the Chinese Catholics 

were involved in any distinct domestic mental health policies or programs, but this overall 

psychological consciousness did undergird a Catholic understanding of the need for a mental-

spiritual (jingshen) reconstruction of the nation. After all, government leaders were not the only 

ones who framed ethical matters as “psychological.” For instance, in 1937, the Chinese Catholic 

Vicar Apostolic of Nanjing Paul Yü Pin (1901-1978) described the Sino-Japanese war as 

symptomatic of a ‘psychological problem’ on the part of the Japanese. Writing to the Western 

powers to request their support for the Chinese side against Japanese imperial aggression, Yü 
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writes that the Japanese are acting out of a psychological pathology which the West must not 

endorse: 

In the presence of Japanese militarism, we are up against the most determinedly 

‘egotistical’ collective state of mind of which it is possible to conceive…. ‘Brutal’ and 

‘despotic’ – I borrow my words from Cardinal Mercier – ‘modern militarism’ tried to 

make of the country ‘a god Moloch, on whose altar all lives might legitimately be 

sacrificed.’ (Patriotism and Endurance. Oeuvr. Past. Vol. 5, pp. 63, 66). This Japanese 

god Moloch has to-day by chance fallen upon us. Here, in soul and conscience lies the 

psychological problem which dominates the delicate situation in the Far East. Spiritual 

and moral disorder is the reason why the Japanese armies are today bombarding with a 

smile our peaceful population, our old people, our women, our wounded, our children, 

and why their soldiers are causing a new river to flow in China, the river of Chinese 

blood.76 

 

In contrast to this Japanese pathology, Yü Pin characterizes the New Life Movement as part of a 

Chinese psychological, moral and spiritual revival: “You have heard of the ‘New Life 

Movement’ and the effort it has encouraged in the regulation of behavior... As a Catholic bishop, 

I appreciate all that this splendid movement has brought to our people, and the help it has given 

to great and noble souls in approaching the Christina ideal, who might otherwise, from a sort of 

laissez-aller, abandon it in spiritual somnolence.”77 For Yü, like Lebbe, the New Life Movement 

encouraged a psychological uprightness and readiness that — cast first in contrast to the 

“convalescence” of China under the fallen Qing Dynasty and then the “murderous psychosis” of 

Japanese imperialists — was the mentally and spiritually ‘sound’ alternative.78 

 2. Public Health, Etiquette and Social Welfare: The New Life Movement promoted 

public health, etiquette and (to a lesser extent than contemporaneous Communist organizing 

efforts) social welfare. On May 15, 1934, Chiang himself published two guides in the major 

                                                 

76 Yü Pin, “The War in the Far East: An International Psychological Problem, an Appeal to Men of Good Faith and 

Good Will,” 15 December 1937, in The Voice of the Church in China,1931-1932, 1937-1938 (New York: 

Longmans, Green and Co., 1938), 63. 
77 Yü Pin, “The War in the East, 54. 
78 Ibid., 72-73. 



326 

 

newspapers, the “Outline of the New Life Movement” and “Necessary Knowledge for New 

Life.” These guidelines issued recommended behaviors pertaining to food (cleanliness utensils, 

table manners, avoiding drunkenness, etc.), to clothing (wearing simply and neat garb), to 

residence (home cleaning and observance of national holidays), and to behavior (ranging from 

avoiding spitting and gambling to proper singing of the national anthem.)79 The regional New 

Life offices ran education campaigns against behaviors like spitting, smoking, urinating and 

defecating in public. The practical concerns of the policy-makers are evident in a spokesman’s 

albeit exaggerated description of the movement’s success to a foreign audience: 

Public health programs are being carried out. The orderly behavior of the people has 

aroused much favorable comment. There is no wandering or shuffling about the streets, 

no stopping in the middle of the road, no gaping about and no blocking, the traffic. The 

people abide by what is described as a one-side-of-the-street traffic; that is, they always 

keep to the left when walking about the streets. Smoking in the streets is considered 

undesirable and slovenly. Spitting in public places calls for a reprimand, not from the 

police but from the followers of the New Life Movement. Rudeness and vulgar manners 

have been or are being eliminated.80 

 

As Arif Dirlik notes, despite the “seeming banality” and “seeming superficiality” of these 

concerns, this sort of hygienic reform was “an integral part of a comprehensive political 

outlook.”81 If the people were themselves to be the most important site of nation-building 

rejuvenation, then it was imperative to raise their conduct to desirable “modern” norms of 

cleanliness and etiquette. Chiang explicitly equated good behavior with both virtue and 
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modernity: “[This] accords with propriety, righteousness, integrity and shame! This accords with 

being a modern person!”82 

 Chiang initially expected the campaigns for “cleanliness” (qingjie) and “orderliness” 

(guize) to be the priority for just the first year of the New Life Movement, after which the 

Guomindang could move on to mobilizing these reformed citizens for popular action in support 

of state goals. However, as Chiang himself acknowledged after two years, rapid and widespread 

behavior modification was not yet achieved.83 Therefore, the New Life promotion associations 

continued to repeat the efforts of the first stage for the duration of the movement’s activities 

before the outbreak of war. In general, this top-down promulgation of the New Life Movement 

worked at cross-purposes with the leadership’s hope for a spontaneous popular action and, in 

Dirlik’s assessment, ultimately led to the movement’s failure as a cultural counter-revolution to 

the New Culture Movement.84 Nonetheless, there regional variants that addressed issues of 

public welfare. Some New Life Units tried to combat opium and gambling addictions in the 

population. In a call reminiscent of the Mohists of the Warring States period, some urged people 

to avoid extravagant expenses on weddings and funerals to conserve the wealth of the people and 

the resources of the state. In Jiangxi especially, teams worked in river conservancy and provided 

aide to peasants facing natural disasters or other challenges.85  
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 Once again, Bishop Yü Pin wholeheartedly endorsed the New Life Movement. In his 

appeal to Westerners to support Nationalist China, he cited the sanitation of towns, the institution 

of health police, efforts to eradicate opium use, improvements on Chinese infrastructure and 

other concrete programs as evidence that the government was in fact working “with a view to 

creating a new life for the people, and to wholesome modernization on the lines of our national 

traditions.”86 Most Catholics appreciated the Nationalist governments’ efforts to improve the 

nation. 

 In leading the Supervisory Corp under the New Life umbrella after 1938, Lebbe, 

Alexander Cao and many other Little Brothers and Sisters were deeply involved in this kind of 

public health, education and welfare work. Working from their base in the Zhongtiao Mountains 

in southern Shanxi, they opened schools to teach children literacy and patriotism. For adults, 

they ran classes opposing the binding of women’s feet and promoting the New Life guidelines 

for hygiene, as well as rifle-shooting classes for self-defense. Since Chiang stressed to Lebbe that 

New Life aimed to root out all corruption, Lebbe led his organization in especially promoting 

honesty and unselfishness.87 This Catholic effort to modify the people’s behavior was, in keeping 

with the character of the whole NLM, a top-down educational and enforcement campaign. 

Jacques Leclercq acknowledges that “Père Lebbe treated them all like schoolchildren,” posting 

signs on the doors “Excellent,” “Good,” “Bad Mark,” and so on.88 Lebbe shared Chiang’s desire 

to see visible improvement in matters of public decency, and he became a zealous implementer 

of New Life hygienic and modernization aims. 
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 3. Militarization: Most controversially, the New Life Movement aimed to “militarize 

society” (junshihua) to make it more orderly. In “The Essence of the New Life Movement,” one 

of five founding speeches that Chiang gave in February 1934, the Generalissimo frankly stated 

that militarization was the primary means by which physical cleanliness and moral order would 

be achieved: “What is the New Life Movement that I am promoting now? To put it simply, it is 

to completely militarize the life of all people throughout the nation! To develop brave, efficient, 

hardworking qualities, and especially the ability to endure hardships, so that the people will be 

ready to sacrifice their lives for the nation.”89 He hoped to make the people more “military-

minded,” believing that the self-disciplined culture of the military was what the wider society 

most needed to adopt. He required military training for all citizens so that the people might 

overcome the selfishness that he felt led their country to internal strife and international 

weakness. Citing the Analects 12.19 on the persuasive power of the sage to bring about moral 

conformity, Generalissimo Chiang explained how he hoped to extend the military education in 

which he’d been formed to all citizens: “Only when one first takes responsibility and leads by 

example can we promote a common understanding of national peoplehood and work together! 

According to the ancients, ‘The virtue of a gentleman is like the wind, and the virtue of a petty 

person is like the grass; when the wind moves over the grass, the grass is sure to bend,’ and that 

is it the reason.”90 

                                                 

89 “我現在所提倡的新生活運動是什麼？簡單的講，就是使全國國民的生活能夠徹底軍事化! …勇敢迅速，

刻苦耐勞……能隨時為國犧牲！……養成這種臨時可以與敵人拚命為國犧牲的國民，就要使全國國民的生

活軍事化。 所謂軍事化，就是要整齊、清潔、簡單、樸素，也必須如此，才能合乎禮義廉恥，適於現代生

存，配做一個現代的國民!” “Essentials of the New Life Movement” [新生活運動之要義], Speech given 19 

February 1934. 
90 “只有我們先負起責任以身作則來切實去幹，才可以推動全國國民共同覺悟奮發，協力來幹！ 古雲「君子

之德風，小人之德草，草上之風必偃」，就是這個理.” Ibid.  



330 

 

 Organizationally speaking, the actual roll-out of the campaign was a highly controlled 

effort of military and law enforcement, and it lacked the light character of a blowing wind. At 

first the general population expressed enthusiasm during massive rallies in the Spring of 1934, 

but this mass interest soon faded as there was little opportunity for the people to make the 

movement their own. For instance, the first New Life Promotion Association in Jiangxi was 

established by the Headquarters of the Eastern Route Army for the Suppression of the 

Communist Bandits.91 Soon New Life Associations spread throughout China but, as Dirlik 

demonstrates, it was not the spontaneous action of the people: “In every case where information 

was available to the authorities, it was party, government, and military officials in the provinces 

who took the lead in their establishment.”92 

 As the movement struggled to achieve widespread popularity or effect obvious gains in 

behavioral modification, Chiang doubled-down on control from the top, seeking to further 

centralize and institutionalize the movement in 1934 and 1935. At his direction, the regional 

associations were to be led by the highest Nationalist officials in the area, and these leaders were 

to be assisted by a committee of representatives from the provincial government, provincial 

party, the Bureau of Civil Administration, the Bureau of Education, the Bureau of Public Safety, 

the local military unit, and the law enforcement agencies. Eventually, as the leadership realized 

the need to address public welfare and poverty, they also founded national organizations such as 

the New Life Movement Service Corps to address the material needs of peasants, but these were 

still tied into the triumvirate of the government-party-military bureaucracy. As part of this effort 

to militarize Chinese society and send out associates of the state to penetrate the country more 

                                                 

91 Dirlik, 950. 
92 Ibid., 951. 
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deeply, General Chiang made several foreign-born civilians such as Vincent Lebbe generals in 

the National Revolutionary Army and put them to work to carrying out the government’s 

agenda.93 

 Chiang Kai-shek’s military ideal resonated with Lebbe’s own use of military metaphors 

to explain the work of the Church. For even though Lebbe opposed missionary methods that he 

viewed as too worldly (using the court systems to incentivize conversions with legal protection, 

giving payments to catechumens, etc.), he by no means gave up the conception of evangelization 

as a kind of spiritual conquest. After all, Bishop Zhao Huaiyi and Lebbe had founded Catholic 

Action in the middle of civil warfare, trying to strengthen the people against the ravages of 

warlord conflict in 1927.94 The next year, when Lebbe organized Catholic Action in Lixian, 

where Hebei would soon also be overtaken by the troops of Zhang Zuolin, he acknowledged that 

Catholic Action was a kind of spiritual ‘military’ campaign. Lebbe explained: 

I do like to speak of war and soldiers, despite all my horror for war and its killing of men 

– because we really are in the field, we do seek to make a conquest to conquer Lixian for 

Christ our King, such that our whole life, of organized priests and laity, does look much 

like that of a soldier who fights and will fight until death or victory – with all the joys, the 

sorrows, the enthusiasms, the disappointments, at the ‘rear’ and at the ‘front.’ This is 

probably why we find comparisons to war so frequently in the Epistles of St. Paul, this 

bonus miles Christi [ good soldier of Christ].95 

 

Indeed, the wider international Catholic Action movement between World War I and World War 

II conceived of the Church’s work as a campaign of spiritual defense and offense. For instance, 

the feminist scholar Tine Van Osselaer has demonstrated how Catholic Action in inter-war 

                                                 

93 Lebbe was not the only foreigner or non-military trained leader to receive the military rank of general. As Ernest 

Young notes, General Chiang demonstrated a “liberality in bestowing general’s rank,” granting it also to the 

American Catholic missionary Bishop Thomas M. Megan in Sichuan as well as Green Gang secret society and 

criminal organization ‘bosses’ in Shanghai. Young, 338. See E.J. Kahn Jr., The China Hands; America’s Foreign 

Service Officers and What Befell Them (New York: Viking, 1975), 86; Wakeman, Policing Shanghai, 126.  
94 For the historical account of the re-boot of Catholic Action in 1927, see Ch. 2 “The Life of Vincent Lebbe.” 
95 V. Lebbe, 1 July 1928, En Chine, il y a du nouveau, 81-82. 
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Belgium promoted a distinctly “masculine” form of Catholicism, paralleling theologically 

conservative Protestant efforts to appeal specifically to men in reaction to the perceived 

“feminization of Christianity” by the Social Gospel proponents.96 In China, Lebbe’s Catholic 

Action organizations did not immediately specifically target men in the same way. However, 

Lebbe did consciously imbue Chinese Catholic Action with a militaristic outlook. Catholic 

Action preceded Chiang’s launch of the New Life Movement by several years, and this 

precedent of a Catholic “mobilization” explains why a militaristic framing of Chiang’s NLM 

would have been particularly new for the Hebei Catholics. For the very same reasons that Chiang 

viewed militarization (junshihua) as useful for society, Lebbe had already found military 

language conducive for building an action-oriented conception of the Church. 

 After the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, Lebbe and Yü Pin became more vocal and 

active in calling the Church to take up the national cause. Chiang Kai-shek had granted Church 

institutions an exemption from being occupied or used by passing National Revolutionary Army 

troops, but Yü Pin and Lebbe opposed the Church taking advantage of this benefit or trying to 

‘sit out’ the war uninvolved. In a letter to the apostolic delegate Mario Zanin, Lebbe castigated 

some foreign missionaries for not just keeping the sanctuaries free of the army but also refusing 

to make available any of their resources or space for the war effort. This “render[ed] odious the 

so grand privilege granted by Chiang Kai-shek.”97 Yü Pin addressed his vicariate with a July 

1937 pastoral letter, “Be Ready” instructing the Catholics of Nanjing to prepare the premises of 

all schools and missions to receive wounded soldiers and refugees: “In modern warfare, the rear 

                                                 

96 Tine Van Ossalaer, “Christening Masculinity? Catholic Action and Men in Interwar Belgium,” Gender and 

History 21.2 (July 2009): 380-401. 
97 V. Lebbe to M. Zanin, 1 February 1938, Hongtong, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 139, p. 297. 
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is almost as important as the front” and every Catholic “should prepare himself for the tasks 

which the necessities of war may enjoin upon him.”98 

 At this point too, the militarizing aim of the New Life Movement was clearly directed 

towards national salvation in the urgent, literal sense of self-defense. As Federica Ferlanti has 

argued, despite what the NLM may have lacked in terms of popular spontaneity, its centralized 

organization and integration with the military did enable it to play a substantial and effective role 

in the war effort.99 At least in Generalissimo Chiang’s assessment, China was still unready to 

fight a full-scale war with the much stronger Japan Imperial Army, since the Lugou (Marco 

Polo) Bridge Incident in 1937 brought China into outright war while the army was still in need of 

strengthening and before the government had laid infrastructural plans for dealing with the 

inevitable carnage and dislocation. Therefore, insofar as the New Life associations had for the 

previous three years already begun to build government and military-embedded networks across 

the country, the NLM became the natural means for quickly organizing the country under attack. 

While scholars like Dirlik characterize this as the demise of the original New Life Movement, 

which “lost its identity among a number of national salvation movements directed at the war 

effort,”100 others such as Ferlanti counter that it was in wartime that the movement’s claim to 

national salvation (jiuguo) had its greatest purchase: “The involvement of civil servants through 

the NLM wartime campaigns prevented the disintegration of society and administrative 

institutions under the impact of the war.”101 

                                                 

98 Yü Pin, “Be Ready,” 22 July, 1937, in The Voice of China, 1931-1932, 1937-1938 (London: Longmans, Green 

and Co., 1938),43. 
99 Federica Ferlanti, “The New Life Movement at War: Wartime Mobilization and State Control in Chongqing and 

Chengdu, 1938-1942,” European Journal of East Asian Studies 11.2 (2012): 187-212. 
100 Dirlik, 952. 
101 Ferlanti, 188. 
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  During the Sino-Japanese War, the New Life Movement mobilized civilians for targeted 

needs, all under the supervision of the government’s General Association for the Promotion of 

New Life: Air Raid Service Teams provided relief services to the civilians under aerial 

bombardment.102 Madame Chiang Kai-shek led a Women’s Advisory Committee to mobilize 

women for the war effort and employ them in small handicrafts factories to support their families 

and make clothes and bandaging for the troops. The Sichuan All Circle’s Wartime 

Economization Campaign Committee urged the population to reduce waste by moderating 

gasoline consumption, refraining from expensive banquets, and spending less on frivolous 

personal purchases.103 There were innumerable other national and regional New Life 

organizations devoted to service, propaganda, and fundraising, far too many to describe here. 

 Among wider New Life efforts to serve soldiers, we can name Lebbe’s stretcher-bearer 

work and see how it was incorporated into the NLM to parallel similar Protestant and non-

religiously affiliated works. For just as the New Life Movement’s ideal of militarizing and 

disciplining society found literal application in war-time, so too Lebbe’s spiritual conception of 

the campaign to win China for Christ took practical form in trying to offer a Catholic 

contribution to the war effort. Lebbe had first formed his stretcher-bearer medic teams (jiuhudui) 

                                                 

102 As an example of the sort of work these did, Ferlanti quotes a first-person account from Liu Zhaoxiang, an NLM 

air raid workers in Chongqing: “Today the enemy planes made a surprise attack. Following the air raid alarm at 

12.05 this team as usual set out to provide service. After the urgent air raid alarm at 12.50 we urged people to take 

refuge [in] the air raid shelters… at three in the afternoon enemy planes rushed into the city skies. The noise of 

bombs was more frequent and much closer and the ground was shaking violently… order inside the air raid shelter 

suddenly turned into chaos… I immediately had members of the Service Team urging [people] to calm down and 

regain order… [and after the raid] to go out and check…deaths and wounded .. The survey showed that [in] the 

office of the Guards Company six people …were killed by bombs, so we asked the Comfort and Relief Section at 

the Co-operation Office to send personnel to shroud the corpses and put [them] in the coffins.” Liu Zhaoiang, 

“Report to the Relief Committee on June 16, 1940 at 9 pm” 16 June 1940, Second Historical Archives of China, 

Nanjing, PRC, 116/117, quoted in Ferlanti, 188. 
103 All these works are described in Ferlanti, 192-194. 
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earlier in 1932, but by 1937 there were many similar efforts that fell under the oversight of New 

Life. 104 For instance, the New Life General Association and the Protestant National Christian 

Council jointly established a China Wartime Service Commission focused especially on service 

to soldiers. There were also non-religiously affiliated jiuhudui such as the Chengdu Wartime 

First-Aid Team. Lebbe’s Catholic initiative – which was independently organized and then first 

affiliated with the Chinese Red Cross - was after 1937 incorporated into the 3rd Army, 12th 

Division. What seemed so unique and controversial within the Catholic foreign missionary 

community was in fact a widespread phenomenon when considered from the broader national 

context of the New Life Movement. 

 Undoubtedly, it was the urgency of the Sino-Japanese war that made Lebbe willing to 

become an increasingly formal part of this highly militarized version of the New Life Movement. 

In 1938, he became Director of the Military Commission North China Battlefront Supervisory 

People’s Service Corp, which became the most controversial aspect of his work for Chiang Kai-

shek. According to Li Qihuang’s excellent dissertation on the work of the Little Brothers of St. 

John the Baptist in the war effort, the Supervisory Service Corp was mainly a reorganization of 

Lebbe’s existing stretcher-bearer, first-aid, and field-hospital work with the Little Brothers and 

Little Sisters in North China, but with an added emphasis on anti-Japanese propaganda and 

intelligence gathering.105 All this was justified in terms of the war effort, the goal being to rally 

North Chinese Catholic peasants to join the patriotic cause of national defense. 

                                                 

104 For a more in-depth description of the development of Lebbe’s medic teams, see Ch. 2 “The Life of Vincent 

Lebbe.” 
105 李啟煌 [Li Qihuang], 耀漢會在華宣教事業研究(1933-1941)” [The Congregation of St. John the Baptist in 

China (1933-1941)], Doctoral Dissertation, National Donghua University, Department of History, 2015. National 

Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations in Taiwan, Accessed 1 August 2018 < 

https://hdl.handle.net/11296/g8r5w8>.  
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 Here too, Lebbe’s work was not unique except in being a Catholic division of a wider 

governmental endeavor. Just as there were many jiuhudui efforts around the country, so too 

wartime China proliferated with various kinds of service corps (fuwutuan) under the New Life 

umbrella whose work included but was not limited to ideological propaganda. Many of these 

service corps did provide much-needed services. For instance, the Chengdu Office of the 

Military Commission’s Service Corp ran a campaign in October 1938 to buy winter clothing that 

raised about 38,139 yuan, 54,804 winter padded vests, 3,941 bed quilts, and 39,023 packets of 

medicine.106 Yet imbedded within these efforts was often an anti-Japanese and anti-Communist 

message. For example, the Chongqing Children’s Labor Service Corps established schools to 

give vagrant children both practical skills, like literacy and how to defend themselves against air 

raids and chemical weapons, as well as ideological formation in moral (jingshen) and patriotic 

(aiguo) training.107 Federica Ferlanti stresses how the curriculum of the “People’s Schools” 

established for both adults and children under the NLM packaged both service and ideology, 

including more neutral skills like physical education and self-defense, but also more ideological 

formation in Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People, awareness of Communist atrocities,108 

traditional morals, and citizenship. 

 The composite nature of the campaign and regional variation among the different New 

Life Associations makes it difficult to render any singular characterization of it. Undeniably, 

New Life Movement had an ideological bent. Its leadership was dominated by rightist military 

                                                 

106 Chongqing City Report 1938, cited in Ferlanti, 199. 
107 Ferlanti, 207. 
108 Ferlanti quotes an example of the People’s School’s assessment of Communism in a textbook: “The worst of all 

evils is Communistm, which has no heart and no liver and no conscience. Communists kill and burn and make 

everyone unhappy. The Communists and bandits are brutal, the Communists and bandits are cruel, they recognize 

neither father nor mother, and they sell their native land.” Ferlanti, 979. 
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men and it aimed to capture the compliant hearts of the people for unified Guomindang rule 

against any rival threat. Therefore, it was obviously hostile to the Japanese occupation and 

clearly served as a vehicle for Nationalist interests over and against the Communists. Still, 

especially during the Sino-Japanese War, since the scope of the NLM’s mobilization was so 

wide and its initiatives became more relevant to the needs of an embattled population, its claim 

to better the “life” of the Chinese people cannot be dismissed. 

 4. Moral Revival: Last, the New Life Movement hoped to bring about a moral 

rejuvenation of the Chinese people. This, in addition to opportunities to serve in the war effort, 

was the primary attraction of the New Life Movement for Christians. Yü Pin wrote about “the 

magnificent New Life Movement founded by the Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-Shek” 

as a vehicle for moral and spiritual perspectives: “I cannot sufficiently emphasize,” Yu wrote, 

“[that it] is a marvelous instrument for social education on a moral and spiritual basis.”109  

 To understand this unreservedly positive assessment, it is important to note that the New 

Life leadership strategically targeted Christians, especially Protestants, by pitching the 

movement as one in keeping with Christian values. One of Chiang’s original four leading 

assistants was Yan Baohang, chosen precisely for his connections to the Protestant YMCA.110 In 

Nanchang in Fall 1933 prior to the public launch of the movement, Chiang Kai-shek, Xiong 

Shihui and Yang Yongtai invited Jiangxi missionaries and YMCA members to a preparatory 

meeting for the NLM. Song Meiling (Madame Chiang Kai-Shek) invited Western and Chinese 

leaders of missionary schools and hospitals to a tea party where she explained the similarities 

                                                 

109 Yü Pin, “The Communist Question in China,” in The Voice of the Church in China, 109. 
110 Diana Junio, Patriotic Cooperation: The Border Services of the Church of Christ in China and Chinese Church-

State Relations, 1920s-1950s (Boston: Brill, 2017), 90.  
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between the New Life virtues and Christian values and urged them to allow their students and 

workers to share NLM propaganda in the midst of their work.111 Yan Baohang asked the YMCA 

and National Christian Council of China leaders to allow New Life Service Corps to be 

organized within their institutes, just as church organizations sometimes hosted scout troops and 

other societies for the social good. In April 1936, the Jiangs appointed the American 

Congregationalist minister George W. Shepherd to serve as directing chair of the NLM in a bid 

to secure the trust of the Protestant American community.112 

 One of the events which most persuaded the Protestant and Catholic communities of the 

spiritual sincerity of the New Life Movement was Jiang’s kidnapping in the Xi’an Incident, after 

which he gave a Good Friday speech offering a spiritual assessment of the incident. The speech 

was effective in capturing the positive sympathies of Christians – an especially remarkable feat 

of publicity given that Chiang had been kidnapped by his own subordinates on the ignoble 

grounds that he was overly consumed with fighting the Communists and policing the people’s 

behavior while not enough focused on defending the people from the Japanese. On March 26, 

1937, Chiang gave a Good Friday address to the Central Conference of Eastern Asia of the 

Methodist Episcopal Church in Nanjing.113 Chiang drew parallels between his betrayal and 

capture in Xi’an with Jesus’ Passion, and spoke emotionally about how he forgave his captors 

just as Jesus had done.114 Among readers of the speech, Bishop Yü Pin was impressed with 

Chiang’s sincerity. Shortly thereafter in a pastoral letter on “Christian Patriotism,” Yu described 

                                                 

111 Ferlanti, “The New Life Movement in Jiangxi Province,” 973. 
112 Oldstone-Moore, 10. 
113 Ibid., 126. 
114 Chiang Kai-shek [Chiang Kai-shek], “My Spiritual Conception of Good Friday,” translated in Roland Rees, 

China Faces the Storm (London: Edinburgh House Press, 1938), 155-58. 
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General Chiang loftily as “the man of destiny” with unparalleled “greatness of soul.” Yu cites the 

speech as proof:  

 In an address given on Good Friday of the present year, the Generalissimo related how, in 

the tragic circumstances which I have already recalled, being surrounded by perils, the 

object in turns of "coaxing words" and of threats, "violence and torture", he found in 

meditation on the Passion and love of Jesus Christ and in his faith in Him, "strength to 

resist the rebels", to overcome temptation and to remain faithful to his duty: to "prefer to 

sacrifice his life rather than his principles" and, "his soul being in peace", to "accept the 

ultimate sacrifice"; to go still further, to pardon his enemies and to acknowledge their 

repentance by "permitting them to remake their lives" (Message of Generalissimo Chiang 

Kai-shek, Good-Friday, 1937.)115 

 

Yü Pin argues that this speech revealed the inner character of the general: “This spiritual attitude 

towards morality derived from Christina wisdom, revealed to all the secret of a ‘generosity of 

soul’ truly heroic.”116 For Christian leaders hoping the government would uphold Christian 

morality, what more proof could they ask? 

 We also see great hope on the part of Lebbe that the Nationalist government would lead 

the nation into a moral modernity. On his journey back to China in 1927, he reported 

optimistically that a non-Christian but seemingly unbiased student then traveling with them – 

“pagan, but seeming distant from any particular political coterie” – had shared letters from home 

that led Lebbe to believe the new government had done “a good job, among other things, of 

doing away with robbery.”117 A decade later in 1938, Lebbe described General Chiang as “our 

admirable duce, in terms of international morality exactly the contrary of the others.”118 Again in 

1939, he describes to Dom Bède how the “admirable leader Chiang appears to me beautiful, and 

                                                 

115 Yü Pin, “Christian Patriotism,” in The Voice of the Church of China, 94. 
116 Ibid. 
117 V. Lebbe, 5 February 1927, Indian Ocean, En Chine, il y a du nouveau, 21. 
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I feel proud to belong to this nation, the only one that speaks the language of the ideal and which, 

as a nation, does to clearly, beautifully.”119 

 This adulation for Chiang and his government’s moral excellence can seem incongruous 

or naive today, when one of the commonly cited reason for the Nationalists’ eventual loss of 

China to the Communists is that rife corruption among Nationalist elites led the government to 

fail from within by alienating the wider population.120 Even in 1958, Lebbe’s biographer Jacques 

Leclercq noted that Chiang’s hope for the New Life Movement to combat corruption was a 

failure: “As we know now, it was on this point that Chiang Kai-she’s work ultimately failed, and 

it was later to be the cause of the final catastrophe.”121 Nonetheless, in the 1930s when the 

Chiangs were clearly stressing a moral discourse and reflecting at times in explicitly Christian 

language on their vision for the nation, “at this particular moment hope was in the air.”122 

Whatever the personal failing of individual officials might be, the New Life Movement was a 

campaign to improve the morality of the nation, and this was a goal that religious groups could 

readily support. 

Invitation and Instrumentalization: Opportunities for Christian ‘Religion’ in the 

NLM 

 

 Having outlined the basic aims and discourses of the New Life Movement, I now turn to 

the question of what Chiang and the New Life Movement offered, or at least seemed to offer, to 

“religion” in the 1930s. It is already evident that Chiang and Lebbe’s collaboration offered some 

                                                 

119 "… et surtout son admirable chef Chiang m'apparait en beauté, et je me sense ifer d'appartenir a cette nation, la 

seule qui parle le langage de l'ideal et qui, comme nation, agit proprement, bellement.” V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède), 

20 September 1939, In the Mountains, in Lettres, No. 156, p. 306. 
120 For instance, this is the thesis of the American scholar Lloyd Eastman in works such as The Abortive Revolution: 

China Under Nationalist Role 1927-1937 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U. Press, 1990) and Seeds of Destruction: 

Nationalist China in War and Revolution, 1937-1949 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2002). 
121 Leclercq, 300. 
122 Ibid. 
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perceived benefits to both the government and to Catholics seeking public engagement. For 

Chiang, Lebbe’s zealous and self-initiated efforts to serve the nation was an example of exactly 

the kind of popular mobilization that Chiang had called for in founding the New Life Movement. 

For Lebbe, the war was tragic affair and one during which he repeatedly stated his preferences 

for peace; but it was also a prime opportunity to demonstrate Catholics’ willingness to serve the 

public good and a change to contribute a religious influence in the defense and reconstruction of 

the nation. Lebbe had been calling for Catholics to participate in national salvation since his 

Tianjin lectures in the mid-1910s and insisted all along that Catholicism was not an otherworldly 

and esoteric affair but rather a public and common teaching (hence his preferred rendering of 

Catholicism as gongjiao in Chinese) of potential relevance for the whole nation. I argue here that 

Lebbe saw in the New Life Movement an opportunity to re-integrate religious concerns into 

Chinese modernity, thought whether that opportunity was a true invitation or an 

instrumentalization of religion is debatable. 

 In all fairness, there were some encouraging signs to Christians that suggested that the 

mid-1930s New Life Movement was fundamentally open to Christianity, and that the late-1930s 

New Life war efforts would readily incorporate religious groups as such in the nation.  

 In the mid-1930s, the New Life Movement underwent a shift which highlighted its moral 

commitments and signaled appreciation for Christian values. Of course, it would be a mistake to 

interpret the leadership’s promotional speeches to Christians as evidence that the New Life 

Movement was itself a “Christian movement,”123 when so many of the Chiang’s founding and 

ongoing programmatic guidelines of New Life were explicitly and publicly Confucian and 

                                                 

123 For instance, as argued in Elmer T. Clark’s mid-twentieth century book, The Chiangs of China (New York: 

Abington-Cokesbury Press, 1943). 
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nationalistic. Yet the NLM did undergo a shift towards moral suasion in the mid-1930s, 

especially with the greater involvement of Wang Jingwei, who warned Chiang in a March 1934 

telegram that relying on military and police coercion was less effective than appealing to the 

masses through moral suasion. After seeing New Life police agents entering and investigating 

people’s homes for cleanliness, Wang felt that law enforcement was veering into an abuse of 

state power and, moreover, working at cross-purposes with the cultivation of morality: “Morality 

sets the highest standard [of behavior], but the law should only enforce the minimum acceptable 

standard.”124 Chiang in fact accepted part of Wang’s suggestion, issuing a public telegram in the 

Jiangxi National Daily in response. It modified the implementation of the movement to not begin 

with state intervention upon the common people’s homes and bodies, but rather to start with 

government employees, soldiers and students and only slowly expand to the common people. 

Although Chiang did not pull back from military and police enforcement, he did more explicitly 

urge voluntary nature of civilian participation.125 

 Meanwhile, Chiang’s wife Song Meiling took over leadership of the movement, and was 

known to describe it especially to Western Protestant audiences in more explicitly Christian 

terms with references to John 3:3: “Except a man be born again he cannot see New Life.”126 

Thus there was a multiplicity of discourses within New Life propaganda, and a American foreign 

service official discerning divisions within the New Life leadership wrote in 1937: “[T]he battle 

is drawn between the Anglo-American-Christian democrats and the German-Italian 

                                                 

124 Quoted in Liu Wennan, “Redefining the Moral and Legal Roles of the State in Everyday Life: THe New Life 

Movement in China in the Mid-1930s,” Cross-Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review 2.2 (November 

2013): 339. See also 汪精卫 [Wang Jingwei], “新生活与民族复兴” [New Life and National Revival] (Nanjing: 

Zhengzhong Shuju, 1934), cited in Fujimura 73. 
125 Liu Wennan, 340. 
126 Sterling Seagrave, The Soong Dynasty (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1985) 290-291. 
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totalitarians”127 Especially during the mid-30s after the initial launch of the hygiene campaigns 

but before the all-consuming war effort mobilization, there seemed potential for the movement to 

prioritize moral cultivation and to serve as a vehicle for authentic Christian witness. Christians 

supporters of the NLM saw its militaristic and totalitarian tendencies, but they could also point to 

a moral and even Christian discourse that they hoped would carry the day. 

 Lebbe’s own experiences gave him reason to believe that the war effort had opened 

opportunities for religious people could serve the nation as such. The Catholic stretcher-bearers, 

medic teams and guerilla fighters were serving as Catholic units and disproving assumptions that 

Catholics were not patriotic Chinese. For instance, during the Fall 1936 Sino-Japanese conflict 

over Suiyuan Province (now part of Inner Mongolia), Lebbe offered the Catholic services to 

General Fu Zuoyi then preparing the Chinese Jinci Army against the Japanese. When Lebbe first 

approached him, the General reportedly expressed doubts: “As for their skills, they may indeed 

have many – but it’s the coldest days of deep winter… besides, is not the old gentleman a 

Catholic? It would be really inappropriate to ask the gentleman to enter this kind of hardship. 

Again, I’m afraid wouldn’t be compatible with the teachings.” Lebbe responded, “The greatest 

commandment of the Catholic Church is to love others as oneself… At the forefront of our work, 

we have two or three hundred such disciples, all willing.” After Lebbe assured him of the 

Catholics’ patriotism and readiness, the general readily took them.128 Such opportunities to 

change non-Catholics’ perceptions of the Catholic Church and faith confirmed for Lebbe the 

value of social and political engagement. 

                                                 

127 Johnson to U.S. State, 21 May 1937, quoted in Lloyd Eastman, Abortive Revolution: China under Nationalist 

Rule, 1927-1937 (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1974), 70.  
128 Quoted in 趙雅博 [Zhao Yabo], 雷鳴遠神父傳 [Biography of Lei Mingyuan] (Taizhong : 天主教耀漢小兄弟會
[Catholic YaoHan Little Brothers], 1990), 465. 
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 The organization Lebbe directed during the last two years of his life, the North China 

Supervisory Service Corps,129 was even more integrated into public government service. The 

Supervisory Service Corps was not itself a Catholic organization, being instead a New Life 

organization under the direct jurisdiction of the Military Commission. Yet it was headed by a 

Catholic priest, staffed in part by Catholic Brothers and Sisters, and targeted at North Chinese 

Catholics. When Lebbe began organizing the North China Supervisory Service Corps, he ran 

into initial funding and staffing problems but then found significant financial support from 

several sources besides Chiang. The Minister of Finance Kong Xiangxi (“H.H. Kong”) donated 

money to support care for wounded soldiers on the front lines; the head of the parallel 

government-backed Buddhist Relief Society in Xi’an, the former soldier and Buddhist convert 

Zhu Ziqiao, gave funds to Lebbe’s organization for refugee work. A regional National 

Revolutionary Army general Lu Zhonglin (a commanding general under the former warlord and 

so-called “Christian General” Feng Yuxiang) gave funding to Lebbe’s Supervisory Corps not 

only to support the aide work to people in that war theatre but also because he supported Lebbe’s 

own vision of bringing a Christian witness to the war effort.130 This varied donor base suggests 

that there was at least some wider support for what the Little Brothers and Little Sisters were 

doing and a desire to see more Catholics brought into the national effort. 

 At the same time, there were other signs that the collaboration of government and church 

in the New Life Movement involved an instrumentalization of religion. This is most readily seen 

in Lebbe’s leadership of the aforementioned, Military Commission North China Battlefront 

Supervisory People’s Service Corps” for the Nationalist government. Admittedly, this activity 

                                                 

129 The Chinese name of this organization was “軍事委員會華北戰地督導民眾服務團.” 
130 Lu Zhonglin (鹿鐘麟). Li, 40.  
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only consumed the last two years of Lebbe’s life, but I treat it more fully here because it shows 

how the concerns of the state could come to dominate the activity of religio-political 

communities. 

 In a letter to Dom Bède describing his early 1938 meetings with Generalissimo Chiang, 

Lebbe characterizes the Supervisory Corps as his own idea and initiative: “After much 

discussion, we arrived at the establishment of a non-armed special corps, for which I had 

presented the plan to him, and of which he gave me command.”131 This arrangement had the 

potential to be a win-win situation. The Service Corps would help recruit Catholics to the 

common good of the national war effort, which was certainly the goal for Chiang and his 

associates and one which Lebbe supported insofar as he believed Catholics should be patriotic. It 

would also bring much-needed relief aid to North Chinese peasants as well as opportunities for 

evangelization and pastoral support to the North Chinese Catholics who were its primary targets. 

This was a boon for Lebbe and the Little Brothers and Sisters from the perspective of ministry, 

and not necessarily incompatible with the stated goals of the New Life Movement to improve the 

lives of the citizens. However, although Lebbe entered his work with the Supervisory Corps at 

his own initiative, he could not entirely control what it would become. 

 Some of Lebbe’s work with the Supervisory Service Corps was uncontroversial, simply 

giving Chinese Catholics an opportunity to become a more socially engaged Church in the war 

effort against Japan. Lebbe’s propaganda urged the people not to lose heart and to keep resisting 

the Japanese. For instance, upon taking the post in Chongqing he hired singers and actors to 

rouse the population with patriotic performances much as he had done with the launch of 

                                                 

131 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 19 November 1938, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 153, p. 303. 
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Catholic Action in Lixian several years earlier.132 Throughout the Service Corp’s work in Shanxi 

and Hebei, Lebbe continued to give speeches and organize theatrical performances urging the 

people not to flee but to stay and hold the territory. In Spring 1939, he also started three 

periodicals, Everyone See (Dajia Kan), Supervision and Inquiry (Dudaoxunbao》and the 

Beiyuan Battle Paper (Beiyuanzhanbao) which shared news about the local war, information 

about the nation-building effort, and New Life instructional material.133 Lebbe describes the 

Little Brothers having to lithograph these sheets in very difficult circumstances in the mountains 

of Japanese-occupied territory, and he saw their efforts as a parallel to Catholic resistance efforts 

in Europe. He likened his leadership of the Catholics’ Supervisory Corps in Japanese-occupied 

territory to the Belgian cardinal Désiré Mercier’s leadership of a Catholic resistance in Belgium 

under German occupation during World War I.134 

 Lebbe also led the Supervisory Corps in overseeing admirable relief and community-

building efforts. Once he was established in the Zhongtiao Mountain Area, Lebbe saw that the 

problem of the people’s livelihood must first be addressed so that any greater goal of “saving the 

country” politically or spiritually could be realized. A prime concern was to bring the peasants 

economic relief. In villages which had suffered attacks from Japanese troops, the Supervisory 

Corps worked to make it feasible for people to return to their homes and agricultural work by 

launching a “Spring Farming” effort. Lebbe sent workers to Luoyang to buy seeds and deliver 

them for free to farmers; they collected pots and pans to give to residents whose homes had been 

thoroughly looted by the Japanese. For more than 2,000 refugees, the Supervisory Corps 

                                                 

132 Li, 36.  
133 The three periodicals were Everyone See《大家看》, Supervision and Inquiry《督導詢報》and the Beiyuan 

Battle Paper《北原戰報》 Ibid., 44. 
134 V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 20 September 1939, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 156, p. 307. 
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arranged accommodations and gave them work making much-needed clothing on looms, cotton 

quilting machines, sewing machines, and a shoe-making line, whereby the people could save 

money for their eventual return home.135 Meanwhile, in the area of medical care, the Supervisory 

Corps’ main office set up a hospital, hired doctors, appointed Little Sisters to serve as nurses, 

and organized a mobile medical team to treat people in the surrounding villages and deliver 

surgical and pharmaceutical kits with instructions so that local communities might be able to 

treat some wounds themselves.136 They continued to also serve as the local New Life arm for the 

promotion of improving general hygienic standards. Finally, Lebbe worked with the Minister of 

Education Chen Lifu to set up government-funded schools for children, eventually setting up 

about one hundred of these.137 All the while, the “Supervisory” element of the Service Corps 

involved ongoing propaganda to rouse the local peasants for anti-Japanese resistance and 

continued reporting on the situation to military command.  

 However, some of the Supervisory Corps’ work, especially intelligence gathering for the 

Nationalist Army, bound Lebbe and the Catholics tightly to the ruling party. It was this that 

ultimately called into question the status of the North Chinese Catholic activity as simply part of 

the Sino-Japanese war effort. In his own initial letters to Dom Bède, Lebbe acknowledges the 

dangerous nature of the work: “We are going to enter into the lair of the tiger.” He also warned 

his brother about a particular danger in his case, suggesting that the intelligence work may have 

been a part of the Supervisory Corps from the beginning: 

If I’m caught, you understand that my case is very clear… But still! Lord! I would die 

content rather than to live well yet neutrally, not daring to call good and evil what they 

are and not throwing all my blood on the side of the oppressed, if only to protest, even if I 

                                                 

135 Li, 41. 
136 Ibid., 42. 
137 Ibid., 44. 
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am alone in the world, a Christian indignation against the demon of imperialism. That I 

may never be a ‘mute dog incapable of barking’ [Isaiah 56:10] 138 

 

Lebbe believed it was possible he would be caught at the hands of the Japanese, but he was 

prepared to pay that price as the cost of resisting an imperialist occupier. However, it is 

important to note here that Lebbe talks about the dangers solely in terms of undermining the 

Japanese: “the enemy of the human species, imperialism.”139 The founding of the organization 

did not, at least in Lebbe’s stated intentions, originally have an anti-Communist aim. 

 We know in retrospect from the publishing of Nationalist government papers that General 

Dai Li (who was the head of the Investigation and Statistics Bureau or secret police, and also the 

head of the fascist Blue Shirts) wanted early on to use Lebbe’s Supervisory Corps for both anti-

Japanese and anti-Communist intelligence-gathering. As Li Qihuang’s research in the Nationalist 

archives demonstrates, Dai Li had “other pictures” in mind for Lebbe than simply front-line 

relief work.140 Dai was trying to place his agents within the Nationalist’s own New Life 

organizations as well as Japanese puppet organizations and regional Communist Party branches, 

and it was he who had recommended to Chiang Kai-shek the policy of establishing de-

centralized pro-Nationalist guerilla around the country to keep the Communists at bay.141 Dai 

was aware of Lebbe’s strong reputation among the people in North China with the stretcher-

                                                 

138 “Et sans être pris il y a toutes les gentillesses de la guerre scientifique pour vous apprendre qu'il n'est pas permis 

de résister au mal. Mais sus! Seigneur! Je mourrais bien content plutôt que de vivre veulement, neutre, n'osant pas 

appeler le bien et le mal de leur nom, et ne jetant pas tout mon sang du côté des opprimes, ne fut-ce que pour 

manifester, dussé-je être seul au monde, l'indignation chrétienne contre le démon de l'impérialisme. Non je ne serai 

jamais un chien incapable d’aboyer” V. Lebbe to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 20 September 1939, in the mountains, in 

Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 156, p. 306. Isaiah 10:56 reads “Israel’s watchmen are blind, they are all 

oblivious; they are all mute dogs, they cannot bark; they are dreamers lying around, loving to slumber.” 
139 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 17 January 1939, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 154, p. 304. 
140 Li, 55. 
141 吳淑鳳, ed. [Wu Shufeng], 戴笠先生與抗戰史料彙編: 軍情戰報 [Mr. Dai Li and the Collection of Anti-

Japanese War Information: Military Intelligence Reporting] (Taipei: National History Museum, 2011), 123-125. 
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bearer medic work, and so he considered Lebbe and his patriotic Catholics to be a promising 

vehicle for surveillance because their extensive social contacts with people through relief work 

and the popular support they had gained through community-building efforts.142 Records show 

that in August 1939 Dai sent a telegram to Generalissimo Chiang urging to him to post Lebbe 

and a notable Xinhai Revolutionary hero from Shaanxi, Li Zhongsan, to Tianjin, since Dai felt 

that Lebbe could be better used there than in the war zone.143 At that point Chiang demurred, 

however, recommending that Lebbe was better to stay primarily working among the wounded 

soldiers.144 

 Soon, however, Dai succeeded in having Lebbe posted in September 1939 to the 

Zhongtiao Mountain area which was a key area of anti-Japanese resistance and an increasingly 

tense area of faltering United Front Nationalist/Communist relations. Lebbe did engage in 

intelligence work. For instance, the Chiang Presidential Archives have a telegram from Lebbe 

introducing a secret agent and describing his suitability for secret service work (tewu 

gongzuo).145 Interestingly, however, Lebbe’s general assessment of the problem in the Zhongtiao 

area was not about Communist or even Japanese movements, but rather that there was an excess 

of miscellaneous National Revolutionary Army troops in the area, not working together in any 

coherent way and generally making life difficult for the people by taking their resources and 

                                                 

142 Li, 53. 
143 Dai Li [戴笠], Reports 5, 12 (10 August 1939), [戴公遺墨一情報類] Vol. 1, Dai Li Historical Materials, Taipei 

National History Collection No: 1 44-0 1 0 1 04-000 1 -011, quoted and cited in Li, 55. 
144 Chiang Kai-shek, Reports 5, 12 (10 August 1939), in ibid. 
145 « 開平津現有一發動民眾，以完成特務工作之絕好機會，事關機密，需面奉陳，教民黨雲階四川軍 F 縣

人，現年四十九歲，曾任第九師及第二十四軍少將參謀，為人忠厚精幹，知其詳情，職擬介紹該員前往面

陳，並領。面諭後，赴平津住李慶和，此種特務工作，鈞座是否九其面見，尚祈電復 ». V. Lebbe, 

“Introducing Ye Yunjie, Please See,” (3 January 1939), 蔣中正總統文物 [Generalissimo Jiang Presidential 

Archives], 台北國史館藏 [Taipei National History Collection] No. 002-080200-00513-055 , quoted in Li, 57. 
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harassing them. Lebbe sent to General Chiang a report requesting the removal of the 

miscellaneous army troops in the area.146 In letters to family and friends, Lebbe writes in a joking 

tone about the Japanese continually raising the price on his head – but in fact the propaganda and 

intelligence work he was doing in Japanese-occupied territory was no joking matter. His activity 

was very risky, both personally and politically. 

 A times Lebbe himself was discouraged by the work with the Supervisory Corps. In 

Summer 1939 he was doubtful about what he could accomplish from within the Supervisory 

Corps. After a meeting with the Little Brothers, Lebbe went to Chongqing in June 1939 to meet 

with Chiang, planning to give up his work with the North China Supervisory Corps. However, 

Chiang pressed him to carry on, saying “From all reports, I know that you have done an excellent 

job, there is no better, no better!” Chiang charged Lebbe with going to Yunnan to convince the 

provincial governor Long Yun to remain loyal to the central government, and Lebbe did so.147 

After this re-commissioning, Lebbe recommitted himself to the fight against the Japanese and he 

continued as the director of the Supervisory Corps, but this episode makes one wonder if Lebbe 

had begun to some discomfort or disillusionment with the work that he and Little Brothers were 

doing for the government. 

 Moreover, even Lebbe’s recommitted energy to fight the Japanese could not protect the 

effort from the political liabilities of the splintering United Front. For a time, Lebbe was able to 

maintain his commitment to work with Nationalists and Communists alike in the war effort 

against Japan. He had mixed experiences working with the Communists. For instance, in the 

                                                 

146 V. Lebbe to Jiang Zhongzheng, “Proposal for Handling the Shanxi Miscellaneous Teams” [處理山西雜牌隊伍

建議], 20 September 1938, in the Generalissimo Jiang Presidential Archives [蔣中正總統文物], Taipei National 

History Collection [台北國史館藏], No. 002-080200-00502- 1 51. 
147 “從各方面的報告，知道你們在前方做得再好沒有，再好沒有，再好沒有 !” Quoted in 曹立珊 [Cao 

Lishan], “遺愛綿長” [Self-Leaving Love without End] (Taizhong : Catholic Yaohan Little Brothers, 2001), 40. 
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Taihang Mountain region the Supervisory Corps found the people suffering from lack of food, so 

in October 1939 he sent several Little Brothers into a Communist controlled area where there 

was food to be bought. Initially, he found the local division of the Eight Route Army to be 

amenable and they even helped to subsidize the purchase; however, a Communist regional office 

then confiscated the Supervisory Corps workers’ papers and banned the food from leaving their 

jurisdiction, so the staff was forced to return empty-handed.148 Nonetheless, Lebbe managed to 

keep the high regard of the Communist Eight Route General Zhu De for a remarkably long time, 

especially considering his clear affiliation with the Guomindang New Life Movement. This was 

mainly because of his Little Brothers and Little Sisters’ indisputably working-class lifestyles and 

their proven work in social welfare. Even in his final weeks of activity, the Communists were 

still hoping to bring Lebbe and his influence among the people of North China to the Communist 

side. General Zhu De sent Lebbe a telegram urging him to part with the Guomindang and come 

to cooperate with the Communist Party instead.149 While this fact suggests that Lebbe’s patriotic 

work was having its desired effect, perhaps earning for the Catholics a courting and 

consideration that they would not have otherwise had, it also shows how he was forced to choose 

sides. Lebbe did not disaffiliate from the Nationalists. 

 It seems the ultimate instrumentalization of the Catholic patriotic effort came from within 

the Nationalist army. According to Vincent Martin, a Belgian missionary colleague whom Lebbe 

put in charge of his former stretcher-bearer unit, the spymaster Dai Li had placed fascist Blue 

Shirts within Lebbe’s organization without his knowledge.150 It was because the Communists 

                                                 

148 曹立珊 [Cao Lishan], 春風十年[Ten Years’ Spring Breeze]  (Taizhong : Catholic Yaohan Little Brothers 天主教

耀漢小兄弟會), 2003), 436-437; Li, 71. 
149 趙雅博 [Zhao Yabo], 雷鳴遠與中國 [Lei Mingyuan and China] (Taizhong : 衛道中學), 1990), 64. 
150 Vincent Martin to A. (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 18 October 1936, Beijing, Fonds I, A.47.86; interview with Fr. Vincent 

Martin, 22 January 1947, Namur; Fonds I, A.47.85. 
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began to suspect that the Supervisory Corps was carrying out anti-Communist work that they 

detained Lebbe and a number of other Little Brothers and Supervisory Corps workers in Spring 

1940. 

 As noted in Chapter 2, there is some debate over whether Lebbe was aware of any such 

activity within his organization, but perhaps his personal knowledge or lack thereof does not 

matter for the wider question of Catholicism’s perception and place in modern China. Lebbe had 

always framed the goal of all his activity to carve out a respected place for Catholics in the new 

nation: “Tomorrow, when we have set to building new China, we shall be in the front line, 

shoulder to shoulder with the working people and the peasants.”151 If in fact Lebbe’s 

organization was infiltrated by fascist Blue Shirts undermining the United Front, then this deeply 

compromised the Corps and the Catholics’ claims to be contributing simply to the welfare of the 

Chinese people and to the anti-Japanese war effort. The end of Lebbe’s work did not come as 

death at the hands of the Japanese as he had expected, but rather by illness in the midst of 

confusing civil politics and saber-rattling suspicions about his allegiances. While in Communist 

detention, Lebbe was not tortured during his captivity by the Communists nor did he die in their 

hands. Under pressure from General Chiang Kai-shek, Zhu De’s forces released Lebbe and 

eventually Chiang flew Lebbe to the Nationalist capital at Chongqing where he died of what was 

likely pancreatic cancer. Being passed between the mutually suspicious Communist and 

Nationalist forces at the end of his life, Lebbe and the Catholics’ legacy was already in question: 

Was he a war hero, or a people’s traitor? 

 In one final twist of the Nationalist-Catholic collaboration, we see that General Chiang 

himself would himself pull back from working with religious groups. Years after Lebbe’s death 

                                                 

151 Quoted in Leclercq, 299. 
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and the end of the Sino-Japanese War, Li Zhongsan requested that Chiang restore the North 

China Supervisory Corps in 1947. Li felt that the North Chinese population was being persuaded 

to the Communist side and he wanted to again recruit the support of the Catholic “anti-Japanese 

crusaders” (kangri shizijun), though this time in an explicitly anti-Communist campaign. 152 

Ironically, however, it was Chiang who expressed reservations about a Catholic religious 

involvement in this work, though his concern was not to protect the Catholics from 

instrumentalization but rather to keep government endeavors focused on state goals and 

undistracted with religious aims. After all, if he was recalling Lebbe’s instantiation of the effort, 

then he would have recalled that Lebbe had devoted energies to evangelistic work while “saving 

the nation” in the Nationalists sense as well. Several hundred people were baptized during the 

work of the Supervisory Corps, and we know that the army had taken note of the growth of the 

Catholic movement since Lu Zhonglin wrote to Chiang in July 1939 that the number of members 

of the church was up to three thousand.153 Whatever Chiang’s thoughts about that in 1939 might 

have been, and whatever hesitations he might have still held eight years later in 1947 when the 

Civil War was raging, it is clear that Chiang was no longer inclined to collaborate with religious 

groups: “It is not necessary to use religious adherents (jiaomin) to organize, but rather urge the 

people to participate in local and legal self-defense organizations to help with anti-enemy 

work.”154 Chiang recommended against the incorporation of religious groups into the civil war 

effort. If there had been a window during the late 1930s New Life Movement when the 

                                                 

152 “李仲三呈請恢復抗日十字軍為剿共十字軍及軍委會華北戰地民眾督導團” [Li Zhongsan requests the 

reinstatement of the Anti-Japanese Crusaders as the Consulate General of the Crusaders and the Military 

Commission of North China] 8 September 1947, 各地軍情[Military Positions] 4, 國民政府檔案卜台北國史館藏 

[National Government Archives, Taipei National History Collection], No. 001 -070004-0004; Li, 75. 
153 Li, 49. 
154 “不必以教氏為組織，但鼓勵教民參與當地法定民眾自衛組織，協助堪敵工作.” Ibid. 
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Nationalist government seriously considered religious groups to be an integral part of state and 

social efforts, then by 1947 it had closed. The line between the realms of the state and of religion 

were redrawn. 

Conclusion: Understanding Chinese Catholic Modernity 

 What can we learn from the vicissitudes of these two cases? In fact, the Catholic 

involvement with the anti-Confucianism campaign and the Neo-Confucian New Life Movement 

had little to do with Confucianism itself. What was at stake was the scope of religion in ‘modern’ 

China and the possibility of a ‘modern’ Chinese Catholicism. 

 In the 1910s, many leading Catholics advocated a strong separation between religion and 

the state, believing that a Western conception of a special religious sphere would best protect 

Catholic moral and educational interests from external governmental and social interference. The 

defense of religious freedom in the Constitution was no small feat, certainly securing a more 

formal domestic legal status for the Catholics than they had possessed under the imperial system. 

Nonetheless, the New Culture and Anti-Christian movements showed the pitfalls of promoting 

such a strongly separatist position, in that it left the Churches open to the accusation that 

religions, especially Western ones, were inherently at odds with the interests of the Chinese state 

and the progress of Chinese society. 

 By the 1930s, we see Catholic progressives such as Yü Pin and Vincent Lebbe working 

to offer a reintegrated picture of Catholicism’s relevance and service to the whole of society. The 

New Life Movement seemed to Lebbe like a prime opportunity to fashion Catholicism 

(gongjiao) as a Chinese religio-moral tradition, demonstrating Catholicism’s commitment to the 

full range of political, ethical, moral, educational, welfare and spiritual concerns to which 

domestic traditions like Confucianism had always been addressed. At the same time, the NLM 
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gave Catholic social engagement a strongly statist and particularly Nationalist orientation, since 

serving society under the existing ruling regime meant promoting Chiang’s moral reform and 

joining the war effort on the Nationalists’ terms. The New Life Movement therefore was 

simultaneously an invitation for the Catholics to improve and demonstrate their public witness 

and an area in which that witness was instrumentalized by the state. 

 In studying Catholicism during the highly unstable and politically complicated 

Republican Era, one can perhaps draw two conclusions about the effort to construct a Chinese 

Catholic modernity: 

 First, the Catholics in both cases made strategic choices for what they believed would 

best further the Church’s moral and spiritual aims in modern China. Quite simply, the anti-

Confucianism advocates wanted to give as little ground to Confucianism and gain as much 

ground for Christianity as possible. The question of whether their definition of religious freedom 

cohered with a traditional Chinese understanding of the domains of morality and education 

hardly surfaced as a concern, when the Catholics’ immediate campaign was to set the 

constitutional categories in a favorable way to the Church for the foreseeable future. So too, Yü 

Pin and Vincent Lebbe saw the Nationalist Government as the best approximation of a united 

and functional Chinese nation, and they threw their lot in with the Nationalists believing that 

they and not the Communists would win the civil war.155 Church leaders, like non-religious 

leaders, seek to maximize their communities’ interests.  

                                                 

155 Yü Pin wrote in a speech on “The Communist Question in China” in 1938 that “China is in no way Communist. I 

am happy to be able to go still further in my assertion and to state; China is in no danger of becoming Communist.” 

Yü Pin, “The Communist Question in China,” 23 March 1938, in The Voice of the Church in China, 1931-1932, 

1937-1938 (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1938), 108. 
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 Secondly, the Republican Era Catholics’ claims upon modernity were simply that —

claims — and they could not thereby secure a favorable future for the Church. As the historian of 

colonialism Frederick Cooper notes, the 20th century was full of contesting bids for modernity: 

Colonialism was very much part of the twentieth century. So too was anticolonialism. So 

was fascism and antifascism, racism and anti-racism. People made their moral and 

political choices. They did so within specific, often conflicting, ideological constructs and 

historical contexts. Some may have claimed to speak for modernity… but neither those 

actors nor those frameworks can be reduced to modernity.156 

 

The 1910s defenders of religious freedom did succeed in keeping “freedom of religion” in the 

Constitution of the Republic, and this language even remains in use by the People’s Republic 

today. However, Christians such as Ma Xiangbo articulated religious freedom with a presumed 

antipathy between conscience and the state that has often become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

During the New Life Movement, Vincent Lebbe hoped to ground the modern Chinese perception 

of Catholicism in their service to the nation’s social programs and war effort, yet he could not 

guarantee that their work would not also be implicated in the narrative of a Guomindang fascist 

modernity. These attempts to make Catholicism accepted as an integral and positive constituent 

in modern Chinese society had mixed results. 

 To conclude, idealized ecclesiological visions are always constructed in the un-ideal 

realities of lived religion. As I now turn to the final section of this dissertation explicating 

Lebbe’s theological vision, it is important to keep in mind the contextual instability in which he 

worked. The self-conscious milieu in which the nation and the Catholic Church sought to 

envision themselves was a contested, highly politicized and uncertain ‘modernity.’

                                                 

156 Cooper, 134. 
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CHAPTER 5. 

INDIGENIZATION BEYOND NATIONALIZATION: CHINESE CATHOLICISM AND POLITICAL 

POWER 

 When Vincent Lebbe organized the first Congress of Catholic Action in Tianjin, he was 

bemused to find that the foreign missionaries visiting from other vicariates enthusiastically 

endorsed the success of his ‘Tianjin Method’ for wider use in China, yet they wanted to see it 

purged of one factor: Chinese patriotism. Lebbe later commented, “This was to demand that the 

master cook make a tart as sugary as the first, but without using sugar as the first time.”1 How 

could a chef hope to make the same confection without the sweetener? How could the missions 

hope to make the Church incarnate in Chinese society without incorporating the patriotic concern 

for sovereignty and justice which animated the brand-new Republic? As his confectionary 

metaphor suggests, Lebbe believed that Chinese patriotism must be retained as an integral 

ingredient in the Chinese Church’s work of national salvation. 

 In this final chapter, I analyze Vincent Lebbe’s efforts to indigenize the Church into a 

“China” that was characterized by constant political instability and intense political aspiration 

throughout the early 20th century. To understand his vision for the Church in context, therefore, I 

pursue a set of questions that explore the relationship between mission and political power. First, 

against the notion that ‘faith’ should remain apart from ‘politics,’ how did Lebbe make his case 

that the Church should attend to China’s national situation? Second, at a time of competing 

foreign imperialisms and domestic powers in China, what kind of political action did he believe 

was required of Catholics in China, and why? Third, to what extent did Lebbe’s vision for the 

Church subvert or support civil authority? In all of these, what was his theological rationale? 

                                                 

1 Vincent Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” September 1918, 57, in Fonds I, A17.2, Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
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Although Lebbe was not a systematic theologian, he peppered his writings with examples from 

Christian history and references to Scripture which make it possible to chart his implicit 

‘theology’ of mission in relation to political power. 

 In my analysis, Vincent Lebbe’s missionary work for the Church in China was one that 

partially indigenized Catholicism within the citizenship discourse of the Republic. Lebbe’s 

vision was indigenizing in that it crucially sought to align the Church against China’s foreign 

aggressors and with the domestic nation. At the same time, it was only partially indigenizing 

insofar as his vision of Catholic citizenry remained defined over and against foreign political 

power and with less attention to the domestic Church-state relationship. Despite ambiguity 

within the Christian tradition about resisting or supporting civil political power, Lebbe tended 

bifurcate these impulses rather than hold them in tension: He rallied the anti-imperial, liberative 

strain of the Gospel against the foreign interference of France and Japan while he invoked its 

more authoritarian and statist elements in support of the China’s domestic ruling Guomindang 

Party and the Second United Front. This endorsement was key in providing a patriotic witness at 

a time of growing anti-imperialist sentiment and urgent national defense, but it precluded a more 

nuanced theological exploration of the Chinese Christian’s relationship to his or her own 

government. Therefore, I call for a more indigenized theological account of the Chinese Catholic 

citizenship that explore the relationship between seeking the good of China while seeking one’s 

ultimate home in the transcendent Kingdom of God. 

Mission and Political Power: A Transformed Relationship 

 Before turning to the fine details of Vincent Lebbe’s theology of mission, I would like to 

briefly chart the transformation that took place in his understanding of the relationship between 
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the Church and civil power. By considering three representative statements from key moments in 

his life, we can see the general arc of Lebbe’s changing context and attitude: 

 In 1902, the twenty-five-year-old Lebbe was at the beginning of his missionary work in 

China under the waning power Qing Empire. He saw the extent to which French civil interests 

permeated the seminary in Beijing and was troubled by what seemed to be an effort to spread 

French culture rather than the Gospel. Writing to his brother Robert, who briefly considered a 

vocation to join him as a missionary, Lebbe warned about the temptations of trying to combine 

the Church’s overseas mission work with European imperialism:  

Above all, never be one of those patriotic missionaries, as there are so many who want – I 

dare say it – to plant the flag with the Cross, and often before the Cross, and sometimes 

without the Cross, and always to the detriment of the Cross.2 

 

In this letter, Lebbe calls for mission to transcend state politics. The missionary’s job was to 

plant “the Cross” and not to confuse the spreading of the Gospel with the pursuit of national 

interest. 

 By 1917, the Qing Dynasty had fallen to the new Republic. Lebbe was removed from his 

post as district director of Tianjin on account of his role in the Laoxikai Affair. Seeing how the 

interests of the mission were subsumed by those of France, Lebbe concluded that the crisis, and 

others like it across China, would never truly be resolved until there was reform on a national 

level. “The real purpose of my life,” he wrote to Anthony Cotta, “more than the particular and 

immediate good of Tianjin… is the nationalization of the Chinese Church.”3 Certain that the 

                                                 

2 “Ne sois surtout jamais un de ces missionnaires patriotes comme il y en a tant qui veulent – et osent le dire – 

planter le Drapeau avec la Croix, et souvent avant la Croix, et quelques fois sans la Croix, et toujours au préjudice 

de la Croix.” V. Lebbe to Robert Lebbe, 14 September 1902, Beijing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 20, p. 

59. 
3 “De cela il n'est pas question, mais sans doute de beaucoup plus grand et mieux, de ce qui doit être le vrai but de 

ma vie, plus que le bien particulier et immédiat de Tientsin: "La nationalisation de l'Eglise de Chine."” V. Lebbe to 

A. Cotta, 20 August 1917, Shaohing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 68, p. 136. 
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Church could not serve the interests of both France and China, Lebbe committed himself to 

promoting a Church of and for the latter. 

 Finally, in 1939, Lebbe was now sixty-one and living would be the final year of his life. 

As a general in the Nationalist army, he led an organization for wartime relief work, propaganda 

and intelligence gathering at the personal direction of General Chiang Kai-shek. Writing to the 

Catholics of Japan during the Sino-Japanese War, Lebbe defended the Catholics’ support of the 

war-effort under the leadership of the Guomindang party-state: 

With all our hearts, not only as citizens but especially as Catholics, we obey our 

magnanimous leader whose Christian sentiments honor us in front of the whole world, 

the General Chiang Kai-shek – knowing that by obeying him we obey God.4 

 

Here, Lebbe aligned the Church not just with national interest but the ruling leadership. In 

Lebbe’s later writings, under the exigencies of national defense, the Catholic’s religious and 

duties seem nearly contiguous. 

 What are we to make of this change? In one sense, of course, it was not a change at all. In 

every stage of his ministry, Lebbe insisted that mission to China must serve the good of the 

Chinese. For Lebbe, to resist foreign control and support domestic rule were but two sides of the 

same coin: Chinese patriotism. Yet in another sense, Lebbe’s tack of relating the Church to the 

political order did undergo a change. Although in his early life Lebbe worked to disaffiliate the 

Church from state power, in his later life he took the opposite tack of seeking opportunities to 

affiliate with and serve the state. By attending to both the continuity and the change in Lebbe’s 

thought, we can see that to make the Church ‘Chinese’ was no singular task. Nationalizing the 

                                                 

4 “De tout notre cœur, non seulement comme citoyens, mais encore, mais surtout comme catholiques, nous 

obéissons à notre Chef magnanime, dont les sentiments si chrétiens nous honorent devant le monde entier, le 

Généralissime Chiang - sachant qu'en lui obéissant nous obéissons à Dieu.” V. Lebbe, “Le Royaume de Dieu et sa 

justice: réponse à la circulaire de quelques Catholiques Japonais adressé par eux à le clergé et aux fidèles de 

Chine,” Le Correspondant Chinois No. 6 (July 1939), in Fonds I, A47.38b. 
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Church was both about rejecting foreign influence within the Church and proving Christian 

loyalty to the wider nation. 

The Nation: The Political and Ecclesial Unit  

 It may be apparent from the quotes above that the question at hand is the Church’s 

engagement with elite national-level politics. Lebbe’s theology of mission assumed that the geo-

political unit of the nation should also be the indigenizing unit of the Church. Why was this? 

 Lebbe lived at a time when nations and their national churches had become the norm in 

Europe, and therefore he sought parity for the Chinese case. Defending the patriotic nationalism 

of Chinese Catholics to a French bishop, he wrote: “What would our Church of China be if, 

instead of neglecting this force, we made it a weapon for ‘praeliari praelia domini,’5 like all the 

bishops of France, Belgium, Germany, Italy, America?... I repeat that the limit of our rights and 

duties is, in principle, the same as that of the priests of Europe and America. Only that, all that.”6 

Lebbe accepted that the churches of other countries had a national character and he wanted the 

same for China. 

 Moreover, Lebbe accepted national churches as normative because he believed religion 

itself to be a “national particularity.” He makes this point in his 1918 “Historical Overview” of 

mission in discussing the nationalization of the episcopacy. Countering the idea that to have 

Chinese bishops will cater to Chinese xenophobia, Lebbe replies that ‘xenophobia’ is just an 

especially ungenerous way of characterizing the national sentiment that animates religion in 

every place: 

But if it is true that the Chinese are xenophobes, it should be necessary for us to direct all 

our good will to humor their national susceptibility, to make use of all our industry to 

                                                 

5 Latin for “fighting the battles of God.” 
6 V. Lebbe to Paul-Marie Reynaud, 18 September 1917, Ningbo, in 242. 

 



362 

 

strip not the religion but its exterior presentation, its human form, of that which is foreign 

not only to China but to itself, for religion is above all national particularity.7 

 

In the context of French bishops dominating the Lazarist missions of North China, Lebbe’s point 

here is that the French profile of the Church in China is a “human” and “external” packaging that 

can be stripped away without any damage to actual religious core of Catholicism. In fact, he 

suggests, this stripping of what is foreign will reveal a more nationally authentic religiosity. 

 What exactly does Lebbe mean by saying that religion is a “national particularity”? In 

this definition of religion, is religion any different than nationalism or does it already make the 

Church contiguous with the nation-state? 

 Religion is not entirely the same thing as nationalism. As Lebbe continues his discussion 

of the native episcopacy in the following paragraphs, it becomes clear that what he wants most to 

affirm is something slightly more general, namely the socio-political character of religion. Lebbe 

was frustrated by an inconsistency in the arguments those seeking to maintain the status quo of 

the episcopacy. He found that opponents of the native episcopate would defend the current 

bishops of French or Italian or Portuguese nationality as representatives of a supra-national, 

universal religion, while assuming any possible bishops of Chinese nationality to be nationalistic 

xenophobes.8 He points out that none of the European bishops in China are actually supra-

national but in fact all come from some “concrete society.” 9 Far from seeing that as a count 

against nationally patriotic churches, Lebbe insists that religion is always socio-nationally 

embodied. The problem with mission in China is that French and Italian leadership persists in 

obscuring the Chinese national-religious particularity. Thus, when Lebbe writes that “religion is 

                                                 

7 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 38. 
8 Ibid., 39. 
9 Ibid. 
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above all a national particularity,” what he is really getting at is the idea that religion, underneath 

any additional foreign accretions, is necessarily a phenomenon of some “concrete society” — the 

legitimate one in this case being Chinese society. 

 At the same time, Lebbe’s definition of religion as a phenomenon of “national 

particularity” does go a long way towards affirming the interests of the nation-state. In Lebbe’s 

thinking and writing, society was almost always national society, and therefore where he 

conceives of religion as being inherently social he also conceives of it as having a natural 

national identity. Whereas imperialism disrupts the proper relationship between Church and 

nation, nationalization can restore it. Later when concluding the “Historical Overview,” Lebbe 

sums up the goal of reform in terms of liberating the Church of China from the stranglehold of a 

false nationality to “live” like other national churches do: “If the Church of China becomes in 

China what the Church of France is in France, what that of America is in America, it will live; if 

not, it will remain dead.”10 

 That Lebbe conceives of the Church as French, American, and Chinese shows just how 

formative the geo-political category of the nation-state had already become in global 

Catholicism. Of course, this was just the latest in a long line of different political units in which 

the Church had existed in history. There were the city-based churches documented in the Acts of 

the Apostles, the emergence of Christian empires in Europe and Africa in late antiquity, 

Christianity under the feudal systems of medieval England or Japan, or the Church’s place in the 

Iberian monarchies during the ‘Age of Discovery,’ just to name a few. Yet by Vincent Lebbe’s 

                                                 

10 “La CONCLUSION de ceci est que si l’Eglise de Chine devient à Chine ce que l’Eglise de France est à la France, 

celle d’Amérique à l’Amérique, elle vivra; sinon, elle restera morte.” Ibid., 56. 
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lifetime, the world was populated with nation-states as well as those trying to gain independence 

from imperialist powers to become self-governing states of their own. 

 Assuming the value of national churches rather than making a theological case for them, 

Lebbe took the nation to be obvious target of Catholicism’s indigenization. Eager to make 

mission effective in the geo-political reality of his time, he both scaled mission ‘down’ and 

scaled it ‘up’ to the level of the nation-state. Indeed, there were risks in trying to evangelize 

China with too large or too small an organizational footprint. According to what unit of 

organization did or should the Church’s mission operate? 

 On the one hand, there was the ecclesial vision of the Church as a singular 

“Christendom” expanding throughout the earth, but this was problematically bound up with 

European imperialism. European missionary religious orders and congregations did have a 

transnational reach that transcended any one nation, but it was precisely this surplus of 

international affiliation that created conflicts of interest with China or at least the appearance of 

such. Therefore, many of Lebbe’s endeavors – advocating the consecration of Chinese bishops, 

encouraging foreign missionaries to give up their former citizenship and interests, founding 

domestic Chinese religious orders, etc. – ‘downscaled’ Catholic mission from an international 

and potentially imperialistic scope to the national level. 

 On the other hand, there was the classical ecclesiological conception of the Church 

existing as a domain of episcopal authority, but this was a recipe for fragmentation in the mission 

field. 11 After all, the China apostolate was carved up among religious orders of different 

                                                 

11 Ignatius of Antioch famously articulated the principle in his “Letter to the Smyrnaeans” (circa 107 A.D.) that 

individual Churches exist in the form of the bishop’s domain: “Wherever the bishop (episcopos) appears, there let 

the congregation be; just as wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the catholic church.” There has been extensive debate 

about when exactly the roles of presbyter and bishop became differentiated in the early Church, and still more 
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nationalities: a French Lazarist leading this vicariate, an Italian Franciscan leading that one, a 

Belgian Scheut bishop for yet another place, etc. This made for an internally disjointed Catholic 

presence in China. For that reason, many of Lebbe’s other endeavors — the nation-wide 

organization of Catholic Action, the establishment of Chinese dioceses, putting the Little 

Brothers and Little Sisters at the service of the national war effort, etc. — can be understood as 

efforts to ‘scale up’ the indigenous Catholic Church to meet national needs. 

 In sum, to understand Lebbe’s vision for the Church’s engagement with political power, 

it is important to specify the scale of politics he was concerned with: the nation. Granted, this 

may represent a limitation in his thinking; after all, if the goal were simply to indigenize 

Catholicism, why not indigenize Catholicism on a larger scale like Asia, or on a smaller scale 

such as a given linguistic or geographic population within China? And why be so concerned with 

national political crises above the local community or village politics which likely impacted the 

day-to-day lives of Chinese Catholics more deeply? Yet if Lebbe’s orientation towards national 

politics was limiting, it was a strategic choice of a missionary. Believing that Christ “does not 

only save individuals but nations themselves,” Lebbe sought to evangelize nothing less than the 

whole nation.12 

                                                 

debate about how the authority of the various bishops around the world might relate to the growing authority of the 

bishop of Rome, the pope. Still, the basic principle, established by Ignatius of Antioch and maintained throughout 

this evolving ecclesiological tradition, was that the bishop’s presence was necessary for the church’s operations to 

be legitimate. Ignatius of Antioch, “The Letter of Ignatius to the Smyrnaeans,” in The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Text 

and English Translations, 3rd edition, translated by Michael W. Holmes (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 

Academic, 2007), Article 8, p. 249. 
12 “Le Christ ne suave pas seulement les individus, mais les nations mêmes.” V. Lebbe, in Pensées et maximes du 

Père Lebbe: Apôtre de la Chine moderne (1877-1940), edited by Léopold Levaux (Bruxelles: Les Editions 

Universitaires, 1951), 41.  
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Does and Should Mission Engage ‘Politics’? 

 To do justice to Lebbe’s thoughts on Christianity and political power and consider them 

in context, we must start with the question of whether Catholic mission is to engage ‘political’ 

questions at all. Throughout Lebbe’s ministry, the missionary community clashed over whether it 

was appropriate for a Catholic leader to get involved in Chinese political affairs. 

 Many of Lebbe’s foreign missionary colleagues answered this question in the negative, 

complaining that Lebbe’s approach to mission was inappropriate because it was political. For 

instance, when Lebbe published some of his lecture hall speeches in a pamphlet with the papal 

and Chinese flag on the front, “it was therefore received with great distrust, despite the 

imprimatur… ‘What has he always to deal with politics!’”13 A few years later at the height of the 

Laoxikai Affair in 1916, Lebbe’s paper promoted anti-imperialist strikes of French factories in 

Tianjin. Bishop Stanislaus Jarlin C.M. lamented that Lebbe had ‘gone in for politics’ in Tianjin 

and regretted posting him in such an urban and politically active region.14 Throughout that 

conflict, the Lazarist leadership recommended neutrality, insisting that the Tianjin Catholic 

mission should be impartial to French and Chinese geo-political interests in China. The next year 

in September 1917 when China and Germany were declared at war, Lebbe led a prayer service 

where he prayed for the country and delivered a sermon calling for Catholics to support the unity 

of North and South China. Viewing this as taking sides in the Sino-German conflict, the Lazarist 

                                                 

13 V. Lebbe to Paul-Marie Reynaud, 18 September 1917, Ningbo, 242.  
14 In a letter to Anthony Cotta, Lebbe recounts how Bishop Jarlin apparently recounted to his friend Jean de Vienne: 

“He would have done so well in the country. I never should have put him in Tianjin. He has gone in for ‘politics,’ 

for journalism, and finally he’s entirely gone.” "Il aurait si bien fait à la campagne. Je n'aurais jamais dû le placer a 

Tientsin. Il s'est lance dans la 'politique', le journalisme, enfin il s'est complètement dévoyé." V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 

19 July 1916, Ting Tcheau, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 52, p. 109. 
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Visitor of South China castigated Lebbe for engaging in “political discourse.”15 In these and 

other cases, Lebbe’s critics upheld an ideal of religion as separate from politics. 

 Meanwhile, Vincent Lebbe was decisively in favor of a politically-engaged Church. For 

him, the Church’s task in every time and place was to proclaim the Reign of God in situations 

that would inevitably have political as well as spiritual and moral stakes. Lebbe argued in favor 

of the Church’s involvement in politics in three ways: through historical precedent, in theological 

and ecclesiological reflection, and as a best practice for evangelism. 

Historical Precedent 

  Lebbe believed the history of the Church, both worldwide and in China, was on his side. 

As he argued, it was an anomaly for the European ecclesiastical leadership to impose an 

apolitical ideal upon the Chinese Church when this was neither the historic practice of other 

Christian communities nor of past European missionary efforts in China. The Aurora University 

student Bernard Liu points this out in his response to the questionnaire of the 1919 Apostolic 

Visitation. Liu notes that, compared to Protestantism, he sees Catholicism having “no effect” in 

the Chinese nation even as Catholic missions across China celebrate the indisputably political 

heroine of France, Joan of Arc.16 The contrast between the Church’s European past and the 

Chinese present was not lost on Chinese Catholics. 

                                                 

15 Claude Guilloux to Vincent Lebbe, 21 September 1917, in Fonds I, A9.101; see also Gaston Vanneufville’s 

discussion of this sermon in 1918, since the controversy had reached him in Rome and he requested a translation of 

the sermon to better understand the Lazarist Visitor’s disgruntlement. Vanneufville’s own response was mostly 

supportive of Lebbe, curious to understand the political situation between North and South China in further detail 

and affirming the hope that the Church in China might be a moral force for the country’s internal peace. G. 

Vanneufville to V. Lebbe, 25 September 1918, Rome, in Fonds I, A11.a,14, in Archives Vincent Lebbe. 
16 Bernard Liu, “Petition to Monsignor De Guébriant in Response to the Questionnaire sent by the Holy See of 

Rome,” in Fonds I, A14, also published in Pour l’eglise Chinois 1. La Visite apostolique des missions de Chine 

1919-1920, edited by Claude Soetens, in Cahiers de la revue théologique de Louvain 5 (Louvain-la-neuve: 

Publications de la Faculté de Théologie), 281. 
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 In his letter to Bishop Paul-Marie Reynaud (1917), Lebbe acknowledges that his three 

proposals (engaging Chinese patriotism, supporting the indigenous episcopate, and separating 

from the French Protectorate) will have political ramifications and likely antagonize France. 

However, he maintains this is sort of activity is well within a bishop’s proper scope of concern. 

Lebbe appeals to Mediterranean and European precedents to support this claim. For instance, he 

urges Reynaud to consider the question of Chinese bishops as if he were “the successor of Paul, 

Augustine, Boniface, Martin, or better one of them themselves.”17 Lebbe is not asking the 

Reynaud to make a special exemption for Catholics in China, but rather to exercise the same 

political awareness which past Catholic bishops have taken on behalf of the Churches under their 

care. 

 In citing such well-known figures to Reynaud, Lebbe reminds him that ‘Church history’ 

is nothing other than a history of missionary efforts to grow, promote and defend the Christian 

faith in often highly political situations. After all, Paul was an obvious case of one who traveled 

across the Roman empire, often in and out of prison, to spread the Gospel and establish Christian 

communities. As for Augustine, Lebbe refers to Augustine of Canterbury (whom he describes 

more at length in the “Historical Overview”18) sent from Rome to Britain in 597 A.D. to 

evangelize the pagan Anglo-Saxon ruler, King Aethelbert. Next, the “Apostle to the Germans” or 

Boniface, was an eighth century Anglo-Saxon missionary to Frisia and Germania who persuaded 

the papacy to support the end of Merovingian rule and the founding of the Carolingian dynasty. 

So too, Martin of Tours (316-197 AD) was first a soldier in the Roman army and then became a 

monk in Caesarodonum (now Tours, France) where he famously joined Hilary of Poitiers to 

                                                 

17 V. Lebbe to P. Reynaud, Ningbo, 18 September 1917, in Vincent Lebbe et son heritage, 244. 
18 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 40. 
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oppose the Arianism of the imperial court under Constantinius II. By citing these cases from the 

more familiar narratives of Church history, Lebbe reminds Reynaud that the Church’s work has 

nowhere been apolitical. 

  Turning to the local history of the Church in China in his “Historical Overview,” Lebbe 

points out that evangelism in China has at every stage involved a political element, often with the 

hope of currying favor from the imperial court. Lebbe surveys briefly how the early “Nestorian” 

Christian communities enjoyed for a time the “trust and greatest protection” of several Tang 

Emperors.19 Later in the Yuan Dynasty when a Franciscan mission came to China, William of 

Rubruck and John of Montecorvino “presented themselves singing hymns and, bowing before 

the feet of the monarch. They presented letters from the Pope or from the King of France… [and 

asked] the Khan to cease his ravages and urged him to convert to Christianity.”20 In the sixteenth 

century, the Jesuit Matteo Ricci determined that the conversion of the masses would only be 

possible after the conversion of the imperial court and its elites, and “thenceforth he had only one 

objective: the capital.”21 In recounting this early history, Lebbe demonstrates that missionaries 

have often ventured into China’s elite political scene. If foreign missionaries have done so in the 

imperial past, why is it less appropriate to do so now that China is a republic? And on what 

possible grounds can the Chinese Catholics be prohibited from trying to influence their own 

nation’s politics?22  

                                                 

19 Ibid., 1. 
20 Ibid., 3. 
21 Ibid., 5. 
22 In the Laoxikai Affair, the French consul in Tianjin pressured the bishop to remove Lebbe for his political 

activism and to make him silence the Chinese Catholic appeals to the Beiyang government to resist imperialism in 

the Yishibao paper, he refused to silence them. 
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 Lebbe intended these historical examples of religio-political involvement to serve as 

models for China’s present situation, believing the Catholic tradition formed one continuous arc 

of spiritual and political reform.23 We know this because, when he and Cotta were gathering 

writings to forward to Gaston Vanneufville and the Propaganda Fide in Rome, Lebbe nicknamed 

his September 1917 letter to Reynaud as the “Monitum Bernardi.”24 This is a reference to 

Bernard of Clairvaux’s letter “De Consideratione” (circa 1465 AD) written to the recently 

elected Pope Eugene III and the entire Roman Curia. Bernard of Clairvaux himself was highly 

influential in both religious and secular circles, someone who could “create popes, command 

kings, and lead councils by the nose.”25 In his famous letter to Pope Eugene III, Bernard of 

Clairvaux warned the pope against tyranny and suggested reforms in ecclesiastical government. 

Lebbe’s use of this reference to describe his own letter to Reynaud gives us an insight into what 

he thought they were doing by petitioning Rome. It was not meant to be a departure from past 

Catholic practice, but simply a continuation of the Church’s ongoing work in mission and 

reform. When the Holy See moved to elevate Chinese priests to the episcopacy, many 

commentators characterized it as a strange concession of the mission to the peculiar demands of 

the Chinese. Yet when Lebbe learned that there would likely be Chinese bishops, he wrote “We 

live in a golden age of Church History.”26 

                                                 

23 In general, Lebbe wanted the China to be afforded the same rights and responsibilities as other Catholic 

communities. Where foreign missionaries did treat Chinese patriotism as a special case, Lebbe notes to Reynaud, it 

was unfortunately to regard the Chinese case with less leeway and more criticism than in the Churches of Europe. If 

anything, Lebbe counters, China’s differences should prompt the opposite response: “[I]n all fairness, China, more 

than our countries of birth, is entitled to indulgence, because it is pagan.” “Et cependant en toute justice, la Chine, 

plus que notre pays de naissance, a droit à l’indulgence, parce qu’elle est païenne.” V. Lebbe to Paul-Marie 

Reynaud, 17 September 1918, 242. 
24 V. Lebbe to Anthony Cotta, 2 September 1919, Ninghai, Fonds I, A13a,34; V. Lebbe to Anthony Cotta, 14 

September 1919, in Fonds I, A13.a,39; V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 6 October 1919, Ningbo, in Fonds I, A.13.a,45. 
25 Jortin, Part II, 294, cited in George Lewis, “Introduction,” in Saint Bernard: On Consideration, translated by 

George Lewis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908), 6. 
26 “Allez, nous vivons à une belle époque de l’histoire ecclésiastique…” V. Lebbe, 20 January 1921, in Paul Goffart 

and Albert Sohier, eds., Lettres du Père Lebbe (Tournai: Casterman, 1960), No. 89, p. 203. 
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 In sum, to make his case that missionaries or indigenous Chinese Catholics could 

legitimately be political, Lebbe characterizes evangelization in Europe and China as the same. 

The assumption that the work of the established Churches and the missions were categorically 

different led many foreign missionaries to inconsistently accept political involvement in the 

‘established’ Churches home but regard it as inappropriate for the vulnerable ‘mission’ in China. 

Lebbe’s writings subtly flip the characterization. In his references, the Western churches’ 

histories are themselves mission histories of indigenous Mediterranean and European Catholic 

communities, while the indigenization of the Chinese Church is the same sort of development 

that populated the European churches with saints and filled the Church’s libraries with stories of 

popes and emperors. For the Church in China to engage in politics was to fit the norm. 

Theological and Ecclesiological Reflection 

 Theologically, Lebbe believed evangelization must be socio-politically engaged to best 

reflect God’s extensive care for humanity. There were two things at stake, both the nature of God 

and the end goal of sanctification. 

 First, what sort of God was evangelization supposed to reveal to the people? One of 

Lebbe’s theological priorities was to safeguard the relevance of God to all parts of human life. In 

a letter to his brother Dom Bède, Lebbe references the Modernist/Integralist debates in the 

European churches and notes that he wants to retain the “integralist” affirmation that God 

pertains to all aspects of spiritual and social existence. He writes: “To say that God exists but not 

go to that end which is integral Catholicism is to admit a God who does not take care of his 

creatures.”27 His worry was that a non-integral approach to Catholicism would make God out to 

                                                 

27 “Car de dire que Dieu existe et ne pas aller jusqu'au bout qui est le catholicisme intégral c'est admettre un Dieu qui 

ne s'occupe pas de ses créatures.” V. Lebbe to Dom Bède, 4 December 1916, Ien Chan, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., 

Lettres, No. 36, p. 82. 
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be unconcerned with humanity’s economic or political existence, and this was an impression 

Lebbe wanted to avoid at all costs. If mission were partitioned into a spiritual realm to the 

exclusion of practical ethical and political concerns, it would grievously distort the all-

encompassing care of God for the world. Lebbe was also familiar enough with Chinese 

philosophy to know that such a limited religiosity would prevent Catholicism from speaking, as 

the Confucian tradition did, to the intersection of personal moral cultivation and the public 

good.28 To rule out political concerns seemed out of step with both Catholic and Chinese 

religiosity. 

 Second, Lebbe wanted to safeguard the holistic nature of sanctification. Except on this 

point, Lebbe was sympathetic to Christian Democrat movements. He was suspicious of the 

reactionary attitudes of “integralists” who defended a nostalgic European ideal of Catholic 

monarchy that seemed wholly out of touch with the realities of the Catholics’ minority status in 

China.”29 Yet when it came to the matter of Church’s place in people’s lives, Lebbe considered 

himself more “integralist” than not. For he had reservations about the Christian Democrat 

tendency to parse human experience into different spheres, where the Church and its message 

might simply sit in a ‘religious’ sphere alongside the ‘political’ or ‘economic’ spheres of their 

own influence. This gave him pause, for should not the Church still hope to Christianize all of 

society, and was not its mission to make saints out of whole people in every aspect of their lives?  

 Lebbe’s worries about the deleterious effects of “sphere-ism” on holiness become 

especially clear in correspondence with his friend Anthony Cotta. Cotta was deeply interested in 

the American Catholicism. Unlike the French Church, which was horrified by the Third 

                                                 

28 V. Lebbe, “Impressions sur la philosophie Chinoise,” 283-300, in Annales de L’Institut Supérieur de Philosophie 

III (Louvain: Univeristé de Louvain, 1914). 
29 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 May 1900, Dax, in Goffard, ed., Lettres, No. 6, 28. 
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Republic’s imposition of secularity upon the country in 1904-1905, the American Catholics more 

willingly embraced democracy and the separation of Church and state as opportunities for the 

Catholic minority to thrive. In response to one of Cotta’s descriptions of American Catholicism, 

Lebbe wrote a mixed review: 

Reading your dear letter, I see again, “The American priest is egalitarian and democratic, 

etc.” This has a kind of true beauty, which has fascinated me for a long time and which I 

would certainly not want to oppose. Perhaps it is one of the reflections of the multi-

colored garment of the Church, one of the forms of the Spirit, one of a diversity of 

modes. Then it is necessary to return to the theory of “attraction”30 and the wisest course 

seems to be to judge it all with a wide scope. But the thing that bothers me (besides the 

‘feeling’ and the ‘intimate hugging’) is that this type has not produced saints, as far as I 

know.31 

 

Throughout their correspondence, Cotta and Lebbe took differing attitudes towards the American 

Church. In the American case, Cotta saw an inspiring example of the Church coming into its 

own, clearly benefitting from the fresh air of a democratic spirit and with much to teach the rest 

of Roman Catholicism about operating as a peer with other social actors. Meanwhile, Lebbe 

thought that the jury was still out on American Catholicism. He was unsure whether the 

American Church was in fact calling its society to holiness or simply congratulating itself — 

with apparently excessive intimacy — on living out the American democratic ethos within their 

demarcated ‘religious’ sphere. Lebbe was not a fan of French Catholic reactionary triumphalism, 

but he was doubtful that the circumscription of the Church’s influence was something to 

celebrate either. If Catholicism only addressed itself to a narrowly “religious” facet of human 

experience and left untouched the people’s lives as public actors, the Church would never make 

saints of them. 

                                                 

30 Paul Goffart and Albert Sohier note that by the ‘theory of attraction,’ Lebbe is referencing the idea that God draws 

the faithful through intimidate attraction to embrace certain types of spiritualities rather than others, which are 

equally good in themselves but more or less appropriate to the individual and their situation. Lettres, p. 166. 
31 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 25 June 1918, Shaohing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 74, p.166. 
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Best Practices for Evangelism 

 Finally, Lebbe argued that attention to politics would be key to evangelizing the Chinese 

people, since the population was animated by aspirations of a political and national nature. Lebbe 

explained this point at length in a lecture on the “Aspirations of the Chinese Students in Europe” 

given at the Louvain Missiology Week in 1923. In this lecture, Lebbe sought to explain the 

motivations of the Chinese students who had come to France and Belgium as part of the 

“Diligent Work and Frugal Study Program.”32 Too often, Lebbe lamented, European Catholics 

saw the visiting students as a threat. Having heard about the revolutionary fervor of China, the 

French Catholic community viewed the visiting students as representatives of Chinese 

xenophobia and therefore automatic enemies of the West or of Catholicism.33 Yet if the French 

Church were truly interested in evangelizing China, Lebbe pointed out, then surely it must make 

some effort to understand the Chinese people’s aspirations especially when the future leaders of 

China were not far away but right there in Paris or Lille. 

 In one of his clearest statements on missionary purpose and method, Lebbe defines 

evangelization an enterprise that deals in the immaterial currency of hope. For this reason, the 

Chinese people’s political hopes must not be ignored or dismissed out of hand. Any missionary, 

indeed any Catholic trying to share their faith with others, must first seek to understand what 

animates the people they seek to reach: 

What really are [their aspirations]? For us missionaries, the question is of extreme 

gravity, for it is certain that we cannot have an influence on an environment without 

knowing it, and it is also certain that to convert a soul to the truth, it is not enough to 

know that it is not Christian; but rather it is necessary, before anything else, to discover 

                                                 

32 See Chapter 2 “The Life of Vincent Lebbe,” the section entitled, “The European Apostolate” for more on the work 

study program (留法勤工儉學會). 
33 V. Lebbe, “Les Aspirations des étudiants Chinois en Europe,” Les Echos de Saint-Maurice 24 (1935): 114. 
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its aspirations and desires, to tease out the legitimate part and rely on it to conquer the 

whole soul.34 

 

In this understanding of evangelization, the possibility of conversion depends upon the 

evangelist’s connecting somehow to the hopes that matter most to a soul. Lebbe puts no limits on 

what kinds of aspirations those might be. In this matter of missiological anthropology, his 

assumption is that people’s aspirations are quite mixed and multivalent: perhaps their aspirations 

are lofty ‘religious’ ones, but more often they are first economic or artistic or national. Whatever 

these aspirations might be, according to Lebbe, Catholic evangelism must engage the ‘soul’ as it 

stands and to find what is good in its existing aspirations before leading a person into fuller 

holiness. 

 What is in fact the aspiration of the Chinese people? In his presentation on the visiting 

students, Lebbe identifies their core aspiration as patriotic nation-building: “It seems to me that 

one can characterize the dominant note of all their aspirations in one word: patriotism. They 

speak, they act, they think, they suffer, they even die, to better the existence of China.”35 This 

hopeful determination was an invaluable resource for the evangelist hoping to make Christians of 

them. Lebbe’s metaphor of patriotism as the ‘sugar’ in the tart reflects his missiological 

conviction that a people’s aspiration will be a necessary and even precious ‘ingredient’ in their 

spiritual mixing, baking and rising. 

                                                 

34 “Que choisir dans toutes les appréciations ? Et vraiment que sont-ils ? Pour nous, missionnaires, la question est 

d'une gravité extrême, s'il est bien certain que l'on ne peut avoir d'influence sur un milieu sans le connaître ; si 

encore il est également certain que pour convertir une âme à la vérité, il ne suffit pas de savoir qu'elle n'est pas 

chrétienne, mais qu'il faut, avant toute autre chose, découvrir ses aspirations et ses désirs, y démêler la part de la 

légitime et s'y appuyer pour conquérir l'âme entière.” V. Lebbe, “Les Aspirations des étudiants Chinois en 

Europe,”114. 
35 “Il me semble que l'on peut donner la note dominante de toutes leurs aspirations en un mot : le patriotisme ; ils 

parlent, ils agissent, ils pensent, ils souffrent, même ils meurent, pour obtenir le mieux-être de la Chine.” Ibid. 
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 As for whether there was anything good in Chinese aspiration, Lebbe expresses respect 

for the selflessness which he sees in the students’ nationalism. He finds them far from prideful, 

but rather painfully aware of how far China must go to become a strong nation. The student-

workers’ commitment to their home nation is intensely self-sacrificial, and that should give 

pause to anyone who would balefully dismiss ‘New China’ as a mere talk. In his speech, Lebbe 

describes how many of the nearly starving student workers in France chose their subjects of 

study entirely based on possible usefulness to the country: 

This aspiration to work for the reconstruction of China has so thoroughly taken 

possession of their thoughts, that they will not think of talking about themselves. 

Questioned about the purpose of their studies, their answer will omit the necessary 

intermediary of the means to go immediately to that end which is for them the final end: 

- ‘Why do you study law?’ 

- ‘It’s very necessary for China’… (there follows the explanation…) 

- ‘Why do you do chemistry?’ 

- ‘It is very useful in China’…  

And that will always be their first word, rather than ‘to be a magistrate, to be an 

industrialist.’ You must know them, live with them, and follow them from day to day to 

attend their intimate meetings to see how sincere their disinterestedness really is. 

Moreover, they give more than verbal evidence. There are some, for example, who work 

in a factory for the benefit of a comrade, resigning their studies (and this is the greatest of 

sacrifices) to give to another the opportunity study smoothly despite a lack of resources; 

for if the latter has been judged to be more intelligent and, consequently, capable of 

making a greater return for China, then that alone matters.36 

 

With clear appreciation for the Chinese students’ determination, Lebbe affirms that the 

reconstruction of China is underway, in large because such Chinese youth abroad and at home 

abroad are determined to make it so. If Catholics are truly interested in evangelizing this people 

of such intense political hopes, they cannot afford to be disinterested in politics. 

 Lebbe also respected the Chinese students’ determination because he thought it 

represented the sort of committed idealism that Christians ought to show in their own efforts to 

                                                 

36 V. Lebbe, “Les Aspirations des étudiants Chinois en Europe,” 117. 
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transform the world. Lebbe wrote quite frequently about Christian outreach, worried that secular 

ideologues were catching the vision of transforming the world just as Christians were losing their 

apostolic vigor for it. At one point when describing the exhaustion of trying to revive the Tianjin 

vicariate at his new post, Lebbe explains his refusal to stop: “I want to race our ancestors, saints 

Augustine, Boniface and many other old monks who conquered kingdoms for the Church of our 

Lord.”37 Later, he would expect the same rigorous commitment from members of the religious 

congregations he founded, warning a candidate that if she were not interested in winning China 

to Christ and in becoming a saint, then she should go home.38 

 Ultimately, Lebbe suggests that the impulse to make mission apolitical reveals an 

abandonment of the evangelistic enterprise. In his “Historical Overview,” Lebbe draws a strong 

contrast between the “Positive” camp that still believes the Church’s task is to evangelize versus 

the “Negative” camp that has given up the task.39 In his discussion of the “Negatives,” Lebbe is 

searing in his critique of the “anesthetized” and “lethargic” approach to mission he sees in his 

colleagues. He finds that they are uncomfortable with the question of political engagement 

because they are unaccustomed to thinking strategically at all. He paints a grim picture of many 

missionaries in China sitting back on their heels and reticent to try new methods: 

How many times, having had the honor to meet a Bishop or a missionary, and demanding 

of him where the propagation of the Law was at his home, have I received this 

unchanging reply: “It is dead” 

“And what are you doing?” 

“What would you have me do? There is nothing to do!” 

“Are you sure? Have you tried?... You say that all the means are useless, but the means 

are undefined! If something does not succeed right away, persevere; if it does not succeed 

again, change it... What method have you followed? What experiments have you made?” 

“...” 

                                                 

37 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 12 September 1910, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres No. 38, p. 88. 
38 Jacques Leclercq, Thunder in the Distance: The Life of Père Lebbe (Tournai: Casterman, 1958), 208. 
39 V. Lebbe “Aperçu historique,” 13-16. 
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“So, how can you say that there is nothing to do, that everything is useless? Again, it is 

necessary to have made an attempt!” 

“You are right, but it is the same everywhere. You, how do you do it?” 

“Like this, this, that” 

“Oh! Here that had no success: the population is different.” 

“Perfect! It is then necessary for you to take a different tactic.” 

“Which?” 

“I don’t know, because I do not know this population: it is necessary to study them! That 

the missionaries study the landscape together, and then that they attempt that which 

seems to be the most reasonable.” 

 (with a laugh) “Ah! Dear Sir, you are an enthusiast; I admire you. These theories, you 

 see, these theories....” 

And the conversation has continued in this tone, not only once—not even just ten times. 

In the end, if it was a Bishop, he concluded that he had something to do, but that he did 

not have the personnel to do it; if it was a missionary, he concluded, and often with a 

genuine sadness mingled with anger and indignation, that there was much to be done, but 

that he lacked a Leader. 40 

 

When this document was circulated and then eventually published in the Bulletin des Missions, it 

rankled many missionaries in China who felt that Lebbe was accusing them of not doing their 

jobs.41 Indeed, he was. Where many foreign missionary colleagues thought Lebbe 

inappropriately political in his missionary work, he thought most foreign missionaries in China 

were inappropriately un-evangelical in theirs. To take refuge in an apolitical religiosity to say, 

“For the moment, there is nothing to do!... The hour of God is not come!... There is nothing to do 

but pray” seemed to Lebbe to be a neglect of duty.42 In his view, it was only because many of the 

foreign ecclesiastical leaders were merely passively maintaining the Church as a religious 

enclave, having stopped trying to grow the Church, that they imagined mission could remain 

indifferent to politics. 

                                                 

40 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 14-15. 
41 This document was eventually published under the title “L’Église catholique partour indigène,” in Bulletin des 

Missions (1923): 393-400, 501-506, 520-531. 
42 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 14. 
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What should be the Church’s Political Witness? 

 If one grants that the Church’s presence in the world is historically and necessarily 

political, there is still the normative question of how Catholics should best engage political 

power. Vincent Lebbe did not articulate his views as clear missiological principles, but he did 

write extensively on the scandals of political engagement gone wrong. A close analysis of these 

critiques shows that Lebbe viewed properly political mission as that which preserves justice and 

seeks the good of the Chinese people. 

 In this, I suggest there were two key issues: First, by ‘preserve justice,’ I highlight 

Lebbe’s concern that ‘right’ precede ‘might.’ Especially in his anti-imperialist writings, Lebbe 

worried that Catholic mission too often adopted the use of diplomatic or legal force without 

ethical consideration; this abuse of power sometimes could bring about conversions, but it was a 

poor witness that ultimately worked against the evangelization of China. Second, by “seek the 

good of the Chinese people” I highlight Lebbe’s concern to make sure mission served the 

interests of the non-Catholic Chinese. The Church must not seek its own interests but rather the 

good of those who were the ultimate target of evangelization.  

 These values may seem obvious in the abstract, but the history of missions to China 

showed numerous cases where they were not upheld and the political presence of the Church in 

China then became scandalous. In his 1918 “Historical Overview,” Lebbe identifies several 

‘methods’ of mission: the Spanish Method, the Method of Trials and Cases, the Method of 

Works, and the Method of Charity/Money. Lebbe deals with each of these separately in 

succession, but I suggest here that he finds they all fall short for the same fundamental reason: 

abandoning justice to serve self-interest. 
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Justice: ‘Right’ Before ‘Might’ 

 Among the “Positive” or active attempts to grow the Church, Vincent Lebbe documents a 

troubling and shameful pattern of Catholic evangelists using political power to bring about 

conversions without regard to justice for those on the receiving end of evangelization.  

 The first and most blatantly abusive was the “Spanish” method which used a combination 

of civil force and economic disenfranchisement to make indigenous peoples convert to 

Catholicism. Lebbe characterizes the Spanish missionary practices in 17th and 18th century South 

America as fundamentally “coercive.”43 Here, he is referencing missionary involvement in the 

Spanish colonial encomienda system. In this system, the Spanish crown issued grants to Spanish 

encomenderos (often conquistadors, soldiers or other officials) to control the inhabitants of a 

given area of lands. This grant gave the encomendero the authority to extract tribute and labor 

from the people and the responsibility to instruct them in the Catholic faith.44 This system of 

forced labor, backed with Spanish arms, enslaved the people and gave them little to no choice in 

becoming Catholic. Lebbe notes with relief that the “Spanish Method” was largely abandoned in 

the practice of the worldwide Church and had “few defenders.”45 Yet was the coercive practice 

really a thing of the past? 

 As Lebbe points out in this section, missionaries in China had recently used Boxer 

indemnities to induce the people to convert. Ostensibly, indemnification was itself an attempt at 

restorative justice, requiring reparations for war damages inflicted upon foreigners and Christians 

                                                 

43 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 19-20. Here, Lebbe admits that “he who write these lines confesses to his shame 

that he let himself be dragged along there as well.” 
44 Neil L. Whitehead, “Indigenous Slavery in South America, 1492-1820,” in The Cambridge World History of 

Slavery, edited by David Eltis and Stanley Engerman (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 249. 
45 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 19. 
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during the Boxer Uprising.46 According to Ernest Young, there was a flood of claims for 

reparation in the aftermath of the violence: “The rule seemed to be that any act during 1900 that 

could be interpreted as anti-foreign or anti-Christian might have been a response to the court’s 

belligerent messages to the country in the summer of that year and was hence indemnifiable as 

part of war reparations.”47  

 Although the 1901 Boxer Protocol issued a national or “regular” indemnity for the Qing 

government to pay to the aggrieved foreign nations,48 it was actually “irregular” indemnities 

negotiated and disbursed at the local level that impacted Catholic missionary method most 

deeply. To begin with, these additional indemnities came to high totals. In fact, most of the 

money that Catholic missions received was not from the regular indemnity disbursement but 

rather from irregular indemnities paid directly to the missions. France allotted about six million 

taels of silver from its portion of the general indemnity to reimburse Catholic missions. 

Meanwhile, although records of the irregular indemnities are spotty and therefore attempts to 

quantify them are likely lower than the true amount, research on existing receipts estimates that 

irregular indemnities totaled more than nineteen million taels paid to the Catholics.49 Moreover, 

irregular indemnities involved missionaries more than the general indemnity because they were 

handled beyond the purview of the French civil authorities. After all, the Boxer Protocol treaty 

                                                 

46 While at first the Boxers were suppressed by the Qing government, in January 1900 Empress Cixi changed tact 

and supported the attacks on foreigners and Chrisitians. She declared war simultaneously on the Russian Empire, the 

United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, France, the German Empire, Italy, Spain, Austria-Hungary, Belgium and 

the Netherlands. 
47 Ernest Young, Ecclesiastical Colony: China’s Catholic Church and the French Religious Protectorate (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2013), 85. 
48 The 1901 Boxer Protocol mandated China to pay a national or “general” indemnity of 450 million tales of silver 

to the Eight-Nation Alliance (Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States) as well as Belgium, Spain and the Netherlands. Except for German protection over the Catholic 

vicariate of South Shandong and Italian protection over the North Shanxi vicariate, French consular officials 

oversaw disbursements from this general indemnity to the foreign Catholic missions that had suffered loss of life 

and damage to property. Ji Zhaojin, A History of Modern Shanghai Banking (M.E. Sharpe, 2003), 75; Young, 85. 
49 Young, 86. 
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signed between the Qing and the Eight-Nation Alliance did not directly address Chinese 

Christian grievances. Where there were disbursements of foreign general indemnity funds down 

to Chinese Christians or where there were local irregular arrangements for reparations, it was not 

foreign civil officials but generally the foreign missionaries who oversaw these arrangements. 

 In brokering irregular indemnities, Catholic missionaries in China wielded a coercive 

power not unlike that of the Spanish encomenderos. Indemnification could be used to extract 

money from the non-Christians for the Christians. Or, as Lebbe explains, the community’s 

inability to pay the crippling debts could be used to pressure them to convert: “It could be 

insinuated or even unanimously declared that the indemnity would be abandoned if the village, 

or the interested party of the village, consented to embrace Christianity.”50 Lebbe admits to his 

shame that he too briefly employed this method when he first began the apostolate in China.51 

Missionaries like he were under the impression that the reparations served the restoration of 

justice and that to usher people into the Church with the forgiveness of the debt was a gracious 

act. In time, however, he saw how much hatred of the Catholics this practice had sowed, and he 

ashamedly decried the practice as spiritual abuse. This Boxer-era version of the “Spanish 

Method” induced people to convert against their will by holding diplomatic power over their 

lives. This created a new injustice. 

 In the related “Method of Trials and Cases,” Catholics invoked foreign legal power to 

protect Catholic interests, and here again what seemed to be a bid for restorative justice ended up 

compounding injustice. Boxer reparations were just one type of a much wider legal phenomenon. 

Under the “French Religious Protectorate,” when Chinese Catholics suffered harassments or 

                                                 

50 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 21. 
51 Ibid. 
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damage to their persons or property because of their faith, they appealed to the foreign 

missionaries for recourse to the foreign consul and the protections granted by the international 

treaties. Lebbe acknowledges that if the practice of legal recourse had simply addressed cases of 

clear religious persecution, the use of this power might have been just. However, it went further 

and put Catholics in stark conflict with their non-Catholic neighbors: 

[T]he weakness of the system came precisely from its force: this sort of protection was 

ordinarily so effective that the Christians were imperceptibly led to abuse it, and, from 

questions of a religious nature, they passed to all other questions. It soon became enough 

that they had undergone a vexation, real or imaginary, on whatever subject, for them to 

have recourse to their new Consul; and he, often undoubtedly out of attachment to his 

Christians, most often with very worldly intentions, we do not dare to say very pagan, 

concerning the “face” of the church, let himself be carried imperceptibly to this new role 

which established him as a de facto foreign Consul, able to represent, as a foreigner, the 

interests of the Christian population in the presence of its own Mandarins.52 

 

In Lebbe’s analysis, this practice was damaging to both the internal life of the Church and the 

external witness. It gave the Catholic Chinese population “a distorted mentality as to the true 

position of the Church and to the duties of its ministers” and built among the non-Catholic 

Chinese “a heritage of contempt and hatred” that only “years of prudence, sacrifice, and 

Christian practice in the disinterested heroism of humility and sweetness may cause them to 

forget.”53 

 Writing in 1918, Lebbe notes with relief that Catholic missions are already abandoning 

this practice because of its ill effects. He was not alone in his worry that trials and cases were 

getting in the way of true evangelization. The bishop in Beijing with whom Lebbe clashed on so 

many points, wrote beautifully to a priest in his vicariate to tell him not to be so concerned with a 

legal case in which he was involved: “Our Lord lost his only case and yet certainly right was on 

                                                 

52 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 17. 
53 Ibid, 18-19. 
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His side. After the loss of His case, all seemed forfeit. However, He had saved the entire world 

by losing face.”54 Despite their many disagreements, both Lebbe and Jarlin upheld the 

importance of ‘right’ over ‘might.’ 

Interest: Seeking the Good of the Chinese People 

 In other “Positive” or active efforts at evangelization, the problem was not so much the 

unjust use of power but the self-serving use of it. In Lebbe’s view, this was deadly to mission. As 

Lebbe paraphrased Matthew 4:45, Christian lives should at the very least be disinterested enough 

to reflect the “divine goodness that sends the rain and distributes the heat of the sun over the field 

of the faithful and over that of the miscreant.”55 Moreover, evangelization was supposed to go 

beyond neutral disinterestedness to give witness to the Christ who did not use power to save 

himself but used it for the salvation of the world. Any evangelist in the legacy of Christ himself 

and Paul the model apostle must be “less for us than for others.”56 

 In his section on the “Method of Works,” Lebbe warns that institutions of service must 

not become ends in themselves but serve the good of the people yet to hear the Gospel. Lebbe 

was by no means opposed to institutions for social work. He affirms that carrying out good 

works is an integral part of living the Gospel, he notes that the ability to openly establish schools 

and hospitals is one of the undeniable benefits of the toleration achieved by the Unequal Treaties, 

and he acknowledges, with some envy, that the Protestant’s zeal in the area of institutional 

‘works’ is a large part of what has made their them so well-regarded in China.57 Still, he cautions 

                                                 

54 Young, 127. Cites Jarlin to Guilloux, Beijing, March 19, 1900: LazA. 
55 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 48. 
56 “Mon ami, Dieu fasse de nous des saints et des apôtres, moins pour nous que pour les autres, de vaillants semeurs 

jetant à pleines mains!” V. Lebbe to Etienne Standaert, 19 January 1902, Beijing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., 

Lettres, No. 17, p. 53. 
57 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 21.  
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that devoting resources of time and money to establish or maintain social works does not itself 

make for good mission. It is not enough for missionaries to have a good cause and good 

intentions. For if an institution for social service causes the non-Christian population to resent 

the Church rather than be attracted to it, then the method would seem to have stymied the larger 

project of evangelizing China. 

 Lebbe singles out the Catholic Holy Childhood Association (L’Oeuvre de la Sainte 

Enfance) for review, since he perceives a troubling disconnect between the French ideals behind 

the work and the Chinese community’s reception of it. The Holy Childhood Association was 

founded in France in 1843 to raise donations from European children to fund missionaries to take 

in unwanted infants in China, baptized them, raise them in Christian families or orphanages, and 

then eventually train them to become missionaries themselves. By 1910s and 20s, however, 

Lebbe worried that missionary work in China was simply maintaining this effort, at high cost, 

without full attention to its effects.58  

 As Henrietta Harrison’s research on Holy Childhood notes, the Association’s work was 

extremely popular and highly supported in France. Harrison quotes the journalist Francisque 

Sarcey who wrote: 

There is not a mother in our country [France] who does not know of the Holy Childhood; 

not a little girl who has not given her pennies each week to redeem those unhappy little 

Chinese whose mothers villainously throw them to the pigs on the day of their birth; and 

there is not a father whose little child has not asked for the pennies in question with 

outstretched hand, and who has not shrugged his shoulders and taken them out of his 

pocket.59 

                                                 

58 Henrietta Harrison, “‘A Penny for the Little Chinese’: The French Holy Childhood Association in China, 1843-

1951,” The American Historical Review 113.1 (2008): 73. Some of the children who came into Catholic care 

through the Holy Childhood Association did go on to become leaders in the Church. Most notably, one of the six 

Chinese bishops consecrated in 1926, Bishop Hu Ruoshan, had been orphaned at age five and raised by Catholic 

missionaries before joining the Lazarists. Paul Mariani, “The First Six Chinese Bishops of Modern Times: A Study 

in Church Indigenization,” Catholic Historical Review 100.3 (Summer 2004): 512. 
59 Francisque Sarcey, “Les petits chinois,” Le XIXe siècle, November 9, 1875, quoted in Harrison, 81. 
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As Harrison points out, infanticide and child abandonment were ongoing problems in France, so 

French Catholic familiarity with these problems on the home front in fact helped Holy Childhood 

garner interest and funds for the China mission. At the same time, the Association’s fundraising 

materials often characterized the Chinese cases as categorically more barbaric and pitiable than 

that of the French cases. For instance, they featured drawings of Chinese children dying in the 

streets like animals or being eaten by wild beasts in the desolate hinterlands while uncaring 

Chinese went about their business – a characterization of China which even the former French 

consul of Ningbo protested was generally misrepresentative.60 Meanwhile in China, missionaries 

carried out the Holy Childhood apostolate under difficult circumstances. Finding enough wet 

nurses to hire for the babies was a constant challenge, leading to malnourishment. Where the 

children survived, however, the Association could boast of successes. Some of the children who 

came into Catholic care through the Holy Childhood Association did go on to become leaders in 

the Church. Most notably, one of the six Chinese bishops consecrated in 1926, Bishop Hu 

Ruoshan, had been orphaned at age five and raised by Catholic missionaries before joining the 

Lazarists.61 

 In the wider Chinese population, public opinion of the Holy Childhood was more split. 

The baptism component of the Association’s work was generally accepted, even if through the 

lens of Chinese folk religion. In many cases, Chinese Catholics and even non-Catholics took 

readily to the practice of baptizing dying infants, understanding it to be a special death ritual by 

which the dying children’s spirits would be saved from becoming wandering hungry ghosts.62 

                                                 

60 China had some foundling homes of its own before the Association began its work, and Chinese magistrates of the 

time were not indifferent but strongly condemned infanticide. Harrison, 79 and 81. 
61 Mariani, 512. 
62 Harrison, “‘A Penny for the Little Chinese’: The French Holy Childhood Association in China, 1843-1951,” The 

American Historical Review 113.1 (2008): 82. 
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The orphanages, however, raised public opposition. Due to high death rates among those 

children in the orphanages, many Chinese suspected the Holy Childhood Association of ill 

conduct.  

 The local history of the “Tianjin Religious Case” of 1870 showed how the Chinese 

population could view Holy Childhood’s orphanage apostolate not as an act of service but as a 

nefarious ploy. In the Tianjin situation, rumors about kidnappings and eye-gouging spread from 

Southern China to Tianjin. The French Sisters of Charity were in the practice of paying a small 

sum for the children, and they also faced high death rates especially because of an epidemic in 

the Spring of 1870.63 This intensified the already widespread belief that Catholics were buying 

and baptizing the children just to kill them and harvest their organs for making medicines, 

opium, communion wafers, and conversion-inducing potions.64 In June of that year, the 

suspicions broke into outrage when three young Chinese men were apprehended and confessed 

to kidnapping children in Jinghai and selling them to the French Sisters of Charity.65 Soon there 

was a standoff between angry crowds and the French consul Henri Fontanier, who fired a shot at 

the local Chinese official Liu Jie and ended up killing his servant instead. In the ensuing riots, 

angry Chinese crowds burned down the Tianjin Catholic cathedral as well as British and 

American churches, murdered dozens of Chinese Christians, raped and killed the Daughters of 

Charity running the orphanage, and killed the civil French consul and his assistant as well as 

some Russians assumed to be French. This incident immediately became an international conflict 

as foreign gunboats then arrived in Tianjin’s port to come to the defense of the foreign 

                                                 

63 Tian Xiali, “Rumor and Secret Space: Organ-Snatching Tales and Medical Missions in Nineteenth-Century 

China,” Modern China 41.2 (2015):208. 
64 Harrison, 89. 
65 Tian, 208. 
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population, and the Chinese government was then obliged to send an ambassador to France to 

apologize and make reparations in 1871. Throughout the twentieth century, Catholic orphanage 

work continued to be controversial.66 

 In the example of Holy Childhood as a social work, Lebbe issues a sympathetic but 

cautionary word to his foreign missionary colleagues. He acknowledges that the apostolate to 

vulnerable Chinese children is “a good work” that “should certainly not be abandoned” since 

caring for them is necessary according to the Charity of Christ.67 He grants that the missionaries 

carrying out this work have good intentions and gives no credence to the rumors about Catholics 

intentionally doing harm to children. Yet Lebbe does take seriously the possibility that the true 

victims of infanticide and abandonment are “less numerous than we think.” 68 By paying the 

Chinese to bring children for Catholic baptism and care, the missions have incentivized Chinese 

to turn over children for the monetary reward. There is of course a wrong on the part of the 

Chinese who do this, but there is also a wrong on the part of the Catholic missionaries for 

incentivizing it. Lebbe concludes that “as for the good work of Sainte-Enfance, apart from the 

spiritual benefits from numerous baptisms of infants at the point of death, one is forced to accept 

that its results are not equal to the efforts and the sacrifices: the dedication of its Sisters do not 

make up for the fault of the method.”69  

 At first glance it may be difficult to see what could be self-serving rather than simply 

unwise in the methods of Holy Childhood. However, a spat between Bishop Jean-Budes de 

                                                 

66 The Holy Childhood Association operated in China until 1951 when the Chinese Communist Party ran an anti-

imperialist campaign against missionary orphanages, broadcasting over radio a mass trial of Canadian nuns in 

Guanzhou who were accused of tearing out children’s eyes. Harrison, 90. 
67 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 21. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
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Guébriant and Vincent Lebbe during the late 1920s gives us some sense of the competing 

interests for long-term mission: fundraising from Catholic donors in Europe versus evangelizing 

non-Catholics in China. When Lebbe’s overview of mission was published in the Bulletin des 

Missions, including his recommendation that the work of Holy Childhood be “ancillary” to the 

core work of evangelizing the country, this provoked a defensive reaction in Europe. By 1929, 

the former apostolic visitor, Bishop Jean-Marie Budes de Guébriant M.E.P, was now back in 

France serving as the general superior of the Paris Foreign Missions Society. He wrote an 

outraged letter to all the bishops of France that castigated the Bulletin for publishing the 

suggestion (as he characterized Lebbe’s position) “that infanticide does not exist in China.”70 De 

Guébriant insisted that infanticide did continue in China and that Holy Childhood’s work 

remained just as necessary as ever. De Guébriant’s defense had much to do with donations. One 

can sympathize with De Guébriant’s position, as he was struggling in the post-war depression to 

raise funds from European dioceses to keep up mission operations in China. Any report in the 

French missionary journals about the real number of abandoned infants being “less numerous 

than we think” could be devastating to the fundraising effort among European benefactors. It was 

hard enough to raise donations without missionaries alerting the donor base to problems on the 

ground. 

 From the whistleblower’s perspective, however, the maintenance of the foreign 

apostolate in China must be secondary to the interests of indigenous apostolate, where the 

Chinese Church was at pains to demonstrate to non-Catholics that Catholicism was a benefit and 

not a risk to the nation. As Henrietta Harrison’s research on Holy Childhood has suggested, there 

                                                 

70 Jean Budes de Guébriant MEP (Superior General), "Lettre de Mgr. De Guébriant aux évêques de France," (30 

Novembre 1929), in Fonds I, A55.a.2.24, Archives Vincent Lebbe.  
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was a growing divide between the European advocates of Holy Childhood in China and the 

newly consecrated Chinese bishops after 1926. For instance, the Italian missionary Ermenegildo 

Focaccia defended the orphanages’ high death rates as at least a spiritual victory: “[T]hose who 

die are already children of God by holy baptism and fly up to heaven.” This matched the general 

tenor of the Association’s promotional materials to European audiences, where missionaries 

were romantically depicted bringing succor and salvation to the unfortunate souls at their 

moment of greatest desperation. But this sort of commentary hardly appeased the Chinese who 

were alarmed at the extremely poor living conditions in the orphanages. Bishop Peter Cheng of 

Xuanhua, having inherited a desperate situation in his vicariate, wrote repeatedly and with 

frustration to the Association trying to obtain cows for milk to keep the children’s souls on earth 

a little longer.71 Practically speaking, the foreign apostolate and the indigenous apostolate 

answered to different pressures. With the recognition that these interests were not always 

working in concert, Lebbe insisted that the interests of the indigenous Church must carry the day. 

For the goal of mission was not a perpetual flow of European resources to China but rather the 

evangelization of the country.  

 More generally in the “Method of Charity or Money,” Lebbe worried that relying on 

financial power to bring about conversion muddied the picture of who was benefitted by it. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, Bishop Stanislaus Jarlin’s aim for the vicariate was to create Catholic 

families and so he devoted the vicariate’s financial resources to the provision of food and 

financial subsidies to catechumens.72 One effect of the payments, Lebbe lamented, was to 

                                                 

71 Ibid., 90. 
72 Lebbe notes that Jarlin’s motivations were truly evangelical, as he did not consider the power of money something 

to be conserved but wanted to spend it for the sake of easing the way to conversion. Although Lebbe disagreed with 

Jarlin about the effects of this method of evangelization, he granted that Jarlin was truly committed to the work of 

converting China. 
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produce catechumens of poor quality. Rising baptism rates might make for good numbers to 

report back home to superiors in Paris or Lille, but locally known was the phenomena of some 

unscrupulous catechumens going from mission to mission to be baptized two, three or four times 

to reap the subsidies.73 Another unintended effect was that payments could give the impression 

of a transaction, as though the missionary stood to profit from buying the Chinese catechumen’s 

conversion.74 Some suspicious catechumens would, at the last minute, finally refuse to give 

themselves up to the actual baptismal rite. Lebbe warned that this method created “a puddle of 

mud between the Church and the honest section of the people, an obstacle that it will be reluctant 

to cross.”75 

 In all this discussion of benefits and perceptions, Lebbe is extending a concern about self-

interestedness in the personal spiritual life to the wider Church’s missional life. In letters to 

family and friend, Lebbe often called for a turn from selfishness to self-abnegation. For those in 

ministry, the temptation generally took the form of promoting oneself and one’s work.76 

Therefore, on the individual level, the aspiring evangelist-saint must give up his or her own 

interests to imitate Christ. “Above all,” Lebbe wrote to Dom Bède, “let us kill that damned 

selfishness which is, after all, the cause of all our evil and the most radical obstacle to 

                                                 

73 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 31. 
74 Ibid., 34. 
75 Ibid., 32. 
76 When Lebbe and Cotta were protesting the Lazarist’s leadership’s handling of the Laoxikai case and submitting 

complains to Rome, Lebbe acknowledged that they were putting themselves and their own case forward for the 

cause of reform but he felt that it was unfortunate to do so: “It looks like an apologia pro vita mea and I'm not St. 

Paul… I feel that there is an excuse: the public good, the discussion of the question of the imperial system - but it is 

horribly annoying that, despite all of this, it still falls to the staff and that to make the idea triumph and save souls, 

we must begin by putting ourselves forward. V Lebbe to A Cotta, 1 August 1916, Ning-tsin, in Lettres, 53, p. 110. 
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holiness.”77 On the communal level, foreign missions must also give up any self-preservationist 

interests and work to render themselves unnecessary. 78 So long as the Church was approached 

the Chinese people with foreign interests and foreign stakes in the future, this would always raise 

up obstacles to evangelization. The goal must be the conversion of China under an indigenous 

Church. 

Nationalization: Justice and Interests for the Chinese 

 Given all these liabilities in foreign mission work, nationalizing the Church was to be the 

solution. It would correct injustices of imperialism within the Church and better align the 

interests of Catholic mission with those of the Chinese people.  

 The first step was to strip away the foreign façade of the Catholic Church in China. In 

Lebbe’s characterization, imperialist missionary work had done the opposite of what was truly 

required for evangelization. First, it had denied the people what Lebbe considered to be a “right” 

to national identity. To Anthony Cotta, about to embark for China in 1906, Lebbe wrote a similar 

warning as he gave to his brother to avoid planting the flag and the cross, adding that “all people 

have a right to their lives and it is not up to the apostles to come to strip it away.”79 This 

discourse of ‘rights’ is also central to Lebbe’s 1916 letter to the French consul, A. R. Conty, 

asking him to stop using the Catholic mission as a pretext for expanding the French concession 

                                                 

77 “Soyons tous deux des saints, de grands saints, des vrais. Tuons surtout ce maudit egoisme qui est somme toute la 

cause de tous nos maux et l'empêchement le plus radical à la sainteté.” V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 1 

May 1900, Dax, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 6, p. 28. 
78 Lebbe writes that the foreign missionary societies, like anti-slavery societies, should work to render themselves 

unnecessary. V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 9. 
79 “Mais qui que vous soyez qui venez, en quittant votre patrie, quittez-la tout à fait et ne venez pas planter un 

drapeau à côté de notre Croix sainte: tout peuple a droit à la vie et ce n'est pas aux apôtres à venir l'en dépouiller.” V. 

Lebbe to A. Cotta, 1906, Chochow, in Goffard and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 24, p. 66.  
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in the Laoxikai district of Tianjin. What is at stake, Lebbe argues in his letter to the minister, are 

“absolute and inalienable rights that it is never permissible to violate.” 80 

 Furthermore, imperialist mission had further imposed a “foreign national etiquette” upon 

the Church in China.81 Lebbe worried throughout his life that this foreign character kept 

evangelization from ever really penetrating the life of the nation. In a 1913 letter to his parents, 

Lebbe wondered: 

Does such mission work? Do people convert to the faith? Does it make for a Christian 

country? Do you enter in the country or remain a surface work, an application (appliqué) 

(gold, if you want) on a piece of furniture?82 

Five years later Lebbe used the furniture metaphor again. He was convinced that the Church was 

an “exterior ornament” to life in China “which could disappear without the furniture 

experiencing any essential modification.”83 This was a condemning assessment of Catholic 

mission’s negligible impact on Chinese society. Until missionaries stopped stripping the people 

of their Chinese nationality and began shedding their own foreign nationalities, the Church 

would forever remain on the outside.84 

                                                 

80 This appeal to national ‘rights’ reflects a growing Chinese discourse about rights but also the urgent question of 

national sovereignty in Europe with which both Lebbe and the French consul were familiar. At the time of the 

Laoxikai Affair, World War I was raging contemporaneously in Europe. There, Germany occupied neutral Belgium 

in its campaign to invade France, putting both nations on the defensive. Almost all of Belgium was under German 

occupation, and thousands died in large-scale shootings of Belgian civilians when the Germans blamed the Belgian 

resistance for slowing their campaign to Paris. France, meanwhile, was a stronger military power and hoped to 

recover territory from the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine lost to Germany in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870. In 

his letter to Conty, Lebbe references this fight against Germany with an appeal to the French defense of sovereignty. 

He writes with gratitude how his family back home in Belgium views France as the noble “knight” defending 

Belgian as well as its own independence from Germany. Therefore, it is painful for him to see France abandoning 

these principles to engage in land-grabbing in China. Just as the those at home have been loath to accept German 

occupation, so too the Chinese “will never accept it” from France. V. Lebbe to A. R. Conty, in Goffart and Sohier, 

eds., Lettres, No. 48, p. 102. 
81 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 39. 
82 “La mission marche-t-elle? le peuple se convertit-il a la foi? devenez-vous pays chrétien? Entrez-vous dans ce 

peuple ou restez-vous œuvre de surface, une applique (d'or si on veut) sur un meuble?” V. Lebbe to his parents, 

1913, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 41, p. 92. 
83 V. Lebbe “Aperçu historique,” 39. 
84 Lebbe characterizes his own Tianjin method is a “positive” missionary practice of actively giving up any foreign 

identities and privilege: Trusting nothing integral to the Gospel is lost in switching allegiances from their home 
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 Lebbe’s scriptural warrant for this first step of shedding one’s own interests was 1 

Corinthians 9. In a letter to him brother Robert, Vincent urges him to consider “St. Paul, the 

missionary par excellence, who said ‘I have become all things to you’ and also ‘I made myself 

Jew to the Jews and Greek the Greeks.’”85 Lebbe applies this as a corrective to imperialism. Paul 

did not insist on his converts becoming like himself, and so “we have no right under any pretext 

to rob any people of their nationality.”86 On the contrary, Paul spared nothing in the effort to 

become one with a people in hopes of saving some (1 Cor. 9:22). Writing about this same 

passage to his seminary friend Étienne Standaert, Lebbe explains that Paul’s evangelical 

willingness to become amenable to his converts is what missionaries must imitate: “We only 

know men by becoming one of them, we only win them by giving ourselves.”87 

 The second step was to actively commit one’s self to the good of China. In Lebbe’s 

thinking, aligning the Chinese Church with Chinese interests would take decisive action. There 

was no better opportunity to prove this than in defending the nation and showing oneself willing 

to lay down one’s life for the good of one’s compatriots. 

 Lebbe took every opportunity to publicly voice Catholic support for the welfare of the 

nation. When Japan issued the 21 Demands in 1915 and Yuan Shikai agreed to the terms, he 

delivered a speech on “the love of the fatherland.” He thought the occasion was unfortunate but 

celebrated the chance to ally himself with the Chinese patriotic movement: “You can easily 

                                                 

countries to their adopted ones, “it did not cost [the missionaries] anything to strip themselves of their external 

apparel, their ceremonial robes and the expression of being superior, the offsprings of an elect race.” V. Lebbe, 

“Aperçu historique,” 49. 
85 V. Lebbe to Robert Lebbe, 14 September 1901, Beijing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 20, p. 59. 
86 Ibid. 
87 “Si Paul était resté Juif, qui nous aurait tiré des ténèbres… on ne connait les hommes qu’en se faisant l’un d’eux, 

on ne les gagne qu’en se donnant. Dieu sait que je n’épargnerai rien pour cela.” V. Lebbe to Etienne Standaert, 19 

January 1902, Beijing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 17, p. 52. 
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guess the good that can come out of it for the cause of God and the Holy Church accused 

primarily here of being a foreign body in the nation.”88 In addition to speeches like this, he also 

carried out his journalistic work to try to change the public opinion of Catholicism as a seditious 

threat to Chinese sovereignty. He sensed that if Catholicism was not established as a force for 

China’s welfare in actuality and in the population’s perceptions, then in twenty or thirty years it 

would be “too late.”89 

 Even better than talking and writing, however, would be action. Lebbe makes this point 

to Bishop Dumond after the Laoxikai Affair. Dumond acknowledged that he had lost the 

confidence of many priests in Tianjin in the handling of the Laoxikai Affair. Asked what could 

be said to restore confidence, Lebbe responded that Dumond might only be able to recover the 

confidence of the clergy if he in fact stood up to the French consul: “Alas, my Lord, it would 

take action… The missionaries believe, rightly or wrongly, that justice was lost and that souls 

were compromised. To really restore confidence, I would prove to them that they are wrong.”90 

That was a localized situation, but Lebbe felt that Dumond’s position in Xikai was the position 

of Catholicism more generally in China. Only by taking action might Catholics prove to the rest 

of China that they were supportive of the national good. 

 Especially in the last part of his life from returning to China in 1927 to his death in 1940, 

Lebbe worked to actualize a holy, patriotic Catholicism. Rallying the Little Brothers at the 

Monastery of the Beatitudes in 1932, he offered them the military example of the French general 

                                                 

88 “Vous devinez sans peine le bien qui peut sortir de tout cela pour la cause de Dieu et de la sainte Eglise accusée 

avant tout ici d’être un corps d’étrangers dans la nation.” V. Lebbe to his family in refuge in England, 25 May 1915, 

Tianjin, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 96, p. 45. 
89 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 15 July 1916, in Lettres, No. 51, p. 105.  
90 “Les missionnaires croient, a tort ou à raison, la justice lésée et le bien des âmes compromis. Pour ramener 

réellement la confiance, je devrais leur prouver qu'ils se trompent.” V. Lebbe to Paul-Marie Dumond, 5 November 

1916, Ts’ing Yun, in Goffart and Sohier, Lettres, No. 56, p. 114. 
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Ferdinand Foch (1870-1923), known for being a man of few words but decisive action on the 

battlefield in World War I. Lebbe recounts an anecdote about Foch sitting quietly while his 

fellow generals talked round and round their possibly strategies until he finally got up and 

punched energetically to the left and the right with a shout: “We must beat them!” Lebbe 

challenges the Little Brothers to not waste time merely considering the prospect of holiness.  As 

Lebbe often said, since the Christian’s life was not his or her own, it was a crime to waste time.91 

Therefore, the monks must take up the challenge of holiness with decisive urgency: 

I ask like the great Foch: ‘What is the task?’  To convert China. For that, you have to be 

an apostle, that is to say, a SAINT. ‘How to become a saint?’ In becoming one! By doing 

it! We all know the program by heart: it is written, repeated to minutia in the very holy 

Gospel and the letters of the Apostles. IT IS ALL THERE, AND WE KNOW IT. Now, a 

punch on the right, on the left!92 

 

Lebbe’s point was that the Little Brothers must take up sainthood with the urgency, for their 

sacrificial holiness would be called for in the campaign of evangelization. Indeed, soon after 

Lebbe rallied his monastic apostles to deploy as stretcher-bearers along the Great Wall, putting 

their readiness to serve and sacrifice themselves to a public test. Lebbe’s leadership of the Little 

Brothers reflected his conviction that Catholic evangelization could not simply talk about the 

good of China but must work for it. If there was no action, he reminded the monks, all the grand 

visions for China were just “soap bubbles tossed in the wind.” 93 

 Lebbe’s theological vision here was once again bolstered by passages from Scripture and 

especially the example of Paul. To become the Church of China would require zealous faith 

                                                 

91 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 7 February 1900, Dax, in Lettres, No. 5, p. 24. 
92 “Le grand silencieux desserre les lèvres: ‘Il faut les battre!’ Tout est là. Comment faire? Quoi faire? Je demande 

encore avec le grand Foch: ‘DE QUOI S'AGIT-IL?’ De convertir la China. Alors il faut se faire apôtre, c'est-à-dire 

SAINT.’ Comment devenir un saint? En le devenant! En faisant cela Nous savons tous le programme par cœur: il est 

écrit, répète jusqu'à la minutie dans le très saint Evangile et les lettres des Apôtres. Tout y est, et nous le 

connaissons. Maintenant, un coup de poing à droite, un à gauche, etc.” V. Lebbe to “Mes enfants bien-aimés,” 

Anguo, Monastery of the Beatitudes, 12 May 1932, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, 281. 
93 Ibid.  
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despite ongoing painful sacrifices. There was no question that witnessing to God would be 

costly, since Christ himself went to go to the Cross for the sake of the world. 

 On a personal level, each Christian must be prepared to take up one’s cross to follow 

Christ (Matthew 16:24). For Lebbe himself, the greatest personal cross he had to carry was that 

of being banned from Tianjin and later from China and he chaffed against the Lazarist 

leadership’s control. Still, he maintained the position that such personal sufferings must be 

endured for the sake of the God’s work in China. During his exile from Tianjin, Lebbe was 

deeply discouraged by what he felt to be an injustice, but where Anthony Cotta therefore resisted 

it, Lebbe tended to accept sacrifices as the cost of reform.94 After meeting the apostolic visitor in 

1919, Lebbe wrote to Cotta to express his optimism that the visitation would bring about desired 

changes but also to wonder whether either of them would see the Promised Land themselves: “I 

think that God may have a few choice crosses in reserve. For what we ask of Him is so great! so 

beautiful! so huge! it seems to me the norm that to obtain it should only come through the 

supreme sacrifice of ourselves.” 95 

 Lebbe was consistent in calling the whole Church, foreign and indigenous Catholics, to 

be prepared to lay down their lives to evangelize China. In reflecting on Galatians 4, Lebbe 

writes about the ongoing call to sacrifice. After all, one lesson that Catholics had learned from 

the Boxer Uprisings was that the pain of birthing and raising up China as an “heir” of God’s was 

not over but ongoing. In a 1903 letter to Robert Lebbe, Vincent described how terrible it was to 

                                                 

94 Later, when the Apostolic Delegate Celso Costantini had to distance himself from Lebbe in the 1930s, Lebbe 

again seems to have taken the pragmatic attitude that major reform rarely happens without someone having to be 

sacrificed. Costantini and Lebbe shared many of the same goals for indigenizing the Church in China, and Costantini 

did often defend Lebbe. In cases where Costantini could or did not, however, Lebbe simply commented to Cotta that 

Costantini, trying to broker compromises with the existing leadership in China, must “throw ballast” – the ballast 

being himself. 
95 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 6 October 1919, Ningbo, in Fonds I, A13.a, 45. 
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see the horrific setback that Boxer violence inflicted upon North China’s fledgling Christian 

communities: 

When, after so much care and love, at the moment when one believes the painful period 

of beginnings is over, when one feels faith in hearts and trust, everything collapses, and 

everything is reduced to dust… it is something more painful than a mother who sees her 

little child die, who had started to run on her own and already knew how to say some 

sweet words.96 

 

In reflecting on Paul’s epistle to the Galatians, however, Lebbe found a sobering call to 

recommitment. In the letter, Paul is deeply concerned about the Galatians and worried because 

their faith has come under potentially lethal attack from a false Gospel. In Chapter 4, Paul begins 

by reminding the Galatian Church that it is in fact a child of God to be raised up as an heir. Yet 

in Galatians 4:19, Paul frankly expresses his fear for them, noting his concern for “my children, 

for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you.” In his own letter, 

Vincent Lebbe quotes this verse. He sees from Paul’s stress on “again” that the pain of 

evangelizing China will be ongoing. After all, a mother is not done with pain and sacrifice once 

she has given birth to a baby. Rather, while trying to raise that child up to become a self-giving 

person, she will “again” agonize over that child’s inevitable vulnerability, setbacks and pain. In 

that sense, the Church in China’s ‘childbirth’ pains are just beginning. 

 This might sound discouraging, except that Lebbe follows St. Paul in insisting that, when 

faced with challenges, the proper response is not to avoid dealing with it but to jump into action 

embracing the suffering of the Cross (Romans 8:18, Galatians 2:20). After all, the Church was 

dealt a painful blow in the Boxer Uprisings but there remained a chance for a new life. The 

challenge now for Chinese Catholics was to avoid defensive self-protectiveness but re-embrace 

evangelization while taking up whatever crosses might need to be carried. After all, the mother 

                                                 

96 V. Lebbe to R. Lebbe, 29 May 1903, Choang-Chou-Tchoang, in Lettres, No. 21, p. 60. 
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of a wounded child would not let him atrophy in his injuries to spare him or herself the 

discomfort of treatment; rather she would take him on the painful road of recovery and exercise 

in hopes of seeing him gain a resilient and generous strength for life in the world. So too the 

Church must not lead Catholics to ignore their damaged witness in China but rather begin right 

away to treat it and to prepare, with the greatest hope, for a life of service in Chinese society. 

Lebbe is quite certain that the Chinese Catholicism can in fact live more vigorously, for 

Catholics in China have been living a fearful and tepid existence under foreign protection; this 

weak public engagement brings only “some life and warmth in a few thousand souls.” In 

contrast, Paul the Apostle turned from his former ways to embrace the vulnerability of suffering 

for Christ and “in under sixteen years converted to the Lord our God half the then-known 

world.”97 The difference should be instructive for Catholic mission in China. 

Does Catholicism Subvert or Support Civil Authority? 

 In this final section, I turn to the relationship between Catholic and the political power of 

the state. Given the Chinese Catholic citizen’s loyalties to both the good of the nation and to 

God, would the Church be a force to subvert civil authority or to support it? 

 Lebbe’s thinking on this question was shaped most fundamentally by a dichotomy 

between foreign and domestic authority: foreign governments were illegitimate authorities to be 

subverted while the domestic government was a legitimate one to be supported. As I noted in the 

“Introduction,” this simple calculus preserved justice on the geo-political level, but it bifurcated 

a tension within the Christian tradition about how to “render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 

render to God what is God’s” (Matthew 22:21). Understandably, given the context of first French 

                                                 

97 V. Lebbe to Etienne Standaert, 19 January 1902, Beijing, in Lettres, No. 17, p. 52. 
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and then Japanese interference, Lebbe was focused on making sure that the Catholic Church in 

China would render its loyalty to the correct Caesar: China. However, this calculus was perhaps 

too simple insofar as it precluded more subtle thought about worldly powers: For if foreign 

powers were categorically illegitimate, then on what grounds did Lebbe support the authority of 

the Holy See in China? And if the Church was to support the domestic state, then were there ever 

grounds to resist one’s own state and what were Catholics to do in a time of civil war? Because 

of the foreign-domestic dichotomy, these questioned remained under-theologized in Lebbe’s life. 

Anti-Imperialist Nationalization: Subverting Civil Authority 

 Against the foreign threats of France and Japan, Lebbe urged Catholics to resist civil 

power. This involved seeking the justice of God’s kingdom, disaffiliating from foreign power, 

and actively fighting against invading forces. What exactly were the theological grounds for this 

subversive stance? As usual, Lebbe did not offer extended reflections on the topic but rather 

commented on unfolding events with references to scripture that give us a glimpse into an 

implicit ‘theology’ of political power. 

 First, Lebbe opposed imperialism as a sin and an affront to divine justice. We see his 

thoughts on this emerge after a troubling meeting with the Lazarist Visitor which convinced him 

that the mission had been compromised by French civil power. The Visitor, Claude Guilloux 

C.M., was sent to investigate the Tianjin clergy after the Laoxikai Affair. In his meeting with the 

clergy, Guilloux expressed his general opinion that the clergy and the Christians must stand 

neutral in all political matters, even if China were to be at war with France, Germany or Italy. As 

for the Paris-based Congregation of the Mission itself, Guilloux warned the priests they must 

avoid any act that would overshadow the French government. Moreover, it was not enough for 

the priests to abstain from involvement in anti-French activities. If the Chinese Christians were 
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involved in the patriotic movement then French government would likely hold the Congregation 

responsible for it. Since this could endanger Lazarist efforts not only in France but also around 

the world, Guilloux exhorted the missionaries to prevent this. Lebbe reports coming out of this 

conference demoralized: “I felt my whole life now doomed to struggle, to pain, to every 

suffering, and that the way of the Cross was only beginning.”98 For Guilloux had shown himself 

to be like one of the bad judges of Israel, concerned with every political interest except the 

justice of God. 99 Lebbe concluded that there was really no middle ground between caving to 

French civil power and pursuing justice for the Chinese Catholics. 

 In a letter entitled “Nothing, nothing at all, can separate us from the love of Christ” 

(Romans 8:38-39) that also draws heavily from the Letter to the Hebrews, Lebbe concludes that 

the reformers must settle in for a fight against sin. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews 

challenges the Christians to throw off every sin that might entangle them and run the ‘race’ of 

faith with perseverance. The Hebrews passage castigates the Church for not fully rooting out 

sinfulness from their communal life: “In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to 

the point of shedding your blood” (Hebrews 12:4). Lebbe applies this passage to the situation at 

hands. Since the Visitor Guilloux seemed unwilling to draw any the line with the French 

government, letting the temptations of foreign civil interests fester within the mission, it would 

be up to the clergy themselves to resist France: “Therefore, brother, prepare yourself for 

temptation. We have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood.”100 Up to this point in 1916, 

                                                 

98 Ibid., 121. 
99 V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 17 March 1917, P’i Nan-Chang, in Lettres, No. 59, p. 118. 
100 Paul writes in Hebrews 12 :4 “In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your 

blood” and goes on to characterize hardship as spiritual discipline. V. Lebbe to A. Cotta, 17 March 1917, in Lettres, 

No. 59, p. 121. 
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Lebbe had still harbored hopes that the Lazarist leadership would itself find a way to curb French 

civil interference in the Church. Yet it is at this point in 1916 that Lebbe begins to talk about 

going around the Lazarist superiors to appeal to Rome. The race was on, and Lebbe intended to 

run it with the urgency and perseverance called for in the Letter to the Hebrews.101 

 Breaking with the foreign power would require courage and a renewed commitment to 

living as God’s — not France’s — people. We see Lebbe reflecting on the necessity and costs of 

opposing imperialism after the Laoxikai Affair when he was removed from Tianjin and sent to 

Zhengding and Ningbo. During this season of censure and instability, he made frequent reference 

to Paul’s Letter to the Romans. Sometimes Lebbe exuded righteous indignation that the Lazarist 

leadership had served France instead of God. For instance, he and Bishop Jean De Vienne, 

agreed that it is an “evil” for religious congregations to prioritize their relationship with their 

home governments over the good of the Church, all the while “believing that by doing so they 

‘give glory to God’ (Romans 4:20).” The irony of such imperialistic mission theology was that it 

did the opposite of what Paul held up as exemplary in Romans 4. In that chapter, Paul celebrates 

the faith of Abraham, who gave glory to God by leaving behind his country. Lebbe frequently 

expressed his frustration that the religious congregations specially tasked with mission to other 

lands instead become a structure by which foreign missionaries clung to the countries they were 

called to leave. This was not just bad missionary practice, but a failure to heed the basic 

Christian call to leave behind everything – country, family and occupation — to follow Christ. 

 In other letters, Lebbe was more daunted by the price of standing up to France, but there 

again he found consolation in Romans. Human gains and losses would matter little besides the 

all-important task of coming to stand as a good and faithful servant before the God of justice.  

                                                 

101 Ibid.  
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Worried about the effects of his action on the Yishibao paper and the clergy of Tianjin, Lebbe 

arrived in Zhengding and tried to avoid further antagonizing the French government and the 

French Lazarists by staying in his room and avoiding talking with any curious inquirers in his 

new community about the affairs of Tianjin. In the meantime, as he wrote to Anthony Cotta, he 

struggled with deep discouragement, but came to some peace with his anti-imperialist decisions 

and their ramifications by meditating on Paul: “Despite waves of pain that sometimes come 

suddenly over the heart, I stand in peace and joy ‘under the gaze of our God, who is loyal and 

‘will repay each person according to their works.’ (Romans 2:6-8).” For although Lebbe 

regretted how the Tianjin situation had turned out for the people involved, he still believed their 

action had been righteous. Unsure what further damage the French consul might inflict upon the 

Tianjin community he had worked to build up, Lebbe concludes that “whether we live, whether 

we die, we belong to the Lord” (Romans 14:8). Indeed, Paul’s basic message to the Romans is 

that they are “called to belong to Jesus Christ” (Romans 1:6). This message assured Lebbe in the 

conviction that, whatever the costs, Christians must not be subject to France but to God.  

 This focus on justice or righteousness became Lebbe’s key refrain in his later 

involvement in the war effort against Japan. Here the spiritual risk was not so much that Chinese 

Catholics will become subject to Japan. Although Lebbe did worry about the Catholic bishops’ 

witness in Japanese-controlled Manchukuo, he was certain the Japanese would eventually lose 

their war of aggression.102 Rather, Lebbe’s primary concern was that China not settle for an un-

just peace. In his article, “The Reign of God and its Justice,” Lebbe insists that Chinese Catholics 

must defend themselves not only for the sake of human dignity but also in religious obedience: 

                                                 

102 V. Lebbe to Adrien (Dom Bède) Lebbe, 20 September 1939, in Lettres, No. 156, p. 306. 
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“Christian faith commands us to ‘seek first Kingdom of God and its righteousness’ (Matthew 

6:33); first before everything, even before the goodness and sweetness of peace.”103 Just as in the 

battle to purge the Church of improper French civil influence had required struggling even unto 

the point of blood, here again Lebbe insists that Catholics must give their all to the fight. It was a 

fight “for God against the Devil” unto the “last drop of blood.”104 

 In this talk of blood, Lebbe was not speaking metaphorically. The Catholic defense of 

one’s people against imperialism might require harsh and even violent action. Explaining to the 

Japanese Catholics why the Chinese Catholic guerillas will not give up their attacks on Japanese 

troops in China, Lebbe points to the example of the recently canonized Joan of Arc, who asked 

the English to go home in peace but then, when they refused, went on to fight for victory over 

imperialism.105 So too, he draws their attention to the “beautiful stories of David, Judith and the 

Maccabees”106 — all cases of God’s people fighting to resist the superior military power of a 

foreign regime. In 1 Samuel, David uses his slingshot to kill the giant Goliath, the Philistine 

threat to the people of Israel. In the book of Judith, the Israelites are afraid of an Assyrian threat 

and the widow Judith infiltrates the camp of the general Holofernes. When he sends his guards 

away, being drunk and intending to have sex with her, Judith uses the privacy of the moment to 

decapitate him with his own sword and she returns to the Israelite camp with his head as proof of 

victory for the Israelites. In the story of the Maccabees, Jewish warriors rebelled against the 

                                                 

103 “Elle l'est encore par notre Foi chrétienne, qui nous commande de chercher avant tout le Royaume de Dieu et sa 

Justice; avant tout: même avant le bien et les douceurs de la paix.” V. Lebbe, “Le Royaume de Dieu et sa justice : 

réponse à la circulaire de quelques Catholiques Japonais adressée par eux au clergé et au fidèles de Chine,” Le 

Correspondant Chinois No. 6 (July 1939), in Fonds I, A47, 38b. 
104 “Plus encore que pour la guerre d’Europe la justice de notre cas est tellement limpide et simple que tous les 

cœurs sont unis dans la pensée que l’on combat pour le Bien (Dieu) contre le Mal (démon), et tous nous sommes 

décidés à nous battre jusqu’à la dernière goutte de sang et la dernière poignée de terre chinoise.” V. Lebbe to Adrien 

(Dom Bède) Lebbe, 3 July 1938, on the front in South-west Shani, in Lettres, No. 152, 300. 
105 Pope Benedict XV canonized Joan of Arc on May 16, 1920 in the bull Divina Disponente.  
106 V. Lebbe, “Le Royaume de Dieu et sa justice,” 2. 



405 

 

control of the Seleucid Empire over Judea to establish their own Hasmonean dynasty. Lebbe 

does not exegete these passages, simply referencing the stories without much commentary. 

However, the references do give us helpful insight into Lebbe’s understanding of Chinese 

Catholic anti-Japanese war effort. He reads the Hebrew Bible as an account of Israelite nation 

defending itself against a series of foreign oppressors and regards the Chinese Catholic resistance 

as a parallel situation. Just as Judith infiltrated the Assyrian camp and frustrated the foreign 

force’s plan to subjugate the people of Israel, Lebbe considered the Battlefield Supervisory 

Corp’s intelligence-gathering as an effort to do the same to the Japanese invaders. In sum, 

against foreign civil forces, Lebbe readily drew on scripture to call for subversion of their power. 

State-Building Nationalization: Supporting Civil Authority  

 For the domestic government, Lebbe drew on a different set of scriptural passages to 

support civil authority. As Lebbe wrote in 1927 while en route to his new posting in Lixian, his 

ultimate hope was still for a Christian China: “Long live God!... When he reigns over China, then 

China will be the first country in the world. Would that I live long enough to see this!”107 Yet so 

long as China remained a country weakened by internal strife and threatened by external 

invaders, his more immediate goal was simply to strengthen the ruling government. During the 

last part of Lebbe’s life in China from 1927 to 1940, he increasingly aligned the interests of the 

Church with those of the ruling Guomindang party-state. 

 It is difficult to trace the theological underpinnings of Lebbe’s effort to nationalize the 

church in the state-building sense, since we have fewer writings from the last part of his life and 

                                                 

107 “Vive Dieu!... Il régnera sur la Chine, et alors la Chine sera le premier pays du monde... Je voudrais vivre assez 

vieux pour voir cela!” V. Lebbe, 19 March 1927, Hoang Hai, in En Chine, il y a du nouveau (Liege: La Pensée 

Catholique, 1930), 24. 
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they feature fewer scriptural references. From his extant writings, what is clear is that he moved 

from a mixed assessment of the Guomindang party-state to a more supportive one. 

 In the Spring of 1927 when Lebbe first arrived back to China, he was concerned about 

the chaotic state of the country and troubled by contentious rivalries within the government that 

threatened national unity. He viewed the proper object of patriotism as the whole nation and 

therefore respected the opinions of those who remained aloof from “political coteries.”108 In mid 

to late 1927, the Guomindang party in the South was just reasserting governance over the 

country, and Lebbe’s commentary was mixed as he tried to ascertain to what extent the ruling 

party was promoting the national good. After seeing the chaos of Shanghai in the days leading up 

to the Shanghai Massacre, Lebbe thought the Guomindang weak for allowing “Russophile” 

Bolshevist elements to take hold of the city; yet he also thought the Guomindang had the best 

likelihood of unifying the country.109 As the party turned further right, Lebbe was relieved to see 

the militarists dominate the party, but he decried the Hankou government’s restrictions on 

religious schools. 110 As Chiang Kai-shek came to the fore of the Guomindang party, Lebbe 

wrote disapprovingly that the Generalissimo’s divorce to marry the Methodist Soong Mei-ling 

proved the weakness of Protestantism, but he granted the general’s strengths as a military 

strategist.111 In general, Lebbe’s initial commentaries on the vicissitudes of domestic political 

power reflect a desire for national unity and a disdain for especially the party politics of the 

leftists, whom he believed to have given up a truly national outlook than did the rightists. For 

instance, he lamented to the Chinese students he’d left behind in Europe: “As you may know, the 

                                                 

108 V. Lebbe, 5 February 1927, Eh Chine, 21. 
109 V. Lebbe, 3 March 1927, En Chine, 25; V. Lebbe, 26 August 1927, En Chine, 58. 
110 V. Lebbe, 6 April 1927, En Chine, 38; 8 June 1927, En Chine, 51. 
111 V. Lebbe, En Chine, 87; V. Lebbe, 26 August 1927, En Chine, 59. 
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motto of the Guomindang left, by far the strongest now, is Sian Tang Kuo Hou, “party before 

country”… Ah, it is not they who can talk about patriotism!”112 Lebbe hoped never to settle for 

anything less than the good of “China.” 

 Over time, however, Lebbe became less hostile towards party politics and began to see 

the parties as avenues for patriotic work. This is evident in two ways: 

 First, Lebbe’s suspicion of party politics had less to do with partisanship per se and more 

to do with party positions on foreign involvement which could and did change. For instance, 

during the First United Front (1923-1927), Lebbe had opposed the Nationalist’s alliance with the 

Chinese Communist Party because of Russia’s influence in the government.113 The problem with 

not only the Chinese Communists but also the Leftist Nationalists was that they were 

“Russophile.”114 Lebbe wondered in his letters back to Europe how the Chinese Communist 

Party and Chinese Nationalist Party had come to bickering over differing degrees of  Russian 

sympathy:  

China, young China, more impatient for independence than perhaps any other people, 

will it be able to remain so for long unless it opens its eyes? After fighting so hard to free 

itself from the guardianship of Western nations, will it allow itself to be enslaved by the 

Russian Bolshevist? That seems impossible to me, and to you too, I’m sure.115 

 

It was on anti-Russian grounds that Lebbe questioned the patriotism of the various political 

factions, Nationalist ones included. However, with the rise of the rightists and Chiang Kai-shek’s 

subsequent break from the Soviet Russians, the Nationalist Party seemed to return to a truly 

Chinese identity. 

                                                 

112 V. Lebbe, 6 April 1927, in En Chine, 38. 
113 Ibid., 37. 
114 V. Lebbe, 19 March 1927, Hoang Hai, in En Chine, 22. 
115 “La Chine, la jeune Chine, plus impatiente d'indépendance que tout autre peuple peut-être, pourra-t-elle rester 

longtemps encore sans ouvrir les yeux ? Après avoir tant lutte pour se libérer de la tutelle des nations occidentales, 

se laissera-t-elle mettre en esclavage par le Russe bolcheviste? Voilà qui me parait impossible, et à vous aussi, j'en 

suis sûr.” V. Lebbe, 29 March 1927, En Chine, 30. 
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 Moreover, over the course of the 1930s, the Nationalists were increasingly on the defense 

against Japanese aggression. Notwithstanding Chiang’ reluctance to enter war with Japan before 

the Xi’an Incident, after 1937 Chiang and the Nationalists were a war-time government set 

against the foil of Japan. For Lebbe, the Nationalist Party now occupied an indisputably patriotic 

position, and therefore he wholeheartedly supported the war-time Nationalist party-state and its 

Second United Front (1937 through the end of Lebbe’s life) against Japan. In sum, as the 

Guomindang itself became more “Chinese” in Lebbe’s eyes, he became more willing to accept 

the party-state as representative of the nation. 

 Secondly, it is perhaps a testament to the consistency of Lebbe’s nationalism that he 

simultaneously grew in fervent support for the governing Nationalist leadership while also 

building relationships with Communists he believed to be working for the national good. As for 

the Nationalists, I have already described in Chapter 4 how Lebbe put aside his earlier 

reservations about the Nationalists to volunteer Catholics for work in the New Life Movement 

and the war effort. His personal adulation for Chiang Kai-shek rose throughout the late 1930s 

until he came see Chiang as the ultimate patriot behind whom Catholics should rally: “General 

Chiang-Kai-shek, our admirable Duce — unlike international morality, exactly the opposite of 

that — has called me to the headquarters of the Government to agree to an expansion of the 

Catholic work ‘for God and country.’”116 Lebbe was more than willing to answer that call, and 

even proposed to Chiang the plan for the anti-Japanese propaganda and intelligence-gathering 

organization that he would lead until the end of his life. 

 Meanwhile, Lebbe’s relations with Chinese Communists fighting Japan were far from 

frosty. In Lebbe’s 1937 article “Du vieux neuf: nova et vetera,” Lebbe describes the Little 

                                                 

116 V. Lebbe to Dom Bède, 19 Novembre 1938, Chongqing, in Goffart and Sohier, eds., Lettres, No. 153, p. 303. 
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Brothers working collaboratively with the Communists. He no longer seems to regard 

Communists as automatic Russians but describes finding common ground them as anti-Japanese 

Chines patriots.117 He recounts a story of how a troop of Communist soldiers arrived at the 

Monastery of the Beatitudes in Anguo in Spring 1936. At first, they approached the Catholics 

with hostility, but then they saw how the brothers labored and lived in poverty like peasants and 

became less suspicious, saying “We have nothing against you; these days we have an alliance of 

all against the Japanese; are you anti-Japanese?” When the Little Brothers responded that they 

had served as stretcher-bearers on the front lines at Xifengkou, the Communists soon became 

friendly, and Lebbe reports that over the next few days “most fraternal relations were established 

between the two camps.”118 In another encounter, a Communist officer again assumed the 

Catholics to be imperialists living off the labor of others and yet he too was quickly appeased: 

“Without a word the brother handed him his calloused hands. The officer smiled, ‘Come! You 

are most consistent with the principles we hold…’ And again we were comrades.”119 In the 

article, Lebbe emphasizes that the Catholic patriotic witness is having slow but real success in 

convincing the Church’s critics that Catholicism is a force for the nation. Each time the 

Communists came upon the Monastery with hostility, the peasants would vouch for the Little 

Brothers’ commitment to resisting Japan and building China with hard labor; then the 

Communists would find them acceptable after all. Not denying the intense suspicion and hostility 

between atheist troops and the Catholic Little Brothers, Lebbe paints a generally optimistic 

picture of these groups trying and often succeeding at finding common ground. As long as they 

were focused on building the nation, they could work together. 

                                                 

117 V. Lebbe, “Du vieux neuf: nova et vetera,” Societe Auxilliares Missionaires No. 24 (1934): 3-9. 
118 Ibid., 5. 
119 Ibid., 6. 
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  From his growing engagement with both the Nationalist and Communist troops, we can 

see that Lebbe’s attitude towards the domestic political powers shifted. Where before he 

harbored a deep suspicion of both parties as Russophile and insufficiently patriotic, over time he 

came to appreciate and respect their state-defending and state-building efforts as truly patriotic 

works for China.  

 Lebbe does offer one scriptural warrant for supporting the governing party-state. It is in 

his 1939 letter to the Japanese Catholics that Lebbe uses Romans 13 to make an explicit 

connection between the duties of Catholics and the ruling government, between the president and 

the Kingdom of God. I quote the passage (already referenced near the beginning of this chapter) 

more fully here:  

Our duty, especially our duty as Catholics, is to obey our Government. For the Holy 

Spirit has told us for two thousand years by the mouth of St. Paul: "Every man is bound 

to obey the legitimate authority because all legitimate power comes from God, so the one 

who resists him, resists God himself." Now our legitimate Government has mobilized the 

whole nation, and has assigned to it as a duty to continue the war until the total liberation 

of the territory, whatever the sacrifices to be made, and to endure the sufferings to 

endure, however long the war may prove to be. With all our heart, not only as citizens, 

but also, but especially as Catholics, we obey our magnanimous leader, whose sentiments 

so Christians honor us before the whole world, the Generalissimo Chiang, knowing that 

by obeying him we obey God. In following him, we sacrifice everything, the sweetnesses 

of peace and all the rest, and our lives, so that by the victory against Evil, a little of the 

Rule of God and his righteousness will come to our land of China.120 

 

                                                 

120 “Notre devoir, notre devoir de catholique surtout, est d'obéir à notre Gouvernement. Car le Saint-Esprit nous a dit 

depuis deux mille ans par la bouche de Saint-Paul: ‘Tout homme est tenu d'obéir à l'autorité légitime car tout 

pouvoir légitime vient de Dieu; celui donc qui lui résiste, résiste à Dieu même.’ Or notre Gouvernement légitime a 

mobilisé toute la nation, et lui a assigne comme devoir de continuer la guerre jusqu'à la libération totale du territoire, 

- quels que soient les sacrifices à faire, les souffrances à endurer et quelle que soit la longueur de l'épreuve. De tout 

notre cœur, non seulement comme citoyens, mais encore, mais surtout comme catholiques, nous obéissons à notre 

Chef magnanime, dont les sentiments si chrétiens nous honorent devant le monde entier, le Généralissime Chiang - 

sachant qu'en lui obéissant nous obéissons à Dieu. A sa suite, nous sacrifions tout, les douceurs de la paix et tout le 

reste, et nos vies, pour que, par la victoire contre la Mal, un peu du Règne de Dieu et sa Justice advienne en notre 

terre de Chine.”  V. Lebbe, “Le Royaume de Dieu et sa justice,” 3.  
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In this passage, Lebbe now grants that the party-state and its leader represent the best interests of 

the nation, and that following their call for fight the war is a necessary part of bringing about the 

Reign of God to China. Not only should Catholics engage in politics of national relevance and 

seek the good of the nation, but they should do so by obeying the state and carrying out its 

directives. Never one to shirk from action, Lebbe put these words into action and led the Military 

Commission’s Supervisory Corps as the final work of his life. 

A Partial Indigenization 

 At the beginning of the chapter, I noted that Lebbe’s nationalization efforts did indigenize 

the Catholic Church in China but only partially so. That conclusion stems from the theological 

dissociation between the two nationalizing impulses documented above: the anti-imperialist 

Catholic nationalism that subverted civil power and the state-building Catholic nationalism that 

supported civil power. 

 My point in tracing these two types of nationalization has not been to render judgement 

on Lebbe’s political positions. Rather, my point is simply to demonstrate that on this final 

question of Catholicism and the state, Lebbe was perhaps a more consistent nationalist than he 

was a theologian. Against the threat of foreign government, Christians were to resist state 

political power. Meanwhile, so long as the domestic civil government was “legitimate” – which 

for Lebbe seems to be mainly the question of whether it was Chinese and not compromised by 

foreign influence – then Christians were to support, suffer and even die for the state. 

 In my assessment, the most urgent task in indigenizing the Catholic Church in 

Republican China was to find a way to Jesus’ injunction to, in this case, render to China what is 

China’s and to God what is God’s.  
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 On the one hand, Lebbe’s work to nationalize the Church in the first, de-foreignizing 

sense was an essential part of the indigenization process. As long as the Church was de facto 

foreign in its hierarchy and interests, the Catholic Church would indeed be unjustly rendering its 

duties to the wrong Caesar. Lebbe’s battles against imperialist political powers both inside and 

outside the Church did provide a corrective to the Church’s participation in imperialism. This 

‘stripping’ of foreign interests was essential for the Chinese Church’s witness. Only if Catholics 

had no other geo-political ties could they live out a non-compromised Chinese Catholic 

citizenship. 

 On the other hand, Lebbe’s work to nationalize the Church in the second, state-building 

sense obscured what I would consider to be another essential part of the indigenization process, 

namely thinking through for themselves what ‘rendering’ to both China and God should look 

like. Lebbe’s experience was so dominated by the foreign-domestic dichotomy that, in keeping 

Caesar’s coins from France, Russia and Japan, Lebbe came to place those coins quite 

unreservedly in the hands of the ruling party-state of China. With a passage like the one above, 

equating obedience to Chiang with obedience to God, one must wonder whether Catholics were 

to follow Chiang in everything or what might be reserved for God. At what point might Chinese 

Catholic citizenship transcend state goals? 

A Theology of Chinese Catholic Citizenship 

 In this final concluding section, I call for a fuller indigenization of the Church which 

might fulfill the demands of patriotism but also transcend them. Every particular Church must 

grapple with the question of Caesar’s coin, holding together the pro-governmental and supra-

governmental strains of the Gospel. To remain neutral or even hostile to the nation and its 

government out of a desire to prioritize God is insufficiently evangelical. To pursue the good of 
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China as an end without sufficient attention to the transcendent nature of the Kingdom of God is 

also insufficiently evangelical. Either way, I contend the Church remains only partially 

indigenized. To indigenize the Church in modern China requires a Catholic citizenry that seeks 

to promote the well-being of China while remembering that their own ultimate good will not be 

found in any worldly state but in what Paul called the “Jerusalem above” (Galatians 4:26).121 

 In rendering to Caesar and to God, I believe the Catholic Church must say a “yes, AND” 

to national and divine sovereignty. Affirming both calls is necessary, but it is all too easy to opt 

for one at the expense of the other. 

“Yes” to China  

 As Vincent Lebbe insisted throughout his life, there must be a definite ‘yes’ to the nation 

and its welfare under the existing Chinese government. Too often, Catholicism is still set at odds 

with Chinese national sovereignty and cast as an opposition force to the ruling government. The 

main reason for which Catholics are reluctant to render this ‘yes’ is because the government has 

acted with hostility towards the Catholic community and its interests. However, Lebbe’s 

arguments for a patriotic Church pertain as well to today’s situation as to his own post-Boxer 

context. No matter the vulnerability of Catholics in China, the Church still must be for rather 

than against the nation it aims to evangelize. 

 At every point in modern Chinese history, Catholics have been tempted to utter a 

defensive and rational ‘no’ to a nation they felt was hostile to their interests. This was the 

impulse of many Christians who suffered persecutions under the late Qing and therefore invoked 

French protection against Chinese authority. It was an impulse of those who saw their work 

                                                 

121 Galatians 4 :26 “The Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother.”  
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attacked in the anti-Christian campaigns of the 1920s and therefore agitated against the New 

Culture Movement. More recently, it is not surprising that those who have suffered under 

Communist rule then become antagonistic towards it. When wronged, Christians, like any group, 

have been liable to circle the wagons and protect their own interests against the perceived enemy. 

 Today, one of the most outspoken proponents of this attitude is Cardinal Joseph Zen of 

Hong Kong, who calls the wider Church to resist the Communist Party’s rule because of 

mistreatment of Christians. Zen has often publicly denounced the Chinese government and cast 

any effort to find common ground with the ruling government as a horrific “betrayal” of the 

Catholics who have suffered and a “shameless surrender” to “evil.”122 Seeing no room at all for 

common ground between the Church and the PRC in China, Zen insists that the interests of 

Catholics must be defended against those of the state. He characterizes his anti-PRC position as a 

bold stand for the well-being of the Church in the face of a hostile government: “This is an 

atheistic government which wants to suppress the church more than ever.”123 This defensive 

stance is understandable from a worldly perspective given the struggles and pain of Catholics 

under the 20th century state. If we only consider the this-worldly interests of the Catholic 

community versus those of the state, then one can hardly fault Catholics protecting their own. 

 However, the Chinese Church must resist what Lebbe called a “secular” impulse to 

protect its own interests and secure worldly gains.124 For the Church to be primarily outraged 

about its own mistreatment belies a misunderstanding of missional nature of the Church and the 

                                                 

122 “Cardinal Zen: China Deal is ‘Shameless Surrender,’” Catholic Herald (2 March 2018), accessed 5 September 

2018 < http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2018/03/02/cardinal-zen-china-deal-is-shameless-surrender/>. 
123 “Cardinal Zen Rues ‘Betrayal’ of China’s Underground Church,” UCANews (29 September 2018), UCANews, 

accessed 29 September 2018 < https://www.ucanews.com/news/cardinal-zen-rues-betrayal-of-chinas-underground-

church/83483>. 
124 V. Lebbe “Aperçu historique,” 49, 53. 
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self-sacrificial nature of the Christian life. As Lebbe insisted so frequently against the French 

Protectorate, the evangelistic task of any particular Church is not to protect those who are already 

Catholic but to evangelize those who are not. 

 The missional character of the Church requires Catholics to evangelize the country with 

its good, not their own, in mind. Whether the nation cares for Catholics or hates them, a 

missional Church must care for the nation and refrain from hating it back. Whether or not the 

government seeks the good of the Church or dashes its hopes, the Church must still seek the 

good of the existing order, understand the nation’s aspirations, and promote what is good in the 

people’s hopes. The Christian way, as Lebbe reiterated so often to the Little Brothers and Little 

Sisters, is not to “save” one’s worldly life but to “lose” it in witnessing for Christ.125 

 This missional approach to Christianity does not deny Christian suffering, but it does 

normalize it. Lebbe often reminded his Chinese religious congregations that the costliness of the 

life of faith was normative for Christianity. As Jesus says in John 15:18-25, a Christian should 

expect to be “hated” or mistreated, sometimes for no apparent reason. Vincent Lebbe pointed out 

that if this was the normative expectation for the Christian life, then it was even less surprising 

that the Church should face suspicion and hostility in a context where there was some reason; 

Catholic participation in European imperialism was at least in “part” to blame for conflagrations 

such as the Boxer Uprising.126 At any rate, suffering is never grounds for becoming self-

interested or retributive against others. Jesus suffered unjust torture, but instead of rallying his 

followers against Pilate or the Sanhedrin, he prayed from the Cross for those who hurt him and 

he died for the sake of the world. This act is paradigmatic for the Christian life. As Jesus told his 

                                                 

125 Mark 8:35, 10:39, and 16:25; Luke 9:24 and Luke 17:33, John 12:25. 
126 V. Lebbe, “Aperçu historique,” 10-11. 
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disciples, anyone who would be a Christian is to “deny himself and take up his cross and follow 

me” (Matthew 16:24-26). 

 In sum, Lebbe’s evangelistic outlook made him a consistent advocate for China. He took 

to heart Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, ‘love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you’” (Matthew 5:43-44). Lebbe called Catholics in China to live this out. To begin 

with, the Chinese Church should not expect understanding from a still non-Christian nation. 

They must work to earn it. Moreover, whether they succeeded in garnering favorable regard or 

not, the Christian’s own course of action must stay the same. Even if it meant seeking the good 

of people who had hurt them, Catholics must remain committed to the good of China. The 

Christian witness must be a ‘yes’ and not a ‘no’ to the nation. 

“AND” to God 

 At the same time, Catholics must still render a greater ‘AND’ to God, knowing that their 

own good does not lie in any worldly power but in the sovereignty of God. It is here that the 

Christian patriotic witness might transcend the simple affirmation of state power. As Joseph 

Famerée writes, 

Being a Christian, Protestant or Catholic, implies taking a stand for justice, beyond a 

national belonging. When justice is at stake, we cannot remain at a "cautious neutrality", 

even with regard to the politics of our own country: we must express "the honesty of a 

frank position"… Christianity in no way contradicts a full citizenship, but is critical, if 

necessary, vis-à-vis a national policy.127 

                                                 

127 “Être chrétien, protestant ou catholique, implique de prendre position pour la justice, au-delà d’une appartenance 

nationale. Quand la justice est en jeu, on ne peut en rester à une « neutralité prudente », fût-ce vis-à-vis de la 

politique de son propre pays : il faut exprimer « l’honnêteté d’une position franche », car la religion ne se confond 

pas avec la politique ni ne lui est inféodée. Le christianisme ne contredit en rien une pleine citoyenneté, mais 

critique, s’il le faut, vis-à-vis d’une politique nationale. Si elle s’inscrit pleinement dans la vie d’une nation, l’Église 

ne s’y réduit pas, car elle transgresse les frontières nationales et raciales, et sa finalité spirituelle (eschatologique) 

transcende la politique de ce temps et de ce monde : « dans le monde, pas du monde.” (John 17, 11.14). Joseph 

Famerée, “L’Ecclésiologie de Vincent Lebbe : Une Lettre Programmatique de 1917,” Vincent Lebbe et son heritage, 

126. 
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This is a helpful reminder that God’s justice may take more forms than solely anti-imperialist 

justice. If Lebbe’s work became instrumentalized by the state, it was because he did not see the 

potential for injustice on the part of the domestic government. He set aside his usual critical 

attitude towards state power in his personal esteem for Chiang Kai-shek during the war. 

 Indeed, the Chinese Church must call its nation to live out ever greater justice. As Jesus 

urged in the parable of the leaven (Matthew 13:13), the Church should aspire to serve as ‘leaven’ 

in every society, slowly giving rise to the Kingdom of God on earth. This is not simply for the 

sake of protecting or promoting Catholic interests. Indeed, in the fight against Japan, Lebbe’s 

intention was not only to defend Catholics but to protect Chinese of all backgrounds against the 

injustice of foreign occupation. So too, where there are domestic injustices, the Church must not 

pursue a specialized justice for Catholics but rather a comprehensive justice that reflects God’s 

desire for the dignity of all those in China. As recent exposés of internment camps for Muslims 

in Xinjiang show, Catholics do not suffer all nor even the worst of indignities in China.128 Part of 

Chinese Catholic citizenship may be to serve as an internal voice calling the nation to the surplus 

‘AND’ of God’s greater justice. If so, it must be clear that the Catholic vision for Chinese society 

is not for the sake of something smaller than the nation, namely the tiny Catholic subset of the 

population. We have seen from the French Religious Protectorate how the pursuit of special 

systems of justice for Catholics damaged the witness of the Church. Nor should Catholics aspire 

                                                 

128 Western news sources have recently highlighted the situation of Uighurs in internment or re-education campus in 

Xinjiang. Rian Thum, “China’s Mass Internment Camps Have No Clear End in Sight,” Foreign Policy, 22 August 

2018, accessed 18 October 2018, < https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/22/chinas-mass-internment-camps-have-no-

clear-end-in-sight/>. After initially denying the existence of the camps, the Chinese Foreign Ministry has defended 

them as necessary national security measures against terrorism. Editorials in state-run papers have rejected the 

characterization of the camps as oppressive. “Protecting Peace, Stability is Top of Human Rights Agenda for 

Xinjiang,” Global Times, 12 August, 2018, accessed 18 October 2018 < 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1115022.shtml>. “Reality of Xinjiang different from that portrayed by the West: 

China Daily editorial,” China Daily, 18 October 2018, accessed 18 October 2018 < 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201810/18/WS5bc87afaa310eff30328336e.html>. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/22/chinas-mass-internment-camps-have-no-clear-end-in-sight/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/22/chinas-mass-internment-camps-have-no-clear-end-in-sight/
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1115022.shtml
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to realize the Kingdom in China as something akin to the nation, as though the Church were a 

parallel rival to the civil state. Whether the Church becomes contiguous with a foreign 

government or with the domestic one, to become fully reducible to worldly state-building is to 

forget the transformative way of Christ. As Jesus told Pontius Pilate, his kingship was not a 

geopolitical campaign that would seek to replace Rome: “My kingdom is not of this world” 

(John 18:36). Rather, Christ commissioned his disciples to go out into the existing nations of the 

world and make disciples of them. Thus, Chinese Catholics have the same task as the Catholics 

of any nation. That task it to call their society to a higher justice, not to undermine the nation but 

to transform it for the greater good. 

The Chinese Church: Indigenous and Pilgrim 

 Finally, I offer a Scriptural framework for how the Catholic Church might seek the good 

of China with even greater loyalty to the Kingdom of God. Lebbe’s theology of mission can be 

supplemented with insights from the Israelite nation’s sojourns in the Hebrew Bible. For while 

he was right to point out the ways that the Israelites defended themselves against foreign 

invasion, a fuller account of Israel’s biblical history shows that God called them to be a blessing 

to the nations regardless of political circumstance. God instructed the Israelites: “It is not enough 

for you to be my servant, to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the protected ones of 

Israel. I will also make you a light for the nations, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of 

the earth” (Isaiah 49:6). God’s commission remained in effect whether the Israelites found 

themselves under legitimate self-rule or under foreign occupation. 

 This mission seemed jeopardized when the Israelites, having repeatedly fallen short in 

being a holy nation, were forcibly taken into the Babylonian exile (2 Kings 24-25, 1 Chronicles 

9, 2 Chronicles 36:20). The Israelites longed to free themselves of Babylonian rule and to return 
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to Jerusalem. Yet although securing geo-political justice was painfully important for the 

Israelites, it was not the determining factor for mission. When the prophet Jeremiah wrote to the 

exiles in Babylon, he issued an unexpected command from the Lord to contribute to Babylon’s 

good. The Israelites are to commit themselves to active lives there: “Build houses and settle 

down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters… increase 

in number there; do not decrease….” (Jeremiah 29:6). Moreover, the Israelites are supposed to 

bless the nation in which they live: “Seek the peace (shalom) of the city to which I have carried 

you into exile. Pray for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper” (Jeremiah 29:7). While 

the biblical account never prescinds from viewing the Babylonian exile as an undesirable 

condition, Jeremiah’s letter nonetheless insists that the Israelites contribute to the national good. 

They are not to live as resistance fighters but to live with a good-faith ‘yes’ for the wellbeing of 

the place in which they find themselves. 

 For Catholics in China, Jeremiah’s exhortations suggest that whether the ruling 

government is a benevolent Jerusalem or a hostile Nebuchadnezzar, it should not determine the 

Church’s witness. Either way, the Church must ‘seek the shalom’ of China, trusting that as China 

prospers they too will prosper. It is in fulfilling God’s mission for them to bless China that 

Catholics might fully embrace citizenship in the state. 

  However, the Israelites’ story yields even further insights. Once they returned to 

Jerusalem, it turned out that domestic self-rule was not the solution and resolution they had 

hoped for. Ezra and Nehemiah document how the Jews were allowed to return to the land of 

Israel. Yet after this, the post-exilic writers continue to write of “exile” and “Babylon.” They still 

yearn for the true “Jerusalem” of God’s reign. This is no longer because the Israelites are 

geopolitically displaced, living under foreign control. Rather, it is because even in their own land 
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the people still find themselves at a distance from God. As Hebrew bible scholars such as 

Martien Halvorson-Taylor have noted, the authors of the book of “Daniel” and “4 Ezra” 

anticipate a greater fulfillment. Insofar as exile was an existential condition, the geo-political 

fulfillment of the people’s hopes was only be an intermediate satisfaction. Now Israel is more 

keenly aware of its desire and need for an even greater fulfillment.129 The Israelite nation has its 

Jerusalem, but their scriptures call out even louder for the “AND” of lives in fully unity with the 

sovereignty of God. Ultimately, the nation of Israel would be sent into diaspora, and in this 

unexpected way fulfill their call to be a light to the nations. 

 No matter how ‘at home’ the Church may ever find itself in China, we should not 

imagine that this is an ultimate solution to the question of Chinese Catholicism. To become a 

more domestic Church may be a consolation to some Catholics, just as regaining residency in 

Jerusalem was a consolation to the Israelites. However, this does not and should not mitigate the 

fundamental alienation of Christians from the all the kingdoms of this world. In other words, 

even as Catholics live as committed citizens of the state, we must remain mere pilgrims in the 

kingdoms of this world and our sights on still unattained Kingdom of God. 

 In conclusion, I propose that “indigenization” of the Church must include both a 

nationalizing and pilgrimizing impulse. Vincent Lebbe’s thought and life show the need for both.  

He lived his life in China’s “Babylonian” captivity of nearly constant interference or occupation 

by foreign powers. It was appropriate that he, like the Israelites under Nebuchadnezzar, yearned 

and worked for the day when he might see China a strong and independent nation. However, the 

long arc of Israelite history showed that resolution of their geopolitical status did not put an end 

                                                 

129 Martien Halvorson-Taylor, Enduring Exile: The Metaphorization of Exile in the Hebrew Bible (Leiden: Brill, 

2011). 
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to Church’s pilgrim experience. The Israelites eventually came to a deeper understanding of their 

ongoing mission as a people sojourning in the world. So too, perhaps if Lebbe had lived longer 

to see the end of the Sino-Japanese War, he might have found the call to bless China under 

domestic rule to be an even more radical call to indigenization than he imagined. To be both 

citizens of both the state and members of God’s people means to bless the nation although one is 

never fully at home in it. 
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APPENDIX: GLOSSARY OF CHINESE PHRASES AND TERMS 

Abnormal mindset 反常情態 

Air Raid Service Teams 空袭服务队 

Apostolic Visitor 教務巡閱使 

Anthony Cotta 湯作霖 

Anti-Christian Movement 非基督教运动 

Barbarian 夷 

Battle for Defense of the Great Wall 长城抗战 

Battle of Jidong 綏遠抗戰 

Battlefield First Aide Teams 战地服务团 

Bao Lin “Pauline” 寶琳 

Behind the Lines 后方報 

Beijing Association for Religious Freedom and 

Against State Religion 
北京信教自由补丁国脚请愿团 

Bian Yinchang 卞蔭昌 

Blue Shirt Society 主義力行社 

Boxers 義和團 

Cao Lishan 曹立珊 

Captain 总队长 

Catholicism 公教 

Catholic Action 公教进行会 

Catholic Lecture Hall 公教宣道所 

Chen Duxiu 陳獨秀 
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Chen Huanzhang 陳煥章 

Chen Guodi (Aloysius) 陳國砥 

Chen Lifu 陳立夫 

Cheng Hede (Odoric) 成和德 

Chengdu Wartime First-Aid Team 战时救护队 

Chiang Kai-Shek 蔣中正 

Children’s Labour Service Corps 儿童劳动服务团 

China Wartime Service Commission 中国战时服务委员会 

Chinese Revolutionary Alliance 同盟會 

Catholic Review 圣教杂志 

Court Case 教案 

Communist Party of China 中国共产党 

Congregations of the Mission (Lazarists, 

Vincentians) 
遣使會 

Costantini, Celso 刚恒毅 

Cultivating the Self 修身 

Dai li 戴笠 

Dare-to-die squad 敢死隊 

De Guébriant, Jean-Baptiste-Marie 光若翰 

De Jaegher, Raymond 雷震远 

Diligent Work and Frugal Study Program 留法勤工儉學會 

Du Zhuyu 杜竹萱 

Dumond, Paul 杜保禄 
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Fan Heng’an 樊恆安 

Favier, Alphonse 樊国梁 

Feng Guifen 馮桂芬 

Fenyang 汾陽 

Fu Ren Society  輔仁社 

Fu Zuoyi 傅作義 

Gele Mountain 歌乐山 

Gele Mountain National Forest Park 乐山国家森林公园 

Great Learning 大学 

Gu Changshen 顧長聲 

Haimen 海門 

Hongdong 洪洞 

Hu Ruoshan  胡若山  

Hundred Days’ Reform 百日維新 or 戊戌變法 

Hygiene 卫生 

Jarlin, Stanislaus 林懋德 

Jining 集寧 

Jiuhudui 救护队 

Kang Youwei 康有為 

Kervyn, Louis 梅嶺蕊 

Kong Xiangxi 孔祥熙 

Kowtow 叩頭, 磕頭 

Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 
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Li Zhongsan 李仲三 

Lineage, race 族 

Linhai 臨海 

Little Brothers of St. John the Baptist 耀漢小兄弟會 

Little Sisters of St. Therese of the Holy Child 德來小姊妹會 

Lixian 蠡縣 

Liang Qichao 梁啟超 

Liu Jinwen 劉錦文 

Liu Shourong 刘守荣 

Lu Zhengcao 呂正操 

Lu Zhengxiang 陸徵祥 

Lu Zhonglin 鹿鐘麟 

Luo Wenzao 羅文藻 

Ma Jianzhong 馬建忠 

Ma Xiangbo 馬相伯 

Mental-spiritual 精神 

Militarization 军事化 

Military Commission North China Battlefront 

Supervisory People’s Service Corps 
軍事委員會華北戰地督導民眾

服務團 

National Salvation Foundation 救國儲金會 

Nationalist Party of China 中国國民黨 

Necessary Knowledge for New Life 新生活需知 

New Life Promotion Association 新生活运动促进会 
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New Life Movement 新生活運動 

New Life Central Promotional Association 新生活运动促进总会 

New Life Service Corps 新生活服务团 

New Culture Movement 新文化運動 

New Youth 新靑年 

Niangzi Pass 娘子關 

No Payment, Just Work 不要薪水，只要工作 

North China Battlefield Supervisory People’s 

Service Corps 
軍事委員會華北戰地督導民眾

服務團 

Northern Expedition 國民革命軍北伐 

Ordering the State 治國 

Outline of the New Life Movement  新生活運動綱要 

Pascuale D’Elia 德禮賢  

Program for National Reconstruction 建國方略 

Propriety 禮 

Provisional Constitution 中华民国临时约法 

Psychological Reconstruction 心理建設 

Puqi 蒲圻 

Rectifying the Mind 正心 

Red Spear Society 紅槍會 

Righteousness 義 

Religion 宗教 

Republic of Five Races 五族共和 
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Revive China Society 興中會 

Self-Strengthening Movement 自強運動 

Service Corps 服務團 

Shame 恥 

Shang Zhen 商震 

Shengjiao Zazhi 圣教杂志 

Sichuan All Circle’s Wartime Economization 

Campaign Committee 
四川各界战时节约委员会 

Society for Safeguarding Sovereignty and Territory 維 持國權國土 

Society of Han Revival 興漢會 

Society for Religious Freedom 信教自由会 

Song Mei-ling 宋美齡 

Song Zheyuan 宋哲元 

Soviet Republic of China 中華蘇維埃共和國 

Stretcher-Bearers/Medic Teams 救护队, 战地服务团 

Superstition 迷信 

Su Xuelin 蘇雪林 

Sun Dezhen 孫德楨 

Taizhou 台州 

Tianjin Red Cross 天津红十字会 

The Impartial 大公報 

The Chinese Progress 時務報 

The Royal Way 广益录, 广义报 
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Trading Space for Time 以空間換取時間 

United Petition League of All Religions 宗教联合请愿团 

Vicar General 副主教 

Vicariate of SouthEast Zhili 直隶东南代牧区 

Wang Jingwei 汪精衛 

Women’s Advisory Committee 妇女指导委员会 

Xingxian 兴县 

Xinhai Revolution 辛亥革命 

Xu Zongze 徐宗泽 

Xuanhuafu 宣化府 

Xue Matthew 薛瑪竇 

Yan Baohang 阎宝航 

Yan Fu 嚴復 

Yang YiDe 杨以德. 

Yixian 易县 

YMCA 男青年会 

Yu Pin 于斌 

Yuan Shikai 袁世凱 

Ying LIanzhi 英敛之 

Zeng Wanzhong 曾萬鐘 

Zhang Zhinan 張指南 

Zhalan 柵欄 
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Zhu De 朱德 

Zhu Kaimin 朱開敏 

Zhu Ziqiao 朱子橋 

Zhouzhi 盩厔 
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