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ABSTRACT 
 

The first Pentecostal missionaries arrived in China in 1907, bringing an affective, 

emotional, and experiential Christian spirituality with them. This small, Holy Spirit 

focused Christian movement quickly grew into an indigenous Christianity, leading some 

scholars to suggest that Chinese Christianity is inherently Pentecostal. Pentecostalism, 

which is the fastest growing religious movement in the world and is projected to reach 

800 million members by 2025, appears to have its largest community within China now, 

claiming as many as one hundred million followers. How can this be? Why has the 

Chinese context been so receptive to Pentecostal spirituality? What has enabled 

Pentecostalism to thrive, particularly compared to other religious movements that have 

entered China?  

In this dissertation, I argue that two of the primary reasons why Pentecostal 

spirituality has flourished in China is that it (1) affirmed central values found in 

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, while (2) harmonizing with Chinese “popular” 

religion practices, enabling Pentecostalism to take root in China. In other words, the 

Pentecostal spirituality propogated by missionaries, though unintentional, supported 

values embedded in Chinese culture through China’s religious heritage, exemplified in 

the texts Mengzi, Zhuangzi, and the Platform Sutra. My comparative analysis explores 
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how these different religious values overlapped in important ways, and not how they 

were identical in the details.  

These shared values, however, only tell half the story––Pentecostal spiritual 

practice, which is Spirit (靈/灵) centered, accorded with Chinese religious practice. The 

congruence is particularly pronounced because Pentecostal missionaries were not 

educated on a normative expression of Pentecostal spirituality, largely because there is no 

normative Pentecostalism; thus, they included many supernatural and Spirit-centered 

practices as “Pentecostal.” Consequently, the Chinese people did not have to abandon 

their values or religious practices but rather simply reframe and bend them to a “new” 

source––the Holy Spirit (聖靈/圣灵). The result is a uniquely Chinese Pentecostalism 

that evades being reduced to “Western” models.  
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CHAPTER 1: DOES THE WIND BEND OR BREAK THE GRASS? 
 
Introduction 

 

Ji Kangzi asked Confucius about governing, saying, “If I were to 
execute those who lacked the Way in order to advance those who 
possess the Way, how would that be?” Confucius responded, “In 

your governing, Sir, what need is there for execution? If you 
desire goodness, then the common people will be good. 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.” 
Analect 12:191 

 

 According to Kongzi (Confucius),2 leaders should not demand respect through 

coercion and violence but rather they should influence the people through the charismatic 

power of Virtue (德). The metaphor evoked by Kongzi conveys the ease and gentleness 

of the leader’s authority and power––just as a swift breeze moves the grass so too a 

Virtuous leader bends (偃) or moves the people. The intonation is clear: Kongzi rejects 

the notion that destructive power produces a good society. Execution, in other words, 

would remove or uproot the grass, thereby communicating to the remaining citizens that 

order will be maintained through the threat of further uprooting. The alternative to force, 

however, is not passive leadership that requires the leader to bend to the will of the 

people but instead an active Virtuous leader whose charisma inspires the people without 

need for oppression. Kongzi’s position on inspiration, Bryan W. Van Norden argues, is 

that virtuous leaders “could guide hereditary rulers and inspire the people to return 

society to the Way (dao). By this he meant the right Way to live and to organize society 

 
1 Translation from Slingerland 2003.  
2 The Romanization of Kongzi, or master Kong (Kongqiu), is Confucius because of the pronunciation 
Kongfuzi (孔夫子). For further exposition, see Cline 2013a: 273-274.  
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that had already been discovered by the ancient sage Kings” (Van Norden 2008: xx). 

Indeed, a Virtuous leader values and supports society while still directing it.  

 The analogy is emblematic of Pentecostalism in China.3 Unlike some religious 

traditions that entered China with the goal of uprooting and then replacing Chinese 

religions with their own religious expressions,4 Pentecostalism largely harmonized with 

the Chinese religious context while still guiding it.5 The metaphor also works particularly 

well because Pentecostalism emphasizes the activity of the Holy Spirit––or ruach in the 

Hebrew Bible and pneuma in the New Testament, both of which can be translated as 

“wind”––in its spirituality. A regularly cited Bible verse on this point is John 3:8, “The 

wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it 

comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”6 

In this dissertation, I argue that two of the primary reasons why Pentecostal 

spirituality has flourished in China is that it (1) affirmed central values found in 

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, while (2) harmonized with Chinese “popular” 

religion practices, enabling Pentecostalism to ultimately take root in China. In other 

words, Pentecostal spirituality, though unintentionally, supported values embedded in 

Chinese culture through China’s religious heritage.7 Because it did not disrupt Chinese 

 
3 Because of its diversity, scholars often argue that there is not one identifiable Pentecostalism but rather 
numerous pentecostalisms (Daniels 2018: 72-74; Yong 2013: 259; Hefner 2013: 2). While that is true, for 
simplicity, I will use the term “Pentecostalism,” openly acknowledging that the term represents 
multifarious expressions.  
4 Below I briefly discuss this point in relation to Catholicism and Buddhism. 
5 To avoid unnecessary discussions on religion versus philosophy in China, I simply refer to Confucianism, 
Daoism, Buddhism, and Chinese “popular” religion as “religions,” recognizing that the statement is 
controversial. Alexander Chow also attempts to mitigate the issue by merging terms, 
“religiophilosophical,” which is a more accurate, albeit cumbersome, representation of how I am using the 
word “religion” (Chow 2018: 2). 
6 All translations are NRSV unless otherwise stated. 
7 For an enlightening argument on value in Chinese thought, see Neville 2013. 
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values, Pentecostal spirituality was not dismissed or relegated to a small segment of the 

population.8 The focus on values is key: Pentecostal missionaries were uneducated and, 

consequently, did not use or even know Chinese religious texts meaning their message 

was not shaped to fit the specific doctrines or precise religious constructs found in the 

Mengzi, Zhuangzi, or Platform Sutra. My comparative analysis explores how these 

different contextualized values overlapped in important ways, and not how they were 

identical in the details. These shared values, however, only tell half the story––

Pentecostal spiritual practice, which is Spirit focused (靈/灵) accorded with Chinese 

religious practice. The congruence is particularly pronounced because the Pentecostal 

missionaries were not educated on a normative expression of Pentecostal spirituality; 

thus, they included many supernatural and Spirit-centered practices as “Pentecostal.” 

Consequently, the Chinese people did not have to abandon their values or religious 

practices but rather simply reframe and bend them to a “new” source––the Holy Spirit 

(聖靈/圣灵).9  

My primary assertion throughout the dissertation is that Pentecostal spirituality 

harmonized, a principal concept in Chinese culture, rather than competed with Chinese 

religious thought, enabling it to thrive in China. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is 

to frame the overall project by explaining what I mean by (1) “Pentecostalism,” (2) to 

elucidate Erik Zürcher’s theory for why certain mindsets, in this case religious values and 

 
8 A good example of this, which I discuss below, is how Jesuits’ focused their missionary efforts on the 
elite, discounting the religion of the people, or Chinese “popular” religion.  
9 The notion of spirits was not at all new in China, so the idea of the Holy Spirit would have been relatively 
familiar. The use of “new” here is more designed to say that the Pentecostal spirituality was unique within 
China, though not unusual. 
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practice, find space in new contexts, and (3) to describe how “foreign” religions have 

succeeded in China.  

1 Pentecostalism 

The origins of Pentecostal Christianity are often traced to the events that occurred 

at the Azusa Street Mission in Los Angeles, CA, in the early 1900s.10 Over a week after 

the Azusa Street revival began, the Los Angeles Times wrote about the unusual 

occurrences taking place in the religious community, saying, “‘You-oo-oo guo-loo-loo 

come under the bloo-oo-oo boo-loo,’ shouts an old colored ‘mammy,’ in a frenzy of 

religious zeal. Swinging her arms wildly about her she continues with the strangest 

harange [sic] ever uttered” (Los Angeles Times 1906: 17). As the subtitle of the story 

exemplifies––“New Sect of Fanatics Is Breaking Loose”––the author’s goal was to mock 

and shame this newly formed Christian community. That same derision accompanies 

Pentecostalism today in many ways; however, due to its rapid growth and global appeal, 

scholars from religion, sociology, anthropology, ethnography, and theology have all 

reconsidered the movement, admitting that Pentecostalism’s significant development 

demands attention. For example, the academic journal Religions recently published a 

special issue dedicated the movement (2017), and their call for papers is noticeably 

different from the Los Angeles Times:  

As the field has gathered strength and standing, it has also raised 
awareness. Whereas scholars of Pentecostalism once felt obliged to array a 
preemptive battery of statistics in defense of their vocation, they now 
increasingly expect the scale and importance of the movement to be taken 
more-or-less for granted. Indeed, developments within global 
Pentecostalism have conspired with the resurgence of religious actors 
generally to insure that an informed observer, if not the average lay reader, 
will usually recognize the movement’s relevance to subjects ranging from 

 
10 I discuss Azusa Street revival and Pentecostal history in more detail in Chapter 2.  
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electoral politics and human security to economic values and the 
formation of social capital.11 
 

While the need to justify studying Pentecostalism has waned, Religions is perhaps overly 

generous in its assessment. Indeed, statistical data are still required in order to convey the 

enormity of this relatively young religious phenomenon, and based on recent 

publications, Pentecostalism is still narrowly described.12   

Furthermore, studies that examine why Pentecostalism fits within particular 

communities are still underdeveloped and underrepresented within the field. Allan 

Anderson addresses the need for more research in China, for example, stating, “Questions 

concerning how these churches differ from western-founded Pentecostal institutions and 

the extent of conscious or unconscious adaptation to the Chinese context require much 

more research” (Anderson 2013a: 33-34). This project examines the question of 

adaptation by asking: why has the Chinese context been so receptive to Pentecostal 

spirituality? In order to answer that question, however, I must first explain the technical 

term “Pentecostalism” and how I use it. 

Throughout this project, I capitalize the terms “Pentecostalism” and “Pentecostal” 

when describing the larger, global community and use the lower-case “pentecostalism” 

and “pentecostal” to refer to local expressions and followers. Furthermore, I designate 

Pentecostalism as a “movement” rather than tradition because as a number of scholars 

have noted, “it is inaccurate to refer to Pentecostalism as a Christian ‘tradition’…Global 

 
11 See Roger G. Robins, “Special Issue ‘Current Trajectories in Global Pentecostalism: Culture, Social 
Engagement, and Change.” http://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions/special_issues/Pentecostalism. 
12 Two recent monographs focus on snake handling in Pentecostalism, which is an anomaly within the 
movement yet is the focus of many scholars’ studies––see Duin 2017 and Pond 2017. In my personal 
interactions with people outside academics, I have found that snake handling is the most often cited 
characteristic, proving how effective these stories have become in the social imagination.  



 6 

Pentecostalism is more diverse than any other Christian expression precisely because its 

different forms are rooted in local contexts” (Anderson 2013b: 5). Movement connotes 

flexibility and adaptability, which are instructive descriptors for Pentecostalism. And 

rather than discussing “Pentecostal theology,” I prefer the appellation “Pentecostal 

spirituality” for two reasons: (1) there is no agreed on Pentecostal theology because the 

movement is so diverse, and (2) pentecostals are most often identified by how they enact 

their faith rather than by their specific doctrinal positions.13  

There is, nevertheless, a technical definition for “Pentecostalism.” So what does 

the term “Pentecostalism” include and what does it exclude? Do scholars use the term in 

the same way? If not, why? As these questions demonstrate, this section’s aim is rather 

narrow in scope: to determine what the complex and inexact term “Pentecostalism” 

typically incorporates. Consequently, further explanation on the topic is required, which 

is my focus in the following section on Pentecostal characteristics. In other words, it 

should be noted that questions are raised here that are not fully addressed until the 

following sections. So what do people mean when they say “Pentecostalism”?  

The Term 

The term “Pentecostalism” is often misunderstood and misrepresented because it 

is equated with “Classical Pentecostal” denominations, which includes North American 

Pentecostal denominations like the Church of God in Christ and the Assemblies of God 

(Yung 2011: 33), both of which are related to the seminal North American Pentecostal 

event that took place in Los Angeles, CA, through the Azusa Street Mission in 1906.14 

 
13 For more on “spirituality,” see Ammerman 2013. 
14 The history of the Azusa Street Mission and other early Pentecostal events are discussed in the following 
sections. 
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Because these pentecostals conducted the majority of the early scholarship on 

Pentecostalism, their perspective that Pentecostalism is “a made-in-the-USA product that 

has been exported to the rest of the world” has continued to dominate public perception 

in the West (Anderson 2013a: 38). Cecil Robeck, Jr. and Amos Yong have even argued 

that because “writings of pentecostal history and pentecostal theology was controlled for 

so long by American pentecostal denominations and the authors whose salaries they paid, 

the Pentecostals who wrote and published earlier works believed that the definition, and 

hence the meaning of Pentecostalism, was rightfully defined solely by them” (Robeck 

and Yong 2014: 1). There are various reasons for this, many of which I discuss in the 

following section; however, at this point, it is important to note that regardless of 

perception, in actuality Classical pentecostals only comprise half of one branch of 

Pentecostalism. Indeed, according to sociologist Todd M. Johnson’s paradigm, there are 

three branches of Pentecostalism,15 and Classical pentecostals share the branch he titles 

“Pentecostals” with Oneness Pentecostals, whose theology, as the name suggests, is non-

Trinitarian, professing “Jesus only.”16 In other words, instead of supporting the traditional 

Christian position on the Trinity––God the Father, God the Son (Jesus), and God the 

Spirit (Holy Spirit) as One God in three person17––Oneness adherents believe that God is 

One, although God manifests Godself in many ways, which includes but is not limited to 

 
15 These three branches coincide with what is often called the “Three Waves” of Pentecostalism. For further 
detail, see Bartos 2015. The “wave” theory, however, is contested (Hutchinson 2017).  
16 The largest Chinese Pentecostal church, the True Jesus Church, affirms Oneness theology (Bays 2012: 
130).  
17 This theological position has many variations that try to work out the “internal” relationship God has 
with Godself; nevertheless, Trinitarian theology comes out of the early church council, the First Council of 
Nicaea (325 CE). See Chadwick 1993: 130-134. 
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Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.18 While they have differences, Classical pentecostals and 

Oneness pentecostals both emphasize speaking in tongues––a central and influential 

Pentecostal practice to be discussed in detail in Chapter 2––and denominationalism.19  

 Johnson identifies the remaining two branches of Pentecostalism as 

“Charismatics” and “Independent Charismatics” (Johnson 2014: 274). “Charismatics” are 

defined as “Christians affiliated [with] nonpentecostal denominations (Anglican, 

Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox)” (Johnson 2014: 275). These “Charismatics” 

communities are committed to their specific religious traditions and denominations but 

have experienced an “outpouring of the Holy Spirit”––the appellation pentecostals gave 

to the physical and emotional experience of the Spirit––transforming their spiritual 

practices and expectations toward a more Spirit-centric spirituality. Although there are 

variations, “Charismatics” tend to view spiritual gifts––wisdom, knowledge, faith, 

healing, prophecy, discernment, speaking in tongues, and interpreting tongues20––from a 

sacramental standpoint. “Independent Charismatics,” conversely, are denominationally 

unaffiliated while still incorporating Pentecostal expressions that are often ecstatic in 

nature. This branch is extremely diverse, making it challenging to draw specific 

parameters around it and nearly impossible to enumerate. Moreover, these two 

categories––“Charismatics” and “Independent Charismatics”––represent the vast 

majority of Pentecostalism’s population worldwide (Johnson 2014: 281), further 

 
18 Oneness theology also baptizes in Jesus’ name alone, while traditional Christian baptism is typically 
done in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Both versions of baptism are rooted in Scripture: 
Oneness (Acts 2:38) and traditional (Matthew 28:19). 
19 Although imprecise, I have organized Pentecostal scholars regionally, although Johnson’s demarcations 
are instructive. Nevertheless, there does seem to be a difference between pentecostals who have lived or 
been educated in the “West” compared to those from the majority world. The difference is not substantive 
but rather regarding presuppositions and grounding, whether philosophical or theological. See Daniels 
2018a. 
20 See Romans 12:6-8; 1 Corinthians 12:8-10; 1 Corinthians 12:28; and Ephesians 4:11. 
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exacerbating the terminological challenge with the study of Pentecostalism. 

“Charismatics” and “Independent Charismatics” are also expanding more rapidly than 

“Pentecostals,” especially in the Global South: Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In 

China, for example, “Independent Charismatics” constitute over 90% of total 

Pentecostals.21  

 These three branches––“Pentecostals,” “Charismatics,” and “Independent 

Charismatics”––do not comprehensively demarcate Pentecostalism. Estrelda Alexander, 

Amos Yong, and Allan Anderson, for instance, have offered models with four branches,22 

while still others have argued that the term “Pentecostalism” should be reserved for 

Classical pentecostals only (Menzies 2017). The movement is simply too multifarious to 

neatly categorize, as Allan Anderson aptly communicates: 

Although the term Pentecostalism is now widely used by scholars of 
religion, most of them assuming they know what it means, it embraces 
churches as widely diverse as the celibacy-practicing Ceylon Pentecostal 
Mission; the sabbatarian True Jesus Church in China, with a ‘Oneness’ 
theology; the enormous, uniform-wearing, ritualistic Zion Christian 
Church in southern Africa; and Brazil’s equally enormous and ritualistic, 
prosperity-oriented Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. (Anderson 
2010: 14) 
 

One potential solution to the terminological issue is to describe Pentecostalism as 

“Pentecostal-Charismatic” (e.g., Yong 1999; Del Colle 2000),23 openly admitting that the 

term represents a broad range of religious communities; however, for whatever reason, 

this language has become less popular in recent years. Another term that has been 

 
21 The figure is based on Johnson’s numbers: 48,857,000 Independent Charismatics and 52,091,000 total 
Pentecostals (Johnson 2014: 283-287). 
22 For further delineation, Estrelda Alexander and Amos Yong even identify four branches or types of Afro-
Pentecostalism: “classical Wesleyan-Holiness Trinitarian Pentecostals, classical Apostolic (Jesus’ name or 
‘Oneness’), charismatic independent congregations or networks, and recent neo-Pentecostal currents within 
the wider black church tradition” (Alexander and Yong 2011: 3). Also, Anderson 2010: 17-19. 
23 There are a variety of abbreviates that have been used for Pentecostal-Charismatic, e.g., PC, P/C, P-C, 
etc.  
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proposed to both unite the movement and possibly avoid internal disputes is “Renewalist” 

(Grim 2009: 485). In theory, Renewalist conveys the renewed emphasis on the Holy 

Spirit and spiritual gifts, regardless how the gifts are determined and enacted. These 

terminological proposals, however, have proven less popular than simply retaining the 

opaque term “Pentecostalism.”  

The Term in China 

The inscrutability of “Pentecostalism” is particularly pronounced in the Chinese 

context. For example, the Chinese term for “Pentecostalism” is wuxunjie (五旬节, “the 

fiftieth holy day,” which refers to the number of days between Jesus’ resurrection and the 

Day of Pentecost24); however, as Fenggang Yang et al. explain, some Chinese 

pentecostals self-identify with the term ling’en pai (灵恩派, “charismatic”), although 

most Chinese Christians reject both titles because they imply sectarianism (Yang et al. 

2017: 5-6). Indeed, as Yang et al. importantly add, “The word ling’en literally means the 

Spirit-gifts or gifts of the Spirit, and ling’en pai would mean the school, party, or group 

of people who put ling’en beliefs and practices at the center of their faith” (Yang et al. 

2017: 6). Based on their analysis, they assert that there are only a “few” pentecostals in 

China.  

Yi Liu’s survey, however, complicates Yang et al.’s claim. The issue, as Liu 

explains, is likely not related to Pentecostal spirituality but rather with the specific 

Chinese term ling’en pai that inappropriately places these Chinese believers into one 

specific group, removing the fluid spirituality concomitant with the movement:  

At the beginning of fieldwork, the investigators were turned away because 
we said that we would like to study ling’en pai灵恩派 (Pentecostalism). 

 
24 I discuss this further in Chapter 2. 
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Later, we received a warm welcome when the word pai 派 (sect) was 
omitted. The response from local Christians is that most Christians are 
ling’en (Pentecostal) or shuling [(spiritual)] but do not belong to any 
Pentecostal sect. (Liu 2017: 212)  
 

Shuling (属灵) and ling’en, according to Liu’s research, represent good descriptors for 

Chinese Christian faith. Tying spirituality and Pentecostal faith to pai 派 (sect), however, 

caused Chinese Christians to quickly disavow the label. Johnson’s statistical analysis, 

which indicates that the vast majority of Chinese pentecostals fit within the “Independent 

Charismatics” branch, seems to support Liu’s research. Although it appears to conflict, 

Yang et al. and Liu are likely both correct in their assessment: Yang et al. seem to be 

describing the branch “Pentecostals,”25 which only has a “few” members,26 while Liu is 

describing the branch “Independent Charismatics,” which constitutes a large percentage 

of Christians in China.27  

 Due to its immense diversity, determining a conclusive and decisive description 

of Pentecostalism is impossible (Anderson 2013b: 252), much like the term “religion.”28 

When discussions become particularly complex and convoluted, some scholars will 

simply suggest that a religious expression or community is “Pentecostal-like,” “quasi-

Pentecostal,” or has “Pentecostal features” (Anderson 2006a: 108; Ma 2007: 24; Cao 

2013: 150; Bays 2012: 194; Bays 2017: 40). Cecil M. Robeck, Jr. and Amos Yong quip 

that the “definition of what it means to be ‘Pentecostal’ has become nearly as elusive as a 

grain of sand in the desert” (Robeck and Yong 2014: 1). To be upfront and transparent, 

the definition I construct for “Pentecostalism” in the following section integrates 

 
25 Yang et al. appear to recognize that they are primarily considering denominational “Pentecostals”; see 
Yang et al. 2017: 4. 
26 According to Johnson 2009, “Pentecostals” appear to constitute less than 2% of pentecostals in China. 
27 This point is discussed further below. 
28 For variegated definitions for religion, see Herling 2016. 
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manifold expressions that relate to experiential spirituality, regardless of whether 

representative individuals or religious communities self-identify as “Pentecostal” or not. 

The term, therefore, is less important to my analysis than the spiritual values and 

practices associated with it.  

2 Pentecostal Characteristics 

 The diversity of Pentecostalism is typified in the movement’s many 

characteristics. Indeed, it is challenging, if not impossible, to identify one particular 

characteristic that is present in every pentecostal community; nevertheless, scholars and 

practitioners alike continue to suggest that “Pentecostalism” is an identifiable movement. 

So what characteristic or characteristics unite this immense and often divided 

community? In this section, I attempt to answer that question by first presenting broad 

characteristics that are loosely shared by the movement, and then I narrow the survey in 

order to locate specific traits that are most common. As I discuss in detail below, I will be 

taking a ‘family resemblance’ approach in this regard. Next I attempt to organize the 

identified characteristics into the three branches of Pentecostalism––“Pentecostals,” 

“Charismatics,” and “Independent Charismatics”––for further clarity. I then present my 

working definition for “Pentecostalism” that will inform the remaining project.  

Broad Characteristics 

The principal characteristic of Pentecostalism, of which all other characteristics 

are built, is embodiment: pentecostals believe that they are embodied by the Holy Spirit, 

making every aspect of a person’s life Spirit-directed and Spirit-infused. Hence, there is 

no moment that is viewed as “unspiritual” or “secular,” because the Holy Spirit is active 

even in believers’ mundane and quotidian lives. For precision, Ashon Crawley prefers the 
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term “enfleshment” to communicate the humanness of living in the world through the 

Spirit rather than “embodiment that presumes a subject of theology, a subject of 

philosophy, a subject of history” (Crawley 2017: 6). The enfleshed and embodied aspect 

of Pentecostalism enables it to adapt to whatever context it finds because it 

fundamentally affirms the affective, even if Pentecostal spirituality ultimately directs the 

affected toward Jesus. In other words, Pentecostalism emphasizes experientialism as the 

means and process to knowing God through the Spirit, which declares the salvation of 

Jesus.29  

 Because enfleshed and embodied affective expressivism is a trademark of 

Pentecostalism (Brahinsky: 2012: 217), spiritual expressions focusing on sound and 

movement are prevalent: prophecy, healing, exorcism, revelation, sobbing, crying, 

testifying, preaching, falling down, eye rolling, swaying back and forth, dancing, singing, 

noise making, whooping, laughing, raising of hands, hand clapping, foot stomping, 

jumping, trance-like states, demon exorcising, and tongue talking (Crawley 2017: 7; 

Casselberry 2017: 3; Robeck 2013: 42; Cao 2013: 156; Anderson 2013b: 8, 24). These 

verbal and physical spiritual acts do not conform to predetermined and preordained plans, 

because pentecostals believe that the Spirit moves whenever, wherever, however, and on 

whomever the Spirit wills (John 3:8). Pentecostals are, therefore, encouraged to respond 

spontaneously to the Spirit (Robbins 2009: 58; Dove 2009: 249; Bialecki 2011: 250-251). 

While every Pentecostal community participates in spiritual practices differently, these 

spontaneous spiritual acts exemplify the experiential nature of Pentecostal spirituality, 

 
29 Of course, Oneness pentecostals would describe the process in different terms since this explanation is 
based on a Trinitarian construct.  



 14 

where physical movement and audible proclamations represent the Spirit’s active 

presence and involvement in the lives of individual believers and in the life of the church. 

 Although various traits are present in Pentecostal communities, the characteristic 

that is most often associated with Pentecostalism is speaking in tongues (Kärkäinen 2002; 

Case 2006: 127; Hollingsworth 2007: 192; Clifton 2007: 11; Anderson 2010: 17; Lewis 

2010: 306; Purves 2011: 56-57; Studebaker 2012: 17). The theological and 

pneumatological claim is that the Holy Spirit speaks through the believer, bringing life 

and hope as first expressed and experienced on the Day of Pentecostal, which is 

described in Acts 2. Scholars outside religious studies also tend to focus their research of 

Pentecostalism on tongues. For sociologists and anthropologists, speaking in tongues is 

often described as a central ritual, “indicating sudden and immediate inspiration rather 

than careful human preparation” (Lindhardt 2011: 5). Language analyses have also been 

conducted on tongues, concluding that tongues is related to cognitive dissociation, where 

believers are able to detach from reality (Goodman 1969). For many studying the 

movement, speaking in tongues is the uniting characteristic in Pentecostalism. 

Nevertheless, while it is a part of Pentecostal spirituality, the close connection 

between Pentecostalism and speaking in tongues is largely exaggerated, which Veli-Matti 

Kärkkäinen explains when saying, “[O]utside observers of Pentecostalism tend to 

overestimate the importance of speaking in tongues” (Kärkkäinen 2014: 295). Anderson 

provides context for why some pentecostals insist on connecting Pentecostalism to 

speaking in tongues, propounding, “It is important to note the role of Pentecostalism and 

expatriate Pentecostal missionaries in the early years of African, Indian, and Chinese 

independency and the links with some of its most significant leaders. This was a form of 
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Pentecostalism that differed considerably from western forms and even from region to 

region” (Anderson 2013a: 37). Denominational “Pentecostals,” as defined by Johnson, 

differentiate their form of spirituality from others by stressing the centrality of speaking 

in tongues.30  

Perhaps the main source for this perspective is found in Acts 2:4 that says, “All of 

them were together filled with the Holy Spirit and began speaking in other languages, as 

the Spirit gave them the ability.” The book of Acts, which was written by the same author 

as the Gospel of Luke,31 explains how Jesus’ followers formed the early Church after his 

death, resurrection, and ascension into Heaven. This particular verse comes at a time of 

uncertainty, during the Feast of Weeks,32 when these Jesus-followers were wondering 

how to enact their faith as a threatened religious minority. Amid the concern, Acts 2 says 

that the Spirit manifested, emboldening them to evangelize (Acts 2:14-47). Pentecostals, 

who take their name from this “Day of Pentecost” event, focus on this chapter as the 

beginning point to their form of spirituality. Acts 2:4 is instructive to denominational 

“Pentecostals,” where the proper order for speaking in tongues is outlined in the text: (1) 

the disciples were filled with the Spirit––or “baptized in the Spirit”––and (2) they 

subsequently spoke in tongues, meaning the initial evidence of Spirit baptism is speaking 

in tongues.33 Speaking in tongues, “Pentecostals” argue, signifies the Spirit’s presence in 

the life of the believer.  

 
30 This topic is discussed more in Chapter 2. 
31 Acts 1:1-2. 
32 Describing the context of Acts 2 and its application, see McDevitt 2012. 
33 For example, see the Church of God (Cleveland), a Classical Pentecostal denomination, doctrine on 
initial evidence: http://www.churchofgod.org/beliefs/doctrinal-commitments. For biblical references, the 
Church of God includes John 15:26, Acts 2:4, Acts 10:44-46, and Acts 19:1-7.  
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That position, however, is not shared by all pentecostals, particularly those 

outside the United States, which is noteworthy because the vast majority of people that 

constitute Pentecostalism are located outside North America (Miller 2013: 9). Robeck 

and Yong also add that Pentecostalism is often described “without any reference to 

speaking in tongues” (Robeck and Yong 2014: 2), and Donald E. Miller notes, 

“Significant numbers of Pentecostals and charismatic Christians say that they have never 

personally spoken in tongues” (Miller 2013: 12). The fact that many adherents of 

Pentecostalism, even those who are members of Pentecostal denominations, do not speak 

in tongues is significant and consequential. For those who claim that speaking in tongues 

is essential to the movement, a number of questions emerge: are members only admitted 

to the Pentecostal community after they experience tongues? Should the people who 

attend Pentecostal communities without ever speaking in tongues get catalogued as 

general “Christians” until they have the experience? What if a person experiences a 

different spiritual gift? And how should pentecostals with differing views on tongues be 

regarded?  

 Another characteristic that is often associated with Pentecostalism is Spirit 

empowerment. In other words, pentecostals’ abilities or inabilities do not determine their 

usefulness because they believe that it is the Spirit rather than the individual that is active 

and at work. With this framework, Pentecostalism is able to quickly adjust to new 

contexts because it does not require certain credentials or characteristics in its leaders. If 

the Spirit is present in the person then she is immediately ready and empowered by her 

community to lead. The three notable aspects to this characteristic are female leadership, 

educational indifference, and localization.  
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 First, gender norms are often transgressed in Pentecostalism.34 As Bernice Martin 

explains, Pentecostalism “was spread by indigenous missionaries, most of them women” 

(Martin 2013: 123), adding that one-third of ministers and two-thirds of missionaries 

were women. One of the themes throughout this project is female leadership and 

influence, which has been particularly felt in China where the majority of Pentecostal 

missionaries were women who ministered to local Chinese women, which then became 

local ministers and witnesses to the Pentecostal faith in their communities (Anderson 

2007b: 111-112). This foundational egalitarian philosophy, however, has often been 

rejected due to social pressure and pentecostals’ desire to gain prominence (Martin 2003: 

54-55). 

 Daniel H. Bays, discussing the Chinese context, connects gender equality with the 

second aspect––education––stating,  

Pentecostalism in particular has proven to be a significant attraction to 
twentieth century Chinese, with its radical egalitarianism and provision for 
direct revelation from God, not just guidelines from the Bible or the words 
of a pastor…Any common believer could be chosen to receive God’s 
revelation; one did not have to be a missionary, or ordained, or even a 
deacon. (Bays 2012: 106). 
 

Although “Charismatics” tend to be more educated and pentecostals are still expected to 

study the Bible (Kärkkäinen 2010: 226-227), overall, educational achievement, unlike 

 
34 Describing “transgressed,” Sarah Coakley says, “So this irreducible threeness in God cannot be 
insignificant for the matter of gendered twoness, since the human is precisely made ‘in God’s (trinitarian) 
image’, and destined to be restored to that image. It must be, then, that in this fallen world, one lives, in 
some sense, between twoness and its transfiguring interruption; so one is not, as in secular gender theory, 
endlessly and ever subject to the debilitating falseness of fallen gender, fallen twoness. In fact, in Christ, I 
meet the human One who, precisely in the Spirit, has effected that interruptive transfiguration of twoness. 
He has done so by crossing the boundary between another ‘twoness’ more fundamental even that the 
twoness of gender: the ontological twoness of the transcendent God and the created world. In crossing that 
boundary in the incarnation, Christ does not re-establish the boundary as before, but nor – significantly – 
does he destroy it; rather, we might say that he ‘transgresses’ it in the Spirit, infusing the created world 
anew with divinity” (Coakley 2013: 56-57). 
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other Christian traditions, is not required or even preferred (Deng 2011: 356). For some 

pentecostals, education impedes the Spirit because it seems to stress reason over emotion; 

indeed, a person’s Holy Spirit encounter is always worth more than an academic degree 

(Oblau 2011: 338). Pentecostalism’s indifference toward education enables people from 

all walks of life to move quickly from new believers to church leaders or missionaries.35 

 The third aspect, localization, is an outcome of egalitarianism and educational 

indifference, and Miller calls it “[o]ne of the most important elements of Pentecostalism” 

(Miller 2013: 16). Specifically addressing the Chinese context, Cao exclaims, 

“Pentecostalism has been the most active and dynamic of all Chinese Christian groups 

outside the officially controlled church system in part due to its ability to adapt to 

changing local circumstances and its emphasis on people’s direct religious experience” 

(Cao 2012: 151). A central reason why Pentecostalism is able to acclimate to new context 

is because, as Richard Flory and Kimon H. Sargeant state, “Pentecostal leaders tend to 

come from the societies, classes, and ethnic groups that each congregation is trying to 

reach” (Flory and Sargeant 2013: 308). Unlike other Christian missionizing models that 

maintain organizational consistency by placing foreign ministers over their newly 

established communities, Pentecostalism expeditiously empowers local converts to lead; 

and because they are not required to first obtain a theological degree related to 

Pentecostalism specifically or Christianity broadly, these locally appointed leaders 

interpret and then present the gospel through their experiences from living within that 

 
35 On this point, Anderson says, “It was this commitment to training national workers that was one of 
Pentecostalism’s strengths. Most of the training programs were easy to access and so the transition to 
leadership was relatively simple and rapid” (Anderson 2013b: 75).  
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specific community. Thus, Pentecostalism is able to quickly adjust to local events and 

contexts, however diverse they might be.  

 The following diagram organizes these broad characteristics within the three 

branches of Pentecostalism––“Pentecostals,” “Charismatics,” and “Independent 

Charismatics”: 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Branches of Pentecostalism: Characteristics 

 
 

The diagram is admittedly inexact and general; nevertheless, it does helpfully organize 

how and where these characteristics typically fall. For instance, “Pentecostals” are 

denominational, but that is not meant to imply that “Charismatics” and “Independent 

Charismatics” never form denominations––indeed, “Charismatics” come from 

denominations. The difference is that “Pentecostals” established denominations that are 

explicitly Pentecostal whereas “Charismatics” are associated with mainline and Catholic 



 20 

Christian traditions that do not specifically profess Pentecostal spirituality. “Independent 

Charismatics” are the most challenging to classify because that branch is typically 

untethered to any overseeing, centralized structure.  

Although my cataloguing is disputable, generally, “Pentecostals’” unique traits 

are its conservative theology, denominationalism, and emphasis on speaking in tongues. 

Broadly speaking, “Charismatics” share a patriarchal leadership structure with 

“Pentecostals” but differ from “Pentecostals” in that “Charismatics” tends to be more 

educated, sacramentally focused, and orderly (liturgical). “Independent Charismatics” 

and “Charismatics” are often more liberal in their religious outlook, meaning they are less 

rigid in their specific theological claims as expressed by their refusal to elevate speaking 

in tongues at the cost of the other spiritual gifts. “Independent Charismatics,” however, 

do share “Pentecostals” indifference concerning education. In general, “Independent 

Charismatics” are less hierarchical and more egalitarian. 

Uniting Characteristics 

The concept of “family resemblance” (Familienähnlichkeiten) can help explicate 

Pentecostalism, and it comes from Ludwig Wittgenstein, which he explains by saying, 

“[T]he various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of 

eyes, gait, temperament, etc., etc. overlap and criss-cross in the say way.––And I shall 

say: ‘games’ form a family.” (Wittgenstein 2002: 28, §67).36 The “games” concept is 

important for Wittgenstein because it exemplifies the fluidity of terms and the meaning or 

purpose behind them:  

For I may give the concept ‘number’ rigid limits in this way, that is, use 
the word ‘number’ for a rigidly limited concept, but I may also use it so 

 
36 Scholars describing Pentecostalism often use Wittgenstein’s “family resemblance”; see Johnson 2014: 
266; Anderson 2010: 15; Hollenweger 1972. 
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that the extension of the concept is not closed by a frontier. And this is 
how we do use the word ‘game’. For how is the concept of a game 
bounded? What still counts as a game and what no longer does? Can you 
give the boundary? No. You can draw one; for none has so far been 
drawn. (Wittgenstein 2002: 28, §68) 
 

People use “Pentecostalism” in many ways; yet, although no definition clearly 

demarcates its exact “boundary,” there are certain features, or family resemblances, that 

can be found throughout the movement, though not all features must be present in each 

Pentecostal community. The primary characteristics I outline in this project correspond to 

characteristics found in the religions of China: human nature, spiritual cultivation, and 

family (Confucianism), God the Creator, education, and leadership (Daoism), the Spirit 

in all, spontaneity, and non-duality between language and practice (Buddhism), and 

“doing” religion through the Spirit (Chinese “popular” religion). Condensed and 

categorized, my argument is that the variegated features of Pentecostalism can loosely fit 

into broad classifications: (1) Pentecostalism is typically relegated to the margins and 

mocked, (2) is fundamentally experiential and emotional, and (3) professes a supernatural 

spirits-filled worldview.  

From the very beginnings of Pentecostalism, pentecostals have been mocked 

(Espinosa 2014: 372-379). On April 18, 1906, just nine days after the Azusa Street 

revival began, the Los Angeles Times wrote a story about the church entitled, “Weird 

Babel of Tongues.”37 The article’s derision is clear: “Meetings are held in a tumble-down 

shack on Azusa street, near San Pedro street, and the devotees of the weird doctrine 

practice the most fanatical rites, preach the wildest theories and work themselves into a 

state of mad excitement in their peculiar zeal” (Los Angeles Times 1906: 17). The article 

 
37 The following section explores the history surrounding the Azusa Street Mission.  
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continues by mocking the congregation’s multiracial composition, female participation, 

and unusual expressiveness. The derogatory comments did not only come from those 

outside the church world; as Robeck explains, the Azusa Street Mission “had been 

publicly criticized by the Los Angeles Church Federation as well as leaders of many of 

Los Angeles’s congregations” (Robeck 2013: 44). Many early pentecostals who were 

associated with the Azusa Street Mission were even denounced and discarded by their 

families and friends (Crawley 2017: 88). In a forward to Donald W. Dayton’s book on 

Pentecostalism’s theological roots, Martin E. Marty conveys this sentiment, “Until 

recently, say a generation ago, Pentecostalism was seen as a move of illiterates, 

‘hillbillies,’ ‘rednecks,’ ‘snakehandlers,’ or ‘holy rollers,’ who were at the margins of 

culture but who would remain there, without needing or leaving literature of much 

notice” (Marty 1987: 10).  

 Being mocked is not restricted to these early Azusa Street pentecostals, though. 

For example, Gotthard Oblau quotes Nanjing Seminary theologian Kong Xiangjian, who 

ridicules rural, uneducated pentecostal Christians, saying, “In their hearts they have 

replaced Jesus Christ with the bodhisattva Guanyin to protect them from harm, a Daoist 

god to exorcise evil spirits and the legendary healer Hua Tuo to restore health” (Gotthard 

2011: 318). Anderson adds that Chinese Christian leaders have disparaged pentecostals 

since the beginning, “A Shanghai missionary periodical said that Hong Kong had been 

disturbed by the ‘Pentecostal church’, a ‘sect’ whose aim seemed ‘rather to pervert 

Christian Chinese than to convert the heathen’” (Anderson 2009: 124). Urban, educated 

Chinese Christians regularly decry rural pentecostalism as excessively emotional and 

syncretistic. The derogatory label “syncretism” is, in fact, a common condemnation 
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directed at pentecostals––at times even coming from other pentecostals.38 Pentecostal 

theologian Julie C. Ma, for instance, suggests that syncretism is a significant issue in East 

Asian contexts “[d]ue to the lack of proper knowledge of the scriptures, their 

understanding of God, healing, visions, and other Christian beliefs” (Ma 2007: 23).  

 The claim that Pentecostalism, or at least certain pentecostalisms, is syncretistic 

appears to be an accurate description of the movement, even if the negative tone is 

unwarranted, and it addresses the second uniting feature––a spiritual worldview.39 On the 

one hand, Pentecostalism openly rejects all competing religious claims, especially those 

that proclaim allegiance to other spirits and deities; on the other hand, Cox argues, 

“Pentecostals incorporate into their worship patterns the insights and practices of other 

faiths––shamanic trance, healing, ancestor veneration––more than any other Christian 

movement” (Cox 1993: 31). By viewing the world as spirits-filled ––both positive (Holy 

Spirit and angels) and negative (satan and demons)––pentecostals adopt local 

cosmologies in order to profess the efficacy and superiority of the Holy Spirit (Huang 

2017: 119; Flory and Sargeant 2013: 310-311). Joel Robbins makes a similar point by 

arguing that pentecostals accept local cosmologies in order to attack them, but by doing 

so, indigenous categories and worldviews are maintained, only now with a different 

spiritual and moral center (Robbins 2004: 126-127). Pentecostal spirituality, in other 

 
38 Leonard Lovett, an American pentecostal scholar, recounts the time he presented a paper at the Society 
for Pentecostal Studies on the African roots of Pentecostalism. In his words, “I recall being literally booed 
during the entire presentation” (Lovett 2011: 159). 
39 Bernice Martin explains Pentecostal diversity as being “hybrid”: “Pentecostalism is a hybrid. It united the 
holiness strand of European Protestantism with African American revivalism in the case of Azusa Street, 
and elsewhere in the Christian mission field from India to Africa and China, with a wide variety of 
indigenous spiritual traditions.6 It is generally accepted that there is an elective affinity between 
Pentecostal emphasis on pneuma, the gifts of the Spirit, and many indigenous practices of spirit possession 
and shamanism” (Martin 2013: 117). On hybridity and Pentecostalisms, also see Chambon 2017, 198.  
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words, inherently supports every local cosmology because it affirms the spiritual 

dimension (Lindhardt 2011: 26).  

 Scholars regularly compare shamanism with Pentecostal spirituality in order to 

determine distinctions between the two religious expressions as well as overlapping 

similarities. Alena Govorounova highlights the two communities’ similarities when 

describing common features of shamanism, particularly in East Asia. Shamanism, 

Govorounova explains, involves “psychic healers, spiritual mediums, who possess the 

ability to channel supernatural spirits through trance, meditation, prayer, chanting, dance, 

and other sacred rituals” (Govorounova 2013: 58). While the object of worship is 

different, both traditions emphasize interaction with spirits, and depending on the context, 

these traditions can intersect, blurring the lines between them.  

Of course, the presence of syncretism within Pentecostalism is not restricted to 

non-Western contexts. Govorounova cites Sylvie Shaw who “explicitly calls Brian 

Houston, the head pastor of Hillsong Church (the biggest Pentecostal mega-church in 

Australia), ‘a modern-day shaman,’” because he functions like a shaman to his 

community, attempting to manipulate the Christian God to “obtain healing, success in 

worldly affairs, luck, prosperity, and other material benefits” (Govorounova 2013: 58, 

60). Further extending the presence of syncretism in Pentecostalism, Anderson avers, 

“Pentecostalism in all its different forms is permeated with syncretism of all kinds, from 

a mixture of American capitalism and the ‘success’ ethos of the Western world, to the 

shamanist and spiritistic culture of the East and South” (Anderson 2013b: 7).40 While the 

 
40 Besides capitalism, Anderson says that American pentecostalism is infused with African spirituality 
(Anderson 2013b: 7). 



 25 

label is often meant pejoratively, the Pentecostal spiritual worldview seems to require 

“syncretism,” at least on some level, to profess the superiority of the Holy Spirit.  

Pentecostalism’s spiritual worldview also includes the “prosperity gospel” 

(Attanasi and Yong 2012; Clifton 2009: 132-133; Hefner 2013: 20). Pentecostals believe 

that both good and bad spirits are active in the world, and by aligning with God’s Spirit, 

blessing emerge. Pentecostals’ interpretation of the demonic varies, but overall 

pentecostals from around the world appear at least to affirm the reality and activity of 

demons (Kärkkäinen 2012: 76; Warren 2012: 278; Yong 2010: 123; Lindhardt 2011: 16; 

Bialecki 2011), and these demonic spirits, pentecostals believe, can cause “physical 

illnesses, emotional imbalance, mental disturbances, financial troubles, sleeplessness 

accompanied by nightmares, and other such debilitating phenomena” (Yong 2011: 82). 

Steven J. Land argues that pentecostals can fight against demons “with spiritual weapons, 

spiritual strategy and in spiritual might and power. In order to fill the earth with the 

gospel, in order to do justice, in order to love and defend others, the believer needs the 

continual filling of the Spirit” (Land 1992: 36). The “prosperity gospel,” therefore, 

professes the belief that if one remains Spirit-filled then one can avoid the destruction 

caused by demons while also gaining the blessings of God, which are typically but not 

always related to financial blessings. 

Within the Chinese context, urban pentecostals tend to proclaim a version of the 

“prosperity gospel.” Nanlai Cao explains, “After getting rich, [Chinese businesspeople] 

became increasingly attached to the Christian community because they considered their 

business success a direct result of God’s blessing for Wenzhou’s Christian tradition and 

their own Christian family background” (Cao 2012: 153). The divide between rural and 
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urban pentecostals in China, a topic explored in Chapter 2, is exacerbated on this point. 

Rural Chinese pentecostal women, according to Cao, “celebrate their downward mobility 

or lack of mobility in a highly stratified economy” while urban men “exercise spiritual 

authority by pursuing business-friendly prosperity theology along with an evangelical 

mindset” (Cao 2013: 160 and 165). This example helpfully demonstrates how diverse and 

flexible Pentecostal spirituality is. On the one hand, Chinese rural pentecostals value 

asceticism as an appropriate expression of their faith, while on the other hand, urban 

pentecostals understand business success to be a sign of God’s favor. Whether relating to 

syncretism or prosperity, pentecostals share a spiritual worldview. 

Third, Pentecostal faith is experiential, which is expressed in every characteristic 

listed (Poloma and Lee 2013: 280). It would, of course, be inaccurate to suggest that 

every pentecostal experiences their faith in the same way; nevertheless, according to 

Flory and Sargeant, “a personal encounter with the Divine is the common thread that 

connects Pentecostal movements across time and place” (Flory and Sargeant 2013: 300). 

Pentecostalism is marked by the expectation that every individual can experience the 

Holy Spirit: “The universal expectation of baptism in the Spirit for people of all genders, 

races, classes, and intelligences actually makes the Pentecostal position thoroughly 

opposed to any elitism” (Clifton 2007: 17). Regardless of a person’s background, whether 

impressive or meager, pentecostals expect an experiential relationship with God through 

the Spirit, which is accompanied by spiritual gifts.  

While there are many experiences that mark the movement, it is worth 

considering whether or not there is an identifiable experience that is present in every 

Pentecostal community. According to Candy Gunther Brown, healing appears to be the 
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best option: “[T]hese studies make a strong case that divine healing is the single most 

important category––more significant than glossolalia or prosperity––for understanding 

the global expansion of pentecostal Christianity” (Brown 2011: 14). Brown hypothesizes 

that Pentecostalism’s remarkable growth is at least partially related to human mobility, 

which brings communities into contact with new, foreign diseases. Pentecostalism’s 

emphasis on healing, combined with the other traits mentioned, makes the movement 

very attractive. Regarding China, Oblau posits that as many as 80-90% of Chinese 

pentecostals converted due to either personally experiencing healing or hearing about a 

family member or friend who experienced healing (Oblau 2011: 313). Healing, whether 

physical or emotional, appears to be most common Pentecostal experience. 

These three shared characteristics, therefore, inform my working definition of 

Pentecostalism: Pentecostalism is a Christian religious movement that emphasizes an 

experiential, personal relationship with God, infused with supernatural spiritual gifts, 

affirming a cosmology where spirits are present and active throughout the world; 

because of these beliefs, Pentecostal spirituality is often mocked and ridiculed as 

emotional and irrational. Although pentecostals often construct theological doctrines, the 

movement is united by how it is practiced because “[a]t the heart of vital Pentecostal and 

charismatic churches is religious experience, rather than formal liturgy, creedal 

statements, or abstract theological doctrine” (Miller 2013: 10). Most definitions of 

Pentecostalism include experientialism and a spiritual worldview, which suggests that 

including “mockery” might be unnecessary if not inaccurate.41 Nevertheless, mockery 

 
41 Grant Wacker argues that early Pentecostals used “persecution narratives” to understand their plight and 
their identity as God’s chosen people (Wacker 2003: 190). I do not use the idea of being “mocked” in this 
way but rather how Pentecostal spirituality does not conform to modern proclivities, creating animosity.  
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does seem to be a part of most, if not all, pentecostals’ experience; and while that could 

be said of any group that has unusual characteristics, I agree with Crawley’s 

philosophical proposal that suggests that Pentecostal spirituality inherently conflicts with 

modern thought, which naturally produces opposition and ridicule.  

Crawley argues that Pentecostal spirituality challenges traditional theologies and 

philosophies that “ground their theologies and identity in the capacity to produce 

categorically distinct modes of thought as theological, as philosophical” (Crawley 2017: 

5-6). Pentecostalism, Crawley maintains, is “atheological and aphilosophical” because its 

spirituality does not conform to traditional standards and dissections. He continues by 

suggesting that Pentecostalism’s diversity is impossible to reduce, which accords with 

many scholars’ positions about the movement. That Pentecostal spirituality cannot be 

controlled or even specifically identified, Crawley argues, causes people to respond 

negatively toward the movement. Pentecostalism’s fluidity, in other words, is threatening 

to modern, dualistic systems. Lindhardt’s assertion that Pentecostalism challenges 

traditional methods for studying religion and Brown’s suggestion that critics denounce 

pentecostals as “syncretists” because they are worried “about maintaining a ‘pure’ 

religion” appear to support Crawley’s argument (Lindhardt 2011: 1; Brown 2011: 10). 

Pentecostal spirituality seems particularly susceptible to derision because of its unusually 

strong emphasis on ecstatic and emotional expressiveness.  

Although inexact, my definition for Pentecostalism is designed to be flexible 

enough to incorporate the movement’s manifold characteristics while also narrow enough 

to be able to identify the movement.42 My definition will likely not become the definitive 

 
42 Other scholars have also proposed uniting factors. For example, Gaston Espinosa suggests that there are 
two uniting features––a personal conversion experience and a desire to be baptized in the Spirit––and Veli-
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option within theological and religious studies; nevertheless, it does inform the remaining 

project. Anderson’s admission on this point is good to remember, “[A] definition [for 

Pentecostalism] might prove elusive and always depends on the paradigms and criteria of 

the individual attempting to make it” (Anderson 2010: 27). Pentecostalism is a Christian 

religious movement that emphasizes an experiential, personal relationship with God, 

infused with supernatural spiritual gifts, and affirming a cosmology where spirits are 

present and active throughout the world, and, because of these beliefs, is often mocked 

and ridiculed as emotional and irrational, which is evident in its history.43 

3 Religious Growth in China 

 Defining and describing Pentecostalism in this way introduces variegated reasons 

why the movement might be attractive to people around the world: it is inclusive, often 

egalitarian, experiential, and physically beneficial (healing).44 Taken alone, these 

characteristics may suggest that Pentecostalism is primarily successful in oppressed 

regions, whether financial or political. Brian J. Grim hypothesizes that the “percentage of 

a country’s population that is Renewalist is greater in countries with higher income 

inequality” (Grim 2009: 492). Yet, after analyzing the data, Grim discovered that 

“Charismatics,” which he uses in the same way as Johnson, “are more likely to be present 

in developed countries than underdeveloped countries” (Grim 2009: 494). Pentecostal 

spirituality seems to be acutely relevant to regions with significant inequality; 

nevertheless, that factor alone does not fully encapsulate the many reasons for 

Pentecostalism’s growth.  

 

Matti Kärkkäinen offers a similar two-part explanation––emphasis on eschatology and the role of the Holy 
Spirit (Espinosa 2014: 1; Kärkkäinen 2014: 295).  
43 Pentecostal history is discussed at length in Chapter 2.  
44 On healing, see Brown 2012 and Koenig 2013. 



 30 

In this section, to ground my discussion on Pentecostalism, I use the work of 

Sinologist Erik Zürcher (1928-2008) to help frame religious growth in China, using his 

analysis on Buddhism and Catholicism. Zürcher was and still remains an important 

scholar regarding religion in China, particularly Mahāyāna (Chan) Buddhism. Writing in 

memoriam of Zürcher, T. H. Barrett says, 

If the humanistic study of China continues to be valued in Europe, then in 
no small part we will have to thank [Zürcher’s] long career of institution 
building and of wide-ranging and impeccably researched publications; if 
not, then no man could have done more not simply to honour the teaching 
he received and to transmit it to future generations but also to adapt the 
Sinology of his youth to the demands of Chinese studies today. (Barrett 
2008: 923) 
 

 Zürcher’s influence on Sinology continues to inform “Western” scholarship, and his 

presentation on how both Buddhism and Catholicism entered China serves as a helpful 

guide to understanding Pentecostalism’s journey. Indeed, Pentecostalism followed a 

similar path as Buddhism, though Pentecostalism’s growth has been much more rapid. 

Nonetheless, in this section, I primarily focus on Zürcher’s research on Buddhism and 

Catholicism to demonstrate the importance of having recognizable religious values and 

practices.  

Historical 

 Buddhism entered China from India during the 1st century CE; however, it wasn’t 

until the Sui Dynasty (隋朝 581-618) that Buddhism became a “unifying and legitimizing 

ideology” (Schütter 2012: 5). During the Tang Dynasty (唐朝 618-907), Buddhism 

gained further prominence, especially during the short-lived reign of Empress Wu (武則

天 690-705), which briefly interrupted the Tang dynasty.45 Empress Wu was a devout 

 
45 The Zhou dynasty (684-705). 
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Buddhist, although the historical reasons for why she chose to infuse governmental 

ideology with Buddhism is multifaceted (Schütter 2012: 14), and she integrated Buddhist 

ceremonies into the court rituals (Yampolsky 2012: 1). As Philip B. Yampolsky explains, 

Buddhism was the dominant religion during the 8th century, in which a twofold 

movement took place: “the attempt to establish Chan as a sect within the Buddhist 

teaching in general, and the attempt to gain acceptance for a particular school of Chan 

within the Chinese society in which it existed” (Yampolsky 2012: 4). Following Empress 

Wu’s reign, however, “the restored Tang dynasty engineered a masculine backlash, 

consciously reviving Confucian patriarchal ideology, especially that of southern learning” 

(Jorgensen 2012: 40).  

 In the course of roughly 500 years, Buddhism transitioned from a “foreign” 

religion to the dominant ideology. Zürcher demarcates Buddhism’s extensive history in 

China into five phases: embryonic stage (1st-3rd centuries), formative stage (300-589), 

independent growth (589-906), late imperial China (10th-19th centuries), and modern 

Buddhism. The first two stages are the focus here. During the first stage, Zürcher says 

that Buddhism only played a marginal role in China; but then during the formative stage, 

which “is politically conterminous with the period of political disunity and ‘barbarian’ 

rule in northern China” (Zürcher 2013d: 345), Buddhism briefly experienced great 

political success but then suffered persecution and eventually formed distinct “indigenous 

Chinese Buddhist ‘schools’” (Zürcher 2013d: 346). So how was Buddhism able to enter 

China, assimilate to the culture, flourish, and indigenize?46  

 
46 These introductory comments are only meant to express broad historical moments in Chinese Buddhism 
and nothing more.  
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 Zürcher suggests three primary large-scale reasons for Buddhism’s success. First, 

he says that the state was weak from inconsistent leadership that was unable to garner 

widespread support. Second, Confucianism suffered setbacks when it lost its social and 

governmental appeal following the Han dynasty, and third, Zürcher argues that society 

did not resist Buddhist ideology because “Confucianism was confined to the upper layer 

of society” and “popular religion and religious Daoism at grass-roots level were 

localized, fragmented, and organizationally weak” (Zürcher 2013d: 349). There were, in 

other words, many reasons why a new religious philosophy was able to enter China. 

 These historical factors, while critical, do not fully explain how Buddhism entered 

China and why it succeeded, though. Zürcher conducts a comparative analysis between 

Buddhism and Catholicism to demonstrate how their distinct values and practices fared in 

the Chinese context. In his estimation, Buddhism has been much more successful than 

Catholicism:  

The absorption and digestion of this Indian doctrine of salvation had led to 
the rise of various indigenous ‘schools’; thousands of Buddhist temples 
and monasteries dotted the landscape, and there were hundreds of 
thousands of monks and nuns and millions of lay believers. In comparison 
with this ‘success story’, 17th-century Christianity in China was an 
absolutely marginal phenomenon. It was just a few dozen Jesuits, 
surrounded by a group of literati attracted by the religion coming from 
Europe. (Zürcher 2013e: 377) 
 

Interestingly, one important reason Buddhism permeated Chinese society effectively was 

that it entered chaotically unorganized while Catholicism was less successful due to its 

thorough and well-designed missionizing strategy (Zürcher 2013e: 379). Buddhist monks 

were unprepared for Chinese society whereas Catholic priests were well educated in 

Chinese language, philosophy, and literature. The top-down leadership model instigated 

by Jesuit Catholics restricted its influence because it required the Chinese people to fully 
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adopt a new religious system filled with unusual and foreign concepts.47 Buddhism, 

conversely, was not guided, and it spread through “an amorphous process that is not 

subject to the directives of any leading clerical authority, as there is no centre, no 

coordination” (Zürcher 2013e: 385).48  

 The polycentric quality of Buddhism in China meant that there was no singular 

“Buddhism,” as if it were a static entity, represented in China. Indeed, Buddhists entering 

China adapted their salvific message to their specific location (Zürcher 2013d: 339).49 

Buddhism’s adaptation was so successful that Daoists included Buddhist philosophy in 

their own texts. According to Zürcher, “the vast majority of Daoist scriptures of the 

[medieval] period show signs of Buddhist influence” (Zürcher 2013a: 105). The 

amalgamation that occurred between grass roots Buddhism and Daoism suggests that on 

the popular level––or non-clerical level––the two religious movements merged into what 

Zürcher calls “Buddho-Daoism” (Zürcher 2013c: 229). Conversely, Catholicism 

presented a very specific and rigid religious ideology, which “[a]ccording to Chinese 

standards…must have been extremely demanding” (Zürcher 2013e: 389).  

 Another important historical aspect, which I alluded to above, that at least 

partially accounts for the divergence in success between Buddhism and Catholicism in 

China is related to the political climate each religious movement encountered. On the one 

 
47 Zürcher says, “This concerns the modes of thought and the almost insurmountable incompatibility that 
existed between the most fundamental philosophical and religious ideas of Christianity and those of the 
Chinese tradition. According to this point of view, the essential notions and ideas of Christianity could not 
be accepted as such because they could not be integrated into the Chinese world view” (Zürcher 2013d: 
382).  
48 Christian history is discussed further, including the Church of the East, in Chapter 2.  
49 He adds, “In the spread of Buddhism, the lack of coordination had another very important effect. It led to 
a great plurality of forms, for in each region and in each locality, the doctrine and the rites were deeply 
influenced by local traditions, and this could go on unchecked because there was no centre that could 
correct certain trends or impose uniformity” (Zürcher 2013d: 387). 
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hand, Buddhism entered China during the political unrest that followed the Han dynasty, 

which was not remedied until the Sui dynasty, meaning there were hundreds of years of 

instability that coincided with Buddhism’s growth. Robert Sharf even argues that the first 

Buddhists in China were possibly religious refugees rather than missionaries (Sharf 2002: 

7). These Buddhists, consequently, viewed and experienced China as a refuge, even 

though China was not without its own turmoil. Catholics, on the other hand, viewed 

China as a mission field that needed to be converted. The relative peace during 

Catholicism’s entry––Jesuit priests Michele Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci arrived in China 

during the 16th century (Ming dynasty)––was not conducive for religious growth because 

the people did not need new ideas and philosophies in order to cope with social and 

political chaos.  

 Chapter 2 explores Pentecostal history in China more thoroughly; however, a 

brief mention here is beneficial. Although the movement is clearly different from 

Buddhism, Pentecostalism followed a similar trajectory: it spread on the grass roots level, 

it entered chaotically, it had no center of authority, the political climate was tenuous, and 

it adjusted to fit within each community. Pentecostal missionaries were not concerned 

with converting the elite population in China like the Jesuits were, though they were not 

averse to it either, of course. Rather, their objection was to spread the message of Jesus to 

whoever would listen and then set the local converts forth as domestic missionaries to 

their specific communities. The result was a wide variety of pentecostalisms that 

scattered across China led by Chinese people, typically women. 

Recognizable Buddhism 
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  These concrete factors––method and politics––fused with recognizable and 

familiar values, allowing Buddhism to spread in China, and the three cultural values I 

survey here are karma (ganying 感應), nondualism, and eschatology. To begin, Zürcher 

explains that karma fit well within Chinese religious thought and yet it also provided 

Chinese people with new conceptualizations (Zürcher 2013a: 138). For instance, in 

Chapter 20 of the early Daoist text the Zhuangzi, Zhuangzi is hunting when he realizes 

that he is embedded in a chain of existence: while he is hunting a bird, other animals are 

hunting one another as well. This notion of being embedded within a large, 

interconnected system seems to accord with the later religious Daoist conception of 

chengfu承負, or the inherited sins from previous generations (Zürcher 2013a: 154)––in 

other words, the notion that there is interconnectedness even between generations.  

Confucian thought, in contrast, often privileged human beings. For example, 

Kongzi (551-479 BCE) claims that only humans participate in the Dao 道 (Analects 

15.29), which conflicts with the Daoist claim that humans are but one aspect of the Dao 

(Daodejing, Ch. 1). Mengzi (孟子, 372-289 BCE), building from Kongzi’s philosophy, 

argued that each individual has innate and nascent moral sprouts that need to be 

cultivated (Mengzi 2A6). For Mengzi, cultivation is possible when people reflect on their 

inner moral heart-mind (心), which produces “flood-like qi” (浩然之氣) that energizes 

and empowers them to properly act in the world (Mengzi 2A2). Although Mengzi 

believed that personal cultivation should eventually extend to supporting one’s entire 

community (Mengzi 1A7), inner cultivation is the task of each individual. Xunzi (荀子, 

310-220 BCE), who was also using Kongzi as his primary source, was very critical of 

Mengzi’s philosophy on innate morality, but he nevertheless agreed that cultivation 
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requires personal effort. He even equated self-cultivation to bending wood into a wheel: 

one must spend significant time and exert deliberate effort (偽) to achieve cultivation 

(Xunzi, Ch. 1). Whether it is developing one’s personal sprouts or shaping oneself into a 

wheel, the individual is responsible for, and to an extent in control of, her or his own self-

cultivation.  

Thus, when Buddhist philosophy on karma entered, it provided a kind of middle 

way between the prevailing Chinese philosophies. Karma philosophy claims that while 

all things are interconnected, people are responsible for their own actions, and it is only 

their actions (whether in the present or in a previous life) that affect their position in life 

(Zürcher 2013a: 155; Sharf 2002: 127). One significant factor for why karmic philosophy 

was able to succeed in China is that it was a recognizable concept in Chinese religious 

thought. 

Second, Buddhist philosophy was also nondualist (all things are interdependent), 

enabling it to fit within Confucian and Daoist nondualisms. Daoists viewed humankind as 

a part of the interconnected Dao, and Confucians, while privileging humans, believed 

there was order and harmony in all things. Furthermore, as Sharf explains, Buddhism was 

able to interact with the Daodejing’s “twofold mystery” through Nagarjuna’s Two Truths 

(Sharf 2002: 61), which Nagarjuna describes by saying, “The Buddha’s teaching of the 

Dharma / Is based on two truths: / A truth of worldly convention / And an ultimate truth” 

(Nagarjuna XXIV: 16).50 Conventional truth is how the world appears to humans––there 

appears to be objects that are distinct and independent. Yet, Nagarjuna argues that 

ultimate truth, or Nirvana, is not some “other” reality but instead is conventional truth. 

 
50 From Jay L. Garfield 1995: 296.  
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Realizing the connection, which already is, brings freedom. Sharf says that this 

nondualistic philosophy accorded well with Chinese religious thought exemplified in 

Chapter 1 of the Daodejing, which discusses the two mysteries related to the Dao: “The 

way that can be spoken of / Is not the constant way; The name that can be named / Is not 

the constant name. The nameless was the beginning of heaven and earth; / The named 

was the mother of the myriad creatures” (道可道，非常道。名可名，非常名。無名天

地之始；有名萬物之母).51 The passage communicates two mysteries: (1) “the” 

mysterious Dao encourages people to abandon ideas of being and nonbeing,52 causing the 

(2) mystery of Dao to fade away. In other words, understanding the Dao does not 

necessitate a person to acquire something that is not already present––that would be 

dualistic. Rather, the mystery is alleviated by accepting the mysterious. Buddhism’s Two 

Truths is recognizable to Chinese thought, especially regarding the Daodejing’s twofold 

mystery.  

The third recognizable concept is related to Chinese eschatology. Buddhism is 

ambiguous about how the world was created and what the “end times” will entail. 

Religious Daoism, on the other hand, has rich resources, positing a judgment, a “rapture” 

of the saints (Christian language used by Zürcher), destruction of the sinners by evil 

forces or the demonic, a Savior (月光童子), and a paradise. Buddhist philosophy already 

had the demonic covered in Mara, and a “Savior” was possible through Maitreya.53 

 
51 From D. C. Lau 1963: 57. 
52 I use scare quotes around “the” because Dao is not an entity.   
53 Zürcher outlines Buddho-Daoist eschatology: “(1) The crisis...first ravaged by the three scourges of 
deluge, epidemics, and ‘evil powers’ that exterminate the vast majority of sinners….(2) The world becomes 
a scene of apocalyptic battles between the supernatural forces of destruction and salvation…(3) The 
saviour Yueguang is a curious mixture of Daoist immortal, Bodhisattva, prophet, and messiah…(4) The 
judgment implies an absolute separation between devotees and sinners; the line even runs through families, 
for at that time ‘the father will not know his son, nor will the mother know her daughter’. As in the Daoist 
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Chinese Buddhism’s newly constructed eschatology, which was initially aided by Daoist 

eschatology, eventually informed Daoism creating what Zürcher calls, “Buddho-Daoist 

eschatology”:  

One of the decisive steps in the formation of Buddho-Daoist eschatology 
was the original combination of mofa (which originally simply implied a 
state of moral degeneration and increased suffering) and the idea of 
‘kalpa-disasters’ (meaning the physical destruction of our world), and 
fixing the date of this total catastrophe, either by computations of the ‘x 
years after the Parinirvana’ type, or by a combination of cyclical 
characters. (Zürcher 2013c: 205-206). 
 

Buddhist eschatology accorded with Daoist eschatology in important ways while also 

including nuances that Daoism could adopt; Zürcher explains, 

If the Daoist prototype included, as one of its essential parts, the 
apocalyptic battle between the forces of good and evil, Mara and his 
monstrous armies were ready to play the latter role, assisted by a choice of 
other fearful beings, and the ranks of their adversaries could be filled with 
those figures who in Buddhist tradition were represented as the protectors 
of the Doctrine and of all true believers. (Zürcher 2013b: 175). 
 

Buddhists did not force the Chinese people to adopt their religious philosophy wholesale 

like some of the early Catholic missionaries seemed to do. Rather, these Buddhists 

presented their religious thought, found that it resonated with the Chinese culture, 

changed, and ultimately merged with Chinese religious values, particularly Daoism.  

 Zürcher summarizes his analysis when saying, “And that is the great paradox: 

planning and guidance were factors of weakness and vulnerability of [early Catholic] 

Christianity in China, whereas Buddhism drew its strength from its lack of planning and 

coordination, from the spontaneous nature of its growth, and from the absence of any 

 

tradition, the chosen people constitutes a small minority: only 84,000 to 87,000 persons will be 
saved….The chosen ones are physically rescued from the deluge and transported––again, physically, and 
not by rebirth!––to a Magic City of great splendour...(5) In addition to this Magic City as a paradise-like 
region of bliss, the ‘Scripture of Samantabhadra’ also contains a description of the reconstruction of the 
world into an ideal state after the conflagration” (Zürcher 2013b: 181-183). 
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central guidance” (Zürcher 2013e: 391). Pentecostalism, as Chapter 2 explains, entered 

China in the same manner as Buddhism: there was little planning––missionaries often 

arrived in China without even knowing the language or having the proper finances––the 

movement experienced spontaneous growth, and, as previously stated, there was no 

centralized system that oversaw or guided the effort. Also like Buddhism, Pentecostal 

spirituality harmonized well with Chinese cultural values and practices, emphasizing 

things like family (Confucianism), indifference toward education (Daoism), 

interdependence (Buddhism), and the centrality of spirits (Chinese religion).54  

4 Structure of the Study 

  The study is organized into six chapters, all of which are informed by this 

introduction. Chapter 2 examines Pentecostal history, paying particular attention to two 

seminal events: the Mukti revival in India (1905), and the Azusa Street revival in the 

USA (1906). The chapter also investigates Pentecostal history in China, which does not 

have an easily discernible path, much like Buddhism in China. Indeed, Pentecostal 

missionaries would often haphazardly bounce around to different communities, 

evangelizing to whoever would listen. Chapter 3 transitions to the comparative dimension 

of the project, where I compare the values described in the ancient Confucian text, 

Mengzi, with Pentecostalism, showing how pentecostal positions on humanity 

(cosmology), moral self-cultivation (soteriology), and family harmonized with Mengzian 

philosophy. In Chapter 4, I demonstrate how the ancient Daoist text, Zhuangzi, concurs 

with Pentecostalism in three ways: the Dao and creation (ontology), education 

(epistemology), and leadership structure. Chapter 5 argues that the Chinese Buddhist text, 

 
54 Jordan Paper offers a similar evaluation of Buddhism entering China; see Paper 2019: Chapter 8. 
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the Platform Sutra, is congruent with pentecostal views on Buddha-nature and the Holy 

Spirit (pneumatology), interdependence (eschatology), and spontaneous enlightenment, 

which concludes the comparative work on religious values. Chapter 6 transitions to 

shared religious practices, comparing Chinese religious views on spirits, spirit mediums, 

and embodied spirituality.  

 By using these texts for Chapters 3-5, I am not indicating that Chinese people 

considered them alongside Pentecostalism, ultimately finding compatibility. I am also not 

suggesting that these texts were widely known among Chinese people in general. 

Furthermore, my argument is not that Pentecostal missionaries entered China aware of 

these texts––indeed, they were untrained and almost completely unaware of Chinese 

religious thought. Rather, I argue that the Mengzi, Zhuangzi, and the Platform Sutra 

contain central values and principles that are embedded in and still inform––either 

directly or indirectly––Chinese culture, although many other textual, social, and political 

sources would need to be explored to tell the entire story. Moreover, while I clearly 

demarcate Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, in actuality, these religious 

communities overlap and harmonize more than they stand alone. For example, Zürcher 

describes how Buddhism and Daoism were typically viewed by non-clerics:  

What we call ‘Chinese Buddhism’ and ‘Daoism’ are, after all, 
abstractions, created by the fact that they only show themselves to us at 
the top level, that of the clerical establishments who created and 
maintained the two great traditions. At that level, the two systems are quite 
distinct. But once we go deeper down, it appears that they partially 
overlap, and in certain areas completely merge together. (Zürcher 2013c: 
229)  
 

These religious communities, in other words, are more fluid and interconnected than my 

analysis might suggest.  



 41 

 The Chinese context has been very receptive to Pentecostal spirituality. My 

argument is that Pentecostal spirituality did not uproot Chinese religious thought but 

rather (inadvertently) harmonized with it by operating in a diffused fashion, just as 

Buddhism did, according to Zürcher. Another noteworthy factor, though it is not the 

focus of my evaluation, is that Pentecostalism, like Buddhism, entered China during a 

time of political and social unrest, which opened up space for new ideas and solutions. In 

short, Pentecostal spirituality bends the grass in China by harmonizing with Chinese 

religious thought while also including enough distinctively different notes to provide 

Chinese people with a religious alternative that did not force them to discard their 

religious values and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2: PENTECOSTALISM IN CHINA 
 

Introduction 

 
The power of God now has [Los Angeles] agitated as never 

before. Pentecost has surely come and with it the Bible 
evidences are following, many being converted and sanctified 

and filled with the Holy Ghost, speaking in tongues as they did 
on the day of Pentecost. 

The Apostolic Faith 1906, no. 1: 1 
 

 Studies across disciplines have marveled at the growth and global reach of 

Pentecostalism. According to estimates, there were roughly 600 million pentecostals in 

the world in 2010, and projections suggest that by 2025 that number will swell to nearly 

800 million, making Pentecostalism the second largest Christian group behind 

Catholicism (Johnson 2014). China, according to one study, has the largest Pentecostal 

population, totaling over 95 million adherents, with Brazil and the United States 

following closely behind (Johnson 2009: 480). Counting Pentecostal membership is a 

challenging task, however, due to Pentecostalism’s fluid leadership structures, 

disorganized networks, and varying theological positions. Indeed, several scholars have 

argued that Pentecostalism is difficult to capture due to its diverse characteristics 

(Govorounova 2013: 110; Hefner 2013: 27; Irvin 2005: 50); Martin Lindhardt, for 

example, states, “The worldwide growth and expansion of this form of Christianity has 

been paralleled within the last two decades by a significant growth in academic literature 

on the topic, fueling existing critiques of classical secularization theories. Pentecostal-

charismatic Christianity is frequently considered an example of the limitations of these 

theories” (Lindhardt 2011: 1). The expansive community associated with the term 
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“Pentecostalism” encourages new scholarly methods in order to properly assess the 

movement. 

This chapter, therefore, is devoted to detangling the complicated subject of 

Pentecostalism. The first task is to explore Pentecostalism historically, starting from the 

biblical text Acts 2––arguably the most important text for Pentecostal theology and 

spirituality––which provides a foundation for the final section on Pentecostalism in 

China. How did Pentecostalism begin, and more specifically, how did it spread to and 

then thrive in China? Chinese Pentecostalism is exceptionally diverse and multifarious, 

including both Three Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) churches, unregistered house 

churches, and “third way” churches that “appeal to a professional class of people” (Miller 

2017: 22). These prefatory explorations represent a limited picture of Pentecostal history; 

nevertheless, they provide the foundation for the following chapters, which attempt to 

answer my main question: why has China been so receptive to Pentecostal spirituality? 

Before answering that question is possible, however, the question, “whither 

Pentecostalism?” must be examined. 

1 Pentecostal History 

The term “Pentecostalism” is fluid and inexact due to the variety of Christian 

expressions it encompasses. On the one hand, Pentecostal spirituality, which is infused 

with emotionality and experientialism, is not exceptional or even unique within religion. 

Indeed, “[a]t the most fundamental level, all forms of religious belief, ritual, and 

affirmation, including conversions or other religious changes, involve some form of 

experience” (Flory and Sargeant 2013: 300). Crawley extends this perspective by arguing 

that Pentecostal spirituality is nothing in particular because Pentecostalism is multivalent. 
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The “no-thingness” of Pentecostalism allows it, consequently, to be “irreducibly full, 

irreducibly potential in its force” (Crawley 2017: 199). Amos Yong, applying a version 

of this no-thingness philosophy, says, “In a real sense, then, Pentecostals inhabit the 

world in premodern, modern and postmodern respects, perhaps all simultaneously” 

(Yong 2013: 256). 

On the other hand, Pentecostalism has a specific foundation rooted in two biblical 

passages––Joel 2 (Hebrew Bible or Old Testament) and Acts 2 (New Testament). 

Beginning with Acts 2, which is the biblical basis for Pentecostal faith (Stephenson 2013: 

35; Miller 2013: 4), pentecostals believe that their religious expression is a continuation 

of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that the early apostles experienced on the Day of 

Pentecost, which occurred on the fiftieth (Pentēkostē) day after Jesus’ reported 

resurrection.55 Because the apostles were empowered by the Spirit to “heal the sick, 

perform miracles, exorcise demons, and speak in languages that they had not learned,” 

pentecostals expect their faith to include those same experiences (Robeck 2013: 49). Joel 

2 is then read through the lens of Acts 2 to provide additional support to the modern 

Pentecostal expression, and it says, “O children of Zion, be glad and rejoice in the Lord 

your God; for he has given the early rain for your vindication, he has poured down for 

you abundant rain, the early and the later rain, as before” (v. 23). The first “rain,” or 

outpouring of the Spirit, took place in Acts 2, and the modern Pentecost expression 

represents the “latter rain,” which Joel prophesied about (Robeck 2014: 19); 

consequently, some early Pentecostal communities adopted the title “Latter Rain 

Movement” to identify themselves from other Christian groups (Dayton 1987: 27). 

 
55 The Christian “Day of Pentecost” coincides with the Jewish holiday, Shavuot, celebrating the harvest that 
comes fifty days after Passover (Martin 2010: 94).  
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Since the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, there have always been pockets of 

expressive Christianity that emphasized spiritual gifts (Onyinha 2013: 280).56 In other 

words, Pentecost inspired spirituality has always existed. Yet, various events culminated 

in a distinctive way during the late 19th century that established Pentecostalism as a 

distinguishable religious movement, where there were signs in various regions 

throughout the world that expressive Christian spirituality was gaining momentum. For 

example, in the 1830s, “controversial” Presbyterian minister Edward Irving led a revival 

in London and Glasgow “where tongues, interpretation, prophecy and healing were 

common manifestations” (Anderson 2007b: 21).57 Irving was also “censured for allowing 

women and unordained men to speak during services, and he was tried for what were 

considered his heretical views overemphasizing the human nature of Christ” (Anderson 

2013b: 11).58 These two topics––women leaders and unorthodox teaching––mark 

Pentecostal history. 

In South India around 1860, Tamil Christian John Christian Arulappan led a 

religious movement that reportedly included emotional expressions like crying, swaying, 

eye rolling, visions, prophecy, speaking in tongues, and interpreting tongues. These 

curious activities caught the ire of the Church Missionary Society (CMS), which “sought 

to suppress the ‘excess’ of this revival” (Anderson 2013b: 24). Alongside Arulappan, 

women and local Christians––rather than foreign missionaries––instigated the revival that 

affected the region at the time and thereafter (Anderson 2007: 28-29; McClymond 2015: 

 
56 Dale M. Coulter and Amos Yong co-edited a book that traces Renewalism throughout Christian history 
(Coulter and Yong 2016). 
57 In a small note in the July 1910 issue of The Bridegroom’s Messenger, V. P. Simmons reports that 
people were speaking in tongues in New England as early as 1844.  
58 Dayton says that “Irvingites” already had Pentecostal-like practices in the 1830s (Dayton 1987: 16). 
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356-357). Proposing a reason for why ministries like this are not more emphasized, 

McClymond says, “If truth be told, women’s service in ministry has never, at any point in 

church history, received as much attention as men’s” (McClymond 2015: 364). Yet, 

when Pentecostal missionaries from the U.S. arrived in India in 1907, they were surprised 

to discover that Pentecostal-like revival had preceded them by “nearly fifty years” 

(McGee 1999: 649), which conveys the impact of Arulappan and other early Indian 

Christian leaders’ emotive ministries. Although the revival Arulappan led also occurred 

in India, there does not seem to be a clear connection between Arulappan (South India) 

and Pandita Ramabai (Anderson 2006a: 109), who initiated and subsequently led the 

Mukti Mission and revival (North India).  

In China, pastor Xi Shengmo (席勝魔 1836-1896), whose name means 

“Overcoming Demons,” led a Christian community that featured Spirit-focused practices 

like casting out demons and healing through prayer, doing so strictly through a Chinese 

framework (van der Veer 2014: 112). Xi’s emphasis on interpreting Christianity through 

the Chinese context caused leaders in the China Inland Mission (CIM) to criticize him for 

his “tendency to exalt things Chinese” and for underestimating foreign missionaries’ 

abilities (Anderson 2013b: 33-34). Xi’s ministry, however, was established in and 

through the Chinese environment, and he was focused on solving Chinese problems like 

opium addiction through healing and deliverance from demons.59 Although his practices 

were not entirely new to China, Xi’s unorthodox approach concerned the established 

mission community, causing the CIM to react negatively and critically. 

 
59 These forms of spirituality expression, Anderson explains, “were rarely part of the Protestant missionary 
establishment’s practices, and it was only with the advent of the pentecostals in the twentieth century that 
this practice became widespread” (Anderson 2013b: 34). 
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  These three examples of early revival movements predate what is typically 

accepted as the beginning of Pentecostalism. The revivals that occurred at the beginning 

of the 20th century are considered the progenitors of the movement because they 

produced significant missionary activity, creating a sustained presence in World 

Christianity, and, perhaps more importantly, there is simply more documentation 

regarding these events and communities. Furthermore, these events were not unique, with 

many other similar expressive, Spirit-focused revivals also occurring.60 

 The two most influential early 20th century revivals that transpired in Pedgaon, 

India (Mukti), and Los Angeles, CA (Azusa). Yet, with everything regarding the 

movement, it is challenging to neatly trace Pentecostal history because there is not a 

single event that inaugurated the movement (Stewart 2014; Ma 2007: 16; Anderson 

2006a: 4; Irvin 2005: 42). There are numerous starting places, and depending on which 

one is chosen, a slightly different history is presented.61 Due to the many religious 

factors, historian Donald W. Dayton says that events like Azusa and Mukti did not launch 

something new but rather function as a moment that brought together many religious 

movements already active around the world. Hence, he says, “It is thus no accident that 

Pentecostalism emerged when it did. All that was needed was the spark that would ignite 

 
60 Besides these examples, revivals also took place in Canada, Wales, Australia, Sweden, Norway, 
Germany, Uganda, Madagascar, South Africa, Liberia, Egypt, Persia, Chile, and Brazil (Case 2006: 126), 
typifying the diversity of Pentecostal history.  
61 Anderson says, “Pentecostalism is neither a movement with distinct beginnings in the United States or 
anywhere else, nor a movement based on a particular theology; it is rather a series of movements that have 
taken several years and several different formative ideas and events to emerge. Pentecostalism in its origins 
and causes is a multicentered and variegated phenomenon, best seen as historically related, revivalist 
movements where the emphasis is on the experience of the Spirit and the exercise of spiritual gifts” 
(Anderson 2013b: 47).  
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this volatile tinder” (Dayton 1987: 108).62 Furthermore, Edward J. Gitre argues that one 

of the reasons that the Welsh Revival (1904-1905), which is credited as being one source 

of Pentecostalism because of its spirituality and because it influenced Pentecostal leaders 

like Ramabai and Seymour, was so successful was because it was the first “modern 

revival,” able to capitalize on “revolutions in democracy (‘everyone preaches’), extended 

communication (reliance on the press), and industry (mass public transport, especially)” 

(Gitre 2004: 825). In other words, Pentecostalism is the result of many factors, both 

religious and non-religious, which culminated into a historical moment that ignited the 

Spirit-infused tinderbox.63 

Thus, rather than trying to locate an event or specific person that is responsible for 

Pentecostalism, I explore what are arguably the movement’s two most influential 

communities and leaders: the Mukti Mission in Kedgaon, India (Ramabai), and the Azusa 

Street Mission in Los Angeles, CA, USA (Seymour).64 What is the religious heritage of 

these leaders? Where did these individuals discover their particular variety of Pentecostal 

spirituality? Because religious movements do not spring forth out of nothing, it is 

important to understand the Christian streams and events that culminated in what is now 

identified as Pentecostalism. 

Ramabai’s Religious Heritage 

 
62 Giving a similar metaphor, Dayton later says, “Indeed, one might argue that the whole network of 
popular ‘higher Christian life’ (Keswick) institutions and movements constituted at the turn of the century a 
sort of pre-Pentecostal tinderbox awaiting the spark that would set it off” (Dayton 1987: 174).  
63 Azusa and Mukti are two of the communities that carried enough momentum to form an identifiable 
movement. For example, reports suggest that over 13,000 people attended church services at the Azusa 
Street Mission (Bartos 2015: 24). 
64 Anderson describes the importance of these two revivals declaring, “The Mukti revival can legitimately 
be regarded with Azusa Street as one of the most important early formative centres of Pentecostalism. This 
is one of the most important caveats to be recognized in the debate on Pentecostal origins” (Anderson 
2007b: 89). 
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Best known by her honorific name, Pandita Ramabai Sarasvati (1858-1922),65 

Ramabai Dongre (later Ramabai Medhavi through marriage) was born into a high-caste 

Hindu Brahmin family.66 Her father, Anant Shastri Dongre, was an established religious 

leader, traveling with his family to perform religious rituals on an “endless pilgrimage” 

(Frykenberg 2016: 60). Lakshmibai, Ramabai’s mother, was Anant’s second wife, 

marrying her when she was only nine years old (Shetty 2012: 28)––though he did not 

allow Ramabai to get married as a child (Kosambi 2000: 4)––inevitably influencing 

Ramabai’s later thoughts on eliminating child brides. The seemingly traditional Hindu 

family structure, however, challenged many high-caste norms––perhaps the most notable 

was that Anant taught Lakshmibai and Ramabai Sanskrit, incurring “the wrath of his 

orthodox fellow caste men” (Kosambi 2000: 4). Through her Sanskrit education, 

Ramabai learned important Hindu texts like the Bhāgavata Purana and Bhagavad Gītā, 

giving her an intellectual, cultural, and familial connection to Hinduism.67  

The Dongre’s committed austere religious life was extremely costly, though. Of 

the Dongre’s six children, only three survived, and Ramabai’s mother and father both 

starved to death along the way (Frykenberg 2016: 6). Ramabai and her brother Srinivas 

Shastri “continued the long travels on foot and the ritual austerities. On one occasion, 

they combated the Punjab winter, in the absence of warm clothes, by burying themselves 

up to the neck in dry sand on the bank of the Jhelum” (Kosambi 2000: 5). Arriving in 

Calcutta in 1878, Ramabai impressed the crowds with her ability to recite Hindu texts, 

 
65 Both “Pandita” and “Sarasvati” connote great learnedness.   
66 Hinduism is a broad term, encompassing multiple religious traditions. Ramabai’s family was a part of 
Chitpavan Brahmin.  
67 “Early in life,” Stanley M. Burgess explains, “Ramabai learned thousands of Sanskrit verses of Puranas, 
the Gita, and the Sanskrit grammar and dictionary” (Burgess 2011: 243). 
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garnering her the title “Pandita” and “Sarasvati.” While in Calcutta, Ramabai “was also 

inducted into social reform by Brahmo Samaj leaders and delivered public and private 

lectures on the emancipation of women, drawing heavily upon Hindu text and 

mythology” (Kosambi 2000: 5).68 Although she would not participate in Christianity for 

some time, Ramabai and her brother attended a Christian gathering for the first time 

during their time in Calcutta, receiving a Bible translated into Sanskrit (Ramabai 1907: 

300-301).69 

Ramabai’s turn to Brahmo Samaj seems to be a significant decision in her 

religious development, creating a bridge from her Hindu heritage to her later Christianity. 

Brahmo Samaj, which means “The Society of the Worshippers of the one True God,” is a 

monotheistic reformed tradition within Hinduism, whose “converts came mainly from the 

upper-caste Hindus” (Lahiri 2010: 193). The Brahmo Samaj religious founder, Raja Ram 

Mohan Roy (1772-1833), “ardently desired to rid Hindu society of all irrational 

observances and customs” (Gangaiah 2010-2011: 757). Because Brahmo Samaj 

functioned as a type of monotheism, Hindu positions on polytheism were rejected, along 

with castes and iconography, while simultaneously aligning with Jewish and Christian 

beliefs. Quoting an unnamed religious scholar, Lahiri says, “Brahmos are the only 

community in India who could call themselves Hindu as well as non-Hindu” (Lahiri 

2010: 193). This new religious mindset likely contributed to Ramabai later describing her 

spirituality as both Hindu and Christian (Frykenberg 2016: 67):   

 
68 Brahmo Samaj has been called the “Calcutta phenomenon,” linking the religious sect to the city (Roy 
1991: 134).  
69 Ramabai adds, “I liked the outward appearance of the Book and tried to read it, but did not understand 
[it]. The language was so different from the Sanskrit literature of the Hindus, the teachings so different that 
I thought it quite a waste of time to read that Book, but I have never parted with it since then” (Ramabai 
1907: 301).  
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I confess I am not free from all my caste prejudices, as you are pleased to 
call them. I like to be called a Hindoo, for I am one, and also keep all the 
customs of my forefathers as far as I can. How would you an 
Englishwoman like being called as proud and prejudiced if she were to go 
and live among the Hindoos for a time but did not think it necessary to 
alter her customs when they were not hurtful or necessary to her 
neighbours? (Ramabai 1977: 100-101)70 
 

 Two years later, in 1880, Ramabai’s brother Srinivas Shastri died of cholera. 

During that time, she married Srinivas Shastri’s friend, “Bipin Behari Das Medhavi, a 

Bengali non-Brahmin, Brahmo lawyer” (Kosambi 2000: 6). This act demonstrated 

Ramabai’s rejection of the caste system, as Medhavi was a part of the much lower Shudra 

caste. After just two years of marriage, Medhavi also died of cholera, “leaving the 

twenty-four year old Ramabai an impecunious widow with an infant daughter, 

Manorama” (Kosambi 2000: 6). This trying time for Ramabai coincided with her 

encounter with Christianity, where two individuals seem to have played key roles: Indian 

Christian theologian Nilakanth-Nehemiah Goreh (1825-1885) and Baptist missionary 

friend Isaac Allen.  

 Meera Kosambi lists Ramabai and Nilakanth-Nehemiah Goreh as two of the most 

prominent upper-caste Hindus to convert to Christianity during the British rule (Kosambi 

1992: 61). Given their shared religious history, it is unsurprising that Ramabai found 

Goreh’s writings helpful for her own journey toward Christianity (Sharpe 1998: 557). 

Influenced by Goreh, Ramabai says, “[The Brahmo faith] was not taught by our vedas as 

I had thought, but it was the Christian faith, which was brought before me by my friends 

disguised under the name of Brahmo religion. Well, I thought, if Christ is the source of 

 
70 Quoted in Shetty 2016: 33.  
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this sublime faith, why should I not confess Him openly to be my Lord and my Divine 

Teacher?” (Kosambi 1992: 63).  

Like Ramabai, Goreh was a Chitpavan Brahmin, and early on, he strongly 

opposed Christianity in favor of a version of Hindu reform (Keune 2004: 45). Goreh was 

also well educated, earning him the titles “Pandit” and “Shastri,” both connoting his 

exceptional erudition. At nineteen, however, Goreh left his Shaivite upbringing to devote 

himself to Vishnu, resulting in a disdain for Christian missionaries. Goreh focused his 

attention on one missionary in particular, William Smith from the Church Mission 

Society, a British organization sponsored by the Anglican Church (Keune 2004: 46), 

which first arrived in India alongside the British East India Company in the early 17th 

century (Gibbs 1972: 3-7).71 Goreh’s forceful opposition of Smith, according to Richard 

Fox Young, was rooted in two problems: 

When Nilakanth took to the Benares streets to confront missionary Smith, 
it was not only because Smith’s no-other-way-than-faith-in-Christ-the-
avatar-of-God Hindustani preaching style…To Nilakanth, Benares was 
under spiritual siege, not by ordinary mortals but by the same destabilizing 
forces lurking in the cosmos that were always undermining dharma. 
(Young 2005: 14).  
 

Yet, through the course of his debates with Smith, Goreh began to struggle with 

uncertainty, eventually leading to his baptism in 1848 (Keune 2004: 46).  

After his conversion, Nilakanth took the Christian name, Nehemiah, joined the 

Anglican Church, and served the Church Mission Society (Young 2005: 15). Reflecting 

Ramabai’s comments, which were based on his theology, Goreh continued to root many 

of his arguments for Christianity in Hindu texts, particularly when arguing with Brahmo 

Samaj followers (Keune 2004: 47). For Goreh, the Christian message is correct because 

 
71 The first Anglican Church, St. Mary’s Church, was established in 1680 (Gibbs 1972: 7). 
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its founder, Jesus, better exemplified how to properly live, while “Krishna’s licentious 

behavior disqualifies him from such consideration” (Keune 2004: 50). Living a holy life 

was paramount to Goreh’s understanding of faith, causing him to eschew the high church 

Anglican structure, arguing that true holiness came through simple, ascetic living. In this 

claim, Goreh brought together his Hindu sannyasi values and Christian asceticism 

presumably demonstrated by Jesus’s life, which put him at odds with some within the 

Anglican church like John Muir who preached ascension to the British standard instead 

of ascetic descension (Young 2005: 17).  Ramabai’s Christianity resembled Goreh’s, 

where she championed Christianity while still adhering to traditional aspects of 

Hinduism, not viewing these two religious belongings as competing but rather 

complementary. Furthermore, both Goreh and Ramabai viewed their Christian faith in 

relation to social change, seeing Christianity as a response to the oppressive caste system. 

In a more personal way, Baptist missionary Isaac Allen’s friendship with Ramabai 

and her husband influenced her Christian journey as well. After finding “a little booklet 

[of] the Gospel of St. Luke” in her room (Ramabai 1908: 326), Ramabai went to Allen 

with questions regarding the text (Frykenberg 2008: 386; Noll 2011: 95), and he read her 

Genesis 1 and explained it to her. From this short interaction, Ramabai said, “There was a 

wonderful attraction in the words which he read. My soul responded to the message of 

God’s Holy Spirit. I resolved then without knowing the reason why, that I would become 

a Christian. Sixteen years after the time when I first heard the Name of Jesus” (Ramabai 

1908: 326). Ramabai had already accepted aspects of monotheism through Brahmo 

Samaj, and Christianity seemed to support her social activism that was concerned with 

oppression in India that was often supported by Hindu religiosity. She wrote Stri Dharma 
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Niti (“Morals for Women”) in 1882, dedicating it to her late husband, directly addressing 

the issues women faced within Indian society.  

As a widow with a daughter, Ramabai was considered to be one of the lowest in 

society, “having to wear a coarse, plain, borderless maroon sari, denied ornaments, and 

disfigured through a completely shaven head which had to be carefully covered. 

Construed as a result of sins in previous lives, widowhood bore the stigma of 

inauspiciousness” (Kosambi 2000: 6-7). Within this social construct, Ramabai wrote that 

everyone desires advancements and then said, “My dear sisters, by happiness I do not 

mean eating and drinking. The chief means of happiness is complete independence” 

(Ramabai 1882: 44). Advancement was possible through independence, which 

challenged the patriarchal system Ramabai was addressing. Her religious questions then 

emerged, where she says,  

True religion possesses the power to protect the world and ensure its 
welfare; that is why it is called dharma or that which maintains…Now, by 
true religion one should not understand the many doctrines such as Hindu, 
Muslim, Christian doctrines, etc. These names indicate doctrines and not 
true religion, because true religion is single in form, namely, conduct that 
is in accordance with one’s conscience, which exists in all human beings, 
either in the form of a seed or in a full-fledged form. (Ramabai 1882: 63-
64) 

 
Ramabai sought “true religion” that is not reduced to any particular religious doctrine but 

rather exists within dharma, producing protection and welfare. Hence, what appears to be 

Ramabai’s multiple religious belongings is actually grounded in dharma and not doctrine. 

Moreover, her interaction with Allen was designed to learn how Christianity supported 

protection and welfare because Ramabai was not convinced that Hinduism did. 

 With her newfound social activism, having established the women’s foundation 

“Arya Mahila Samaj” in 1882, Ramabai journeyed to England to study medicine, staying 
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with the Sisters of the Community of St. Mary the Virgin (Kosambi 2000: 8-9). During 

her stay, Ramabai converted to Christianity (1883) through the Anglican Church,72 

though her religious “conversion” appears to be more out of compulsion than conviction. 

Her religious mentor, Sister Geraldine, pressured her into a missions career, which was 

not Ramabai’s goal. That same year Ramabai wrote an autobiographical account, ending 

by explaining her actual social goal and religious insight,  

If my health allows me to carry out my plans, and it is God’s will that I 
should do so, it is my intention to study medicine in England in order to 
benefit my countrywomen and with the hope of inducing some of them to 
follow my example. As I was by birth a Brahmin, my religion was at first 
Hinduism. Then for a time, I was a Theist, believing that Theism was 
taught in [the] Vedas. In the last two months, however, I have accepted 
Christianity and hope shortly to receive Holy Baptism. (Ramabai 1883: 
118) 

 
Robert Frykenberg describes this season in Ramabai’s life saying, “Refusing to become a 

clone, a proselyte, or a hostage of either Anglicanism, or any other form of Christendom, 

she withstood each onslaught and kept her balance [seeing herself as both ‘Hindu’ and 

‘Christian’]” (Frykenberg 2008: 390). Consequently, she left the St. Mary’s community 

with the help of Professor Max Müller,73 who helped her get a grant from the Royal 

Bounty Fund, “giving her the opportunity to study under the more philosophical 

Dorothea Beal while also serving as a Professor of Sanskrit” (Frykenberg 2008: 389). In 

1885, Ramabai went to Bristol, reuniting with Allen, who presumably encouraged her in 

her non-conforming spiritual pursuits, resulting in Ramabai going to the United States in 

1886.  

 
72 She was given the Christian name Mary Rama, though it does not appear that she used that name often. 
73 Müller also interacted with Goreh (1877) in Oxford (Young 2005: 18). 
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 After a productive two years in the U.S., where Ramabai gained notoriety and 

financiers for her various social organizations in India,74 she traveled back to India, 

making stops in Japan and China along the way. Upon her return (1889), Ramabai was 

decried by her previous Hindu supporters for allowing girls in her homes to convert to 

Christianity, creating a rift that would never heal (Frykenberg 2016: 65). Following the 

establishment of numerous other homes for women, Ramabai had another Christian 

experience she described saying, “I found it a great blessing to realise the personal 

presence of the Holy Spirit in me, and to be guided and taught by Him” (Dongre and 

Patterson 1963: 72-73).75 These Hindu, Anglican, and Baptist religious experiences 

culminated in Ramabai’s participation in the Keswick Convention in 1898 (Anderson 

2013b: 26), asking those in attendance to pray for an “outpouring of the Spirit on Indian 

Christians” and for “1,000 Holy Ghost missionaries” (Anderson 2006: 39).  

 Ramabai’s inclusion in the Keswick Convention connected her Christian 

spirituality with many others who were also seeking a more Spirit-filled faith. Relating 

Pentecostalism to Keswick, David Martin says, “From the moment of its inception, in the 

USA and in places as far apart as Wales and India, Pentecostalism spread like a star-burst 

along global trails laid down by Evangelical mission, much of it Anglo-American, such 

as the Holy Ghost Empowerment movement founded in England at Keswick in 1875 and 

the China Inland Mission” (Martin 2010: 94). The Keswick Conventions were directed at 

practical holiness within Christianity. Peter Althouse suggests that there are two streams 

of theology associated with Keswick: “the ‘new light’ and the New School Calvinism of 

 
74 Not all of Ramabai’s publicity was positive, however. Swami Vivekananda regularly denigrated Ramabai 
for her religious proclivities (Frykenberg 2016: 65).  
75 Quoted in Anderson 2006b: 39. 
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American revivalism, particularly in the figures of Charles G. Finney and Asa Mahan of 

the Oberlin school and Wesleyan perfectionism particularly in the Holiness movements” 

(Althouse 2014: 1). Ramabai appears to have escaped the theological debates between 

Calvinists and Wesleyans, though she had likely been introduced to both through her 

relationship with Allen and during her time in England and the U.S. What is clear, 

though, is that Ramabai was drawn to the Keswick idea of spirituality, which C. Douglas 

Weaver describes, “Named after the influential Keswick holiness conference in England, 

Keswick holiness focused on the baptism of the Holy Spirit as an enduement of power for 

witnessing, but not entire sanctification from sin because sanctification was a gradual 

process” (Weaver 2016: 11-12).  

 Ramabai’s desire for an empowered spirituality, where God is present not only 

within the world but also within the believer, was likely influenced by the severe famine 

taking place in India at the time. Complaining about religious people’s spending habits, 

Ramabai laments, “In short, we had no common sense, and foolishly spent all the money 

we had in hand in giving alms to Brahmans to please the gods, who, we thought, would 

send a shower of gold mohurs upon us and make us rich and happy…which brought 

poverty on us” (Ramabai 1897: 248). She also repudiates Christians from England and 

the U.S. for sending money to India in support of evangelistic missionaries while the 

money should be sent to feed the hungry and dying (Ramabai 1897: 258). Ramabai took 

it upon herself to provide physical relief, forming the Mukti School. Ramabai’s insistence 

on freedom from imperialism is exemplified in the name “Mukti,” which is a Hindu term 

meaning “salvation.” The mission’s “purpose was to provide refuge for destitute girls and 

young women, particularly those who had been victims of child marriages and had 
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become widows, and those rescued from starvation” (Anderson 2013b: 26). Her mission 

was initially established as a social service designed to care for the underprivileged and 

not as a religious revivalism community.  

She brings together her Spirit-focused, Keswick-inspired Christian faith and 

social relief work when saying, 

Three hundred girls rescued from starvation in 1897 have received regular 
secular and Christian instruction. They are the children of many prayers; 
much love and labour has been bestowed on them, and now I am able to 
say, with great joy, that the workers have not labored in vain. The money 
which so many friends have sent for them has not been spent in vain. The 
Lord is very good to let us see the fruit of our labour, and He is giving us 
abundant joy as we see the girls growing in grace and proving themselves 
worthy of the love and labour spent on them. Five hundred and eighty 
[girls] in the Mukti Sadan and sixty girls in the Kripa Sadan are being 
trained to lead a useful Christian life. (Ramabai 1900: 261) 

 
Whereas Hinduism was construed as a religion that gave senselessly to religious leaders 

who were unable to provide social care, something she claimed some Christians were 

doing as well, Ramabai says that Christianity produces useful people, bestowing joy, 

grace, and provisions in the process. It is important to remember, however, that her 

theological outlook was influenced by a variety of sources, but none more than her 

“background in philosophical Brahmanism and her resistance to all forms of 

imperialism” (Anderson 2007: 85). Burgess adds that Ramabai “became convinced that 

Brahmin theology was Christian in origin” (Burgess 2011: 244). Ramabai’s theological 

perspective, therefore, was interreligious and specifically Indian (i.e., local).  

Ramabai was aware that other revivals like Keswick were occurring around the 

world, and she even sent her daughter, Manorambai, and Mukti Mission leader Minnie 

Abrams, who was a Methodist missionary to India originally, to Australia in 1904 to 

witness that region’s revival (Stewart 2014: 166), which had been led by R.A. Torrey and 
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Charles Alexander (Melbourne Revival 1902). She was also aware of the Welsh Revival 

(1904-1905), which Torrey and Alexander also attended, praying for that same 

spirituality to come to India. Then on June 29, 1905, a revival broke out; in Ramabai’s 

own words, “Some have laughed at us, for we have become fools. The Spirit-filled girls 

cannot suppress their sorrow for sin or their joy in salvation. They burst into loud crying 

and laughing, they shake, they tremble, some of them dance with joy and almost pray 

simultaneously in loud voices” (Anderson 2013b: 27).76 Ramabai lost faith in Hinduism 

to produce liberation,77 and she found Christianity to be more inclusive, which must have 

drawn her to the emotional, experiential Christianity expressed at Keswick, Australia, and 

Wales. As she exclaims, “How good, how indescribably good! What good news for me, a 

woman, a woman born in India among Brahmans, who hold out no hope for me and the 

likes of me! The Bible declares that Christ did not reserve this great salvation for a 

particular caste or sex” (Ramabai 1907: 312-313).  

This spiritual experience established Mukti as a center of the global Pentecostal 

movement. Although Mukti appears not to have formed an extensive international 

missionary organization, Ramabai still had a significant impact on the spread of 

Pentecostalism. Describing her conviction, Ramabai states, “I feel I must tell my fellow-

creatures what great things the Lord Jesus has done for me, and I feel sure, as it was 

 
76 In a less emphatic way, Ramabai says, “I was led by the Lord to start a special prayer-circle at the 
beginning of 1905. There were about 70 of us who met together each morning, and prayed for the true 
conversion of all Indian Christians including ourselves, and for a special outpouring of the Holy Spirit on 
all Christians of every land. In six months from the time we began to pray in this manner, the Lord 
graciously sent a glorious Holy Ghost revival among us, and also in many schools and Churches in this 
country” (Ramabai 1907: 320). 
77 Ramabai says, “The Brahman priests have tried to deceive women and the Shudras and other low-caste 
people into the belief that they have some hope. But when we study for ourselves the books of the religious 
law and enquire from the higher authorities, we find that here is nothing, no, nothing whatever for us” 
(Ramabai 1907: 312). 
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possible for Him to save such a great sinner as I am, He is quite able to save others” 

(Ramabai 1907: 314). Abrams, an American Methodist missionary, arrived in Bombay, 

India, in 1887 where she established a boarding school for girls and where she studied the 

local language (Marathi) to better evangelize (Burgess 2011: 248). In 1898 Abrams 

joined Ramabai’s mission to lead the organization’s missionary activity, which greatly 

shaped her religious outlook and theology. For example, Ramabia, like other international 

pentecostals, acknowledged speaking in tongues but did not elevate it above other 

spiritual gifts (Anderson 2007: 53), which influenced Abrams’ position on tongues. 

According to Abrams, “We dare not say that no one is Spirit-baptized who has not 

received this sign (tongues).”78 It is worth noting that Abrams disagreed with the Garrs 

(Chapter 3)–– U.S. missionaries from the Azusa Street Mission who traveled through 

India to China––about tongues being the evidence of Spirit baptism. Abrams and 

Ramabai clearly had a close relationship, which is evinced by how Abrams regularly 

served as a traveling partner,79 and in the process a mentor, to Ramabai’s daughter, and 

by the fact that she was chosen to lead the mission whenever Ramabai traveled.  

Mukti regularly supported mission work in Korea and China, not to mention the 

extensive work done in India. Corresponding with fellow pentecostals through the 

publication The Latter Rain Evangel, Abrams reported that Ramabai had asked her to 

help establish a new mission near Ajodhya, the birthplace of the Hindu god Rāma. She 

explains that the work required many workers and that Ramabai was sending “a band of 

Mukti young women to preach the Gospel” (Abrams, The Latter Rain Evangel 1911: 13). 

 
78 Quoted in Burgess 2011: 248. 
79 Besides traveling to Australia together, Abrams and Manorambai traveled together to England in 1908 
(Abrams, Confidence 1908: 15). 
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Regarding China, the aforementioned Garrs and who they referred to as their African 

American “helper” and nanny Maria Gardner visited the Mukti mission on their way to 

China, influencing their work there.80  

Ramabai’s impact on Indian pentecostalism in particular and Pentecostalism in 

general would be challenging to properly assess. One indication of her influence in India, 

however, is that in 1989 the Indian government released a postage stamp commemorating 

the 100 year anniversary of Ramabai’s work (Burgess 2011: 244). While she is 

recognized as an important Indian leader, both in the Indian community and in 

Pentecostal history, two areas that are often neglected regarding Ramabai’s influence on 

the Pentecostal movement are in Chile and in the United States. May Louise Hoover, who 

was classmates with Abrams, and her husband Willis led the Methodist church in 

Valparaiso and Santiago, Chile. After receiving a booklet about the Mukti revival, the 

churches associated with the Hoovers had a similar Spirit-encounter (1909), spreading the 

Mukti spirituality to Chile (Anderson 2006: 47). Anderson plainly states that “Chilean 

Pentecostalism has its roots in the Mukti revival” (Anderson 2013a: 32).  

In the U.S., Abrams, who could be regarded as an “indigenous” missionary to the 

U.S., regularly communicated with American pentecostals through U.S. based 

periodicals––she not only updated the audience on events in India but also professed 

theological positions that were formed in and through the Indian context in which she 

ministered. Abrams also spread Indian pentecostalism during her furlough in 1909-1910, 

preaching on behalf of Ramabai “not only at Piper’s Stone Church (Chicago), but also at 

Montgomery’s mission in Oakland, Elim Tabernacle in Rochester, New York, a large 

 
80 Allan Anderson lists notable Pentecostal missionaries that visited Ramabai: “The Garrs, Montgomeries, 
Daniel Awrey, Ansell Post, Lucy Leatherman, and T.B. Barrat” (Anderson 2006: 43). 
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missionary camp meeting run by Lupton and his associates in Homestead, Pennsylvania, 

and Copley’s Christian Assembly in Kansas City” (Anderson 2007: 86).81 The interaction 

between Abrams and these American Christian communities demonstrates the 

interrelationality amongst early pentecostals, exemplifying the multi-dimensionality of 

the movement.82   

Ramabai’s religious heritage cannot be reduced to an instantaneous, detached 

Spirit-filled experience. Although the Mukti revival was instructive for Pentecostalism, 

Ramabai had developed her specific version of spirituality through Hinduism, Brahmo 

Samaj, Baptist Christianity, Anglicanism, Keswick, the Melbourne revival, the Welsh 

revival, British colonialism, feminism, and extreme famine. Within these seemingly 

unrelated identities, Ramabai found her way as a Christian-Hindu, retaining her 

traditional Hindu widow’s garb and thoughts on dharma while also professing 

 
81 Jay R. Case adds that Ramabai’s work with the Mukti mission “sealed her hero status among nascent 
American Pentecostals,” further supporting the claim that Indian pentecostalism likely influenced 
American pentecostalism (Case 2006: 144). My suggestion, however, is modest––I am not suggesting 
American pentecostalism is indebted to Indian pentecostalism; rather I am pointing out how these 
international movements influenced each other. 
82 Gastón Espinosa argues that Seymour and the Azusa Street Mission are the “primal and primary” 
influences on global Pentecostalism, rejecting the claim that the Mukti Mission should be likewise 
considered because it did not produce any denominations. He concludes by saying, “Why this mission is 
held up as a rival on par with Azusa’s global influence is unclear, especially when one remembers that 
Azusa missionaries continued to stream through Mukti and other missions in India and around the world 
for at least a decade…thus reinforcing Seymour’s and Azusa’s influence” (Espinosa 2014: 27). If 
denomination-creation is the criterion for influence then perhaps Espinosa’s claim is reasonable; however, I 
am unconvinced that forming denominations is relevant or fundamental to Pentecostalism. By simply 
considering the statistics regarding global Pentecostalism, “Independent Charismatics,” which one could 
argue is represented and then perpetuated by the Mukti Mission, is the fastest growing branch of 
Pentecostalism. Denominations, the data would suggest, are the least effective ecclesiological model for 
Pentecostal growth. Furthermore, it seems inaccurate to suggest that denominations were purposively 
formed out of the Azusa Street Mission, as if the mission chose to spread by segmenting itself into unique 
denominations. Miller, for example, says that the Azusa Street Mission “created churches, renewal 
movements, and denominations that have grown, fractured, disappeared, split off, expanded, and taken root 
in the four corners of the globe” (Miller 2013: 5). Judith Casselberry also explains that the Assemblies of 
God denomination was at least partially formed because Southern white pastors in the Church of God in 
Christ were dissatisfied with following a black leader, Charles H. Mason (Casselberry 2017: 52). Another 
telling example is the founding of Oneness denominations, which Espinosa discusses as largely negative 
(Espinosa 2014: 124-125). Founding denominations has a place within Pentecostalism; however, it appears 
that forming denominations does not equal influence, at least not in any positive way. 
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Christianity as the “True religion,” rooted in Jesus and empowered by the Spirit. What is 

important to remember is how little emphasis Ramabai had on speaking in tongues, 

something integral to William J. Seymour’s experience with Pentecostalism. For 

Ramabai and many others outside the “West,” speaking in tongues was just part of what 

it meant to be Spirit-filled or Spirit baptized. So how did Pentecostalism become 

synonymous with tongues in the “West”? Seymour’s religious heritage provides the 

answer. 

Seymour’s Religious Heritage 

Although it formed the year after the Mukti revival, it is unlikely that leaders at 

the Azusa Street Mission were aware of Ramabai’s ministry when their own revival 

occurred. Pentecostal periodicals suggest that it was only after Pentecostal missionaries 

from Azusa arrived in India that Mukti and Ramabai were identified and included in the 

spiritual outpouring happening in the U.S. and elsewhere. Yet, once Mukti was 

“discovered,” it quickly became viewed as one of the primary sources of the Pentecostal 

movement. Writing in 1925, Frank Bartleman states, “The present world-wide revival 

was rocked in the cradle of little Wales. It was brought up in India, following; becoming 

full grown in Los Angeles later” (Bartleman 1980: 19). Even though they were unaware 

of each other, similar themes are present within both revivals: diversity, female 

leadership, experientialism, supernaturalism, Spirit-gifts, missions, “syncretism,” and 

ridicule. Exploring the Azusa Street Mission’s history also elucidates the fractions and 

internal disputes that have followed Pentecostalism throughout its existence. While many 

leaders are responsible for the Azusa Street revival, none are more central than the pastor, 

William J. Seymour. 
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Seymour was born in Centerville, Louisiana, to formerly enslaved parents, Simon 

and Phyllis Salabar Seymour, and with his seven siblings: Rosalie, Simon, Amos, Julia, 

Jacob, Isaac, and Emma (Espinosa 2014: 47). He was baptized at the Catholic Church of 

the Assumption on September 4, 1870, though he and his family also attended a local 

Baptist church. Seymour left Louisiana, perhaps to escape racial oppression, and moved 

North. Gastón Espinosa argues that this was a particularly important moment in 

Seymour’s life: 

A critical turning point came when he moved to Indianapolis in 1895, 
where although he continued to visit other states for brief periods, he 
stayed until 1900. He attended the all-black Simpson Chapel Methodist 
Episcopal Church, which was part of the larger white Northern Methodist 
Episcopal denomination. There he answered the evangelist’s call, gave his 
life to Jesus Christ, and became a born-again Christian. (Espinosa 2014: 
49) 
 

This period in Seymour’s religious development connects him to three very significant 

Christian communities: (1) Baptist Christianity, (2) the Black Church, and (3) 

Methodism.  

First, when Seymour left Louisiana, he also left the Baptist church. Yet, his 

religious perspective was nurtured within that context, influencing his faith and later 

ministry. Baptist theology and practice is extremely diverse, covering “a spectrum from 

Arminian to Calvinist” (Leonard 2003: 2),83 so strictly identifying which version 

Seymour experienced is challenging. Nevertheless, there are some broad values that most 

Baptists share, and they all begin with the notion of religious freedom. According to 

George Washington Truett (1867-1944), “A Baptist would rise at midnight to plead for 

absolute religious liberty for his Catholic neighbor, and for his Jewish neighbor, and for 

 
83 Arminianism is connected to Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609), a Dutch theology who disagreed with the 
Calvinist position on predestination, claiming instead that all can be saved. 
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everyone else” (Balmer 2016: 156). Inclusivity regarding religious liberty is at the heart 

of Baptist faith and practice, and that value is reflected later in the Seymour-led Azusa 

Street Mission. Bill J. Leonard identifies four other characteristics that Baptists share, 

which can also be found at Azusa: the authority of Scripture, salvation through Jesus 

Christ, sanctification or “a new kind of life,” and ethical behavior “through response to 

human need, and in receiving the ordinances of believer’s baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper” (Leonard 2003: 3).  

Another important feature of Baptist Christianity, demonstrated by these broad 

characteristics, is a dispersed ecclesiology. In other words, there is no centralized Baptist 

structure or hierarchy––each local congregation determines what God is telling them 

rather than seeking universal beliefs, theologies, and practices. Diversity of belief and 

practice strengthens Baptist spirituality, but it also inevitably leads to conflict: 

“Theological diversity, congregational autonomy, and freedom of conscience create 

environments in which debate, controversy, and schism are not merely possible but 

inevitable” (Leonard 2003: 9). The freedom found in the Baptist church is the same 

freedom found at Azusa, so it should come as no surprise that early U.S. Pentecostal 

history is filled with internal debates, controversy, and schisms. Yet, as C. Douglas 

Weaver explains, these challenges are still better than the alternative: 

Pragmatically speaking. Baptist experience has asserted that religious 
liberty can be messy, but the alternative is worse. Congregational polity 
can be messy, but the alternative is worse. Diversity of experience can be 
messy, but the alternative is worse. Freedom can be messy, but that is not 
the last word because Baptist DNA says it is more than that: freedom can 
be vibrant and liberating, awaiting new light to burst forth from Word and 
experience and Spirit. (Weaver 2016: 18) 
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 Perhaps the best example of how messy Baptist ecclesiology and polity can be 

occurred during the American Civil War (1861-1865). Baptist leaders in the South 

supported, or at least did not oppose, slavery, which is unsurprising considering that 

“approximately one-third of Baptist laymen and two-fifths of Baptist ministers were 

slaveholders” in South Carolina alone (Goodwin 2002: 40). In 1845, Northern and 

Southern Baptists split, with the Southern churches forming the Southern Baptist 

Convention, and in the process, maintaining their pro-slavery position.84 Louisiana 

Baptists would have been divided even further on this issue, with many white 

congregations adopting the Southern Baptist position while black churches continued to 

support what became the Northern Baptist view. Leonard explains that prior to the Civil 

War, black Baptists in the South were typically required to go to churches that were 

predominantly led by white ministers; however, he adds,  

After emancipation, African Americans in many white-dominated 
congregations came to feel that their second-class status was perpetuated 
in the church. At the same time, many Southern whites resented what they 
saw as Northern interference in the religious life of the churches, 
particularly where blacks were concerned. This tension influenced the 
decision of blacks to go their own way. (Leonard 2003: 265) 
 

The newly formed Baptist churches, led by black ministers, created a unique expression 

of Baptist faith. Although not championing full equality, women played vital roles in 

these churches, forming national committees, institutions, and serving in church 

leadership roles and as missionaries. Seymour’s view on women was cultivated in his 

Baptist upbringing.  

 
84 At the 2017 Southern Baptist meeting, ministers were under fire for not quickly and unequivocally voting 
to condemn white supremacy. Eventually, however, they did officially condemn white supremacy, but this 
recent episode demonstrates the Southern Baptist Convention’s complex history with slavery and racism.  
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 A further important connection between Baptist faith and Azusa spirituality is 

found within the affective and supernatural aspect of the Baptist church. Because of its 

diversity, charismatic spirituality has been present within the church, though due to its 

size and diversity, many also oppose it. For instance, the Spirit-focused Keswick 

Conventions and Holiness movement are often associated with Wesleyanism, but they 

also contained non-Wesleyans, many of which were connected to the Baptist church.85 

The topic of Holiness will be taken up more below, but here it is important to note how 

integral Baptists were in the movement: 

Beyond the activity of Baptist evangelists, Baptists participated in the 
Revival of 1858 (i.e., the Holiness Movement) and the Baptist paper, The 
Watchman, covered it. Baptists in New York, for example, had already 
started in December 1857 setting aside one day of the week to pray for a 
revival. In 1858, Baptist Mariners’ Church in New York had meetings 
every evening for three months, with 1,010 baptisms reported and the 
congregation’s growth rising from 100 to 500 members…Baptist support 
of the revival reportedly led to 150,000 baptisms in 1858. (Weaver 2019: 
6-7) 
 

Important Baptist leaders were also included in this Spirit movement.  

For example, Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) “and his small band of Baptists 

envisioned their ministries in the context of a new age of the Spirit in which individual 

religious experience and the transformation of society would go hand in hand according 

to the ethical principles of Jesus” (Weaver 2019: 52). Rauschenbusch’s pneumatology 

resembled later Pentecostals, but one reason he is not typically included within 

Pentecostalism is because he did not want emotionality to detract from physical change in 

the world. He was concerned with bringing God’s kingdom to Earth now rather than 

awaiting Jesus’ return (Weaver 2016: 19), which was often a feature of U.S. 

 
85 There are Baptists who fit within Wesleyan theology, though it is not the standard. 
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pentecostalism (Dayton 1987: 22). Other Baptists integrated more fully with 

Pentecostalism, though, even founding classical “Pentecostal” denominations like 

Richard G. Spurling, Sr. (Church of God, TN), Aimee Semple McPherson (Foursquare 

Church), Charles H. Mason (Church of God in Christ). McPherson, for example, was 

ordained by the First Baptist Church in San Jose, California in 1922, and her “strongest 

Baptist supporter was William Kenney Towner, pastor of Fire Baptist Church, San Jose” 

(Weaver 2019: 172). Weaver says that Semple McPherson and Towner became a “hub of 

other Baptist ministers,” influencing their fellow church leaders toward a more Spirit-

centered theology and practice (Weaver 2019: 173).  

Citing Baptist scholar and church leader Walter Pitts (1910-2010), Leonard 

suggests three reasons why formerly enslaved people would choose Baptist faith, which 

also resemble a Pentecostal worldview. First, he says that they were drawn to how 

Baptists incorporated “‘magical power into church doctrine,’ creating a mystical 

community that ‘enabled a convert to heal and prophesy’” (Leonard 2003: 263). Second, 

the idea of baptism might have felt familiar due to the similarities with “African water 

rituals.” Lastly, “and perhaps most significant, was the autonomous nature of Baptist 

church polity that permitted the formation of a congregation without permission or 

jurisdiction from other ecclesiastical tribunals” (Leonard 2003: 263-264). Baptist faith, 

spirituality, and ecclesiology helped shape Seymour’s religious outlook, inevitably 

influencing Azusa in particular and Pentecostalism in general. 

Second, the Black Church serves as a kind of bridge between Baptists and 

Methodists because both Christian groups contain aspects of it. With the Baptist church 

examined, this short section will primarily focus on the history of the Black Church and 
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how it found space within Methodism. These religious factors greatly influenced 

Seymour’s religious heritage, which combined with many others to produce the Azusa 

Street Revival.  

Anne H. Pinn and Anthony B. Pinn outline how Quakers in the North viewed 

converting those enslaved as a way to end slavery while Northern Puritans and Southern 

Anglicans, among others, exercised Christian conversion as a means to maintain slavery 

(Pinn and Pinn 2002: 3-5). Whether designed with freedom or oppression in mind, 

enslaved people often adopted Christianity, adding in distinct characteristics associated 

with their heritage and unjust enslavement: “Africans who embraced Christianity did so 

on their own terms, making it a unique expression of their questions and hopes, while 

rejecting versions of the gospel that appeared to justify slavery” (Pinn and Pinn 2002: 

11). Furthering this point, James H. Cone says, “We are an African people, at least to the 

degree that our grandparents came from Africa and not from Europe. They brought with 

them their stories and combined them with the Christian story, thereby creating a black 

religious tradition unique to North America” (Cone 1997b: 104).86 Writing in response to 

Cone and others, Delores S. Williams introduces “Womanist Theology” that features the 

narratives of Black women, giving a theological lens that is more inclusive of the Black 

Church, which is primarily led––whether officially or unofficially––by women.87 When 

viewed through womanism, Williams says the story of Hagar rather than Sarah is 

instructive (Genesis 16-21): “This means that Hagar, a foreign female slave whose future 

would ordinarily not advance past slavery, is given hope not only for the survival of her 

 
86 James Cone also wrote, Black Theology of Liberation (Cone 1970) and Black Theology and Black Power 
(Cone 1997), while others, like Frederick L. Ware, have proposed “African American Theology” (Ware 
2016). I have written on Ware’s work in Daniels 2020b. 
87 One example of this is found in Casselberry 2017. 
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generation but also hope for the possibility of a future freedom for her seed…Hagar steps 

into the usual male role of receiving a promise of numerous posterity” (Williams 2013: 

21).  

Born into a family with formerly enslaved parents, Seymour understood 

Christianity in the way described by Cone and Williams. He understood the difference 

between oppressive and liberative faith. Furthermore, Seymour was introduced to the 

influential work and life of Frederick Douglass through his niece, Lucy Farrow, who was 

Seymour’s pastor when he later moved to Houston, Texas. Holiness ideals were also 

present in early expressions of the Black Church, where “conversion often required a 

rejection of worldly activities, such as dancing, drinking, and playing of certain types of 

music. It was understood that a Christian life required discipline and self-denial, and a 

recognized conversion experience was preceded by a long period of remorse over the 

sinfulness of one’s life” (Pinn and Pinn 2002: 14).  

These characteristics were then integrated into the denominations that African 

Americans joined. Alongside the Baptists, the Methodist Church worked to integrate, 

though some congregations refused to do so (Richey et al. 2012: 81). Nevertheless, 

enslaved Africans found comfort in the Methodist Church through its practices: “[T]he 

importance of the felt presence of the Holy Spirit in Methodist services through shouting 

and possession harkened back to a similar importance placed on spirit possession in West 

African religious practice. In this way, Methodism provided an intellectual and ritual link 

between the two worlds known by enslaved Africans” (Pinn and Pinn 2002: 29). 

Methodists eventually formed the predominantly black African Methodist Episcopal 

Church (1794), which is an outgrowth of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Although the 
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church Seymour attended was not an African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME), 

Simpson Methodist Episcopal Church was likely a part of the Christian Methodist 

Episcopal Church (CMEC),88 which formed out of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

(MEC) of the South. The MEC, which was largely white, worked with their black 

members to form the CMEC in 1870, which “shared the same interests and concerns as 

the AME and AME Zion denominations” (Pinn and Pinn 2002: 56).  

Seymour’s personal background and connection to the Black Church, combined 

with Pentecostal spirituality and practice, led Walter Hollenweger to declare that the 

Pentecostal movement has “Black Oral Roots” (Hollenweger 1997: 18), adding 

elsewhere, “[Seymour] affirmed his black heritage by introducing negro spirituals and 

negro music into his liturgy at a time when this music was considered inferior and unfit 

for Christian worship” (Hollenweger 1985: 197). Referring to Azusa, Leonard Lovett 

argues that the “Black Church was the only institution among blacks that started in Africa 

and survived slavery” (Lovett 2011: 157), and William C. Turner, citing Henry Mitchell, 

says, “[T]he Blacks adapted their African tradition toward Christianity; not that Blacks 

took European patterns and changed them toward their own needs (Turner 2011: 173). 

The Black Church is infused with affectivity and expressive emotionality, serving as an 

important model for what transpired at Azusa. “The Afro-Pentecostal experience thus has 

borne witness, in the sighs of afflicted bodies, to the liberating mission of the Spirit,” 

Turner propounds. “The release in worship, visions, rapture, and manifestations of power 

are gestures away from the terror of history as a human tale of carnal rulers toward 

 
88 Originally known as the “Colored Methodist Episcopal Church.”  
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embrace the Spirit’s mission” (Turner 2011: 186). Although influenced by many factors, 

Seymour clearly brought aspects of the Black Church with him to Azusa. 

 Third, Pentecostalism is regularly associated with Wesleyan theology because of 

shared principles like laypeople’s “extraordinary calling” to minister, women ministers, 

social care (Wells 2016: 59-60), and, more doctrinally, views on sanctification. 

Regarding sanctification, Wesleyanism typically claims that after receiving salvation 

through Jesus, one can be made perfect (sanctified), or without the need to sin, through 

the Spirit.89 Following his time at the Simpson Chapel Methodist Episcopal Church, 

Seymour, according to Espinosa, “claimed to be instantaneously sanctified and felt a 

divine calling to the ministry, but refused it” (Espinosa 2014: 49). Seymour’s later 

encounter with Charles F. Parham, a Wesleyan Holiness minister, would have only 

reinforced many of his Wesleyan ideas. Many of Seymour’s influences were tied to 

Wesleyan theology. 

 As with Pentecostalism, John Wesley’s theology did not materialize out of 

nothing but rather developed within a diverse theological context, eventuating into what 

is now known as Wesleyan theology and subsequently the Methodist Church. Wesley 

was born into a Puritan family, a Christian religious group that “distrusted bishops, 

valued clean and honest living, formed ‘religious societies’ for small group fellowships, 

and sought assurance of forgiveness through the inward witness of the Holy Spirit” 

(Wells 2016: 51), all of which can be found in his later theology and even later in 

Pentecostalism. After he became an ordained deacon in 1725 and then a priest in the 

Church of England in 1728, Wesley’s faith was cultivated by reading mystic Thomas à 

 
89 I discuss this further below. 
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Kempis (1380-1471) alongside Anglicans Jeremy Taylor (1613-1667) and William Law 

(1686-1761), calling him to a life of holiness (Wells 2016: 52-53). Wesley’s theology 

expanded further during mission work in Georgia, USA, interacting with Moravian 

Christians (Knight 2010: 18), who were associated more broadly with Pietists,90 causing 

him to reevaluate his faith. In 1735, changed by his interactions and travels, Wesley had 

another “conversion” experience. Yet, what is important to see here is how many 

different Christian groups influenced what later became Wesleyan theology. 

 Through his relationships with theologians like William Law and Peter Böhler 

(1712-1775), Wesley developed his “idea of two distinct moments of saving faith––

justifying faith preceding a subsequent moment of full sanctifying grace” after visiting 

Moravian leaders in Herrnhut, Germany in 1738 (Wood 2017: 48). This led to another 

kind of “conversion” (Knight 2010: 19), which Stanley H. Burgess explains saying, 

“John Wesley had a similar experience [as his brother Charles] when he felt his heart 

‘strangely warmed’ as he listened to a reading from Luther’s preface to Romans at a 

meeting in Aldersgate Street” (Burgess 2011: 177). The strange warmth Wesley 

described signifies his affective and intellectual faith experience, both hearing Luther’s 

words and feeling their meaning. Describing a similar moment, and one that sounds 

remarkably “Pentecostal,” Wesley says,  

A very late instance of this I will give you: while we were praying at the 
society here, on Tuesday the 1st instant, the power of God (so I call it) 
came so mightily among us, that one, and another, and another, fell down 
as thunderstruck. In that hour many that were in deep anguish of spirit, 
were all filled with peace and joy. Ten persons, till then in sin, doubt, and 
fear, found such a change, that sin had no more dominion over them; and 
instead of the spirit of fear, they are now filled with that of love, and joy, 
and a sound mind. A Quaker who stood by was very angry at them, and 

 
90 Roger E. Olson argues that Pietists should be viewed as one of the main religious influences on 
Pentecostalism (Olson 2012).  
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was biting his lips and knitting his brows, when the Spirit of God came 
upon him also, so that he fell down as one dead. We prayed over him, and 
he soon lifted up his head with joy, and joined with us in thanksgiving. 
(Wesley/Burgess 1739/2011: 184).  

 
The presence of the Spirit, according to Wesley, cut through anguish, fear, and doubt by 

infusing the space with the Spirit’s presence, resulting in love, joy, and peace.91  

 Sanctification was a second work of grace and was connected to the Day of 

Pentecost, joining Wesleyan theology to its Anglican roots. Within Anglicanism, there 

were two initial rituals for church membership:  

First, water baptism was the first rite for becoming a member of the 
Church of England. It represented Easter and signified the forgiveness of 
sins through Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. The second rite required 
for full church membership was called “confirmation” (baptism with the 
Spirit). This ritual represented (Pentecost), signifying the bestowal of the 
sanctifying Holy Spirit through the laying on of hands, usually for older 
children who had been catechized and who had been baptized as infant. 
(Wood 2016: 28) 
 

The second work of the Spirit is tied to the second rite of church membership as the Spirit 

cleanses the believer from all unrighteousness. For Wesley, perfect love followed the 

Spirit’s sanctifying work, assuring believers of their salvation while also producing fruits 

of the Spirit. Although Wesley did not denounce spiritual gifts, in fact he acknowledged 

that they were still active, he was more concerned with the fruit produced by a sanctified 

life, where believers enact their faith in the world.92  

 On how and when this Spirit-work takes place, Wood importantly adds, “The 

main difference is that this Anglican idea of Pentecostal sanctification was nuanced by 

 
91 Pentecostals also emphasis this idea of “falling down” in the presence of the Spirit, and they often refer 
to it as being “slain in the Spirit” (Olson 2012: 319). 
92 Quoting Wesley, Dayton writes, “Indeed I do not mean, that Christians now receive the Holy Ghost in 
order to work miracles; but they do doubtless now ‘receive,’ yea, are ‘filled with, the Holy Ghost, in order 
to be filled with the fruits of that blessed Spirit’” (Dayton 1987: 45). 
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John and Charles Wesley to occur suddenly in a moment of faith––a nuance that they 

obtained from the Moravians” (Wood 2017: 57). At a conference in 1770, Wesley spoke 

to fellow ministers, arguing that Christian faith had been stifled by Calvinist thoughts on 

predestined justification by faith. As a corrective, Wesley and his fellow ministers, 

“agreed that they should once again promote the message of Christian perfection. They 

especially agreed that they would stress the instantaneous moment when the justified 

believer could be made perfect in love” (Wood 1999: 25). The instantaneous work of the 

Spirit gained prominence, essentially annexing the Calvinist Methodists and creating the 

normative Methodist Church today.  

Wesley viewed Christian faith and practice through two dispensations, or 

ordained ordering of God: God’s revelation to the Jews and then again in Jesus Christ. 

Wesley’s theological successor, John Fletcher (1729-1785), extended his dispensations to 

three, attaching his position to the Trinity (Thompson 2010), and in doing so, giving 

added weight to the Spirit (Dayton 1987: 51).93 Laurence W. Wood says that Fletcher’s 

primary preaching and teaching theme was “[b]eing filled and baptized with the Spirit” 

(Wood 2016: 12), exemplifying his emphasis on the Spirit. 

 John Fletcher’s book entitled Treatise on Christian Perfection was published in 

the U.S. in 1796 “and served as the standard Methodist belief on sanctification” (Wood 

2007: 99). Fletcher’s Wesleyan theology, argues Wood, “pentecostalized” Wesley’s 

theology in this book, making a way for Pentecostalism’s Wesleyan emergence (Wood 

2007: 99). Although not initially central to Wesley’s theology, Fletcher’s connection 

 
93 Wood suggests that Fletcher actually professed four dispensations: “(1) Noah (Gentilism) to (2) Abraham 
and Moses and the prophets (Judaism), to (3) John the Baptist and the disciples of the earthly Jesus (which 
he called infant and imperfect Christianity), culminating in (4) Jesus sending the Spirit on the day of 
Pentecost (perfect Christianity)” (Wood 2007: 101).  
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between the baptism of the Spirit and Christian perfection became orthodox, even being 

adopted by Wesley himself ––“If Fletcher’s theology of Pentecost was accepted in early 

Methodism, it was because his theological exegesis of Acts 2 was compelling, and 

because it received Wesley’s personal approval” (Wood 2007: 113).  

 The Wesleyan notion of sanctified perfection, as a second instantaneous event 

through the Spirit, was integral to Pentecostal theology and practice. It also created space 

for Wesleyan Holiness, typically credited to Phoebe Palmer (1807-1874) and her Tuesday 

Meetings, which is another important ingredient in Pentecostalism. Yet, it is necessary to 

note that the Holiness movement was diverse, finding roots in Methodist and non-

Methodist communities alike: 

Non-Methodist versions of holiness increasingly emerged: notably the 
Oberlin perfectionism of Asa Mahan and Charles Grandison Finney; 
‘higher Christian life’ views enunciated by Presbyterian William 
Boardman and Congregationalist Thomas Upham; and Keswick versions 
of Quaker Hannah Whitall Smith and Anglican H. W. Webb-Peploe. 
Composite holiness views––popularized on transatlantic speaking and 
preaching tours, at Bible and prophecy conventions, in new publications, 
and especially by Dwight L. Moody’s Northfield conferences, urban 
revivals, and Moody Bible Institute––mixed holiness doctrines with faith 
healing and premillennial teachings. Such interplay, increasingly 
buttressed by Biblicist Princeton “Calvinism” and Baconian epistemology, 
shaped holiness movements, pentecostalism and fundamentalism. (Richey 
et al. 2012: 148) 
 

In other words, while Methodists were forerunners in the Holiness movement, many 

other non-Methodists were also involved, providing their own unique contributions and 

creating a multifaceted theological atmosphere, which Seymour later adopted and further 

altered at Azusa.  

 Seymour’s “instantaneous” sanctification, greatly influenced by his Methodist 

experience, happened during his time with the “Evening Light Saints,” what is today the 
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Church of God, Anderson, IN, denomination, who were a “radical holiness group that 

prescribed plain clothes and banned the use [of] coffee and tobacco” (Robeck 2006: 29). 

Espinosa adds that the Evening Light Saints also practiced “radical equality and 

reconciliation” (Espinosa 2014: 49), desegregating and empowering women to lead. After 

his brief stint there, Seymour returned to Louisiana to work on the family farm before 

heading back out, this time to Houston, Texas. In Houston, he attended a Holiness church 

“led by a former Virginia slave named Lucy Farrow, the niece of Frederick Douglass,” 

who had received the baptism of the Spirit at Charles F. Parham’s revival held in 

Columbus, Ohio (Espinosa 2014: 49). Farrow, who had worked as the Parham’s 

governess, then introduced Seymour to Parham, a pastor from Topeka, Kansas, whose 

church was experiencing a similar outpouring of the Spirit as Ramabai in India.94 

Wanting to know more about what was taking place at Parham’s church, Seymour asked 

Parham if he could attend his lectures at the Houston Bible School. Parham obliged but 

requested that Seymour take notes from the hallway to maintain segregation norms, a 

foreshadowing of the conflicts to come.  

In 1906, Neely Terry approached Seymour about a pastorate opportunity at a 

church in Los Angeles, which was pastored by Julia Hutchinson at the time.95 When 

Seymour informed Parham of the opportunity, Parham reacted negatively. As Espinosa 

says, Parham “strongly admonished [Seymour] to remain in Texas to preach among his 

‘own color’” (Espinosa 2014: 51). Seymour, however, did accept Terry’s invitation and 

 
94 Estrelda Alexander says that this meeting set “up the chain of events that ultimately led to the beginning 
of Azusa Street meetings” (Alexander 2012: 11). 
95 Alexander importantly notes that women “played equally vital roles in every aspect of the unfolding of 
the fledgling movement [but] have not been given the same recognition” as Seymour and other male 
leaders (Alexander 2012: 10). 
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eventually led a prayer group that quickly grew, and in the process became multicultural 

and multiracial, eventually merging with another community to form the Azusa Street 

Mission. On April 9, 1906, revival broke out in this new community. As the group grew, 

leaders were added who represented the mission’s egalitarian understanding of Scripture: 

out of twelve elders, half were women, a fourth were African American, and one was a 

ten-year-old girl (Scandrett-Leatherman 2011: 106).  

 
Figure 2: Photo from Assemblies of God website96: Standing, from left to right: 
Phoebe Sargent, G.W. Evans, Jennie Moore, Glenn Cook, Florence Crawford, 

Thomas Junk, Sister Prince; Seated from left to right: May Evans, Hiram Smith, 
William J. Seymour, Clara Lum. 

  
 On October 26, 1906, Parham visited Seymour’s new community and was 

infuriated by what he witnessed. He did not approve of what he perceived to be fanatical 

expressivism, demanding that the church submit to his leadership and authority (Espinosa 

2014: 97). Unsuccessful in overtaking Seymour, Parham went on a vitriol campaign 

against the Azusa Street Mission from 1906-1913. Parham traveled the country 

denouncing Seymour and his church, claiming that he was the true founder of 

 
96 https://news.ag.org/en/Features/What-Azusa-Had-and-We-Need. 
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Pentecostalism (Robeck 2014: 20). In a particularly vicious attack, Parham said, “I have 

seen meetings where all crowded together around the altar, and laying across one another 

like hogs, blacks and whites mingling; this should be enough to bring a blush of shame to 

devils, let alone angels, and yet all this was charged to the Holy Spirit” (Parham 1911: 

72-73; Anderson 2005: 54). His attempts to destroy Seymour and the Azusa Street 

Mission never materialized. Parham’s particular theology combined with his negative 

rhetoric and his arrest on suspicion of homosexuality relegated him to the margins of 

Pentecostal history (Anderson 2007: 42).97 

   Although the divide between Seymour’s and Parham’s versions of 

Pentecostalism extend beyond racial issues, it is certainly an important factor (Anderson 

2005). For example, Parham spoke at Ku Klux Klan meetings, describing the members as 

having “high ideals for the betterment of mankind” (Anderson 2007: 42). Meanwhile, 

Seymour’s gospel presentation was influenced by his experience as an African American 

growing up in Louisiana, which had “one of the highest lynching rates in the nation” 

(Espinosa 2014: 48). It is not surprising that the Azusa Street Mission’s spirituality shares 

aspects with traditional African religions.98 Parham, expectedly, repudiated Seymour’s 

community for being interracial while also denouncing their gender inclusiveness 

(Espinosa 2014: 106). Although history likely misconstrues both figures, at least to a 

certain extent, Pentecostal spirituality tends to fluctuate between the values represented 

by these two figures: full inclusion and freedom (Seymour), and complete control and 

“order” (Parham). This constructed dichotomy also exposes two additional differences.  

 
97 It should be noted, however, that some early and modern scholars praise him as the “father” of 
Pentecostalism (Espinosa 2014: 8-18). 
98 See Hollenweger 1997: 18-19. 
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First, Parham taught that the initial evidence of the baptism in the Spirit was 

speaking in tongues.99 “God proposes,” Parham contends, “to send forth men and women 

preaching in languages they do know not a word of” (Parham 1902).100 For Parham, 

speaking in tongues represented the height of faith and was strictly defined as the 

acquisition of a new spoken language, or xenolalia, rather than glossolalia, which is an 

indistinguishable language that requires someone with the gift of interpretation to clarify. 

Seymour initially proclaimed the same xenolalic position but later adjusted his stance. In 

his sermon “Gifts of the Spirit,” for example, Seymour declares the ultimate Christian 

responsibility and value when saying, “Gifts all will fail, but divine love will last through 

all eternity” (Seymour 1999: 54), reminiscent of Wesley’s thought. Speaking in tongues 

is important, but Seymour did not reduce it to xenolalia nor did he elevate it to the 

ultimate achievement in Pentecostal faith,101 both of which Parham did. Writing in 1915, 

Seymour proclaims a distinctly different position from Parham on speaking in tongues by 

saying,  

How does our doctrine differ with the other Pentecostal brethren? First, 
they claim that a man or woman has not the Holy Spirit, except they speak 
in tongues. So that is contrary to the teaching of Christ…If we would base 
our faith on tongues being the evidence of the gift of the Holy Ghost, it 
would knock out our faith in the blood of Christ, and the inward witness of 
the Holy Spirit bearing witness with our spirit. (Seymour 1915)102  
 

 
99 Parham’s position is the source of modern “Pentecostals’” position on tongues as the initial evidence of 
baptism in the Spirit. “Pentecostals,” however, no longer accept Parham’s version of speaking in tongues 
(xenolalia). 
100 Reprinted in Espinosa 2014: 37.  
101 For example, in his sermon “The Baptism with the Holy Ghost,” Seymour says, “Beloved, when we 
receive the baptism with the Holy Ghost and fire, we surely will speak in tongues as the Spirit gives 
utterance. We are not seeking for tongues, but we are seeking the baptism with the Holy Ghost and fire. 
And when we receive it, we shall be so filled with the Holy Ghost, that he Himself will speak in power of 
the Spirit…Now, beloved, do not be too concerned about your speaking in tongues, but let the Holy Ghost 
give you utterance, and it will come just as freely as the air we breathe. It is nothing worked up, but it 
comes from the heart.” (Seymour 1999: 65).  
102 Reprinted in Jacobsen 2006: 54. 
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Regardless of the disagreement, speaking in tongues was an important spiritual 

gift for these early U.S. Pentecostals. However, the term “Pentecostal” was already in use 

as a signifier for these Spirit-centered pre-Pentecostalism Christian movements, showing 

that neither Azusa or Mukti, or any other event, created or constructed “Pentecostal” faith 

as a distinct and new category (McClymond 2015: 366). In fact, Michael Bergunder has 

argued that the actual term “Pentecostal” is a discursive construct that emerged around 

1919. For Bergunder, “Pentecostalism” relies on the network of people who use the word, 

meaning a network of churches or religious communities. Referencing Bergunder, 

McClymond says that the “global network of churches that today are often just called 

‘pentecostal’ originated no earlier than the 1970s and 1980s” (McClymond 2015: 368). 

Because there were so many simultaneous Christian movements that emphasized the 

Spirit, tongues became a distinguishing practice in the U.S.: “The key difference was that 

Pentecostals said the proof of the spirit baptism was the supernatural gift of speaking in 

tongues––and this addition meant that Pentecostals had restored the full gospel of the 

New Testament” (Weaver 2016: 15).  

In other words, early U.S. pentecostals, particularly Parham who worked hard to 

distinguish himself and his version of spirituality, were an off-shoot of other Spirit-

minded movements, distinguishing themselves by emphasizing speaking in tongues as 

the initial evidence of Spirit baptism. Thus, baptism in the Spirit was not something 

unique to pentecostals, but their “proof” of Spirit baptism was. The Azusa Street Revival 

solidified this difference because of its enormous success, forcing other Christians to take 

notice of this new interpretation. It is worth considering, though, whether or not other 

Spirit-focused Christians would have been as outspoken against Azusa if Azusa had not 
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initially professed xenolalia. Clearly there were racially charged denouncements, but 

would other Christians have rebuked the movement if they had started with glossolalia, 

while perhaps also softening their tone a bit on the centrality of tongues? Parham’s 

influence appears to be the source of admonishment from other Christians, and Seymour 

seems to change his position away from Parham’s slowly, creating significant conflict 

between the two early Pentecostal leaders. 

The second notable difference between Seymour and Parham is their position on 

missions. Parham travelled the United States conducting revivals and teaching at Bible 

Schools, but for the most part, he appears to have never participated in nor encouraged 

others to enter international missions. Seymour and the Azusa Street Mission, conversely, 

strongly supported sending people around the world as they felt led by the Spirit. Because 

Seymour initially taught xenolalia, people who felt led to foreign missions left their 

homes for unknown lands, assuming that when they arrived they would be able to speak 

the local language through the power of the Spirit. Predictably, these missionaries quickly 

realized that they were unable to communicate with locals, causing them to minister to 

English speaking missionaries already active in the country while slowly learning the 

language.   

 Although some pentecostals came from wealthier backgrounds, the majority of 

these missionaries did not have access to the finances necessary for relocating 

(Tiedemann 2011: 114); nevertheless, they boldly chose to go by faith, believing that 

God would supply all their needs. Seymour often preached about going on faith, trusting 

that God was in control, demonstrated in his message titled “In Money Matters”: “[1 

Corinthians 16:1] does not mean for you to have great real estate and money banked up 
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while your brothers and sisters are suffering. He means for you to turn loose because all 

that money is soon going to be thrown to the moles and bats. So it is better to spread the 

gospel and get stars in your crown than to be holding it” (Seymour 1999: 36). These 

financial and linguistic hurdles did not deter Pentecostal missionaries from quickly going 

out to spread the message of Jesus because they believed that God would provide all their 

needs. Seymour’s inclusive theology also meant, importantly, that missionaries 

commissioned by his church experienced “little resistance to the ordination of indigenous 

pastors” (Anderson 2007: 284). These missionaries believed that anyone could receive 

the Spirit and, as a result, become evangelists and ministers, as evidenced by their own 

ministry.  

 Pentecostal history, as seen in the Mukti Mission and Azusa Street Mission, is 

marked with spiritual fervor, diversity, and mobility. Hollenweger argued that the first 

generation of Pentecostalism represents the mature image of the movement rather than its 

infancy (Hollenweger 1986: 549-553). The Mukti Mission and Azusa Street Mission’s 

emphasis on diversity, women leadership, experientialism, and missions, therefore, 

represents what future pentecostals should strive for, according to Hollenweger. China’s 

Pentecostal history illustrates a similar trajectory, where initial expressions prove more 

inclusive than recent offerings.   

2 Pentecostal History in China 

There are four interesting connections between the origins of Pentecostalism and 

China that help introduce Pentecostal history in China. First, Daniel Bays indicates that 

one of the earliest expressions of Pentecostalism might be found in China during the 

Taiping Uprising (1850-1864), saying, “I believe that Taiping Christianity was such that 
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it could have been called ‘Pentecostal’ except that word had not been invented yet” (Bays 

2017: 33).103 From the outset, it is possible, though controversial, to view Pentecostalism 

as a Chinese Christian movement. Second, Agnes Ozman, a member of Parham’s church 

who is the first reported person to speak in tongues (xenolalia rather than glossolalia), 

was believed to be speaking Chinese.104 In fact, Anderson says that “Chinese is the most 

frequent language ‘spoken’ in these (xenolalia) reports” (Anderson 2007b: 60). It is 

unclear why Chinese was the primary language pentecostals believed they were speaking, 

although it might be because China was regularly discussed in these churches as the 

country with the most evangelistic potential and need due to its enormous population and 

relatively small missionary presence.   

Third, Aimee Semple McPherson, who is credited with later starting the 

“Pentecostal” denomination The Foursquare Church, traveled with her first husband to 

Hong Kong as missionaries in 1910, likely based on Chinese missionaries Alfred and 

Lillian Garr’s advice. It is unclear how much, if any, this trip affected Semple 

McPherson’s theology and perspective on the Holy Spirit; yet, due to the events 

surrounding the trip––the most notable being that Semple McPherson’s husband died 

from malaria shortly after returning to the U.S. (Anderson 2007b: 112-113)––it is 

reasonable to believe that China left a lasting impression on her. Lastly, one of the early 

Pentecostal converts in China is said to be Mrs. Soong, supposedly the mother-in-law of 

China’s first president, Sun Yat-Sen (Anderson 2007b: 134). Understandably, 

 

103 Hong Xiuquan (洪秀全), the instigator and leader of Taiping Christianity, had contact with a Southern 
Baptist mission from Tennessee named Issachar Roberts in 1847 (Brandner 2011: 16). It is unclear, though, 
how influential the relationship was or how much it informed Hong’s version of Christianity. For more on 
the Taiping Uprising, see Chapter 6. 
104 Reports say that Ozman was unable to speak English for three days after this experience (Liardon 2006: 
73-74). 
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Pentecostals in the U.S. at the time were ecstatic about the apparent faith revival in China 

through Sun’s leadership.  

 These particular connections between China and early Pentecostalism are only 

meant to highlight the interrelationality and intermingling of pentecostals from around 

the world. Although these examples focus on the Chinese context, U.S. pentecostalism 

was also shaped by China. At the Azusa Street revival, for example, Chinese immigrants 

were present and actively involved in the life of the church (Robeck 2011: 29-30). The 

research on global Pentecostalism tends to favor the position that the West exported its 

newly developed form of experiential Christianity to the rest of the world, but the data 

seem to suggest a more complex interdependent relationship that cannot be parsed easily 

or neatly. To further demonstrate this point, this section broadly outlines Christian history 

in China and then adumbrates important people and events in China’s early and modern 

Pentecostal history.  

Christianity in China 

 Although not completely historically defined, the Mar Thomas church in India 

claims that Saint Thomas traveled through Indian to China as early as the 50s CE, 

assumedly bringing the message of Jesus with him. Robert E. Frykenberg, discussing St. 

Thomas in India, says, “What had begun with the Thomas Tradition––belief that the 

Apostle brought the Gospel to India in AD 52 and that he suffered martyrdom near what 

is now Mylapor (Mailpur)––remains extremely strong, whatever the historicity of this 

tradition may be” (Frykenberg 2008: 3).105 French scholars Pierre Perrier and Xavier 

Walter have argued along these lines that Christianity set the standard for “foreign” 

 
105 There is also a theory or myth among some Indian Christians that “Jesus lived in India and perhaps 
learned from India the wisdom that he later preached in Palestine” (Gispert-Sauch 2004: 25). 



 86 

religions in China rather than Buddhism. They further contend that Christianity may have 

influenced Buddhism when it entered China (Perrier and Walter 2008).106 While these 

positions are controversial, it is widely accepted that one of the first interactions between 

Christianity and China occurred much later in 635 CE when Eastern Christians, often 

referred to as “Nestorian” Christians, arrived in China and built the first Christian Church 

in Chang’an, China (Bays 2012: 9). Bays makes an important point about these early 

Eastern Christians that might explain why the tradition did not spread, stating that the 

Eastern Christian monks were “probably all Persian” (Bays 2012: 9). Another interesting 

historical connection, which I explore in Chapter 5, is that Empress Wu, who reigned 

from 685-704, persecuted the Christians in her attempt to elevate Buddhism (Bays 2012: 

9). Much of the information from this period comes from the 781 stele that records 

aspects of Christianity in China.  

 Christians were expelled from China in the ninth century by “anti-foreign 

Confucians” but returned in 1271 when the Mongols overtook China. Many of the 

Mongol elite were Eastern Christians:  

This wife of the fourth son, Sorkaktani-beki (or Sorghaghtani), a Kerait 
Christian princess, became the mother of three emperors: a Great Khan of 
the Mongols, an emperor (ilkhan) of Persia, and the founding emperor of 
the Yuan dynasty in China, Khubilai (1216-1294)…Thus until 1293 the 
Nestorians, still largely non-Chinese, maintained a monopoly on the 
institutional Christian religious presence in China. (Bays 2012: 12)  
 

During the 16th century Jesuit missionaries arrived, establishing Christianity in China for 

good. The most famous early priest to missionize China is Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), 

though he was preceded in China by Michele Ruggieri (1543-1607). Although there are 

exceptions, these three Christian missionizing efforts shared one thing in common: none 

 
106 Bays cites this reference in Bays 2012: 5-6.  
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of them focused on the lower strata of Chinese society. Whereas the Eastern Christians 

never added Chinese monks to its fold, Mongol Christians were a part of the elite class 

and Catholic Christians concentrated on converting the literati through Confucian 

philosophy. Pentecostal methodology, conversely, was both less organized and more 

focused on underprivileged populations. 

Pentecostalism in China 

 Before discussing Chinese pentecostal history, starting in the early 20th century, 

two introductory comments are important to note. First, Pentecostal missionaries who 

entered China were aware that their form of spirituality was unique, but they did not 

necessarily view themselves as competing with other Protestant missionaries. The point 

to remember is that these missionaries were not missionizing China for the “Pentecostal” 

faith, as if it was an established denomination or tradition. In fact, one of the key features 

of Pentecostal missions in China is that it was unorganized and chaotic (Case 2006: 137; 

Ma 2007: 27; McGee 1991; Faupel 1996: 212-216). These missionaries were only 

focused on spreading the message of Jesus through the power of the Spirit; the fact that 

many missionaries left their homes without financial support or language skills expresses 

this point well. Second, Chinese Christians often viewed their faith as distinctively 

Chinese, which is demonstrated in one Chinese pastor’s remarks to an early Pentecostal 

missionary, “[T]he Holy Spirit came down from Heaven. You could not send Him to us” 

(Anderson 2007: 30). Current Chinese minister Sister Ding stated that her church did not 

discover Pentecostal truths through foreign Pentecostal denominations but rather through 

their own experiences and their own study of Acts (Menzies 2016: 79). Furthermore, 
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members of the True Jesus Church (真耶穌教會),107 perhaps the largest Chinese 

Pentecostal registered church,108 claims that Beijing, not Los Angeles, is “the Jerusalem 

of the Latter Rain” (Irvin 2005: 46). 

The relationship between “Western” Pentecostal missionaries and China is not 

easy to define. While there are numerous examples of positive interactions, many of 

which I discuss below, “Western” Pentecostal missionaries at times also exhibited a 

position of superiority over the Chinese people: “Pentecostal periodicals regularly gave 

reports about the negative qualities and failings of the ancient religions of Asia…With 

such an approach, it is not surprising that these missionaries found it difficult to get a 

hearing, although they did not always understand why people were not queuing up to 

hear them” (Anderson 2009: 126). Like other expressions of colonialism, some 

Pentecostal missionaries entered China with the aim to impart “Western” sensibility and 

spirituality to the “evil” Chinese people. In other words, although the people and events 

presented here focus on positive interactions, it is important to remember that 

missionaries were often responsible for creating as many problems as they purportedly 

solved, whether social or spiritual.   

Robert Morrison is credited as the first Protestant missionary to China (1807), and 

Thomas and Annie McIntosh as the first U.S. Pentecostal missionaries (1907). Shortly 

after arriving in China, however, the McIntoshes were joined by Alfred and Lillian Garr 

(Chapter 3) in 1907 (Milton 2017: 43), who called China “the ripest field [we] have seen 

 
107 I discuss the True Jesus Church in greater detail below. 
108 It currently functions as a worldwide denomination with churches in sixty-one countries across six 
continents; see “About True Jesus Church,” https://tjc.org/true-jesus-church/. 
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yet” (Garr, Confidence 1908: 3).109 The two interconnected reasons why pentecostals 

were captivated by China were its size and its lack of Christian presence:  

China was a favourite destination for these early Pentecostals, regarded as 
the most important place for missionaries to go to, having a quarter of the 
estimated world population at the time with very few Protestant Christians 
– despite a century of missions…Pentecostal periodicals made regular 
pleas for more missionaries to China, declaring that a million Chinese 
souls were passing into eternity every month and the onerous 
responsibility was that “to us God has committed the destinies of the 
human race.” (Anderson 2009: 122). 
 

 This first group of Pentecostal missionaries also included the Maria Gardner, May Law, 

Rose Pittman, Cora Fritsch, and Bertha Milligan (Anderson 2007: 111-112). It should be 

clear based on this list that women played an integral role in Chinese pentecostalism.  

Yet, perhaps even more important than these American women were the local 

Chinese women who became church leaders, serving and witnessing to their 

communities. As Gotthard Oblau says, “Just as You Muhua in Xiyang village, countless 

people, mostly women, serve as charismatic leaders of local Christian circles” (Oblau 

2011: 338). For example, Ho Si Tai, a preacher in Canton, opened her home to the first 

Pentecostal missionaries in the region, and she was also the president of the “Monthly 

Meeting of Christian Chinese Women.” Wong Tai Koo was another important minister 

who translated for missionaries and served as a preacher. Another translator that turned 

into a minister, Mok Lai Chi (莫禮智 1868-1926), conducted church services with the 

 
109 In a correspondence in 1909, Alfred Garr called their small church community the “little flock,” Garr 
himself included the scare quotes (Confidence 1909: 259). Mok Lai Chi also calls their community “little 
flock” in the same manner as Garr (Confidence 1909: 283). While there is likely no connection, it is 
interesting that Watchman Nee (倪柝声 1903-1972) later called his Christian community the “Little Flock” 
(小群). Nee’s community is strictly a Chinese expression, though he certainly encountered Christians from 
around the world, so what exists within the Chinese context, if anything, to inspire the use of “little flock?” 
My inquiry partially results from the debate about whether or not Nee’s community can rightly be 
described as “Pentecostal.”  
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Garrs’ where the first Chinese person to be filled with the Spirit was Wong Chit Kee, 

“later wife of the superintendent of the Pentecostal Mission in Hong Kong” (Anderson 

2007b: 116-117). Women were both receptive to the Pentecostal message and influential 

ministers once they experienced the Spirit.  

Early Pentecostal leaders, both foreign and domestic, established organizations to 

serve Chinese communities in need. One of the most neglected groups in China was 

young girls; consequently, opening schools for girls was a priority for Pentecostal 

leaders. Anna Deane, for example, opened an English school that educated Chinese 

women and girls free of charge (1910), and Liao Yuan Ming also opened a school for 

girls (1913), “despite being deserted by her family and trapped by financial difficulties” 

(Au 2017: 79-80). Liao’s ministry epitomizes the Pentecostal message, which professes 

that God brings healing and then immediately sends people out to share the healing 

power of the Spirit with the world. Her story also demonstrates that Pentecostal missions 

and evangelism mostly focused on underprivileged communities; hence, miraculous 

healing and financial provision caused many people to accept the Pentecostal message 

(Autry 2013: 44; Deng 2011: 356). 

The personal and experiential Pentecostal message means that it easily assimilates 

into every community and is accessible to all––even those without education. From the 

Pentecostal perspective, it might be more accurate to say that the Spirit is already present 

within each community and simply needs to be revealed or experienced. Regardless of 

how it is described, Pentecostalism rejects static hierarchical structures or educational 

requirements (Deng 2011: 356; Oblau 2011: 338), thus inviting everyone to be a witness 

and minister through the Spirit (Case 2006: 138-139). Pentecostalism, therefore, is 
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always locally defined because it is formed, communicated, and enacted through each 

unique context. In 1917, for example, the Pentecostal Missionary Union (PMU) argued 

that foreign missionaries should transfer evangelization and leadership to local people. 

Mok even proclaimed that the Chinese should be the ones to evangelize China (The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 69: 4).110  

Thomas and Helen Junk (Chapter 4) were also missionaries sent out from the 

Azusa Street Mission to China. In 1908, they moved to Caoxian, Shandong province, and 

quickly fell in love with China. Thomas Junk, in fact, self-identified as a “Chinaman” and 

he refused to conform to traditional missionary behaviors that subordinated those being 

missionized (Anderson 2007b: 134). Like other missionaries, the Junks demonstrated 

their commitment to the Chinese people by caring for children in need; according to one 

of Thomas Junk’s letters, they had taken in twenty-eight boys and eight girls (The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 77: 1). They also differed in an important way from 

previous Pentecostal missionaries by emphasizing glossolalia rather than xenolalia.111 

Articulating this point, Junk writes, “Although [the Spirit] hasn’t given the language 

outright, He has wonderfully blessed us in the learning of it, so that He can make us 

understood, yea He even lets us read, far more than we ever expected” (The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). While many missionaries left without the 

requisite language skills, they soon realized that communicating the Gospel required a 

concerted effort to learn the local languages. However, unlike previous missionaries who 

 
110 This is not unique to Pentecostalism; however, due to the lack of hierarchy and organization, in contrast 
with Catholicism or mainline Protestant missions, pentecostals found it particularly important to empower 
local leaders.  
111 Milton, referencing China, adds, “Thus, almost from the beginning, Chinese Pentecostalism took on a 
slightly different cast (only glossolalia) as opposed to its North American counterpart (some xenolalia), 
although amid the enthusiasm of the rapidly spreading movement, few would recognize the distinctive path 
each movement was pursuing” (Milton 2017: 49). 
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believed the Spirit endowed them with the ability to speak Chinese, the Junks maintained 

that the Spirit made it easier for them to learn Chinese––but did not miraculously endow 

them with fluency (xenolalia) (Beruldsen Confidence 1911, vol. 4: 22).112  

There were, of course, other important Pentecostal missionaries in China during 

the early 20th century. Bernt Berntsen (Chapter 5) was a missionary in Beijing and has an 

interesting connection to Wei Enbo (魏恩博 1879-1919), founder of the True Jesus 

Church: “Wei’s True Jesus Church was both authentically Chinese and authentically 

Pentecostal, a direct descendant of Berntsen’s congregation and of the Los Angeles 

revival” (Inouye 2017: 92). The blurry line between the influence of the missionary 

(Berntsen) and the local Chinese leader (Wei) is demonstrated here. Clearly Berntsen 

played some kind of role in Wei’s Christian formation and subsequent church planting; 

nevertheless, Wei describes his reason for starting the True Jesus Church by saying that 

“he was ‘led by the Holy Spirit’ to a river outside Beijing, where the voice of God spoke 

to him directly from heaven. God’s voice told Wei to receive ‘face-down’ baptism by 

immersion, which he did in the river immediately, unassisted by clergy” (Bays 2012: 

129). Berntsen was associated with the Assemblies of God but broke with the Pentecostal 

denomination in 1916 because of his new Oneness theology, which seemed to resonate 

with Berntsen’s Chinese context (Milton 2017: 58), and influenced Wei, although Wei 

disagreed with Berntsen’s Sabbatarian position, where he advocated for Christians to 

 
112 The need to acquire language skills highlights an important evangelistic practice of early Pentecostal 
missionaries in China: evangelizing the missionaries already present in China. Because they could not 
communicate with locals, Pentecostal missionaries introduced the baptism of the Spirit to missionaries that 
could already speak Chinese and who already had established relationships. This sentiment is stated early 
on in China by the first Pentecostal missionary, T. McIntosh, “I wrote you one letter telling you about the 
missionaries seeking for the Holy Ghost, but the devil has crept in and they are slacking up” (The 
Bridegroom’s Messenger 1907, no. 1: 2).  
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hold services on Sunday in China because it was Saturday, or the Sabbath, on the 

Western Hemisphere (Inouye 2017: 99).113 That being said, the True Jesus Church is 

uniquely Chinese: “By emphasizing their superior fidelity in adhering to biblical 

language, members of the True Jesus Church could claim to be more rigorous in their 

Christianity than the Western Christian leaders who lacked native linguistic and cultural 

fluency” (Inouye 2017: 114). The church name, in other words, was purposively chosen–

–the True (真 zhen) Jesus Church.  

The success of global Pentecostalism is found both in its ability to localize and in 

its non-centralized leadership model; because there is no specific hierarchy that 

disseminates doctrines, each local pentecostal community, understood to be empowered 

by the Spirit, is capable of informing and guiding the larger movement. This point 

became evident during the time when U.S. pentecostalism was segregating and dividing 

over theological opinions (1913).114 From China, Mok inquired about U.S. pentecostal 

missionary training and unity, asking, “Do all outgoing missionaries teach the same 

doctrine as you do?” (The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 69: 4). Mok’s implication 

was that U.S. pentecostalism was divided and was, in consequence, hurting 

Pentecostalism in China as missionaries arrived preaching opposing messages, which 

might explain why he insisted in that same letter on the need for Chinese leadership in 

China. Mok’s call for local leadership while also reprimanding U.S. pentecostalism 

demonstrates how international communities were reciprocal partners in the Pentecostal 

 
113 The modern True Jesus Church continues to affirm Oneness theology and Saturday services. 
114 These divides were over racial issues, which was a factor in the formation of the Assemblies of God out 
of the Church of God in Christ, and theology––Oneness theology challenged the Trinitarian position.  
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mission and not merely passive recipients, although contemporary pentecostalism is 

typically described through a “Western” paradigm.  

Another important reason to transition to local Chinese leadership was that China 

was undergoing significant periods of political instability during the years Pentecostal 

missionaries were arriving, including the Opium Wars, Boxer Uprising, Republic Era, 

May 4th Movement, and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. As a result 

of foreign influences, new categories were constructed to define “religion,” a new 

concept for China’s traditionally non-dualistic philosophical worldview. China 

implemented the categories “religion” (宗教), “superstition” (迷信), and “divine 

authority” (神權). These new “notions brought with them distinctions and fissures that 

had not existed before: the great divide was now between acceptable zongjiao and the 

unacceptable mixin” (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 50-51). To maintain Chinese identity 

while simultaneously conforming to these “Western” notions, China instigated anti-

superstitious policies that greatly affected Chinese Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, 

and Chinese “popular” religion. It also unintentionally produced indigenous churches that 

were influenced by Pentecostal values and practices, though these churches often had 

hostile relations with some Pentecostal missionaries (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 72). 

The three major indigenous churches, all of which could be considered Pentecostal 

depending on how the term is defined, were the True Jesus Church, the Little Flock, and 

the Jesus Family (耶穌家庭).  

Pentecostal missionaries in China believed that their tireless work was worth the 

effort because it brought the love of Christ through the Spirit to the Chinese people. They 

regularly went without basic necessities, spurred on by the strength they gained from 
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believing that the Spirit was present in their lives (Robbins 2009: 57). Tragically, many 

missionaries and their children lost their lives from exposure to new diseases, but they 

remained steadfast, finding comfort in their theology, which taught that death meant 

(re)uniting with Christ in heaven. Missionary to Shanghai, George Hansen, writes in 

1910: 

It pleased our heavenly Father to call home to Himself our dear little son, 
George, seven years and four months old, the ninth of August. He rejoiced 
to go home to the heavenly land. We asked him if he wanted to go to 
Jesus, he answered, ‘Yes, it is much better, it is so warm here in China. I 
do not want to stay here.’ He smiled, looked up at his little hands, as 
though he wanted to receive something…Only a little while and we will 
meet with the dear one gone before us. (Anderson 2007b: 218)115 
 

While these missionaries deserve recognition for their commitment and investment in 

China, even if one contends that their overall missionizing goal was undeserving, Chinese 

pentecostalism is also deeply indebted to Chinese leaders––many of which have been lost 

to history––who transformed the missionaries’ message, creating a genuinely Chinese 

pentecostal church (Anderson 2017: 350).   

 Early pentecostal activity and expansion in China coalesced during the 1920s––a 

“time in China’s history marked by nationwide political and social chaos called the ‘Anti-

Christian movement’” (Au 2012: 117). Chaos is a reoccurring theme in religious growth 

in China, whether it involved political chaos opening new avenues for religious 

movements like Pentecostalism or chaotic missionizing efforts that relied on “being led 

by the Spirit” rather than systematic evangelistic strategies (Au 2012: 119; Martin 2011: 

24). Anderson provides an additional reason for Pentecostalism’s growth during the 

1920s:  

 
115 The quote is originally from The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 73: 3.  
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But even more significant was the fact that by that time (1920) there were 
already strong nationalist forces forming churches totally independent 
from western missions and developing a Pentecostal spirituality that was 
distinctively Chinese. These Chinese churches already formed the 
majority of Pentecostals by the time the expatriate missionaries were 
forced to leave China in 1949. (Anderson 2007b: 136) 
 

The Pentecostal movement in China had become distinctively Chinese (Tiedemann 2012: 

99). These pentecostal Christians, however, were accused of being 

“counterrevolutionary,” “folk superstitions,” “cult-like,” and “witchcraft” (Autry 2017: 

43; Koesel 2017: 247; Cao 2012: 32), and they were disparagingly called “heretics,” 

“schizophrenes,” “hysterics,” and “psychotics” (Tsai 2017: 139). Interestingly, 

Pentecostal missionaries also attacked Chinese religiosity as “superstitious” without 

recognizing that Chinese “superstition”––or belief in spirits or supernatural beings––

contributed to Pentecostalism’s success in China (Thomas Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 75: 1; Anderson 2007: 130). Because of their “superstition,” 

Chinese pentecostals, like the early pentecostals in the U.S., were ostracized; Milton 

remarks that by 1914, “all the Pentecostals in China were totally cut off and isolated from 

the mainstream of Chinese Protestantism” (Milton 2017: 53). Consequently, Chinese 

pentecostalism was located initially, though not completely, in rural contexts, led mainly 

by women. 

The expeditious transition to Chinese pentecostal leadership, nevertheless, 

enabled the movement to rapidly expand. Expelling foreign missionaries, in other words, 

did not affect Pentecostalism in China because local leaders were in charge. The inability 

to or indifference toward establishing local leaders seems to be a major factor for why the 

Eastern Church largely died out in China.  
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 The political landscape changed once again in 1949 when Mao Zedong rose to 

power, outlawing religion in China and expelling foreign missionaries by the 1950s (Cao 

2013: 149). Estimates suggest that there were less than a million Protestant Christians in 

China in 1949; yet during the 1980s, when China decided to “reopen its doors” (Huang 

2016: 407), China experienced a religious resurgence––a particularly Christian variety 

(Yang et al. 2017: 1; Chambon 2017: 183; Menzies 2016: 67; Wesley 2004: 226; Martin 

2003: 57). According to Nanlai Cao, Pentecostalism survived persecution during the 

1950s, 60s, and 70s because of its “noninstitutional character, millenarian belief, and 

ability to absorb folk religious and cultural elements” (Cao 2012: 31). By the 1980s, 

“Chinese Christianity had become largely a rural indigenous Pentecostal phenomenon 

and an overwhelmingly female institution” (Cao 2013: 153). Rural, female-led 

spirituality has been a mainstay of Pentecostal growth and religiosity worldwide, and the 

Chinese context is no exception (Hefner 2013: 11; Oblau 2011: 339; Bays 1999: 63). One 

of the main reasons proffered for this is that women tend to be more sensitive and 

receptive to spiritual matters, and that these rural communities have a more fundamental 

need for spiritual intervention like healing.  

Then, in the 1990s-2000s, China’s revivals grew, causing scholars to refer to the 

period as “religious fever” or “Christian fever” (Chow 2018: 64; Su and Anderson 2017: 

229; Chambon 2017: 183; Cao 2013: 149; Cao 2012: 153). Bays explains that this rural 

Pentecostal movement “spread in the cities in the 1990s and since” (Bays 2012: 194). 

Christianity continues to grow in China, though some argue that the growth is no longer 

exponential like it is in Africa (Miller 2017: 17). Nevertheless, the Christian community 
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of less than one million in 1949 has grown to around one hundred million, at least 

according to one estimate (Johnson 2009).  

The rural, feminine concern is apparent in how Chinese society and governance 

has navigated migration toward city centers. During the mid-20th century, rural China 

was the focus of governmental reform; for example, government health organizations 

through the Mass Education Movement (中華 平民教育促進會) targeted rural China, 

specifically women, aiming to reform and rationalize these regions; elite urban officials 

wanted to rid Chinese society of its “negative” traditions and superstitions, which they 

understood to be a rural, “female” problem (Merkel-Hess 2016: 888; Tsai 1996). This 

denunciation had at least two sources: communist propaganda (anti-religion) and 

traditional Chinese views of women. Although the communists succeeded in ending foot 

binding, the cultural views of women as inferior were too deeply rooted. Promoting 

reason (“male”) and denouncing emotionalism (“female”) is not a phenomenon restricted 

to China; nevertheless, China’s purposive strategy and subsequent execution of this 

ideology is noteworthy because of its effectiveness and connection with Pentecostalism 

in rural China. 

Huang, Cao, and Chambon’s sociological research has revealed that urban 

Christians regularly describe rural Christians as uneducated, untrained, poor, emotional, 

ritualistic, bodily, and inferior (Huang 2016: 414; Cao 2012: 29), while urban Christians 

viewed themselves as intelligent, economically progressive, reasonable, entrepreneurial, 

scholarly, textual, and respectable (Chambon 2017: 193; Cao 2013: 155). Women, 

consequently, become a symbol of China’s religious rural past while male leadership 

represents the China of tomorrow––a China that will reclaim its position as a world 
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leader with God’s help (Cao 2012: 36, 42). In urban settings, church leadership often 

forbids women from pastoring to avoid being viewed negatively by other church leaders. 

Besides wanting to distance themselves from “female” spirituality, forbidding women 

from leadership is the byproduct of sexism: urban men are ashamed to have a female 

pastor (Cao 2012: 156). It appears, based on Cao’s research, that urban male pentecostals 

are initially open to female church leadership until they are confronted with sexist social 

pressure that mocks those who submit to female leadership––Chinese Christian men are 

socially impelled toward economic and business success of which their spirituality must 

conform, otherwise their male counterparts will likely ostracize them.  

Miller argues that Pentecostal communities experience what sociologists call 

“routinization, whereby institutions become increasingly bureaucratized and ordered, 

often infused with procedures that pander to individuals who want to protect their 

positions of privilege and power” (Miller 2013: 8). In other words, when Pentecostal 

churches move away from the rural context where its leadership and expression are fluid–

–not organizing in such a way that specific professional leadership and ministers are 

established––to an urban model based on structure and expansion, leaders become 

concerned with maintaining “proper” order and power. The rural model, consequently, is 

eschewed for a more bureaucratic structure. Indeed, Estrelda Alexander suggests that the 

typical pattern in Pentecostal ecclesiology is that women are sent out to construct new 

ministries and missions, but “[a]s new works grew to any size that could economically 

sustain the leader’s support––as well as other financial obligations––denominational 

leaders often replaced the woman leader with a man” (Alexander 2013: 227). The 
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Chinese context has unique reasons for displacing female leadership; nevertheless, global 

Pentecostalism tends to follow the same trajectory.  

The True Jesus Church is a good case study to understand the “rural-female” and 

“urban-male” divide. During the Cultural Revolution, the True Jesus Church’s 700 rural 

churches and 125,000 members went underground (Huang 2016: 409). Ke-hsien Huang 

argues that there was an “ideological vacuum” in post-Mao China, enabling religious 

expressions like the True Jesus Church to thrive (Huang 2017: 118).116 Jiexia Zhai Autry 

describes the True Jesus Church’s growth in the late-1970s as “spectacular” and 

completely free from foreign missionary efforts (Autry 2013: 42), thus emphasizing how 

Pentecostalism in China was distinctively Chinese. The Pentecostal model, however, is 

incapable of maintaining uniformity, which the True Jesus Church desired, causing the 

True Jesus Church to experience internal schisms. For one thing, the True Jesus Church 

churches have an asymmetrical relationship with the State: urban churches tend to be 

registered (Three Self Patriotic Movement) while rural churches remain unregistered. The 

Three Self Patriotic Movement churches are defined by order and strive to align with 

State goals, although they simultaneously seek to avoid acquiescing to State power, 

which would jeopardize their spiritual authority (Huang 2014: 714). To maintain order, 

some True Jesus Church churches evoke Confucian structures designed to ensure that 

spiritual expressivism is tamed, which appeals to the Chinese urban culture (Huang 2017: 

120-121). According to Huang, not only do these churches evoke Confucian gender 

propriety by only having male ministers but they also structure their church service 

through Confucian elements: “This Sabbath service, typical of worship services in the 

 
116 Also see Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 130. 
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[True Jesus Church], included several features that are reminiscent of Confucian 

elements, including (1) the segregation of different social groups; (2) the presentation and 

interpretation of classic texts; (3) pedagogy; and (4) an emphasis on self-control” (Huang 

2017: 124-125). Yen-zen Tsai also describes how True Jesus Church churches maintain 

their Spirit-filled identity without losing order, saying, “In the setting of the service, 

glossolalia seems to have been tamed to comply with the ritual. As the preacher is able to 

start as well as stop it by ringing his bell, it appears to have been incorporated into a 

mechanism that is indispensable to the shaping of the collective identity called the True 

Jesus Church” (Tsai 2017: 148).117  

The True Jesus Church has implemented a top-down governing structure in order 

to preserve certain values like order, which is not often the goal in rural True Jesus 

Church churches. While urban churches promote gender propriety and educational 

standards, uneducated women typically lead rural True Jesus Church churches, 

threatening the top-down rigid leadership structure. For example, “In a rural area of a 

coastal province, there is an unregistered True Jesus Church house church led by Sister 

Yan, an old shaman-like woman who recruits new members based on her spiritual power 

to do faith healing, exorcism, and prophesy” (Huang 2014: 717). Whereas these spiritual 

practices are embraced in rural True Jesus Church churches, urban church officials are 

working to remove them by replacing these less-educated female pastors and by 

reprimanding churches that continue to allow these “disruptive” practices (Huang 2016: 

414-415). The overall emphasis on rural True Jesus Church churches to become more 

“rational” and “socially acceptable” has caused rural church members to feel inferior. 

 
117 This point is also made by Oblau 2011: 347. 
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Huang explains, “A female deacon in rural Shaanxi tearfully told me about her feelings 

about witnessing a large, clean, well-decorated chapel in Fuzhou: ‘This is what the [True 

Jesus Church] is supposed to be. The congregations in Shaanxi are so miserable; we’re 

humiliating God indeed” (Huang 2016: 414). One urban church member also publicly 

declared that if he had first experienced a rural True Jesus Church church rather than an 

urban one, “I don’t think I would have converted to the [True Jesus Church],” describing 

the rural churches as “the weird one” (Huang 2016: 414). The hierarchical 

implementation, however, has not been successful: “A unified top-down regulation that 

denies regional context, historical continuity, or global connections has proven to be 

ineffective in handling religious affairs” (Autry 2013: 51). 

True Jesus Church’s disparaging position on rural, female leadership is 

complicated by the church’s desire to profess and enact Pentecostal spirituality. Although 

women are being moved into the background, male pastors recognize the importance of 

female leadership and giftedness. Male pastors avoid “feminine” practices such as 

praying for someone by the laying on of hands; nevertheless, the laying on of hands is 

important theologically, causing male pastors to give women leadership roles in the 

church’s prayer ministry.118 Relatedly, women’s openness to the Spirit, another 

“feminine” characteristic, enables them to function as a conduit of the Spirit, bringing 

healing and prophetic announcements (Huang 2016: 132-133). “Unlike the hierarchal 

world of elite men,” Cao adds, “this female sphere of charismatic Christianity celebrates 

universal compassion, spontaneous feelings, and female solidarity cutting across class 

 
118 Huang explains, “Although the male leaders sometimes still lay hands on those in need, I find that this 
“undesirable” task is usually assigned to their female spiritual partners. Many TJC elders’ wives or 
daughters claim to be extraordinarily gifted with the power to cure illnesses” (Huang 2017: 132). It appears 
that spiritual giftedness is conflated with “femininity” whereas organizing and facilitating are “masculine.”  



 103 

lines, particular ties, and congregational boundaries” (Cao 2012: 156). Women are, 

consequently, integral and indispensable to True Jesus Church churches even though 

male church officials actively work to restrict their leadership. 

 One might assume that because urban Chinese pentecostals reject emotionality, or 

at least attempt to contain it, in favor of rationality that perhaps Pentecostal spirituality 

only exists in rural contexts.119 In actuality, however, urban and rural pentecostals simply 

express their Spirit-filled faith differently. Although imprecise, pentecostals tend to exist 

on a spectrum ranging from free-flowing emotionalism to orderly rationalism: “namely 

the female-centered experiential sector, emphasizing asceticism and mysticism, and the 

elite male-preacher neo-Pentecostal-style prosperity gospel, which celebrates the 

competitive global market economy” (Cao 2013: 170). The Pentecostal movement’s 

entanglement with these two disparate yet somehow united ideas seems to be especially 

pronounced in the Chinese context. The contention between these two groups, in other 

words, is not about whether or not one is Pentecostal but rather how one should properly 

be Pentecostal in China: 

For experientially inclined Christian women, bodily sensations are 
identified as proof of God’s spiritual presence in life. They take these 
unusual bodily experiences as their spiritual privilege even [though] these 
experiences may not be replicable and are often ephemeral. However, elite 
Christian men have openly contested these charismatic women’s claim of 
spiritual privilege. (Cao 2013: 157) 
 
For rural pentecostals, downward economical mobility is laudable, and it 

characterizes their compassionate faith convictions. For urban pentecostals, conversely, 

 
119 The one exception to this rule on emotionalism, however, occurs when these urban Chinese Christian 
men conduct international business. If their “Western” business partners express their faith emotionally, 
Chinese Christian men pragmatically embrace their “rural,” “feminine” spirituality, unashamedly crying 
and hugging one another (Cao 2013: 167). 
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Confucian values are infused into Pentecostal faith in order to promote upward 

economical mobility; according to Huang, “[I]t may also be the case that Pentecostals 

absorb indigenous elements to control, contain, or restrain—rather than facilitate, 

unleash, or democratize—freewheeling spiritual practices… Confucianism, I argue, 

functions especially well for the purpose of taming the Spirit because it is embedded in 

the history and sociocultural environment of China” (Huang 2017: 120). The leadership 

positions each context values, then, are also noticeably divergent: rural pentecostals have 

“prayer mothers” that resemble spirit mediums (Cao 2013: 159),120 and urban 

pentecostals have male “boss Christians” that prefer a morally decadent spirituality that 

accords with the business world (Cao 2013: 161). While Confucianism does not 

specifically promote business growth, it appears that scholars who connect Confucianism 

to Chinese urban pentecostalism do so primarily regarding orderliness and propriety.  

 Pentecostalism in China is multifarious and diverse. Although the binary here is 

precise, drawing clear lines between rural-female and urban-male expressions is 

challenging––the reality of lived Pentecostalism in China is far more complex. For 

instance, China’s rapid urbanization and globalization has created diverse cities that do 

not conform to exact bifurcations; indeed, there are female pastors in urban centers and 

male leaders in rural communities. Moreover, there are female leaders who emphasize 

reason while some male leaders stress emotionality. The lines between rural and urban, in 

other words, have been blurred and have created “a new synthesis of the charismatic, 

experiential and the rational, theological forms of Christianity” (Cao 2013: 151). While it 

is true that Chinese people are gravitating toward cities and that a new demographic of 

 
120 I discuss spirit mediums more in Chapter 6. 
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young, educated Christians is growing (Vala et al. 2015: 308), that does not mean that all 

Christian expressions will conform to the “urban-male” paradigm. Rather than 

essentializing Pentecostalism in China, it is important simply to be aware of the patterns 

and currents within the tradition and to understand the internal debates. In short, there is a 

divide between “rural-female” and “urban-male” Pentecostal spirituality, though it is not 

exact or universal.  

3 Conclusion 

 The difficulty with the term “Pentecostalism” is apparent in the Chinese context. 

Indeed, the topic has become somewhat contentious, where scholars are divided over how 

prevalent Pentecostalism is within the country. For Yang et al., “[T]here are occasionally 

sweeping assertions that many or most Chinese Christians are Pentecostal. Such claims 

by journalists, religious leaders, ministry researchers, or academic scholars are often 

based on superficial impressions, unexamined assumptions, and vague concepts” (Yang 

et al. 2017: 2). Yang et al. are not alone in this; many other scholars agree with their 

general premise that the prevalence of Pentecostalism in China is overstated (Miller 

2017: 31; Hu 2017: 117; Su and Anderson 2017: 227-228). There are, nevertheless, 

scholars who argue that the predominant form of Christianity in China is Pentecostal 

(Cao 2013: 149; Oblau 2011; Yung 2011; Wesley 2004), with still others who avoid 

making any definite claims (Bays 2017: 40; Liu 2017: 212). Examining these positions 

provides another avenue for considering Pentecostalism in China while also functioning 

as an effective summary for what has already been discussed. 

 First, producing concrete research on Pentecostalism is challenging because it is 

not a single entity that is unified by theological claims or leadership structures. Yang et 
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al., for instance, do not consider Watchman Nee’s Little Flock community Pentecostal 

because they determined that Spirit-gifts were not “at the center of their beliefs and 

practices” (Yang et al. 2017: 7), while other scholars view the majority of Chinese house 

churches, which includes Nee’s, Pentecostal (Menzies 2016: 77; Cao 2013: 149; Cao 

2012: 27-28). Pentecostal leadership, as exemplified by the True Jesus Church’s 

difficulty implementing a top-down structure, is locally determined and enacted. 

Coleman, using research by Robbins (2004), describes Pentecostal leadership as a “web-

like structure of personal relationships” (Coleman 2013: 370), rather than linear, orderly 

structures. Whether or not the locally-focused Pentecostal autonomous leadership model 

is good or bad is not the question here; the important point is simply to demonstrate 

Pentecostalism’s fluidity and adaptability, which is why scholars have argued that 

Pentecostalism confounds traditional methods used in the study of religion.  

 Second, Pentecostal characteristics are not uniformly expressed across the 

movement, leaving those studying Pentecostalism searching for ways to adequately 

identify it. Jiayin Hu provides a good example, saying, “Although [the Local Church 

movement’s] joyful and spontaneous worship services may bear some resemblance to 

Pentecostalism, the practices of ‘calling on the name of the Lord’ and ‘pray-reading’ 

were actually adopted in Christianity long before Pentecostalism developed” (Hu 2017: 

177). Within the Chinese context, Hu could have easily also added that similar spiritual 

practices have always existed in China, predating Pentecostalism by thousands of 

years.121 Hu’s point, though, is valid: what makes a community Pentecostal? The 

 
121 Stephen Dove describes how members of the Azusa Street Mission would spontaneously sing in the 
Spirit (Dove 2009). Spontaneous artistic expression is a common feature in Pentecostal worship. A similar 
phenomenon is a part of Chinese religiosity, “This [Chinese religion] system integrated traditions of 
individual salvation, such as self-cultivation through meditation and body techniques, moral living, and 
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Pentecostal church True Jesus Church, for example, propounds an exclusivist faith 

(Huang 2016: 409); again, it is not by accident that they named their church the True (真) 

Jesus Church. Many forms of Pentecostalism proclaim an exclusivism or fundamentalism 

faith, where all other religious communities are deemed false. Exclusivism and 

fundamentalism, however, do not define Pentecostalism (Vondey 2013: 123). 

Pentecostalism is also, and perhaps paradoxically, defined by syncretism, adopting 

cosmologies and spiritualities from each context it encounters (Martin 2013: 117). 

Perhaps the most commonly cited syncretism is between Pentecostalism and shamanism 

because both accept the reality of spirits and believe that one can commune with them 

(Miller 2017: 26; Tsai 2017: 148; Govorounova 2013: 58). The reason the True Jesus 

Church implemented a top-down leadership structure was to rid the church of shaman-

like rural leaders, which is necessary within their exclusivism model (Huang 2014: 717).  

Third, Pentecostalism in China spans from less educated, underprivileged rural 

villagers to highly educated, wealthy urbanites. While rural ministers value emotional 

spirituality, urban pastors often pursue theological degrees at international seminaries (Su 

2017: 229; Fenggang et al. 2017: 8). In recent years, these pastors have increasingly 

attended seminaries that include “the reformed theology of Calvinism” (Miller 2017: 20). 

Calvinistic Reformed Theology typical rejects the Spirit’s active presence in the world 

(cessationism), instead professing a more systematic faith marked by doctrines like 

predestination and the complete sovereignty of God.122 Calvinism in China, however, is 

expressed differently; Alexander Chow explains, “[T]he Chinese urban intellectual 

 

spirit-possession techniques, including spirit-writing” (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: 20). See Chapter 6 for 
more. 
122 Calvinist Reformed Theology is simplified through the acronym TULIP: total depravity, unconditional 
election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the saints.  
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interest in the teachings of John Calvin today is shifting away from soteriology and 

towards an embrace of ecclesiology” (Chow 2018: 110). Even amongst urban Calvinist 

Christians, Pentecostal spirituality is often still present. 

I have shaped this brief introduction to Chinese pentecostal history in a way that 

emphasizes the movement’s diversity and distinctively Chinese characteristics. The 

following chapters build off this description, arguing that Pentecostal spirituality 

harmonizes with values found in Confucianism (Mengzi), Daoism (Zhuangzi), and Chan 

Buddhism (Platform Sutra), while also harmonizing with religious practices found in 

Chinese “popular” religion. The Spirit of Pentecost, therefore, does not uproot the grass 

in China (Chinese culture, philosophy, and religion) but rather gently bends it by 

embracing local character while also presenting a peculiarity that inspires people toward 

the inimitable, “Holy” Spirit. 
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CHAPTER 3: PENTECOSTAL SPROUTS IN CHINA 
 

Introduction 
 
 

[Mengzi] replied…“Does Your Majesty know about sprouts? 
During the dry period of the summer months, the sprouts 
shrivel. But when Heaven abundantly makes clouds, and 

copiously sends down rain, then the sprouts vigorously rise up.” 
(Mengzi 1A7)123 

 
 

 According to Justin Tiwald and Bryan W. Van Norden, “traditional Chinese 

philosophy indisputably has a strong grip on the popular imagination in China” (Tiwald 

and Van Norden 2014: 358). Recent examples include the popularity of a book about 

Kongzi’s wisdom by author Yu Dan, which was a best seller in 2007.124 While Daoism 

and Buddhism have greatly influenced Chinese society, Confucianism has arguably had 

the greatest impact on the Chinese culture overall. This was even evident to early 

pentecostals in China such as Mok Lai Chi, who wrote in 1909 that the Chinese people 

were confused about who Jesus is, announcing, “Most of them never heard of Jesus, and 

some thought He was only a sage, as Confucius” (Mok, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1909, no. 46: 1). Confucian values permeate Chinese society, and any philosophical or 

religious thought that enters must address it.  

My argument in this chapter is that Confucian religious values, as exemplified by 

the Mengzi, accorded with Pentecostal spirituality in a number of important ways, 

enabling Chinese people to transition from viewing Jesus as a sage to the savior. The 

three interrelated areas of concord that I examine here are Pentecostal and Confucian 

 
123 All translations come from Mengzi 2008 unless otherwise stated. 
124 The book is Yu Dan, Lunyu xinde (Laibei: Linking Books, 2007).  
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positions on human nature, self-cultivation, and family. Thus, I begin by presenting early 

Pentecostal missionaries’ views on these three positions as described by the South China 

Pentecostal community––most notably through the letters of Alfred G. and Lillian Garr, 

Mok Lai Chi, Annie Kirby, and Mabel Evans. Next I argue for the historical relevance of 

the Mengzi and then present Mengzi’s view on human nature, self-cultivation, and 

family. The final section accentuates areas of congruence with these pentecostals’ views 

while also examining areas of discord that provided people with a clear alternative. 

Indeed, there were Pentecostal sprouts in China.  

1 Hong Kong Pentecostals 

 Although many of the early Pentecostal missionaries in China were associated 

with the Azusa Street Mission, they did not have a unified strategy for missionizing the 

region. The missionaries in Hong Kong are quite distinct from the missionaries that 

ministered in the Shandong Province (Chapter 4, missionaries Thomas and Helen Junk) 

and Zhili Province (Chapter 5, missionaries Bernt and Magna Berntsen),125 although they 

all shared an emphasis on affective experiential spirituality. The South China 

missionaries were apparently the first to arrive in China out of the group,126 and they 

present a spirituality that resembles Mengzian values regarding human nature, self-

cultivation, and family. My argument here, nevertheless, is not that these missionaries 

purposively incorporated Mengzian thought or that the primary reason for their success is 

due to Chinese people identifying these connections; in fact, it is clear that Pentecostal 

missionaries were mostly unaware of Chinese religious thought. I contend, rather, that the 

 
125 Shandong Province was known as Shantung and the Berntsens were primarily stationed in Beijing, 
which at the time was the capital of the Zhili Province and was named Beiping. 
126 The dating is a bit precarious because the Berntsens were likely there first, but they were not 
“Pentecostal” missionaries originally, which I discuss in Chapter 5.  
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Mengzi expresses what came to be influential and widely held cultural values that 

Pentecostal spirituality shares. These shared values represent one of the important 

features that contributed to Pentecostalism’s reception in China.  

Human Nature 

Alfred and Lillian Garr were a part of the Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles, 

CA, in 1906. In the very first periodical from the revival, which was printed just five 

months after it began, the Garrs are specifically mentioned: 

Brother and Sister A. G. Garr, former leaders of the Burning Bush work in 
Los Angeles, were powerfully baptized with the Holy Ghost and received 
the gift of tongues, especially the language of India and dialects. Bro. Garr 
was able to pray a native of India “through” in his own language, the 
Bengali. Sister Garr also spoke Chinese. (The Apostolic Faith 1906, no. 1: 
4). 
 

The following month, the same publication explained that Lillian Garr “improves every 

day in her Tibetan and Chinese,” adding that they praise God for the baptism of the Holy 

Spirit (The Apostolic Faith 1906, no. 2: 2). The implication in both reports is that the 

Garrs were given the supernatural ability to speak other languages through the power of 

the Holy Spirit.127 Emboldened by the belief that the Spirit gifted them new languages, 

the Garrs quickly left for the mission field. Writing in 1907, Lillian Garr says, “ God is 

spreading Pentecost here in Calcutta, and thirteen or fourteen missionaries and other 

workers have received it” (L. Garr, The Apostolic Faith 1907, no. 7: 1), and by at least 

October of the same year, the Garrs arrived in Hong Kong. Upon entering China, the 

Garrs asked Mok Lai Chi to interpret for them in their meetings, resulting in him 

converting to the Garrs’ form of spirituality (Mok, Confidence 1909, no. 2: 283). During 

that time, Annie Kirby and Mabel Evans also arrived in China to help the McIntoshes 

 
127 See Chapter 1. 
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who were serving in Macau (McIntosh, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1907, no. 3: 1; The 

Apostolic Faith 1907, no 11: 1). Although they did not always serve together, the Garrs, 

Mok, Kirby, and Evans stayed in contact with each other because of their close proximity 

and their shared mission (A. Garr, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 7: 1; T. 

McIntosh, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 11: 1; Kirby and Evans, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 13: 1). 

 The Pentecostal movement did not begin with a definitive systematic description 

of human nature. It is clear, however, that pentecostals followed a number of widely 

shared orthodox Christian views. declaring that people were sinners in need of grace. The 

arduous task of explicating exactly how one is able to recognize one’s own sin and then 

respond to God was not approached, and for good reason: early pentecostals were more 

concerned with enacting their faith rather than systematizing it. There are clues, 

nonetheless, about how these South China Pentecostal missionaries understood the topic. 

For instance, Mabel Evans explained the situation in China by saying, “As I see so many 

that are so unconcerned about their souls, and hunting pleasure of all kinds, or something 

to satisfy, and can’t find it” (Evans, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 7: 1), and 

Alfred Garr declared, “China is the ripest field I have seen yet” (A. Garr, Confidence 

1908, no. 2: 3).128  

 With these statements, Evans and A. Garr are communicating two central points 

about how they understood human nature: (1) people seek sensual pleasures but are 

unable to find satisfaction in them because their true longing is for God, and (2) that 

God’s work develops similarly to crops, where the true desires of the heart grow into 

 
128 It is on page 3 of the supplemental section of the addition. 
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plants that can be harvested for God’s work. The agricultural metaphor is common 

among pentecostals; A. Garr describes the Chinese people as “growing” in their faith by 

cultivating “deep roots” (A. Garr, Confidence 1911, no. 2: 43). In a Confidence article, 

the author reports on Mok’s decision to adopt Pentecostal spirituality, continuing the 

metaphor: “The message about Pentecost went home, and Mok ‘wilted.’ He said, ‘If I go 

this way, my wife is going to leave me,’ but Mrs. Garr knew that her husband [Alfred] 

was nearer to her since he was nearer to God in the Pentecostal blessing” (Confidence 

1909, no. 7: 147). This anecdote highlights agricultural imagery and the importance of 

family––Mok did not want his faith to destroy his family––but perhaps more importantly, 

it emphasizes a principle position these missionaries held: nearness to God, which is 

everyone’s fundamental disposition and desire, makes people better people, particularly 

better family members. Alfred Garr’s nearness to God enabled him to be nearer to his 

wife, Lillian, strengthening their marriage and subsequently their ministry with and to 

others.129 

 The Confidence article continues by underscoring another important position held 

by these Pentecostal missionaries regarding human nature: “The Chinese began to 

confess out all their sins. It was done so bluntly and frankly, that it might not have done 

for an American or English congregation. But the Chinese wept, and the twenty-five were 

baptised in the Holy Ghost with the signs following” (Confidence 1909, no. 7: 147). This 

same emotionality from Chinese believers was also represented in one of Mok’s letters, 

where he says, “Oh, the sublimity of the moment, the presence of my Saviour and coming 

 
129 Kirby explains it saying, “May God Almighty bless you everyone, and make us all just what He’d have 
us be” (Kirby, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1907, no. 4: 1). In other words, Kirby believes that God has a 
specific way that God desires to form everyone. 



 114 

King! I wept joyfully and promised to go all lengths with Him” (Mok, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1909, no. 48: 2). Alfred Garr reported the joy he too experienced while 

ministering in China proclaiming, “What a joy it was to us to find some of the dear ones 

who received their Pentecost while we were here before, now preaching to the heathen” 

(A. Garr, Confidence 1909, no. 11: 259). Embodied spirituality, where faith is 

experienced through emotions, typified Chinese pentecostalism. These feelings did not 

need to be conjured but rather were believed to be the result of living close to God. Spirit-

directed feelings and emotions, in other words, were not supposed to be suppressed but 

rather fully enacted and expressed. 

Self-Cultivation 

 The diversity of Pentecostal spirituality is evident within the topic of self-

cultivation. As Chapter 4 explains, pentecostals affirm spontaneity––the Spirit 

immediately changes people, sending them forth for God’s work. While that is an 

important feature to Pentecostal spirituality, pentecostals also advocate for rigorous study 

and slow development; for example, Kirby and Evans describe their work in China 

admitting, “Though the work advances slowly we feel like it is surely” (Kirby and Evans, 

The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 13: 1). The gradual growth and development is 

particularly clear in the Garrs’ story with the Chinese language and Mok’s “conversion” 

story. 

 The Garrs were confident about their choice to travel to India and China as 

missionaries because the Spirit had supernaturally equipped them with the ability to 

speak the local languages. Like many other missionaries, however, the Garrs quickly 

discovered that they did not have the necessary language skills to communicate, let alone 
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evangelize in their new environments. In one of Alfred’s first letters, he confesses, “As to 

whether I know of any who have received a language, I know of no one having received a 

language so as to be able to converse intelligently, or to preach in the same with the 

understanding, in the Pentecostal movement” (A. Garr, Confidence 1908, no. 2: 1).130 

Writing to U.S. pentecostals, he added, “I am not able to preach to the people in their 

native tongue; but we have an excellent interpreter, an educated Chinese, who has 

received the baptism of the Spirit and speaks in tongues; and the people get about all that 

is preached to them in that way” (A. Garr, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 7: 

1).131 The expectation that God would instantaneously equip them with new languages 

quickly transitioned to the position that God strengthens believers through daily study 

and devotion. The emphasis on study and gradual growth is apparent in A. Garr’s report, 

“My wife goes each night, in the company with the dear sisters, to our Mission for the 

Chinese Christians, and teaches them in the Word. It is more central, and this enables all 

the Christians to get instructions in the Word, while we preach messages to the heathen” 

(A. Garr, Confidence 1909, no. 11: 259).132 Just prior to leaving China and returning to 

their missionary work in India, Alfred and Lillian Garr express how they had hoped 

fellow missionary, J. H. King, would have opened a Bible school because it “is much 

needed” (Garrs, Confidence 1911, no. 2: 43). These missionaries were strong supporters 

of spiritual formation through study and education. 

 Mok shared the same position that self-cultivation requires quotidian effort. 

Giving his testimony, Mok explains that he was raised within a Christian context and had 

 
130 This report is found in the special supplemental section of the addition. 
131 The interpreter was Mok. 
132 In the same edition, E. May Law, a fellow missionary in Hong Kong, stressed “the importance of 
studying the Word daily” (Law 1909: 260).  
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the opportunity to obtain a good education, enabling him to find employment in 

Government Services; however, as Mok says, “The dear Lord led me away from the 

Service where the temptations were too strong for me” (Mok, Confidence 1909, no. 12: 

283). He described this time in his life elsewhere as “going through a refining process” 

(Mok, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 48: 2). After working for the government, 

Mok opened a school (1892) that taught English and shorthand, which he continued 

leading until 1909. Alongside the Garrs, Mok also “opened a Mission in Connaught 

Road, where, each evening except Saturday and Sunday, the saints receive Bible 

instruction” (Mok, Confidence 1909, no. 12: 283).  

 Both the Garrs and Mok seemed to recognize the need to study and commit to 

daily devotion in order to properly develop as people of God. Their emphasis on 

education––creating healthy learning environments––supported their ministry by 

“building up of the body” (A. Garr, Confidence 1911, no. 2: 43). It is interesting, even if 

only coincidental, that one of the first meeting places the Garrs procured for their 

religious services was a school room (McIntosh, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 

11: 1). The theme of development, whether conveyed through agricultural or biological 

metaphors, is apparent in these missionaries’ letters. According to these Pentecostal 

missionaries, self-cultivation occurs when people identify their innate desire (God) and 

then commit to daily growth through communal study and prayer.133   

Family 

 
133 The regular investment in study and prayer is by described by Kirby who says, “We have two meetings 
on streets per day and two in the chapel, and do most of our own work. Read and write, and have a service 
upstairs once per day and pray for the perfecting of the Church of God and the gifts of the Spirit and the 
establishment of the work” (Kirby, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 18: 1). 
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 Family involvement and inclusion is a trademark of these South China 

pentecostals. Not only did the Garrs traveled to China with those who they referred to as 

their “helper,” Maria, and daughter, but also Annie Kirby and Mabel Evans, though not 

technically related, also shared a familial bond; and Mok included his family in his 

ministry, which was often focused on serving families. For example, Mok mentioned that 

he intentionally chose his house because, as he explains, “I felt like getting a place close 

to Chinese family houses, so that we may be able to reach them” (Mok, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 63: 1). Furthermore, these missionaries regularly 

opened their homes to both believers and those in need, at times to the detriment of the 

missionary families. 

The Garrs functioned in a kind of parental role, briefly housing Kirby and Evans 

(Kirby and Evans, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 13: 1) and inviting Mok into 

their “Missionary Home,” although Mok did not accept (Mok, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 54: 1).134 Of course, the Garrs were biological parents to a daughter, 

which they described this way in 1909: 

Our little girl two years and one-half old prays for the Chinese, and also 
for her mamma and myself. She uses Chinese words at times, some of 
them are: Dandze Tein Foo, which means Heavenly Father, and Chunk 
Fuuk Na, which means bless you. Put them together and it is, Heavenly 
Father, bless you. Children learn these foreign languages very quickly. (A. 
Garr, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 7: 1) 
 

The Garrs understood their ministry to be a family affair. 

 
134 Mok elsewhere mentioned that he rented a house a little larger than the Garrs (assumedly their “Mission 
Home,” since Mok puts scare quotes around “Home”) so that he could “a meeting room large enough to 
accommodate all the saints and seekers” (Mok, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 63: 1). 
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 The Garrs extended their family circle to include other missionaries, believers, 

and neighbors; however, as alluded to, this extension affected their family. The 

Confidence reports,  

Their coloured nurse was always kind to all the beggars who came to the 
door, and they often had loathsome diseases. She got small-pox, and Mrs 
Garr had to nurse her. She would not let her go to the Pest-House, but kept 
her. Then her little daughter, Virginia, contracted the small-pox. The lord 
seemed to ask if she could give up Virginia. The Chinese never failed her 
in her trouble. They came as if there was no small-pox in the house. Little 
Virginia prayed: “Oh, ‘Dod,’ bless the poor little children of India and 
China,” and sang in Chinese: “My soul shall overcome though [sic] the 
Blood of the Lamb. O ‘Dod,’ bless Virginia.” She was dying now, and all 
had left, and she cried, “Oh, Mamma, it’s nice up there,” and so she went 
home to where it is “nice.” (Confidence 1909, no. 7: 147)135 
 

After returning from a trip to Japan following their losses, Lillian Garr reported that they 

expect eighteen people to be living in their “Home” soon (L. Garr, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1909, no. 52: 2), and a few months later she wrote that “there are twenty-one 

now in the home” (L. Garr, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 56: 1).  

 These Pentecostal missionaries believed that ministry was conducted with, 

alongside, and through family. Mok did not want to pursue his new found spirituality 

unless his wife approved, which she did; in fact, Mok said that his “dear wife received 

her Baptism thirteen days” after he did (Mok, Confidence 1909, no. 12: 283). The Garrs 

likewise included their entire family in ministry, and as Lillian Garr explained, her 

relationship with Alfred grew stronger through Alfred’s nearness to God. In other words, 

as Alfred grew in his faith, their marriage improved, and through their strengthened 

 
135 From caring for Maria and Virginia, Lillian also contracted smallpox but recovered. Although they were 
filled with sadness, the Garrs did not relent in extending their family. Kirby reports the same event in 
slightly different terms. She also reported that fellow Hong Kong missionaries Sisters Law and Pittman 
also contracted smallpox (Kirby, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 14: 1). 
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marriage, Lillian and Alfred extended their care and benevolence to their daughter and 

their Chinese community.  

 I contend that these Pentecostal missionaries’ values would have been familiar to 

their Chinese context, as epitomized by the religious thought in the Mengzi. Before 

expounding Mengzi’s position on human nature, self-cultivation, and family, I next 

briefly trace the historical relevance and prominence of the Mengzi in Chinese 

consciousness. Mengzian thought has indeed influenced Chinese culture since Mengzi 

first articulated it over two thousand years ago. 

2 Mengzi’s Influence in China 

 It would be challenging to overstate Mengzi’s influence on Chinese culture. 

Carsun Chang suggests that Mengzi might be the most instrumental figure in Chinese 

philosophical history saying, “In a certain sense, Mencius (Mengzi) is a greater 

philosopher than Confucius. While Confucius laid the solid groundwork for 

Confucianism, Mencius clearly defined the principles, penetrated into their meanings 

more profoundly, and built a more comprehensive system” (Chang 1958: 37). While 

Kongzi remains the most prominent figure in Confucianism, “Mengzi has long been 

regarded in China (and throughout East Asia) as second only to Kongzi himself in 

importance as a Confucian thinker” (Ivanhoe and Van Norden 2001: 115).136 As this 

 
136 Xunzi, coming soon after Mengzi, was an extremely influential Confucian scholar in his day and 
remains important. Indeed, Robert C. Neville says, “Even as a Confucian, I am not every kind of 
Confucian, preferring an inspirational heritage from Xunzi to the ones of Mencius” (Neville 2016: xii). He 
also notes that Xunzian thought has experienced a resurgence over the “last two decades” (Neville 2016: 
51; also see Neville 2010: 47). For a discussion on Neville’s position, see Tan 2012. There is also a rich 
conversation ritual and how influential Xunzi was and continues to be in the Chinese ritual practice 
(Neville 2008: Chapter 3). In other words, while Mengzi is extraordinarily prominent, other thinkers like 
Xunzi cannot be ignored or discounted. Nevertheless, in my analysis, Mengzi seems to be the central 
figure, whose values closely aligned with the Pentecostal missionaries’ values. 
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section demonstrates, Mengzian thought has and continues to have a remarkable impact 

on Chinese culture. 

Background 

 Meng Ke (孟軻 372-289 BCE)137 was born during the Warring States Period (戰

國時代 403-221 BCE) in the state of Zou (鄒). Meng Ke obtained the honorary title 

“Mengzi” (孟子 Master Meng)138 and was only later referred to as “Mencius” in the 17th 

century when Jesuit missionaries Latinized the name. Mengzi did not have a pampered 

upbringing; not only was his life marred by war but also his father died when he was 

young, leaving Mengzi and his mother in a precarious position especially in the 

patriarchal structure of society at the time (Van Norden 2008: xxiii). His mother, 

nevertheless, persevered and provided Mengzi with a good education, purportedly 

moving three times and eventually “settling down and finding contentment near a school, 

where her son intoned the lessons of teachers and followed their example of diligent 

study” (Ivanhoe 2009: xviii-xix). Mengzi’s mother is one of the first, if not the first, 

recorded single mothers in history and has been venerated for her parenting acumen and 

wisdom.  

 Mengzi never met Kongzi (551-479 BCE); however, the Confucian tradition has 

long held that he was greatly influenced by Kongzi’s thought through his disciple and 

grandson, Zisi (子思 481-402 BCE), who is considered “the compiler of the Doctrine of 

the Mean” (Yao 2010: 71), one of the Confucian classics. Mengzi developed Kongzi’s 

thought during a time when competing philosophies––specifically Mohism and 

 
137 These are the dates suggested in Yao 2010: 71. 
138 Chinese names are organized with the last name first, meaning Meng is Mengzi’s family name (姓). 
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Yangism––were trying to formulate their own way to remedy the violence and chaos of 

the era. Mo Di or Mozi (墨子 c. 470-391 BCE) called for universal love or impartial 

caring (兼愛, Mozi Book 4), eliminating Kongzi’s call for filial piety. Mengzi rejected 

Mozi’s proposal because he disagreed with several of Mozi’s teachings, including his 

view that one can care for someone else’s family in the same manner she loves her own 

family. Regarding Yang Zhu or Yangzi (楊子 440-360 BCE), whose writings have been 

lost but based on extant texts appears to have advocated for everyone to simply seek 

one’s own good, Mengzi thought he was equally mistaken. Addressing both Mozi and 

Yangzi, Mengzi says, “If the Ways of Yang Zhu and Mozi do not cease, the Way of 

Kongzi is not made evident, then evil doctrines will dupe the people and obstruct 

benevolence and righteousness. If benevolence and righteousness are obstructed, that 

leads animals to devour people, and then people will begin to devour one another” 

(Mengzi 3B9). Mengzi’s thought, which is discussed below, presents a clear alternative to 

these two prominent positions.  

 Because of the constant military conflict, rulers invited wise people from all over 

China to come to their courts to offer advice on governing well (Yao 2010: xxiii). After a 

brief stint in government work (Mengzi 2B6-13), Mengzi left to further his mission to 

bring peace to the region through his message of benevolence and righteousness. Mengzi 

believed that the problem had to do with the ruler’s inappropriate aim for profit, causing 

them to fight others to procure more for themselves, their families, and their state (Van 

Norden 2008: xxv). Peace will only be established, Mengzi contended, when rulers 

cultivate virtues, enabling them to seek the betterment of the people by extending love to 

all. 
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Sustained Influence  

 Although he was not considered orthodox until the Song (宋朝 906-1279 CE),139 

Mengzi’s thought still influenced Chinese culture during the Tang Dynasty (唐朝 618-

907 CE). At the time, “thinkers such as Han Yu 韩愈 (768-824) and Li Ao 李翱 (fl. 798) 

advocated Mencius as a particularly important resource for the revival of Confucianism, 

which had fallen into relative neglect in the face of a remarkable and rising tide of Daoist 

and Buddhist innovation and success” (Ivanhoe 2009: xi).140 Chun-chieh Huang adds, “In 

763, Minister of Education…Yang Wan…[suggested] that the Mencius be included in the 

required studies of those designated ‘Filial and Incorrupt’…Later, Han Yü…defined the 

orthodox line of transmission of the Confucian Way…and extolled Mencius as the sole 

disciple to receive the true teachings of Confucius” (Huang 2001: 3). Although he was 

not “orthodox,” Mengzi still held a prominent role prior to the Song. 

 Nevertheless it was during the Song and into the Ming (明朝 1368-1644 CE), 

through the work of Neo-Confucian scholars like Zhu Xi (朱熹 1130-1200) and Wang 

Yangming (王阳明 1472-1529), that Mengzian thought found prominence. Zhu Xi, for 

example, “wrote a highly influential commentary on Mencius and included the latter, 

along with the Analects, Great Learning, and Doctrine of the Mean, as one of the Four 

Books––a collection that came to serve as the gateway to Confucian learning and the all-

important civil service examination” (Ivanhoe 2009: xi).141 While Wang Yangming did 

not write an official commentary, he did regularly cite the Mengzi, especially in 

 

139 The first commentator was Zhao Qi (趙岐 ca. 108-201). During the Han, Xunzian thought was the 
predominant position. 
140 Han Yu referred to Mengzi as the purest follower of Kongzi.  
141 John Berthrong has argued that Zhu Xi potentially aligns better with Xunzi rather than Mengzi 
(Berthrong 2013). 
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Instructions for Practical Living. In section 186, for instance, Wang discusses Mengzi 

2A2,142 saying, “‘One must always be doing something’ means that one should 

accumulate righteous deeds at all times. If one devotes all his time to the task of seeing to 

it that he must always be doing something and yet he is interrupted at times, it means he 

forgets” (Wang 1963: 173).143 One of Wang’s philosophical proposals was that there is 

unity between knowing and doing; thus, one is not required to first obtain the proper 

knowledge before moral cultivation and growth are possible.144 Wang, like Zhu, based 

his philosophy on Mengzian thought, which continues to influence Chinese culture today. 

 The more recent Confucian resurgence is referred to as New Confucianism, and it 

“follow[s] the Neo-Confucian understanding of Chinese intellectual history: there is 

really only one Chinese Way; it has been preserved throughout Chinese history; Kongzi 

passed it on to Mengzi; it was recovered and explicated by the Neo-Confucians of the 

Song and Ming dynasties, such as Zhu Xi” (Tiwald and Van Norden 2014: 357). These 

New Confucians “are those who extrapolated from Mencius to meet the challenges of the 

modern world” (Huang 2001: 223), and they consist of scholars such as Mou Zongsan 

(牟宗三 1909-1995),145 Tu Wei-ming (杜维明 1940-), and U.S. scholar Robert C. 

 
142 I discuss this passage below. 
143 Discussing Mengzi’s influence on Wang, Ivanhoe says, “[F]or above all else Wang saw himself as a 
follower and defender of Mengzi and his cause. Wang saw himself related to Mengzi in much the same 
way as Mengzi saw himself related to Kongzi…as an ardent follower and passionate defender” (Ivahoe 
2002: xiv). 
144 This is one of the things that Wang disagreed with Zhu about. In Wang’s words, “The real problem with 
this former scholar’s (Zhu Xi) explanation is that he did not understand that enlightening one’s enlightened 
Virtue and loving the people are fundamentally a single affair, and so he came to regard them as two 
separate things” (Wang 2014: 246). 
145 Discussing Mou, Tiwald and Norden say, “One of Mou’s overarching goals was to produce and defend 
a master narrative about the history of Chinese thought, which he believed would tell a somewhat different 
story for Confucianism than many had believed. According to Mou, the true inheritor of the tradition of 
Kongzi and Mengzi was not the orthodox Song Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi but rather the Ming Neo-Confucian 
Wang Yangming, by way of some lesser-known students of the Cheng brothers” (Tiwald and Van Norden 
2014: 357). In other words, Wang has gained prominence with many New Confucians as the true carrier of 
Confucianism rather than Zhu. 



 124 

Neville (南樂山 1939-). Although Neville favors Xunzian thought, Tu and Mou appear to 

be more influenced by Mengzi. For example, within “Boston Confucianism,” Tu and his 

Harvard colleagues emphasized Mengzian thought (ren humanness) while Neville and his 

Boston University colleagues emphasized Xunzian thought (li ritual propriety).146 For 

Mou, he says, “Under most any circumstances, everyone recognizes morality and has a 

sense of morality, but not everyone understands its exact significance. To understand 

morality, the essence (benzhi 本質) of Confucianism, the interiority of humaneness and 

rectitude is crucial, and it can only be expressed through Mencius. Therefore I call his 

position a ‘great insight’” (Mou 2014: 97). 

Modern expressions of Mengzi’s thought are not restricted to academics; indeed, 

his position on war (Mengzi 1A5, 1B11, 7B2, 7B4) informed China’s critical stance on 

American military action in Iraq (Ivanhoe 2009: xvi). The Mengzi has been required 

reading for anyone entering the governmental sector since at least the time of Zhu Xi. 

Indeed, Mengzian thought influences all areas of Chinese society. Ivanhoe explains,  

Mencius’s irrepressibly optimistic appraisal of human nature and his 
endorsement of the human spirit are perhaps the greatest legacy of his 
philosophy; the fact that most Chinese people and many scholars of 
Chinese culture would simply call these ideas Confucian or Chinese only 
testifies to the degree to which his ideas have permeated this magnificent 
civilization and East Asian cultures more generally. (Ivanhoe 2009: xix) 
147 
 

Although Ivanhoe’s sentiment is not universally held, Mengzi’s influence on Chinese 

culture is clear. 

 
146 See Neville 2000: xxv; and Berthrong 2003. 
147 Even if the Mengzi is not specifically cited as the source, Chinese people inherently adopt his thought, 
particularly his position on human nature. It is not relevant to this chapter but Confucianism in general and 
Mengzi in particular have influenced the entire East Asian region, particularly South Korea and Japan (for 
example, see Yao 2010: 130-134). 
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3 Mengzian Thought 

 Pentecostal missionaries committed their lives to serve China because they 

believed that millions of Chinese people were dying without knowing Jesus, resulting in 

an eternity spent in hell.148 The insinuation is that the Chinese people did not have to die 

that way, meaning everyone could, at least in theory, come to know Jesus. Confucian, 

Daoist, and Buddhist values all promulgate the notion that everyone has the capacity to 

become a sage; however, Confucians are the only group who argue that one must actively 

develop into a sage, whereas both Daoists and Buddhists tend to propose an alternative: 

to encourage people to stop trying to develop into something specific and simply be what 

one already is.149 Although that statement is oversimplified, Daoists and Buddhists 

proposed distinct solutions to benefit society. In Mengzi’s words, “The sage is also of the 

same kind as other people” (Mengzi 2A2); hence, there is no division between individuals 

(Ivanhoe 2002: 112; McRae 2011: 589; Yao 2014: 748; Choi 2018: 344). The sage, 

nonetheless, develops by committing herself to reflection (思), study (學), and, more 

broadly, self-cultivation (修身). Pentecostals’ values emphasizing quotidian spiritual 

practices like regular church services, Bible studies, and prayer would have resonated 

with Chinese culture, which is found in, if not influenced by, Mengzian thought. 

Human Nature 人性 

 Mengzian thought is associated with the broad claim that human nature is innately 

good, though humans are not inherently good. In Mengzi 6A2, Mengzi says, “Human 

nature being good is like water tending downward. There is no human who does not tend 

 
148 As will be discussed in Chapter 5, Thomas Junk believed that through Jesus everyone was already 
saved, meaning he thought everyone would ultimately end up in heaven. 
149 This topic will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapters.  
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toward goodness. There is no water that does not tend downward.” Water always flows 

downward, and according to Mengzi, that is an adept metaphor for human nature––it 

naturally flows toward goodness (Jones 2016: 196). Expounding on that point, Mengzi 

says, 

If it were not the case that someone desired nothing more than life, then 
what means that could obtain life would that person not use? If it were the 
case that someone hated nothing more than death, then what would that 
person not do that would avoid calamity? From this we can see that there 
are means of obtaining life that one will not employ. From this we can 
also see that there are things that would avoid calamity that one will not 
do. Therefore, there are things one desires more than life, and there are 
also things one hates more than death. It is not the case that only the 
worthy person has this heart. All humans have it. (Mengzi 6A10) 
 

There is, in other words, a basic and innate disposition that every human shares, and 

Mengzi suggests that it is aimed at goodness.  

 Mengzi does not simply postulate this position but rather provides evidence 

through “giveaway actions” and “thought experiments” (Ivanhoe and Van Norden 2001: 

116). In Mengzi 1A7, Mengzi shares a story about his interaction with King Xuan of Qi. 

Mengzi believes that rulers should lead through Virtue rather than force, and so he 

encourages Xuan toward that end: “One cares for the people and becomes King. This is 

something no one can stop.” Mengzi then tells a story about a king who saw an ox being 

led to slaughter. In that moment, the king had compassion on the animal and demanded 

that the ox be spared and replaced with an unidentified sheep. The visibility of the ox and 

sheep are important to the story; as Mengzi explains, “You saw the ox but had not seen 

the sheep. Gentlemen cannot bear to see animals die if they have seen them living. If they 

hear their cries of suffering, they cannot bear to eat their flesh.” The king’s “giveaway 
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action” is that he naturally responds to suffering because it is an innate human trait (Jiang 

2005). This action, Mengzi insists, is sufficient for becoming king. 

 He furthers this claim through two “thought experiments.” Mengzi 2A6 begins 

with Mengzi declaring, “All humans have hearts that are not unfeeling toward others.” 

He then invites people to consider a scenario: “Suppose someone suddenly saw a child 

about to fall into a well: anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of alarm and 

compassion––not because one sought to get in good with the child’s parents, not because 

one wanted fame among one’s neighbors and friends, and not because one would dislike 

the sound of the child’s cries.” Mengzi is not arguing that everyone would immediately 

run to help the child; rather, he is claiming that everyone will naturally feel alarm and 

compassion because human nature is innately good. Mengzi’s second thought experiment 

was directed at a Mohist named Yi Zhi who argued for impartial caring, particularly 

around funeral rituals that were expensive and did not further state goals. To Mengzi, this 

suggestion is absurd. For proof, he tells a story: 

Now, in past ages, there were those who did not bury their parents. When 
their parents died, they took them and abandoned them in a gulley. The 
next day they passed them, and foxes were eating them, bugs were sucking 
on them. Sweat broke out on the survivor’s foreheads. They turned away 
and did not look. It was not for the sake of others that they sweated. What 
was inside their hearts broke through to their countenances. (Mengzi 3A5) 
 

People naturally care for their parents in particular and would want to bury them if the 

situation that Mengzi described occurred.  

 These “giveaway actions” and “thought experiments,” nevertheless, require 

further philosophical explanation in order to be compelling. Why do people naturally feel 

this way? What is the source? According to Mengzi, “human capacities are rooted in the 

xin 心 (‘heart-mind’), which contains cognitive and affective faculties, including the four 
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moral ‘sprouts,’ as well as volitional abilities. Because the moral sprouts reside in the xin, 

humans use their moral sense when they think and reflect about thing.” (Cline 2013a: 

190). The xin or heart-mind is important to Mengzian thought and the Confucian thought 

that followed.150 Unlike “Western” notions, there is no division between the heart and the 

mind; there is instead heart-mind (Im 2004: 66).  

Within the heart-mind are moral sprouts (端) that require cultivation in order to 

grow.151 The language “sprouts” communicates that people have the potential to become 

good without arguing that everyone is fundamentally good––sprouts require development 

to properly mature into healthy plants.152 Furthermore, unlike using the analogy of 

“seeds,” which are more passive, “sprouts” speaks to the active role people must play in 

the developmental process (Van Norden 2003: 125; Cline 2013a: 190-191). These sprouts 

are present in every human in four specific ways. According to Mengzi, everyone 

characteristically experiences feelings of compassion, disdain, respect, and approval and 

disapproval. These inherent sprouts can then be developed into virtues: “The feeling of 

compassion is benevolence (ren仁). The feeling of disdain is righteousness (yi義). The 

feeling of respect is propriety (li禮). The feeling of approval and disapproval is wisdom 

(zhi智)” (Mengzi 6A6). When a person cultivates all these virtues, she is known as a 

junzi (君子),153 which is often translated as “gentleman” or “superior person.” Mengzi 

 

150 Ivanhoe explains the significance saying, “Of critical importance is the role that our xin 心 ‘heart’ plays. 
For the early Chinese the xin contained cognitive (i.e., rational) faculties, affective (i.e., emotional) 
faculties––including the four moral ‘sprouts’––as well as volitional abilities (something akin to but distinct 
from our common notion of will), so it is best thought of as the ‘heart and mind’” (Ivanhoe 2000: 19-20). 
151 Duan端 can also be translated as “beginning” or “germ” but Mengzi’s metaphors support “sprout” 
(Wong 2015: 163). 
152 Xunzi uses the metaphor of a wheel, where people need to be deliberately (偽) shaped through 
cultivation. 
153 One could also say a ren ren (仁人) 
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believes that rulers should develop these virtues so that they can rule through 

benevolence and righteousness rather than profit and power; Mengzi says,  

A gentleman takes joy in three things, and being King of the world is not 
one of them. His first joy is that his parents are both alive and his siblings 
have no difficulties. His second joy is that looking up he is not disgraced 
before Heaven, and looking down he is not ashamed before humans. His 
third joy is getting the assistance of and cultivating the brave and talented 
people of the world. The gentleman takes joy in three things, and being 
King of the world is not one of them. (Mengzi 7A20) 
 

Mengzi bookends his statement by stressing that a king should not take joy from the act 

of ruling, and if he does, then he is unfit to be king. The virtues of benevolence, 

righteousness, propriety, and wisdom enable rulers to lead “not in power but in teaching 

and nourishing people” (Cline 2015: 24).  

 Mengzi’s statement on moral sprouts supports his initial claim that humans are 

innately good; nevertheless, another important question remains: what is the source of 

these moral sprouts? In other words, why is there something rather than nothing? For 

Mengzi, it was clear that the xin naturally desires order and righteousness, which the 

sages of old seemed to know (Choi 2018: 333). The source, according to Mengzi, is 

Heaven (天), which is neither anthropomorphic like in theistic traditions nor fully 

naturalized “as it would be for some later Confucians (such as Xunzi)” (Van Norden 

2008: xxxvii-xxxviii). Heaven, though not a particular being, is identified as the granter 

of the entity or force that endows humans with their moral nature––the “sprouts” that 

enable us to become good.  

Mengzi acknowledges that some people do not become good but instead violent; 

he then adds, “It is not that the potential that Heaven confers on [the violent people] 

varies [from goodness to violence]. They are like this because of what sinks and drowns 
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their hearts” (Mengzi 6A7). The environment in which people are raised determines 

whether or not they successfully develop their innate moral sprouts; indeed, Heaven does 

not direct people’s nature toward violence while others are directed toward goodness. 

Negative external factors (outside the good xin) can harm the sprouts (Choi 2018: 345). 

Mengzi illustrates this point saying, “Do not be like the man from Song. Among the 

people of the state of Song there was a farmer who, concerned lest his sprouts not grow, 

pulled on them. Obliviously, he returned home and said to his family, ‘Today I am worn 

out. I helped the sprouts to grow.’ His son rushed out and looked at them. The sprouts 

were withered” (Mengzi 2A2). Pressure to develop quickly, in other words, causes the 

moral sprouts to be damaged. Proffering another analogy, Mengzi says,  

The trees of Ox Mountain were once beautiful. But because it bordered on 
a large state, hatchets and axes besieged it. Could it remain verdant? Due 
to the respite it got during the day or night, and the moisture of rain and 
dew, there were sprouts and shoots growing there. But oxen and sheep 
came and grazed on them. Hence, it was as if it were barren. Seeing it 
barren, people believed that there had never been any timber there. But 
could this be the nature of the mountain? (Mengzi 6A8)  
 

Mengzi recognized that the negative actions of some seems to challenge his point on 

human nature being good; however, as he explains here, those people still have innate 

morality. The reason they have not developed into good people is due to their 

environment that did not enable them to cultivate their Heaven endowed good moral 

sprouts properly (Mengzi 6A7). Yet, as Mengzi explained, that is not the potential that 

Heaven confers onto them. 

 The implication, then, is that Heaven does confer something, meaning Heaven has 

a plan, and its plan is toward benevolence and righteousness (Mengzi 1B16, 2B13, 5A5, 

5A6). The interconnectivity of Mengzi’s philosophy is that people can know Heaven’s 
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plan innately through their xin: “To fully fathom one’s heart is to understand one’s 

nature. To understand one’s nature is to understand Heaven. To preserve one’s heart and 

nourish one’s nature is the way to serve Heaven” (Mengzi 7A1). Heaven and humanity 

are not One; however, “Mengzi does not believe that there is a wide gap between Heaven 

and humans, but at the same time he also argues that humans must consciously work on 

human nature in order to be aware of the unity between one’s own nature and the nature 

of Heaven, and to fulfill the purpose of the heavenly Way” (Yao 2014: 740).  

The non-anthropomorphic yet also not fully natural Heaven endows humans with 

innate moral goodness that people are then responsible to cultivate in order to fully 

develop. Ivanhoe explains an important aspect of Heaven’s purposive plan saying, 

“Throughout the early tradition, one always finds the notion that human beings all are 

regarded by and can appeal to Heaven to bear testimony to their moral worth, no matter 

how badly they might be treated by others” (Ivanhoe 2009: xiv). Mengzi’s own 

biography illustrates another dimension of this: despite the misfortune he experienced in 

the death of his father when he was still at a young age, he was raised by a determined 

and remarkable mother who worked to help him realize his Heaven-endowed potential––

a mark of Heaven’s benevolence toward all.  

Self-Cultivation 修身 

 Mengzi was not interested in constructing a complex systematic philosophy that 

was solely directed at other intellectuals. Rather, he was interested in helping people 

become more ethical, which would produce better people, families, and societies. Indeed, 

“Like many Confucians, [Mengzi] was more a teacher or therapist than a theoretician, 

more interested in moving people toward a certain ideal than in crafting and presenting 
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tight and careful valid arguments” (Ivanhoe 2009: xi). Mengzi was focused on helping 

people develop their moral sprouts to produce positive social change (Ivanhoe and Van 

Norden 2008: xxv). Furthermore, he was a forerunner within Confucianism, being the 

first “to discuss explicitly the relationship between human nature and self-cultivation, 

maintaining that self-cultivation is a process of developing our original inclinations 

toward goodness” (Cline 2013a: 189). Human development is not a dichotomous task 

where people have to fight against their natural inclinations. Rather, according to Mengzi, 

people are endowed with moral sprouts that require cultivation, which enables people to 

become who they were meant to be: benevolent and righteous.  

 Mengzi’s explanation about human nature and the need to self-cultivate highlights 

an important aspect to his thought. Everyone is given the same initial moral sprouts. That 

is a foundation to human reality. The way those sprouts are cultivated, however, is 

different for each person, though all of humanity shares certain things like family being 

the center of cultivation. Mengzi emphasizes the reality of freedom in his therapeutic 

thought, which might be in response to the overall uncertainty during the time or to 

Mohism that forced everyone to act in a particular way. Hence, Mengzi says that people 

need to aim their will “high”: “Let him simply be benevolent and righteous. To kill one 

innocent person is to fail to be benevolent. To take something that one is not entitled to is 

to fail to be righteous. Where does he dwell? Benevolence. Where is his path? 

Righteousness. If he dwells in benevolence and follows righteousness, the task of a great 

person is complete” (Mengzi 7A33). People have the “freedom” to choose to kill or steal, 

meaning their destiny is not determined or specifically directed. The goal is to aim the 

will toward Heaven, which produces benevolence and righteousness. 
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 Mengzi includes two components to subjectivity that encourages people while 

also maintaining realistic expectations. First, Mengzi is emphatic that everyone can 

become a sage––everyone has the capacity for sagehood. Indeed, besides environmental 

factors, people are in control of their moral development. That assertion is empowering, 

especially during a period when political chaos restricted people’s freedom and mobility 

(Choi 2018: 345). At the same time, though, Mengzi recognized that following the Way 

of Heaven might be costly, saying, “Life is something I desire; righteousness is also 

something I desire. If I cannot have both, I will forsake life and select 

righteousness…Hence, there are calamities I do not avoid” (Mengzi 6A10).154 Following 

the Way of Heaven does not mean having an easy life, detached from the pain of the 

world. Mengzi even explains that ascending to the height of power should not and does 

not ease the pain: “[Sage] Yu thought that if there were anyone in the world who 

drowned, it was as if he had drowned them himself. [Sage] Hou Ji thought that if there 

were anyone in the world who was starving, it was as if he had starved them himself” 

(Mengzi 4B29). Even though they did not personally experience tragedy, Mengzi says 

that these sages still suffered because of their great compassion for others.  

 Human freedom allows people to develop into good people, family members, and 

citizens; however, subjectivity secondly means that people can choose to reject their 

moral sprouts. Mengzi says that while those who cultivate their moral sprouts become 

great, “[t]hose who follow their petty part become petty humans” (Mengzi 6A15). 

Gongduzi, who Mengzi is talking to here, responds by asking a very important question: 

 
154 To this point, Ivanhoe states, “Like Kongzi before him, [Mengzi] often pointed out that the Way is not 
for the fainthearted. It may lead to poverty, adversity, and even death, but still it must be followed because 
it is right and proper to do so” (Ivanhoe 20002: 14). 
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why does this happen? Perhaps another question, which was not asked, is what does it 

mean to have “petty parts” when Mengzi has spent so much time saying that human 

nature is good. Mengzi replies,  

It is not the function of the ears and eyes to reflect, and they are misled by 
things. Things interact with other things and simply lead them along. But 
the function of the heart is to reflect. If it reflects, then it will get it. If it 
does not reflect, then it will not get it. This is what Heaven has given us. If 
one first takes one’s stand on what is greater, then what is lesser will not 
be able to snatch it away. 
 

Humans have two organs: xin and ears and eyes (Hwang 2013: 10). People are misled 

when they follow their ears and eyes, causing them to strive for profit or sensual desires.  

 Mengzi wanted to encourage everyone, whether good or seemingly bad, to 

recognize their moral sprouts and to begin to cultivate them. As he explained with the 

King of Xuan, the initial sprouts are always present and can be cultivated. The process 

toward cultivation that Mengzi presents is interrelated, including the physical (practice) 

as well as the material and spiritual (qi). Practice (飬) and qi (氣), which is understood to 

be a kind of fluid present in humans and in the atmosphere (Van Norden 2008: xxxviii), 

are interdependent for Mengzi. By doing moral practices, people’s sprouts grow and so 

does their qi, which then empowers them to perform more moral practices. Discussing 

the interconnectivity of practice and qi, Mengzi says, “Your will is the commander of the 

qi. Qi fills the body. When your will is fixed somewhere, the qi sets up camp 

there…When your will is unified, it moves the qi. When the qi is unified, it moves your 

will’ (Mengzi 2A2). Mengzi then includes a distinctive kind of qi he calls “floodlike qi” 

(浩然之氣), describing it by saying, “It is a qi that is supremely great and supremely 

unyielding. If one cultivates it with uprightness and does not harm it, it will fill up the 

space between Heaven and Earth. It is the qi that harmonizes with righteousness and the 
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Way.” Floodlike qi strengthens people and provides “moral stamina to persevere in the 

face of dangers, challenges, and setbacks” (Van Norden 2008: xxxix). Because following 

the Way of Heaven is often accompanied by difficulty, floodlike qi gives people the 

energy necessary to get through it.  

 Qi is generated, as Mengzi explained, by the will or what the will is set toward, 

which indicates what practices are pursued and enacted. If the will is set on the xin then 

one’s practices will be toward cultivating the moral sprouts. The more self-cultivation 

occurs, the more floodlike qi is generated, which harmonizes with the Way, bringing 

Heaven and Earth closer. The result is that people are strengthened to withstand whatever 

challenge might arise and to resist immoral actions (Hwang 2013: 11). Mengzi was 

concerned with improving society, meaning he was not an advocate of asceticism or any 

kind of life that involved withdrawing from one’s family or society. The only way to 

develop one’s moral sprouts and generate qi is through practice.155 That means one must 

daily invest in the cultivation process while not trying to rush it like the man from Song. 

The cultivation process is gradual and quotidian. Mengzi provides an analogy saying,  

Benevolence will overcome what is not benevolent just as water 
overcomes fire. Nowadays, those who practice benevolence are like 
someone who tries to save a wagonload of burning firewood with a single 
glass of water. When the fire is not extinguished, they claim that water 
cannot overcome fire. This aids what is not benevolent more than anything 
else does. In the end, all will be lost. (Mengzi 6A18) 
 

The metaphor is meant to encourage people to approach self-cultivation with the proper 

expectations. It is not reasonable to spend one day acting benevolently and expect that to 

be enough to become a benevolent person. People must act benevolently daily in order to 

 
155 Yao says, “Yang is a unique concept in the history of Chinese thought, symbolizing a philosophy of 
action rather than quiet meditation” (Yao 2014: 741).  
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generate more qi that will then enable them to act even more benevolently, until 

everything they do is benevolent (sage), a value later Pentecostal missionaries had as 

well. 

 Alongside action, Mengzi emphasizes the importance of reflection.156 “Goodness” 

is not an external object that people must try to obtain; human nature is innately good. 

The goal, therefore, is to reflect, which Mengzi describes saying, “The desire to be 

esteemed is a heart humans have in common. But every person has what is esteemed 

within him. It is simply that he has not reflected upon it” (Mengzi 6A17). In other words, 

within everyone is benevolence and righteousness, which is the heart’s (xin) true desire, 

and people who live benevolently and righteously are esteemed for the Way they live and 

not because they ascended to a particular position. Indeed, a ruler is worthy of the 

position when “he” does not esteem the role, which is possible through reflection: “[The 

sages] had already done their utmost with the reflection of their hearts, so they went on to 

use governments that were not unfeeling toward others, and benevolence covered the 

world” (Mengzi 4A1).  

 Intertwined within each aspect of self-cultivation is emotion. Moral values and 

actions “that accord with the Way produce a special kind of joy, which in turn produces 

qi that nourishes the moral sprouts of those who perform the actions and those who 

witness them” (Cline 2013a: 197-198). Mengzi contends that right action produces right 

feeling when people reflect on the moral act, “which in turn reinforces the moral sense 

and enables us…to do more and more difficult actions” (Ivanhoe 2000: 20). Mengzi 

expresses this point when he says, “Kongzi’s disciple Yan Hui lived in a chaotic era, in a 

 
156 Reflection was a key theme for Kongzi; for example, see Analects 2.15. 
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narrow alleyway, subsisting upon a bowl of food and a gourd of water. Other people 

could not have born such hardship, and yet it never spoiled Yan Hui’s joy. Kongzi 

deemed him worthy” (Mengzi 4B29). Positive emotions are the natural outcome of 

according with the Way of Heaven, and these feelings encourage people to continue to 

act accordingly. Feelings, consequently, can guide people back to the Way if they have 

been following their ears and eyes rather than their xin. One can ask, for instance, how do 

I feel after acting this way? Mengzi argues that people will not feel joy when acting on 

their negative desires; nevertheless, they must be willing to reflect to discover this reality.  

 Moral self-cultivation occurs in a multidimensional way. People’s natural 

disposition is toward goodness, however, no one is forced to act benevolently or 

righteously. Mengzi encourages people to notice their innate moral leanings and to follow 

them, which then strengthens them to act compassionately in more challenging 

circumstances. This is also accompanied by positive feelings of joy that further motivates 

people toward moral living. There is, however, one important additional context for self-

cultivation that needs to be addressed: family. 

Family 家 

 Up to this point, my description of Mengzian thought might give the impression 

that Mengzi valued individuality, even if that also includes acts of benevolence toward 

others. That philosophical construction would suggest that people exist in isolation, 

disconnected from, though still interacting with, the world around them. Whereas 

“Western” notions of the self fit that depiction (Kim 2010: 480), Mengzi would 

adamantly oppose it.157 For Mengzi, everything is community with and responsibility to 

 
157 Henry Rosemont and Roger T. Ames argue that scholars inappropriately read Western moral theory into 
the Mengzi, which fundamentally misrepresents and misunderstands the text (Rosemont and Ames 2008). 
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others because it is the very network one is embedded in that constitutes the “individual,” 

and it all starts with the family. Henry Rosemont and Roger T. Ames describe this saying, 

“In this view, we are not individuals in the discrete sense, but rather are interrelated 

persons living…a multiplicity of roles that constitute who we are, and allow us to pursue 

a unique distinctiveness and virtuosity in our conduct. We are, in other words, the sum of 

the roles we live in consonance with our fellows” (Rosemont and Ames 2008: 15). 

People do not exist in isolation; rather, people are comprised of their relationships with 

those around them (Tan 2002: 135).  

 According to Mengzi, the family (家) functions as the main wellspring of society, 

leading scholars to describe the centrality of family as the “ultimate principle” (An 2008: 

54), the “most fundamental” relationship (Cline 2017: 669), the “core ethic” (Kim 2010: 

483), and “the single most important social institution” (Tu 1998: 135). Mengzi expresses 

the importance of the parent-child family relationship pronouncing, “Among babes in 

arms there are none that do not know to love their parents. When they grow older, there 

are none that do not know to revere their elder brothers. Treating one’s parents as parents 

is benevolence. Revering one’s elders is righteousness” (Mengzi 7A15). Parents are the 

source of their children’s ability to understand and express love. At the same time, when 

a child treats her parents as parents––rather than as friends or otherwise––she enacts 

benevolence, and when she treats her older brothers as older brothers then she is being 

righteous. Moral cultivation takes place through reflection and participation; thus, people 

must purposively engage in caring for their families. Although a person can actively 

oppose familial responsibility, the proclivity to care for one’s parents and siblings, 
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Mengzi contends, is a person’s “first joy” (Mengzi 7A20). Loving one’s family, in other 

words, is innate and should be actively cultivated. 

For Confucians, maintaining and honoring proper roles is tantamount to following 

the Way of Heaven because the Way is orderly. Order, however, does not entail 

uniformity but rather harmonization:  

Kongzi is what is called a complete symphony. In a complete symphony, 
the bells announce the beginning, and then the jade chimes bring it to a 
close. The bells sounding is to begin the harmonious patterns. The jade 
chimes being struck is to close the harmonious patterns. To begin the 
harmonious patterns is the task of wisdom. To end the harmonious 
patterns is the task of sagacity. (Mengzi 5B1) 
 

The emphasis on harmony communicates the importance of each member of the family, 

even if there is an apparent hierarchal order to the process. Music is appealing when 

many musicians play their particular instruments well. Although some instruments are 

featured more prominently, beautiful harmony is only possible when everyone 

participates. The focus, therefore, is on the music as a whole rather than on each 

individual performance; nevertheless, without each person performing well, the music 

suffers. The good news, according to Mengzi, is that the xin is inclined toward order and 

righteousness (Mengzi 6A7). That means when people act orderly––performing one’s 

role––their innate moral sprouts grow because they are according with the cosmic pattern 

(理). This point reiterates Mengzi’s basic claim that human nature is good. If human 

nature were bad then people should distrust their inclinations toward order because these 

inclinations would be fundamentally disorderly; Daoists, Buddhists, and fellow 

Confucians like Xunzi make a version of that argument against Mengzi. But according to 

Mengzi, people are naturally drawn to order because that is the proper pattern of the 

universe, which is good.  
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 Mengzi’s argument is that each person has innate moral sprouts; however, the 

cultivation process is not strictly internal––people reflect on their xin and act in the 

world. Hence, people can extend their compassion beyond themselves and even beyond 

their family, although the family is the source of their development: “Treat your elders as 

elders, and extend it to the elders of others; treat your young ones as young ones, and 

extend it to the young ones of others, and you can turn the world in the palm of your 

hand” (Mengzi 1A7).158 According to Mengzi, people can cultivate their innate moral 

sprouts, which are inter-dependent on and with family, and then extend their cultivated 

benevolence and righteousness to others, ultimately leading to a healthy and thriving 

society that stretches from the common citizen all the way to the ruler and back. The 

interrelationality is expressed in Mengzi 6B15, “If, internally, a state has no model 

families or able nobles, and, externally, it has no enemies or foreign problems, the state 

will usually perish.” In other words, the “internal” familial relationships are a better 

indicator of social and governmental success than any “external” factor (Ivanhoe 2002: 

14, 45; Tan 2002: 172-174; An 2008: 52-53; Rosemont and Ames 2008: 11; Yao 2010: 

74; Yao 2014: 744; McRae 2011: 594-596; Cline 2013a: 218-219; Cline 2015: 21-23; 

Cline 2017: 672; Wong 2015: 168). 

Mengzi’s notion of extension should not be confused with Mozi’s position on 

impartial caring. Mengzi’s argument is not that people should extend the love they have 

for their family to others in the same manner. That is, as Mengzi explains, an impossible 

task, even if he is simultaneously arguing that it is not only possible but also advisable to 

extend the family-sourced love to others. The foundation is familial love that enables one 

 

158 “老吾老、以及人之老幼吾幼。以及人之幼天下可運於掌。詩云。刑於寡妻、至于兄弟、以御於
家邦。言擧斯心加諸彼而已。故推恩足以保四海、不推恩無以保妻子。古之人所以大過人者無他.” 
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to care for others, as Mengzi 7A45 states, “In relation to the people, they are benevolent 

toward them but do not treat them as kin. They treat their kin as kin and then are 

benevolent toward the people.” To extend love and compassion toward others is not 

impartial; in fact, it is completely partial and particular because it is dependent on and 

expressed through one’s specific family. 

Figure 3: Mengzian extension begins with the xin and extends to family, society, and 
the government.  

 
Nevertheless, Mengzi believes “that this love is ‘particular’ in the sense that it is limited 

within the scope of a person’s family, and it is also ‘universal’ at the same time, because 

it can be truly felt by all humans” (An 2008: 54). People extend their familial 

understanding of love to others who have also developed a sense of love from their 

family, creating a diverse and harmonious society of compassion, informed and 



 142 

strengthened by every particular family.159 Just like how everyone in a family has a role, 

everyone in society has a role as well, and when executed properly, society thrives. 

Indeed, for Mengzi, the ruler serves in a kind of parental role, responsible to support and 

provide for the people: “For this reason, an enlightened ruler must regulate the people’s 

livelihood to ensure that it is sufficient, on the one hand, to serve their fathers and 

mothers, and on the other hand, to nurture their wives and children” (Mengzi 1A7). 

Society can function as an extended family when people first begin by cultivating their 

innate moral sprouts, which develop in and through the family, and then extend them to 

their neighbors.  

4 Congruence and Difference  

 The overarching argument in Part Two is that one primary reason Pentecostalism 

has grown in China is because it closely accords with Chinese cultural values while 

providing enough differences to be distinct. These differences, however, did not attempt 

to uproot Chinese values regarding human nature, self-cultivation, and family, as 

described by Mengzi, but rather move with them, offering slight variations in the process. 

These Pentecostal missionaries, unlike early Jesuit missionaries, did not purposively use 

Confucian thought in their evangelistic strategy. Instead, the values they brought and 

enacted inadvertently and unintentionally accorded with Confucian thought. For example, 

Pentecostal missionaries went to China with their families, something Jesuit missionaries 

were not able to do, exemplifying the centrality of family within Pentecostal spirituality. 

 
159 Tan describes it saying, “Each person, or family, may constitute a center, but not the only center––other 
persons and families are centers, foci of energy in their own right. Each center acknowledges the existence 
of other centers by acting upon them and being acted upon by them––the end result, and hence the 
resolution of any tension arising from the crisscrossing interaction of centers, depends on the quality of the 
centers involved and the quality of the relations among them” (Tan 2002: 175). 
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There are significant areas of agreement between the early Pentecostal missionaries in the 

Hong Kong region and Mengzian thought. Nonetheless, there are also notable differences 

that enable the missionaries’ message to be distinct.  

Congruence 

 The general approach these early Pentecostal missionaries assumed must have felt 

natural to the Chinese people. They entered their respective communities without pomp 

or wealth, often reporting back to their “Western” colleagues about how other 

missionaries lived lavishly and disconnected from the actual people. Their 

interconnectivity with their Chinese neighbors brought closeness and personal contact, 

both for the good and the bad, enabling their ministries to grow. Beyond the 

psychological impact of personal care, I contend that it is the very way that these 

pentecostals cared, supporting Chinese Confucian values, that influenced the Chinese 

people because it was familiar. 

 After leaving China for India, Lillian Garr provided insight into how she and 

Alfred expressed their Pentecostal spirituality as missionaries in a letter to the United 

States. Because of the Pentecostal belief that the Spirit permeates every aspect of reality, 

Lillian says, “I have much to praise my blessed Lord for this morning, dear sister, in that 

His right arm has been revealed in my behalf in healing power. It gives a fresh touch to 

the whole being, spirit, soul and body” (L. Garr, The Bridegrooms Messenger 1910, no. 

73: 1). God, through the Spirit, animates the entire person, which is an interconnected 

being consisting of spirit, soul, and body. This interconnectivity is believed to be created 

by God and, importantly, naturally drawn back to God through human desire and 
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emotion. These missionaries entered China without sufficient funds or language skills 

because they believed that everyone could find their heart’s true desire: God.  

 Describing Mengzian thought, Xinzhong Yao says, “Morally nourishing is 

primarily to retain the originally good heart-mind, to enable the beginnings of moral 

consciousness and conscientiousness to grow or mature, and to practice virtues in one’s 

daily life. Unlike in Buddhism, the nourishing of the heart-mind in Confucianism is not 

simply a matter of contemplation; it is a combination of thinking and acting, involving 

emotion, reason, and will” (Yao 2014: 747). Innate moral sprouts require virtuous 

practice to develop. These pentecostals expressed this sentiment by regularly holding 

Bible studies, worship services, and prayer meetings. The implication is that people must 

daily invest in their spiritual development, both through thinking and acting.  

 The ethical source, according to Mengzi, is Heaven, which endows humans with 

moral sprouts. Heaven’s disposition, however, is less specific, not being fully material or 

spiritual. In Mengzi 5A5, Mengzi declares, “The ‘Great Announcement’ says, ‘Heaven 

sees as my people see; Heaven hears as my people hear.’ This expresses what I mean [by 

Heaven].” The following section, Mengzi 5A6, suggests that specific actions are not due 

to humans but instead to Heaven, giving Heaven a more active role in the universe. 

Ivanhoe argues that Mengzi “did not regard Heaven as a personal deity, but he did 

conceive of it as an agent with a plan for the world and one that on occasion acts in the 

world to realize its will” (Ivanhoe 2007: 217). This description of Heaven seems 

congruent with pentecostals’ notion of God, although it is not unique to pentecostals. 

Jiugang Yao even argues that Pentecostal missions in China today can benefit from 

purposively relating God to Heaven (Yao 2018a and 2018b).   
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 The similarity between Heaven and God can be expanded through the concepts of 

qi and the Spirit. Mengzi’s notion of “flood-like qi,” which "is not purely consciousness, 

and it is not purely material; rather, it is a kind of qi (氣), both material and spiritual, the 

vital force that underlies and determines all lives and all processes in the cosmos" (Yao 

2014: 748), resonates deeply with the Pentecostal missionaries’ perception of the Spirit. 

In other words, when these pentecostals emphasized a Heavenly force that could be 

harnessed for personal and communal growth and health, such a concept would have 

been recognizable. Indeed, Pentecostal missionaries found that they did not need to 

convince the Chinese people of the Spirit’s existence because they easily saw qi as an 

analogue, and this concept was already a part of their way of thinking about the world.160  

 These pentecostals’ lives demonstrated that the Spirit empowered them to 

withstand hardships, strengthening them even in the midst of suffering. Mengzi believed 

flood-like qi produced similar results. When people cultivate their moral sprouts, they 

build their qi, giving them “moral stamina to persevere in the face of dangers, challenges, 

and setbacks” (Van Norden 2008: xxxix). These missionaries purported to be “filled” 

with the Spirit, and it was through the Spirit that they were able to endure any challenge 

or setback, which was then reinforced by these missionaries’ actions. Mengzi’s 

understanding of qi and the Pentecostal conception of the Spirit each serve to explain 

what happens inside those who find moral courage to overcome hardship, and both 

attribute it to a singular force within humans. After losing their daughter and “helper” to 

smallpox, for example, Lillian Garr wrote soon thereafter saying, “We thank God there is 

such a victory in our souls over being in China. We never have one longing look for 

 
160 In Chapter 5, I discuss the topic of qi more in-depth, and how missionaries like Bernt Berntsen used the 
term to describe the Spirit. Chapter 6 also discusses spirits and qi within the context of religious practice. 
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America or the fellowship in the meetings there with the saints” (L. Garr, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 52: 2). The reason the Garrs experienced such loss 

was because of their desire to help those suffering. By opening their doors to the sick in 

the community, they brought the sickness upon themselves. These actions are fitting with 

Mengzian thought: “Mengzi’s most distinctive claim was that initial human nature 

includes a tendency sometimes to feel benevolent toward others, especially others who 

clearly are in distress or are suffering” (Kupperman 2010: 74).  

 Perhaps the most important area of congruence, though, is the emphasis on the 

family. The Garrs chose to serve in China as a family, and their family quickly extended 

to incorporate the other missionaries and their Chinese neighbors. Pentecostal 

missionaries regularly took in children––either directly into their homes or into children’s 

homes they founded––welcoming them into their family.161 These pentecostals knew the 

importance of helping children develop in healthy environments––caring for children was 

a full expression of their missionary work, which was both spiritual and practical. 

Moreover, while pentecostal missionaries were noticeably egalitarian in practice,162 

including both men and women in every area of ministry, the Garrs still represented a 

“traditional” family model, where Alfred appeared to take the lead (typically) while 

Lillian spent her time ministering mostly to other women. It appears, in other words, that 

Alfred and Lillian had specific roles that would have seemed familiar to the Chinese 

people.163 

 
161 Anna Deane, for example, arrived in Hong Kong and started the “Pentecostal English School for 
Chinese women and girls and Kindergarten for young children” (Mok, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, 
no. 63: 1). 
162 This is discussed more in Chapter 4. 
163 Another area of congruence, although not directly relevant to this chapter, is that both Mengzi and early 
pentecostals advocated for a more pacifist approach to conflict. See Mengzi 4A11 and Jay Beaman and 
Brian K. Pipkin 2013. 
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Differences 

 My argument throughout this dissertation is not that these areas of congruence 

represent areas of sameness between Pentecostalism and traditional Chinese views. Each 

of the aspects mentioned here, and the ones I mention in further chapters, are noticeably 

different. My aim, therefore, is not to offer a comparative study on doctrinal and 

philosophical uniformity, but instead to point toward the reasons why Pentecostal views 

and values have been especially appealing. There is a unique wedding of continuity and 

discontinuity here which, I argue, constitutes one of the reasons why Pentecostalism has 

flourished in China.  

 The most obvious difference between traditional Chinese religious views, such as 

Mengzi’s thought, and Pentecostal views is the Pentecostal missionaries’ God, who 

(rather than “it”) is personal and interactive. Although Mengzian thought offers people a 

kind of personal contact with “Heaven,” the process is “natural” rather than 

“supernatural,” beginning with the family and extended outward from there (An 2008: 

51). For Mengzi in particular and Chinese religious thought in general, Heaven was not a 

transcendent reality, detached from the material world, but rather it is integrated in a non-

dual relationship with the world. Pentecostal missionaries held strongly to the belief that 

God is present in the world, resulting in spiritual gifts like healing, but they maintained 

that God was completely “other” than the world, present but not integrated in the same 

way Confucians suggested. 

Pentecostal missionaries and Mengzi also agreed that evil is real and pervasive in 

the world. The difference, however, regards the source of evil. For Pentecostal 

missionaries, evil is a powerful force that contends with God and the world. As a result, 
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things like famine and chaos persist, which China was experiencing during this time. For 

Mengzi, however, evil was the result of moral loss in leadership (Ivanhoe 2002: 68). 

Unlike Pentecostal spirituality, Mengzian evil was located in leadership, though 

leadership was the result of the smaller community and family, making it difficult for 

common people to feel empowered. Pentecostal spirituality, however, professed that 

through the Spirit, evil can be defeated, whether that means leaders are overthrown or 

that diseased bodies are healed. Hence, the Pentecostal message empowered the people, 

giving them agency in the fight against evil.   

Conclusion 

Pentecostal values are not entirely unique to Pentecostalism. Many Christian 

groups also value family and cultivating the nascent good in human nature. This 

comparative analysis demonstrates how Pentecostal values were similar to Confucian, 

Daoist, and Buddhist values in significant ways; consequently, Pentecostal spirituality 

was able to fit within Chinese culture. In the last section (Chapter 6), I argue that 

Pentecostal spiritual practice, which was supported by the shared values, engrained 

Pentecostal spirituality in China. Thus, while the specific concepts were not fully 

commensurate, the values that these Pentecostal missionaries presented would have fit 

well with the cultural values propounded by Mengzi. The differences, however, would 

have made Pentecostal spirituality distinctive, memorable, and ultimately adoptable, 

while enabling Chinese people to maintain their Confucian values. The following chapter 

traces a similar pattern found in the Zhuangzi. 
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CHAPTER 4: MOVING WITH THE DAO 
 

Introduction 
 

Cook Ding replied, “What I care about is the Way, which goes 
beyond skill. When I first began cutting up oxen, all I could see 

what the ox itself. After three years I no longer saw the whole 
ox. And now––now I go at it by spirit and don’t look with my 
eyes. Perception and understanding have come to a stop, and 

spirit moves where it wants.” 
Zhuangzi, Chapter 3: 18164 

 
 

 The early Daoist text the Zhuangzi is recognized as seminal Chinese work of 

philosophy, religious thought, literary style, and linguistic analysis. Indeed, the Zhuangzi 

is regarded as “the first document of Chinese literary fiction and is famous for the high 

quality of its language” (Kohn 2001: 29). The figure that the text is attributed to, Zhuang 

Zhou (莊周 c. 370-290 BCE),165 was a contemporary of Mengzi (c. 371-289 BCE),166 

and it is clear that the Zhuangzi is proposing a different Way (道) than the Mengzi. 

Whereas the Mengzi encouraged ritual propriety and believed the Way outlined a specific 

order that everyone should follow depending on one’s particular place in the family and 

society, the Zhuangzi rejects categorization and predetermined roles that everyone must 

enact, instead advocating for “free and easy wandering” (逍遙遊) as what is entailed in 

following the Way, a force that beckons each person to embrace the fullness of who she 

or he is. These differing views, however, were not rival systems by the Han (206 BCE – 

220 CE), as Burton Watson explains, but rather “two complementary doctrines, an ethical 

and political system for the conduct of public and family life, and a mystical philosophy 

 
164 All translation references are from Watson 2013 unless otherwise stated.  
165 This particular dating comes from Kohn 2001: 27. 
166 These dates are proposed in Kohn 2001: 27.  
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for the spiritual nourishment of the individual, with the metaphysical teachings of the 

Book of Changes acting as a bridge between the two” (Watson 2013: xv). While it is 

likely less pervasive in Chinese culture, the Zhuangzi’s religious thought has provided the 

Chinese people with an important alternative to Confucianism for thousands of years.167 

 As with the Mengzi, my argument concerning the Zhuangzi is not that Chinese 

people and Pentecostal missionaries in the early 20th century were scholars or were even 

familiar with the text Zhuangzi; rather, I contend that the Zhuangzi expresses values that 

continue to be active and present in Chinese society and which help to explain why 

Pentecostalism resonated at a deeper level than many other religious alternatives. In this 

chapter, therefore, I present three interrelated ideas in the Zhuangzi that are also found in 

the early Pentecostal missionaries’ message and Gospel presentation in China: creation, 

education, and leadership. I start, then, by describing how Pentecostal missionaries 

Thomas and Helen Junk, ministering in Caoxian, Shandong Province (Tsao-hsien, 

Shantung),168 included these three thematic values in their missionizing efforts. From 

there, I describe the religious values in the Zhuangzi regarding creation, education, and 

leadership, underscoring areas of congruence and difference between the pentecostal 

message and Zhuangzian thought. As my analysis demonstrates, these early pentecostal 

missionaries’ emphasis on the Holy Spirit would have resembled the Zhuangzi’s call to 

move with the Dao.   

 
167 On this point, Bo Wang says, “Under all the different modes of government throughout history, Chinese 
intellectuals have always had two fundamental choices: to participate or withdraw, to serve in office or 
relax in seclusion. Among ancient thinkers, the most prominent model of the former was particularly 
Confucius, while the foremost representative of the latter option was Zhuangzi” (Wang 2014: vi). At the 
same time, Han philosopher and historian Sima Qian believed that the Zhuangzi “discredited Confucius” 
(Shiji: ch. 63; Wang 2014: 3). 
168 Scholars have cited Shandong as a center for religious “revival” over the past two hundred years; for 
example, see Hattaway 2018. It should also be noted that the largest and oldest “Temple of 
Confucius/Kong” (孔庙) is in Qufu, Shandong, Kongzi’s hometown. 
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1 Shandong Pentecostals 

 Neither the Zhuangzi nor the Junks wrote intricate treatises that clearly outlined 

their religious position on specific topics. Indeed, they present their positions through 

stories and narratives designed to communicate something more fundamental than stated 

facts: the Zhuangzi is a therapeutic text because it aims to impact readers directly by 

eliciting certain feelings and reactions, rather than proving a point or informing them 

(Berkson 1996: 120; Schwitzgebel 1996: 74; Kjellberg 1996: 10; Carr and Ivanhoe 2010: 

91), and the Junks’ main goal in writing letters was likewise meant to affect the 

perception of their international Pentecostal community regarding their ministry and 

China. Because the primary purpose of the Zhuangzi and the Junks’ ministry focus on the 

affective, where emotionality is valued over the intellectual disconnection of “reason,” it 

is challenging to clearly categorize their ideas. Nevertheless, while ultimately 

overlapping and interrelated, in this section I attempt to explicate the Junks’ position on 

creation, education, and leadership, which demonstrate their particular value of emotional 

affectivity.  

Creation 

 Thomas Junk was a product of the Azusa Street revival,169 led by William J. 

Seymour (Anderson 2007b: 134; Tiedemann 2012: 222).170 Following his experience 

with the Azusa Street Mission, Thomas and Helen moved to Seattle, Washington,171 to 

minister in the city. Like other pentecostals, the Junks were openly opposed and mocked 

in Seattle: “Five window lights were broken and one shot through, and the papers call 

 
169 Thomas’ given name was Thomas Jönck, but he changed his surname to Junk after arriving in the U.S.  
170 Thomas even served as an elder at the Azusa Street Mission. 
171 Accompanied by Lulu Miller. 
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them ‘holy rollers,’ but the last reports are that some eight have been saved, ten 

sanctified, and six received the Pentecost and are speaking in tongues” (The Apostolic 

Faith 1906, no. 4: 1). The Junks experienced speaking in tongues, and they, like other 

pentecostals, believed that they had supernaturally received the ability to speak an actual 

language that they had never learned––in Thomas’ case, Hebrew. The report was that 

Thomas not only knew Hebrew, though, but rather that his Hebrew was “perfect” 

according to a “young Hebrew” man who was present (The Apostolic Faith 1906, no. 4: 

1).  

 After briefly ministering in Oakland, California, the Junks moved to Caoxian, 

Shandong in July 1908 to serve as missionaries (Anderson 2007: 134). When they 

arrived, they discovered that like their fellow missionaries, they were not miraculously 

given the Chinese language. Corresponding with his fellow pentecostals, Thomas writes, 

“Well, our Father is blessing us, praise His precious Holy name! Although He hasn’t 

given the language outright, He has wonderfully blessed us in the learning of it, so that 

He can make us understood” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4).172 

Pentecostal missionaries quickly transitioned from claiming that the Spirit miraculously 

imparts the local language to thanking God for the aptitude to quickly learn the language.  

 In a letter written in 1909, Thomas reflected on his religious journey, emphasizing 

how missionary work was never his plan. Thomas explained that he chose this moment to 

share his testimony because he “felt impressed” to do so, saying, “I have simply obeyed 

the voice of the Father. He knowth why, and soon, yea, very soon, we will know” (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3). He begins by telling about how he 

 
172 Thomas and Helen also mention their inability to miraculously speak Chinese in Thomas and Helen 
Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 1.  
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grew up in Germany without any connection to God. After a mandatory stint in the army, 

Thomas says that his main pursuit or “sole aim” was to make money. In 1890, Thomas 

met Helen, who he called “one of the purest and sweetest Christian women,” and they 

soon married.173 Yet, Thomas’ goal of making money did not cease; indeed, to gain 

wealth, Thomas purchased a brewery and later worked as a machinist helper in a mine. 

Thomas’ testimonial highlights his position on creation. Because of social pressure to 

make money, his primary goal was to accrue wealth, which was unable to deliver the 

peace and fulfillment that he sought. It is interesting that he even invested in alcohol, 

since many early pentecostals valued holiness,174 vehemently opposing alcohol 

consumption. In hindsight, Thomas realized that he was trying to find happiness in things 

that opposed God’s plan for his life. Even as he inevitably gained wealth, he was never 

satisfied or fulfilled by it because, as he later professed, he was created for something 

different. 

Thomas’ view on creation is also seen in his marriage. During a time when men 

typically dominated the family structure, Thomas openly admitted that Helen was truly 

leading the family, constantly praying for him to find God. Helen was the spiritual leader, 

at one point praying for Thomas to recover, which he did, from an illness the doctors 

thought to be terminal, while also lovingly encouraging him to “turn back to the Lord.” 

Helen’s steadfast spiritual leadership materialized one night when Thomas was working 

in the mine. Describing the scene in which God used a variety of objects to communicate 

to him, Thomas says, 

I was reading the newspaper, when all at once, a voice said, “Get saved, 
get saved.” Up I went, grasping a lantern; I hunted through the building, 

 
173 Perhaps aiming at humor or simply honesty, Thomas says that Helen “consented to be my wife.”  
174 Chapter 2 discusses Pentecostal holiness 
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but finding no one. On entering the engine room again, the same voice met 
me: “Get saved, get saved!” On searching further, I found the escaping 
steam out of the cylinder spoke, or, no, the Lord spoke through it. I threw 
away my cigar and speeded up the engine to the highest pitch, but the 
quicker she ran the louder she spoke. I slowed down, but now came the 
words like hammer blows, “G-e-t s-a-v-e-d.” I shut down, but now 
everything seemed to get voice, boiler and all. (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 
Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3) 
 

Thomas explained how the night hours crept by until he was finally able to return home, 

where Helen mistook his condition for sickness, but he was simply struggling with the 

possibility of new life with God. After hours of turmoil, Thomas asked God for 

forgiveness and then immediately he and Helen moved to California to minister full-time, 

leaving everything else behind.  

 At this time, however, Thomas and Helen had not experienced the “baptism of the 

Spirit.” That changed during a Friday church service on July 27, 1907 in Oakland, 

California.175 When “Brother Evans” read the Acts 2 account of Pentecost, Thomas says 

that the Spirit “seemed to lift me up, up, upwards, while my body was left behind on the 

floor. From 10 o’clock a.m. till 5 p.m. I was absent from the body” (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3). Thomas’ profession does not appear to convey 

the idea that his body no longer mattered but instead that he united with God through the 

Spirit in a way that enabled him to experience creation in a greater way. Thomas reported 

that the following Sunday Helen, too, “got her baptism” in the Spirit. This experience 

coincided with what Thomas believed to be God’s call to China; however, this call was 

colored with despair. Thomas said that God asked him, “Are you willing to go alone to 

 
175 Florence Crawford, who was a part of the Azusa Street revival prior, led this community (Anderson 
2007: 134).  
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China and leave your wife?” Rather than this being a call to leave Helen behind, Thomas, 

reflecting on the events after the fact, interpreted it as a foretelling of things to come.  

Thomas and Helen went to China because, as they described, “The harvest is ripe 

and the laborers so few” (Thomas and Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, 

no. 26: 4; T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 43: 4). When they arrived, 

they “knelt down and prayed our Leader and Guide to put us into the work He wants us to 

do” (Thomas and Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). In other 

words, they believed that they were uniquely called to this specific work. They 

understood God’s purpose for their lives, which they thought was also true for everyone 

else, to be distinct, based on their innate giftedness that they alone possessed. Their goal 

was to fully be what God called them to be, without care for what others valued such as 

wealth and acclaim. Their primary aim was to move with God’s Spirit, wherever that 

might lead.176 Thomas, for example, explained that he regularly wandered around town 

carrying “forceps, a little carbolic water and some vaseline” just in case an unforeseen 

need arose (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 71: 1). Their posture was to 

be open to whatever God was doing at any given moment. 

In a letter dated December 26, 1908, Thomas reported that after a bout with a 

severe cold, Helen died. As many other missionaries similarly reported, Thomas says that 

Helen knew it was her time, almost prophesying to Thomas, “I believe I have to go to the 

Lord, dear” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 1). Thomas’ inability to 

find the “correct” path for grief is apparent, in one moment calling Helen’s death 

“peaceful” and that she now goes “to her reward,” but then confessing that while he knew 

 
176 On this point, Thomas says, “Though trials and billows roll, ‘I do not mind the journey, for the road 
leads home’” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3). 
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that he should not sorrow, “there is a great void, a great emptiness.” Nevertheless, 

Thomas promised to “double my energy” in service to the Chinese people to honor his 

wife and the time he had left. 

 Thomas quickly acclimated to life in China, even after losing Helen. While 

clearly a “Westerner” who went to China to missionize, Thomas felt at home in China, 

describing himself as a “Chinaman” due to his great love for the Chinese people 

(Anderson 2007: 134). He was not, in his mind at least, serving the people as an outsider, 

enacting the role of “missionary.”177 Rather, he felt as though he was fully himself in the 

Chinese context. That is perhaps the main reason he was so disturbed by the “evil” that 

he confronted in China. It was clear to Thomas that the “Devil” was behind the 

destructive practices many Chinese people entertained, but he was grateful that the 

people “know that the Devil is real, no imagination (as so many in the home land would 

like to have it), for in many cases the Devil talks to them, and people know the terrible 

influence he exercises over them” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 

1).178  

 There are three primary areas that Thomas seemed to identify as particularly 

pernicious: false god worship, demon possession, and unjust treatment of women. In one 

example regarding idol worship, Thomas mourned the fact that many poor people spent 

their time and hard-earned money burning incense at temples that cannot provide them 

with answers to life’s problems (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 35: 

 
177 As I describe below, Thomas was very critical of his fellow missionaries that distanced themselves from 
the people. 
178 The Chinese word for “Devil,” Thomas suggests, is “Moakway,” which appears to be his transliteration 
of the word mogui (魔鬼). 
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1).179 Thomas told a story about how the people in his town venerated the rain god during 

a severe drought. Believing that they had inadvertently insulted “him,” they carried the 

rain god “in a Sedan chair, and hauled him through the streets, falling on their faces every 

thirty steps and kissing the ground. They gave most freely of their little money they had 

to the most hideous idol you can think of. Certainly there was no rain, so he was put away 

and another god had a trial, and so…every day till day before yesterday, when we had a 

shower. It makes the tears flow to see them seeking for help and not knowing where to 

go” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 43: 4).180 Thomas did not condemn 

the people’s longing for help––he simply longed for the people to find God, what he 

believed to be the only true solution to the people’s needs.  

 For Thomas, the spiritual and material worlds overlapped, causing people to 

physically suffer due to spiritual assault. One woman who attended his church meetings 

told Thomas that the Devil had confronted her one night after a meeting. Describing the 

event, Thomas says, “I went out; when we came up to her [the Devil] had thrown her on 

the ground and tore her fearfully. Casting out the demon, rebuking him in the name of the 

Lord. I took her hand and told her to get up, which she did right off; then I took her in my 

room, praying with her, in five minutes she was all smiles” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1909, no. 39: 2). He reports that the demon returned, leading him to again cast 

it (or them) out until she was finally free. Without sufficient records from the Chinese 

people who Thomas ministered to, it is difficult to know how this exorcism was viewed. 

Did they understand that Thomas was presenting a religious alternative, or did they think 

 
179 This is similar to Ramabai’s complaint with Brahmins; see Chapter 2. 
180 Thomas adds that the neighboring village borrowed a rain god, but when the rain never came, they 
destroyed it. The owners took exception to the destruction and sued the people for damaging their idol.  
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of him as a spirit medium, a role already present in Chinese religious practice? This 

question is explored in more depth in Chapter 6, but for now, it is important to notice 

values and practices Thomas was communicating through his ministry.  

In another letter, Thomas mentions two “severe cases of demon possession” (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 66: 1). One instance, Thomas explained, 

involved a nineteen-year-old boy that “got healed and clothed in his right mind.” The 

other case alludes to the mistreatment of women in China at the time. Thomas says that a 

young woman, also nineteen-years-old, was cast off by her husband because business was 

bad. As Thomas explained, “[S]o, to save expenses, he simply told her to go; this did 

undermine her mind, till she became a maniac.” Thomas expressed his outrage that men 

could legally throw their wives out of the house so flippantly; nevertheless, he praised 

God for rectifying the woman’s mind after the traumatic experience. 

 Thomas’ position on human equality through the Spirit is developed more 

thoroughly below; however, it is important to briefly mention cases like the castoff 

woman here in order to show how Thomas connected these acts to the Devil. The Devil, 

as understood by Thomas, removes people’s humanity or personhood through possession. 

When a person is “possessed,” he acts against his true self. Deliverance from the Devil 

means that the person is restored to his right mind, enabling him to live his life as he was 

intended. Although he does not condemn people with physical limitations, Thomas does 

briefly note the tragedy of foot-binding (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 

39: 2), further emphasizing his position that it is wrong to disrupt a person spiritually or 

physically in order to meet the social standard. It is wrong, in other words, to worship 
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rain gods simply because everyone else does, just like it is wrong to force women to bind 

their feet to achieve an arbitrarily constructed idea of beauty.  

 Thomas and Helen affirmed the traditional Christian belief in a Creator-God. In 

his many letters, Thomas also expressed his position on how creation properly functions. 

He rejected the idea that money was a worthwhile pursuit, regularly admitting that while 

the work in China was difficult, he would not want to be doing anything else because he 

knew he was doing the exact thing God created him to do. He willingly and expectantly 

moved wherever he felt the Spirit leading, whether that meant serving in Seattle, WA, 

Oakland, CA, or finally Caoxian, Shandong. Moreover, he worked daily to free people 

from oppression that he attributed to the Devil.  

Education 

 Recounting his religious journey, Thomas referenced his education, with a 

specific point on its value: “I grew in manhood, went from the public school to college, 

from there to the university without God or anything holy that leads men to a higher and 

better life” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3). For Thomas, 

learning for the sake of personal growth was worthless––he did not believe that 

expanding his intellect was valuable if he was not aligned with God. Indeed, the only 

path towards a “higher and better life” was through God; everything else could be 

abandoned because all good things come solely from God. Thomas does not mention his 

education again in his letters, apparently including it here only to discredit it as a path to 

betterment.  

 Rejecting the merit of education, Thomas underscored the way in which people 

truly grow and prosper. In multiple places he asks his fellow pentecostals to remember 
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him in prayer, saying, “Pray, beloved, that we may ever be humble and meek and worthy 

of [this great privilege Father has given us]” (Thomas and Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). Thomas and Helen again asked for prayer to “keep humble 

and meek, so the Father can trust us with more power and use us to His honor and glory” 

(Thomas and Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 1). The Junks 

believed that God ordained their ministry; however, in order to enact their calling, they 

had to remain humble and meek, which is the true source of power. Elsewhere, Thomas 

plainly stated this point, “Pray for me. I need to be more humble so the Lord can trust me 

with more power” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 66: 1).181 

This position––that humility and meekness produce power––is not “irrational” for 

early pentecostals like Thomas and Helen. “Power” did not entertain or pursue notions of 

governance or high office of any sort; rather, “power” meant a greater ability for people 

to connect with God, which then enabled them to care for the people in their community. 

Thomas clarified this perspective when saying, “Pray for me, dear sister, that I may ever 

be humble and meek, so as to bear much fruit” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1909, no. 39: 2). From the beginning, Thomas and Helen’s primary aim was to embody 

humility and meekness so God would use them “to His honor and glory” (Thomas and 

Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 1). For the Junks, education was 

not the way to accord with God’s ubiquitous activity in the world––they believed that 

humility and meekness enabled them to effortlessly move with whatever God was doing, 

refusing to allow social pressures to distract them.  

 
181 This idea is found in John 3:30. 
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These traits represented an unencumbered posture that remains open to God’s 

call. Thomas expressed this point, declaring, 

The Lord is blessing in the work, and almost daily souls are born again; 
praise God for His great matchless mercy to a poor worm like me. Oh, it is 
wonderful! The other night, while weary and tired, and––yes, a little 
longing for some heart to share my burden––I was, while praying, taken 
out of the body. Oh such a joy, such a bliss, came to me, while hearing 
these words, clear and distinct, ringing in my ear: “Are you far away from 
loved ones, Toiling hard through life’s wild sea? If your burden seems so 
heavy, Almost breaks your trembling knee––Child, remember, I am with 
thee––I, who said, Come unto Me, If you’re weak and heavy laden, Come 
and [find] sweet rest in Me.” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, 
no. 51: 1).  
 

From the outside, Thomas appears to be quite accomplished, graduating from university, 

owning a business, and working jobs that would garner admiration. Yet, following his 

conversion experience, he refers to himself, whether sincerely or not, as “a poor worm.” 

That low, self-deprecating identity, however, was actually the source of his spiritual 

power. Because he rejected anything that would tempt him toward visions of social 

advancement, Thomas often experienced reality “out of the body,” directly hearing the 

voice of God. In other words, he experienced a fuller view of existence, ultimately 

producing “rest,” even though the work was often “burdensome.” According to Thomas’ 

account, when people follow God, they experience rest. In that sense, God is rest, which 

can and should be experienced at all times.  

 The underlying assertion is that when people remain humble and meek, they 

naturally or spontaneously act as God intends. Pentecostal missionary to Caracas, 

Venezuela, Gerard A. Bailly, shared a letter on this topic with The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger that the editors situated next to one of Thomas’ letters. Bailly declares that 

pentecostals bear “an undeniable testimony to facts, realized and attested to by 
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spontaneous operation of the Holy Spirit” (Bailly, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no 

51: 1). Bailly then added,  

What I have personally received saves me from a complacent satisfaction 
in anything short of Pentecost, with its unmistakable evidences, not simply 
of gifts revealed in physical demonstration, but in effects that reveal the 
operation of divine power, unconsciously, involuntarily, and even 
unobservedly, through divinely invested agents for its transmission.  
 

According to this pentecostal position, education demarcates the world, requiring specific 

ways of thinking and processing. It also mistakes intellectual discoveries for “facts,” 

when real facts arrive by spontaneous testimony from and through the Holy Spirit. For 

pentecostals like Bailly and the Junks, one only needs to align oneself with the Spirit, 

which empowers people to act “unconsciously, involuntarily, and even unobservedly.”  

 The Junks’ ministry in China was marked by spontaneity. On leaving the U.S., 

their only goal was to participate in what God was doing in Caoxian, Shandong––they do 

not appear to have planned anything beyond that. After arriving, though, they quickly 

encountered what would become a major aspect of their ministry: care for children. Due 

to extreme poverty, parents could not support themselves and their children. Thus, they 

offered their children to the Junks. Thomas and Helen recount one of their first 

experiences with this saying,  

We have taken a little three-year-old girl whose relations have all died but 
the old grandfather, who cannot support himself, much less a child; so 
when the cold weather set in he loaded her on his wheelbarrow (the usual 
conveyance) and brought her here, determined to get rid of her some way. 
When it was known that we took the child, there came in the first two 
weeks five different parties with children, all the way from one to fifteen 
years, to give to us; and since then, there is not a week when there has not 
been some one with children; but, as we have no place yet of our own, and 
our means did not allow it either, we had to say, no––one of the hardest 
trials of our life. (Thomas and Helen Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 
1909, no. 32: 1) 
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The Junks concluded their letter by asking for prayer as they try to buy some land to open 

an adequate mission.  

 Six months after their initial letter, Thomas reported that he, now widowed, had 

taken in three little girls, between two and three years old, and a nine-year-old boy (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 43: 4). In January of the following year, 

Thomas shared that his “family” continued to grow. While he was typically approached 

by family members, Thomas also took in children that he happened upon in the street; he 

explains, “I picked [2 1-2 year old Martha] up one stormy night in the street, without 

clothes on, just lying there in the mud ready to die” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no 53: 1). Thomas added to the family shortly thereafter when he 

“bought a little girl of ten years, who was sold into a house of ill-fame for a term of 

twelve years…We cannot stop these awful crimes, but we can bring light and hope at 

least to some of them” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 54: 2). Two 

months later Thomas wrote that he finally had enough room for “fifteen boys” with the 

money sent to him by The Bridegroom’s Messenger readers (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 57: 1), and three months after that Thomas gratefully proclaimed 

that he could take in even more children because of their continued generosity (T. Junk, 

The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 63: 1).182 The following month, Thomas said he 

was able to house nineteen boys and three girls (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1910, no. 66: 1), and then soon after twenty boys with two more coming the following 

month (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 68: 1). By January 1911, 

Thomas reported that he had twenty-eight boys and eight girls, while continuing to pray 

 
182 Around this time, Thomas also mentions housing sixteen adults (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 
1910, no. 60: 1). 
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for God to provide him with more room (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 

77: 1), and by February, his family had expanded to include thirty boys and ten girls, one 

girl which he found on the ground with “nothing on but an old piece of cotton cloth,” 

about to freeze to death (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 80: 1).  

Thomas and Helen did not set out to open a home for children. At the same time, 

they did not plan to do anything in particular except to align themselves with God’s plan, 

however they interpreted that. It was apparent that children were in need and so they 

effortlessly and spontaneously adopted that ministry. Thomas self-identified as one of the 

people, suggesting that he did not view his ministry as helping “those people” but rather 

supporting his neighbors and family. The Junks emphasis on family and community also 

supported embedded Confucian values, making their ministry even more familiar and 

recognizably Chinese. Furthermore, as discussed in more detail below, Thomas 

physically lived with the people. Unlike other missionaries, Thomas did not indulge in 

luxuries, instead giving all his money toward expanding the mission.  

The free-flowing style of Thomas’ ministry is displayed when he described a new 

opportunity he believed God had provided; he explains, “The work has been somewhat 

slack on account of the heat, but Father has, glory to His name, opened up a way I never 

thought of. He has touched the heart of the official and I am allowed to go into the jail” 

(T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 48: 1). Thomas had not considered, let 

alone pursued, prison ministry, and yet, an opportunity presented itself, which Thomas 

attributed to God. This ministry possibility, however, was not prestigious; in fact, 

Thomas described it saying, “Dearly beloved, of all the places of horror I ever have seen, 

this is the worst. No pen can describe it.” According to Thomas, the prisoners were 
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chained together in tight quarters, unable to even lie down without great difficulty. He 

said that when they became sick, they were thrown into a hole outside even before they 

had died. Thomas said that the only real crime these people had committed was that they 

were unable to “buy their judge.” He refused to describe the conditions of the “real 

convicts” because “it is impossible for you to believe. Oh, it is fearful, no hope in this 

world, nor in the one to come.”  

Thomas remained faithful to his prison ministry, though he acknowledged the 

helplessness he often felt for the inmates. He said he visited the jail three times a week, 

calling it a “privilege” to provide the prisoners with “some little comfort and hope” (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 57: 1). In a letter dedicated to sharing about 

his prison ministry, Thomas indirectly critiqued Catholic missionaries. After describing 

the unconscionable conditions, Thomas once again emphasized that many of the 

prisoners were deposed for crimes undeserving of the punishment. Giving an example, he 

said that a fifteen-year-old boy received one hundred lashes before being imprisoned 

because he stole “200 cash (about 6 1-2 cents) from a Catholic priest” (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 59: 2). He lamented the fact that the boy would die in 

prison because “the priest will never ask his release, and nobody else can.”183 Thomas 

was very critical of his fellow missionaries that he believed were not truly committed to 

the people’s betterment. 

 
183 Although my dissertation is not a comparison between Catholic and Pentecostal missionaries, this is a 
key point of departure between the two. Catholic missionaries often tried to convert Chinese elites while 
pentecostals focused mostly on commoners. One reason for that is because Pentecostal missionaries were 
commoners, exemplified by Thomas’ life. Nevertheless, this particular Catholic priest, demanding 
punishment for a relatively small crime, does not represent every priest serving in China at this time. 
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Thomas’ missionizing methodology was not particularly unique within 

Pentecostal circles; however, his soteriology certainly was. Like other missionaries, 

Thomas was concerned about people’s souls; however, “saving souls” was not his sole 

focus. In fact, he appears to be frustrated that so many Christians were concerned with 

hell and eternal damnation. Expounding on this point, Thomas says,  

But false prophets are waxing worse. Even here we feel the consequence 
of it. I have gotten two letters at present where some one is asking my 
opinion about eternal punishment. Let me say right here I have no opinion 
at all, but the assurance in God’s word where it says forever and ever. Oh, 
dearly beloved, let us walk straight and take the Lord’s word just as He 
has given it to us, and we will avoid much trouble and heartache. (T. Junk, 
The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 77).  
 

Thomas’ position seems to be in stark contrast to other pentecostals, which he alluded to 

when saying he had received multiple letters on the topic. For Thomas, though, God’s 

word is “forever and ever,” which he seems to take to mean that all are included in 

eternal life. That also means that his ministry was animated by genuine care for the 

Chinese people rather than a desire to simply save souls from hell. That is important 

insight into Thomas’ understanding of missions and, more broadly, Pentecostal faith.184  

 For Thomas, education is irrelevant when it comes to serving God. It is more 

important to know God, which is possible when one maintains a spirit of humility and 

meekness. When people position themselves this way, they are able to spontaneously 

move with God. Thomas entered China without a plan not because he was unprepared, 

 
184 In a 1944 publication, The Pentecostal Evangel includes what appears to be a letter from Thomas Junk, 
where he describes a vision he had that convinced him of the reality of hell (T. Junk, The Pentecostal 
Evangel 1944, no. 1590: 3). What makes the account peculiar is that there is no indication about where the 
writing came from or when it was written. Furthermore, R. G. Tiedemann notes that the last time Thomas 
corresponded with the Pentecostal community was in 1911, after which he “simply vanishes” (Tiedemann 
2011: 135). Allan Anderson also suggests that Thomas likely died soon after one of his final recorded 
letters in 1910, corroborating Tiedemann’s point (Anderson 2007: 12). There is not great evidence to 
suggest the letter was fabricated; however, the lack of details surrounding it does create significant 
problems on how to properly interpret it.  
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though that may have been true, but instead because he trusted that God would lead him 

in the direction God wanted. That resulted in him opening his home to children and adults 

alike, while also serving the forgotten in jail. Thomas’ lack of emphasis on education is 

seen clearly in his view on leadership.  

Leadership 

 Because they believed that it was the Holy Spirit that empowered people, early 

pentecostals did not discriminate regarding leadership: anyone could lead because the 

Spirit can and does use anyone. This is another key point of departure from Catholic 

missionaries, and to a certain extend other Protestant missionaries who were primarily led 

by well educated men. By valuing diverse, egalitarian leadership, where the Spirit leads 

rather than any particular individual, Pentecostalism was able to become localized and 

indigenized quickly. Furthermore, because their leadership model was flat rather than 

hierarchical, Pentecostal missionaries were not restricted by political or denominational 

differences. As a result, they were able to move fluidly and adjust to culture rather than 

trying to make the culture adjust to their message. In this way, their ministry was 

designed to move the grass rather than try to uproot it.  

The movement’s two key leaders and exemplars, which I discussed in the Chapter 

2, epitomize this position––William J. Seymour was a black minister in a segregated U.S. 

society who was only one generation removed from slavery, and Pandita Ramabai, 

though coming from a high caste in India society, was an outspoken woman in an era and 

community where that was discouraged.185 Thomas was a product of Seymour’s direct 

leadership and through Florence Crawford, demonstrating his acceptance of the 

 
185 She also rejected her social position by marrying a man from a lower caste. 
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Pentecostal assertion that the Spirit desires to use anyone regardless of social status. 

Furthermore, Thomas also had an indirect relationship with Ramabai through his 

connection to or at least knowledge of the Garrs.186 Specifically naming Lillian Garr in 

one of his letters, Thomas says, “I believe, with Sister Garr, our Lord will very, very soon 

come––what does it, therefore, matter if we have to deny us some little earthly things, if 

only our lamps are trimmed and burning brightly?” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 75: 1). Earthly values, Thomas explained, do not lead to salvation 

and peace, and he attributed this theological truth to Lillian.  

 There are two areas of Seymour and Ramabai’s lives, however, that are often 

overlooked. Besides Seymour’s skin color and Ramabai’s gender, both Pentecostal 

leaders were disabled––Seymour was blind in one eye and Ramabai was almost 

completely deaf (Robeck 2006: 35; Kosambi 1988: 41). This produced what 

psychologists refer to as “double-minority” status, which describes “the psychological 

state created when two devalued identities interact to influence the individual in a way 

that is greater than the sum of the independent effects of those identities” (Gonzales et al. 

2002: 659). Seymour and Ramabai’s physical “deficiencies” ostracized them from 

society because they did not properly measure up to what was deemed worthy of social 

clout and authority; nevertheless, these two forerunners were celebrated by pentecostals 

because they believed that it was the Spirit that empowered them to lead. Consequently, 

their physical abilities were irrelevant.  

 Thomas’ letters show that he embraced this Pentecostal position on social status, 

particularly when describing women and his fellow missionaries. Thomas viewed his 

 
186 The Garrs visited Ramabai and her mission before going to China; for more detail, see the Introduction.  
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wife, Helen, as a fellow minister rather than his “helper” or “helpmeet.” He not only 

credited her as the reason for his faith, he also shared stories about Helen’s leadership. 

One night, for example, a woman Thomas described as “demon possessed” came to their 

home. After they “cast out the demon,” they “prayed for her and told her to go and sleep” 

(T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). Thomas then explained that 

Helen was the one who spoke encouraging words to the woman; Thomas expounded, 

“Wife said, ‘You lay down, tomorrow morning you will be alright,’ and glory to God! 

she was.” Helen’s “prophecy,” in other words, was fulfilled the following day.187 Thomas 

continued, saying the healed woman immediately began to testify of God’s power: “It is a 

joy to see this simple woman, who can neither read nor write, nay does not even know 

her age, testify to those sick that come daily. Her eyes will light up and her face shine 

when she tells what God is able to do and has done for her.” According to Thomas, God 

transgresses “double-minority” status, empowering and equipping this uneducated, 

simple woman to serve and lead others.  

Thomas’ position on women was the same one held by other pentecostals, most 

notably William J. Seymour. For both Seymour and Thomas, it would have been 

unthinkable to question women’s ability, whether social or spiritual, to lead because they 

were both the product of women ministers. Women pastors marked Seymour’s entire 

religious journey and Thomas experienced Pentecostal spirituality at a church pastored by 

a woman. Furthermore, based on statistical data, Pentecostal missionaries were 

 
187 In other letters, Thomas describes Helen as a fellow minister and calls the missionary work, “our work,” 
signifying his perspective on women leaders (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 32: 1). 
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predominantly women; hence, the majority of early pentecostal adherents were the 

product of women ministers.188  

In China during this period, however, even women from elite families were 

devalued and marginalized in numerous ways: limited access to education, foot binding, 

and widespread abandonment of girls (infanticide).189 Because the townspeople knew he 

would provide care, Thomas was offered unwanted children. One night he was told about 

a young girl who was abandoned. Thomas asked the man who informed him of the child 

why he did not take the child home: “He said, ‘Oh, it is a girl, if it had been a boy, I 

would have taken it.’ Now, this man, although simple minded, is an earnest Christian, but 

it is the old Chinese [custom], oh so hard to overcome” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 71: 1). The following day Thomas was offered another young girl 

whose family had left her outside to die. The grandmother explained that when they 

found her alive the next day they decided to bring her to Thomas: “In the mean time the 

father had also come. I somewhat sternly asked, ‘Why do you want to kill the child? Do 

you not know that you are murderers?’ Both at once said, ‘Musa, it is (sian mitre) a little 

girl, and we are very poor people.’ (If it is a girl then it is alright, no court or law 

condemns them.).” Tragically, due to neglect, both little girls died soon thereafter.190  

Females, however, were not only abandoned as children––Thomas recounts his 

interaction with a woman who was abused and discarded by her husband and his first 

wife. She came to Thomas in need of medical care, suffering from multiple broken 

 
188 This is likely still true today. 
189 For extended works on these topics, see Ko 2007 and Mungello 2008.  
190 Thomas added, “But these two are not the worst case. I am told the custom is, if children or a first born 
son dies, and next a girl is born, the father takes it out in the field and knocks its head in with a spade; if the 
blood bespatters his stockings, that shows him that the Devil is satisfied, and the next son will live. But 
enough, nothing, nothing but our Christ can help these poor unfortunates” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 
Messenger 1910, no. 71: 1). 
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fingers and a bruised face. She explained that a married couple had purchased her so she 

would conceive a child for them. Because she had not conceived after six months living 

with them, the wife beat her. Thomas then added, “but the worst of all, she had been sold 

by her husband, who is an opium fiend, to get money to buy opium” (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 54: 2). Thomas, nevertheless, said, “Then [the abused 

woman] and her mother started to pray, oh, so simply and childlike, it made me ashamed 

of myself to see how much faith these simple people have, simply asking God to help 

them.” Pentecostal spirituality, according to Thomas, values simplicity because it enables 

people to commune with God. In a later letter, Thomas updated the situation with this 

woman. He explained that after he talked to the husband, the husband gave Thomas the 

deed for the woman. The man added that he “did not want a woman who was going to 

believe in Jesus and wear big shoes,” referring to foot-binding and Thomas’ belief that it 

was wrong and unnecessary for following Jesus.  

The cultural divide between men and women was also expressed in everyday 

activities as mundane as staying warm at night. Thomas said that men were expected to 

have their own space, making church services with both men and women impossible. 

Women, consequently, were pushed to the margins, not even getting to share the fires 

men built to stay warm: 

I tell you that a couple of women came to me asking if they could not 
mend my clothes; asking them how much they wanted for it, they said, 
“No money, let us sit in your room, and please let me bring my little baby 
girl” (for I have a small stove), “and give us each a mumu a day,” that is a 
piece of steamed bread, valued at 1-2 cents. So I have two of them sewing. 
You cannot understand the thankfulness, when evening comes, and I give 
each a few cash. One of them asked my boy if it was wrong to pray to the 
Lord that He would let holes come into my clothes. (T. Junk, The 
Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 35: 1) 
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This episode reemphasizes the challenges with caring for a baby girl––fathers did not 

bring their daughters to the fire for warmth but instead the mother, if she chose to keep 

the child, was forced to find creative solutions for basic necessities.  

 Thomas was not only upset at parents for their neglect, he was equally angered by 

how his fellow missionaries ignored those most in need. In one of their first letters, 

Thomas and Helen wrote, “The missionaries here, and their so-called church members, 

are the most self-righteous lot you ever saw. May God have mercy upon them. I am sorry 

to say it, but it is true. They pull down instead of lifting up. Living in fine houses with 

every comfort, but allow no Chinese around them, but their servants” (Thomas and Helen 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). Thomas’ reoccurring complaint 

about other “Western” missionaries was that they were not committed to serving the 

people. When he told the other missionaries about his work helping the poor living on the 

streets, Thomas said that they responded saying, “Oh, these dirty Chinese do not know 

any better, they don’t feel it. You will get used to that” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1909, no. 35: 1).  

 Thomas received a similar retort when he asked another missionary to help with 

the woman who was being abused by the couple who purchased her as a surrogate: 

I went to the missionaries who had been here some nine years, asking 
them if they would not help her, as he (the missionary) is a friend of the 
officials; but no, why will you bother for one woman, what does one 
amount to? There are one hundred, yea, one thousand in the same 
condition (what is the value of one soul?), we are not here to help them, 
but to preach, was the answer. (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 
1910, no 54: 2) 
 

Thomas said that the other missionaries laughed at him, calling him a fool for troubling 

himself with “a dirty Chinese woman.” The other missionaries, according to Thomas, 
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were disconnected from the people, only concerning themselves with preaching at the 

people rather than living among them. Thomas did not mince words when declaring the 

source of these missionaries’ decisions: “[I]t is one of the Devil’s tricks to let 

missionaries flock together, for he knows very well that the work suffers. I see that 

plainly here, there are some here about eighteen or twenty men and women, having what 

they call a good time together, but caring very little for the Chinese” (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 57: 1). Whether or not Thomas was accurate in his 

description is open for debate; nevertheless, from his perspective, he went to China with 

very different expectations and motives than his fellow missionaries. 

 This dichotomy is particularly pronounced in Thomas’ housing goal. As stated 

above, Thomas constantly prayed for better housing so he could care for more children, 

meaning his housing was always insufficient and crowded. In one letter, Thomas 

described his living conditions by saying, “I wish you could see me sometimes in my 

room; mud walls, stone floor and straw ceiling, nothing beautiful, but hallelujah, Father, 

Son and Holy Ghost are here, and many are the precious times we have” (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 39: 2). Although his housing was meager, Thomas 

was thankful because he believed that there was something greater than comfort and 

luxury in his house: God the Father, God the Son (Jesus), and the Holy Ghost (Spirit). In 

fact, when asked by a friend if he had any needs, Thomas said, “No, praise God, my 

needs have always been supplied, yet Father has tried my faith on different occasions” (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 53: 1). While life was not always easy, 

Thomas said that he never needed anything that God did not provide (T. Junk, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 54: 2). 
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 Thomas frequently wrote to his fellow pentecostals about the need for more 

Pentecostal missionaries in China; however, he did not want just anyone coming. Rather, 

as he explained, 

I have been asked what a missionary must have here, or bring along? The 
only answer I can give is, he or she must have the love of God shed 
broadcast in their hearts, filled with the Holy Ghost and fire from above. 
As for the things of this world, they must be willing to say “Good bye” to 
what is called home comforts. But be sure that God has called you, being 
sure of that, never fear. He surely will bless. (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s 
Messenger 1909, no. 48: 1) 
 

In another letter he again emphasized the need for missionaries to be “Spirit filled,” 

adding, “It is not the fine gentleman or lady that is needed, no, we must have workers, 

plain laborers, who are willing to go all the way” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1910, no. 71: 1). For Thomas, being filled with the Spirit is associated with “plainness” 

and “willingness.” He implies that these are the traits that enable a person to move with 

whatever the Spirit is doing, avoiding the traps of “comfort,” which is from the Devil. 

The way is not easy, but no one should “fear” because following the Spirit of God is 

filled with “blessings” that presumably far outweigh the difficulties. Thomas seems to be 

constructing a worldview that celebrates simplicity and plainness because he believed 

these characteristics connect people to all of creation through the Spirit.  

 This theological and pneumatological position, consequently, attracts and 

commends “unimpressive” people––the type of people Thomas said his fellow 

missionaries deride. He not only cared for children who were discarded, women who 

were legally abused, and prisoners who were left to die often for unjust reasons, he also 

gave his time teaching, training, and equipping “ordinary” people. Describing the jobs the 

boys he cared for occupy, Thomas said, “They work as follows: two carpenters, two 
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tailors, two weavers, two washing clothes, two millers, two working in kitchen, one 

attending my things” (T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 68: 1). These 

occupations are for common people, and for Thomas, common people are valuable and 

perhaps better off than wealthy people because they are able to maintain simplicity, even 

if only because life required it.  

According to his letters, Thomas was focused on living with the Chinese people, 

ministering through acts of compassion that he believed were directed by the Holy Spirit. 

He does not spend as much time as other Pentecostal missionaries telling about holding 

church services and prayer meetings or about specific moments where people converted 

to Christianity. He, instead, mentions people being freed from demon possession, acts of 

service, and the importance of simplicity and plainness in faith. He seems to indicate that 

these things are Christianity, removing the need to have people pray a particular 

conversion pray or experience a defined moment of conversion––his position on 

universal eternal life likely contributed to this. Thomas and Helen’s ministry is defined 

by some of the same values that are at the heart of the Zhuangzi. The following section, 

therefore, surveys the Zhuangzi’s influence from its inception to the present, showing 

how the text expresses values embedded in Chinese society. 

2 Zhuangzi’s Influence in China 

 The Zhuangzi is more interested in affecting the reader than promulgating a 

particular systematic philosophical position, which is why it is often described as 

therapeutic. The text, like Thomas, was skeptical about how society tried to shape people 

by promoting uniformity rather than free and easy movement directed by Dao. Hence, the 

Zhuangzi uses humor and anecdotes, designed to connect emotionally with the reader, 
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empowering her to embrace her you-ing (游) or unfettered self. The Zhuangzi, as this 

section demonstrates, has often confounded scholars while simultaneously invigorating 

people on the margins of society. 

Background 

To adequately survey the text’s background, it is imperative to first separate the 

character Zhuangzi from the author(s) of the Zhuangzi. Based on grammar, style, and 

voice consistencies, most believe that the first seven chapters of the Zhuangzi were 

written by one person, quite possibly Zhaung Zhou (Graham 2001: 27; Coutinho 2004: 

21; Ziporyn 2009: viii). Kohn contends that it is likely that “Zhuangzi himself left behind 

only disjointed pieces, soon mixed with his disciples’ record of his teaching and their 

own take on what the master meant” (Kohn 2014: 3). Thus, Zhuangzi is likely 

responsible for constructing the opening chapters, although many others were involved in 

the text’s compilation and later expansion.  

Zhuang Zhou was a contemporary of Mengzi, meaning he, too, grew and 

developed during the tumultuous Warring States Period (戰國時代 403-221 BCE) in a 

village called Meng in the state of Song (modern-day Henan Province) (Ziporyn 2009: 

vii), likely to a wealthy family who was possibly lower aristocrats (Kohn 2001: 29). Lee 

H. Yearley suggests that Zhuang Zhou “may have been brought up a Confucian and then 

a Yangist” (Yearley 1996: 153). Regardless of his particular philosophical upbringing, 

Zhuang Zhou was educated, illustrated by his remarkable prose and grasp of language. 

The honorary title of “Zhuangzi” (莊子 Master Zhuang) was later given to Zhuang Zhou 
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because of his great influence.191 Examining the text, it also appears that Zhuangzi was 

happily married with children and that he did not seclude himself but was instead an 

active member of the community. Zhuangzi’s education, which he would argue is not the 

true source of knowledge, family, and community involvement find interesting resonance 

with Thomas’ story, drawing more parallels between them.  

According to Sima Qian (司馬遷 145-86 BCE),192 Zhuangzi briefly held a modest 

official position at Qi Yuan (“Lacquer garden” 蒙漆園吏) (Coutinho 2004: 24; Ziporyn 

2009: vii), during the time of King Hui of Liang (梁惠王 r. 339-329 BCE) and King 

Xuan of Qi  (齊宣王 r. 319-301 BCE).193 In what might be a fictitious story, King Wei of 

Chu (楚威王 r. 339-329) invited Zhuangzi to the position of prime minister, which 

Zhuangzi reportedly laughed at, saying, “I’d rather enjoy myself wallowing in the filth 

than let myself be controlled by some head of state” (Ziporyn 2009: vii).194 Besides these 

few details, however, little is known about Zhuangzi as a person, and Karen L. Carr and 

Philip J. Ivanhoe suggest that the “figure of Zhuangzi may be largely fictional” (Carr and 

Ivanhoe 2010: 4-5), although they add that the text has been significant nonetheless.  

Sustained Influence  

One of the most influential authors of the Han (漢朝 206 BCE – 220 CE), who is 

responsible for the majority of information on Zhuangzi’s life, is Sima Qian. In his text, 

 
191 In the 19th century, Sinologists Sir Thomas Francis Wade and Herbert Allen Giles created a Romanized 
system for the Chinese language, known as “Wade-Giles,” which has since been largely replaced with 
hanyu pinyin. Nevertheless, Wade-Giles spelling was the standard for around one hundred years, and many 
translations were conducted with it; as a result, Zhuangzi is often spelled as Chuang Tzu. 
192 I discuss Sima Qian more below. 
193 See Kohn 2014: 1 
194 Kohn tells the story in different terms; she say that Zhuangzi told King Wei that he would not accept, 
comparing the position “to the role of the sacrificial ox and insisted that he would rather pursue his own 
enjoyment” (Kohn 2014: 1). 
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“Records of the Grand Historian” (史記 c. 90 BCE),195 Sima Qian provides an extended 

discussion on Zhuangzi as a person, which is most pronounced in Chapter 63, “The Lives 

of Laozi and Han Fei” (老子韓非列傳). The only account of Zhuangzi’s birthplace and 

life as a governmental official come from this chapter. Because there are no other 

accounts, Sima Qian’s became standard, informing later author’s presentation of 

Zhuangzi’s life. For example, Gao You (高誘 c. 168-212 CE), writing a commentary on 

the Huainanzi, restates Sima Qian’s description of Zhuangzi’s life, apparently only 

knowing Sima Qian’s account (Kohn 2014: 4; Saussy 2017: 104).  

The life of Zhuangzi was not the only topic of discussion during this time––the 

actual text’s composition was important, too. Although there is not unanimous consensus 

on Zhuangzi being the author of the first seven chapters,196 there does appear to be 

agreement that the remaining chapters are the work of various authors in Zhuangzi’s 

lineage. The question, however, is how many additional chapters are there? Gao You 

identifies 52 chapters (篇) in his Huainanzi commentary, and Kohn argues that these 

chapters could have been divided into three sections as early as Lui An (劉安 c. 150 

BCE) or Liu Xiang (劉向 c. 50 BCE) (Kohn 2014: 6). The person associated with 

dividing the Zhuangzi into three sections––Inner (nei 内) 1-7, Outer (wai 外) 8-22 , and 

 
195 The date is suggested by Saussy 2017: 101; however, Kohn lists 104 BCE (Kohn 2014: 1). 
196 Because many people adjusted the text throughout the centuries, A. C. Graham, while believing 
Zhuangzi did write the first seven chapters, does not believe the order of those chapters is original: “The 
order of the episodes in the [first seven chapters] and the other homogenous blocks can for the most part be 
left as it is. But it is not sacred, since there is no reason to suppose that Chuang-Tzu ever did put his jottings 
in a definitive order” (Graham 2001: 32). Yearley, however, tempers the optimism about Zhuangzi’s 
authorship, saying, “But a persuasive (if not always fully convincing) argument can be made that at least 
the first seven of its thirty-three chapters are largely by one hand, [Zhuangzi]” (Yearley 1996: 152). The 
technical linguistic study reveals consistency in the first seven chapters, but it is challenging to definitively 
say that Zhuangzi is the actual author, although it is very likely. 
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Miscellaneous (za 雜) 23-33––is Guo Xiang (郭象 252-312 CE), who apparently used a 

commentary on the Zhuangzi by Xiang Xiu (向秀 227-272 CE) as a guide197; 

nevertheless, Kohn suggests that Ban Gu (班固 32-92 CE), who worked on finishing his 

father’s sequel to Sima Qian’s 史記, apparently already knew about this three-part 

division (Kohn 2014: 6). Regardless of whether or not he was the main source of the 

division, Guo Xiang is notable because he shortened the Zhuangzi from 52 chapters to 33 

chapters.  

Guo Xiang eliminated 19 chapters that he likely viewed as superfluous; yet, it is 

important to recognize the time Guo Xiang was making these textual decisions. Guo 

Xiang was writing during the same time Wang Bi was commenting on and editing the 

Daodejing. This era was marked by civil unrest and political discord as the Han dynasty 

fell––the Confucian values that guided the Han, influenced by Xunzi among others, gave 

way to new ideas in hopes of correcting society’s failures. The thought that arose was 

known as xuanxue (玄學), which has at times been referred to as “Neo-Daoism” 

(D’Ambrosio 2016: 621). The xuanxue philosophers tried to infuse Confucian guidelines 

with free flowing spontaneity (自然) that is described in Daoist texts:  

Guo sees Confucius’ teachings as emphasizing the particularity of subjects 
and environments, proving that unique self-so [自然] actions are 
unreflective and completely spontaneous. Within this system, there is no 
real distinction between the Analects or the Daodejing and Zhuangzi. 
These texts actually employ the same ideas, and only differ in the way 
they emphasize certain aspects of these shared ideas. (D’Ambrosio 2016: 
629) 
 

 
197 Paul J. D’Ambrosio even suggests that Guo Xiang plagiarized from Xiang Xiu (D’Ambrosio 2016: 623, 
628). 
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This is the topic of the Chapter 5––during this time, Buddhism gained footing in China, 

and the philosophical scaffolding provided by the xuanxue is a contributing factor.198 

What is less controversial than chapter organization and formulation, however, is 

where the Zhuangzi fits within Chinese culture. Although the Zhuangzi never directly 

quotes the Daodejing (Watson 1996: 8),199 the two texts form the philosophical and 

religious core of early Daoism (道教), which is “the indigenous organized religion of 

traditional China,” according to Kohn (Kohn 2001: 1).200 Laozi (老子 r. 601-531 BCE), 

the purported author of the Daodejing, presented a very different philosophy than 

Kongzi––Brook Ziporyn calls it a “180-degree turnaround” (Ziporyn 2009: xiv). The 

Daodejing, and later the Zhuangzi, redefine Dao.201 Instead of being the Path or Way 

humans tread (Analect 15.35), Laozi says that Dao is manifested in all that exists, 

meaning humans are only one aspect rather than the singular beneficiaries of Dao (Kohn 

2001: 3-4). One notable outcome of this position is that the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi 

 
198 Scholars have often debated the source of the text. If one holds that Zhuangzi actually wrote part of the 
text and accepts Sima Qian’s biography then the text can be dated back to around the third century BCE. 
One issue with this position is explain by Kohn, who states, “If the Inner Chapters were indeed early, one 
would expect them to be cited visibly in early documents. However, this is not the case. Chapters cited in 
pre-Han materials show a distinct preference for Outer and Miscellaneous chapters” (Kohn 2014: 7). In 
other words, if Zhuangzi is the original source for the text, the chapters attributed to him (Inner) should be 
cited in other works the earliest, which appears to be untrue. Furthermore, scholars agree that the remaining 
chapters were not written by a single individual, meaning the text is a communal project, held together by 
specific philosophical ideas. It is unrealistic, therefore, to consider returning to the original text because it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to identify a person or place as a starting point and principle source. Yearley, 
consequently, says, “[O]ne must always worry whether any interpretation witnesses more to the ingenuity 
of the interpreter than to the actual message of the author” (Yearley 1996: 153); and Ziporyn adds, “Some 
have suggested that we can interpret the Zhuangzi as a coherent thirty-three chapter text expressing a 
unified viewpoint, recognizing the unifying hand as that of its compiler and editor, the brilliant 
commentator Guo Xiang, rather than that of a certain shadowy figure named Zhuang Zhou” (Ziporyn 2009: 
ix). 
199 Harold Roth, however, states that the Zhuangzi does cite the Daodejing (Roth 2014: 41); furthermore, in 
Watson’s updated translation, he says in side notes multiple times in Chapter 22 alone that sections of the 
chapter “appear in [the] Daodejing” (Watson 2013: 177). 
200 Kohn has even argued that Daoism in China goes all the way back to the Stone Age; see Kohn 2017. 
201 My terminology choice is purposive. It would be inaccurate to say “the Dao” because that would 
suggest a “thing-ness” to Dao; however, Dao is all-pervasive so it is every-thing while also no-thing. 
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repudiate the Confucian notion of self-cultivation, where an individual shapes herself into 

a specific person based on external factors like familial order and social standing. If Dao 

is a part of everything then the goal should be to harmonize with all things, and the best 

Way to do that, according to these early Daoist texts, is for each individual to fully 

embrace who they fundamentally are and to reject social systems that would pressure 

them to change.  

It is perhaps unsurprising that these early Daoist texts were written in part to 

empower the weak and marginalized (Burton 1996: 2; Saussy 2017: 99). Mengzi, a 

contemporary of Zhuangzi, was encouraging citizens to develop into the proper kind of 

family member, which eventually results in a healthy and thriving society. The ruler, in 

Mengzi’s thought, was integral, filling a position that should properly care for his 

citizens. In other words, Mengzi’s model included the entire governmental system. 

Conversely, Zhuangzian values encouraged people to be content with a simpler life than 

the Confucians and other schools of thought in ancient China were advocating, and the 

Daodejing is even more direct in its rejection of Confucian thought, insisting that people 

should not try to form a large, healthy society where a ruler leads through benevolence. 

Rather, the Daodejing says that people should live in small agrarian communities, only 

ever hearing and not interacting with neighboring villages (Daodejing 80). The key for 

these early Daoists is simplicity and harmonizing with ubiquitous Dao, which was likely 

an encouragement to smaller communities that were in persistent turmoil during the 

relentless violence of the Warring States Period.202  

 
202 Although the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi are distinct texts, over time they have been recognized as 
sharing many of the same values and themes (Watson 1996: 8), forming what is at times called Lao-Zhuang 
philosophy or thought (see Hao 2005). These early texts have also been referred to as “philosophical 
Daoism” as opposed to the later “religious Daoism” expressed in Quanzhen (全眞) and Zhengyi (正一); 
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Chinese culture has been shaped by the Zhuangzi in at least three important ways, 

which Mingran Tan delineates by saying, “[The Zhuangzi’s] influence has permeated 

every corner of East Asian culture, including literature, painting, and religion. It also 

helps ordinary Chinese scholars survive the repression of imperial bureaucracy, broaden 

their views, and temporarily set their minds free from worries and misfortunes” (Tan 

2011: 399). In other words, the Zhuangzi has influenced Chinese (1) arts, (2) religion, and 

(3) cultural values, particularly during times of civil unrest.203 The last point is 

particularly salient to this topic because Pentecostalism entered China during another 

period of unrest, perhaps reigniting Zhuangzian values once again. What is more certain, 

however, is that the Zhuangzi greatly influenced Chinese art. Using the Zhuangzi’s story 

of the skull in Chapter 18, Wilt L. Idema traces Chinese poetry, dramas, and ballads 

associated with the text, arguing that the Zhuangzi has been particularly influential in the 

arts from the 17th century forward (Idema 2014: 1).204 Regarding religion, Jordan Paper 

 

however, Kohn and many other scholars have noted the serious problems with this bifurcation. Kohn says, 
“This initial interaction pattern of Westerners with Daoist materials is responsible for the problematic 
distinction of ‘philosophical’ and ‘religious’ Daoism, and the one-sided positive evaluation of the former 
and rigid condemnation of the latter” (Kohn 2001: 2). Daoist history is extremely complex; consequently, 
the minor point here is only briefly to locate the Zhuangzi in the larger Daoism tradition––while it is 
integral, the Zhuangzi is not Daoism’s predominant text like one finds in Christianity with the Bible or 
Islam with the Quran. Indeed, the Daoist cannon is extremely vast, incorporating many texts without 
focusing on one in particular. 
203 The Zhuangzi’s historical reception and promulgation exemplifies this point. During the Han, the 
Daodejing seems to have been more popular, “probably because of its brevity and relative simplicity of 
language (Watson 1996: 8-9); nevertheless, the Zhuangzi has a discernable lineage during the Warring 
States Period, Qin dynasty (秦朝 221-206 BCE), and Han dynasty. The Zhuangzi’s influence is apparent in 
the Xunzi––authored by Confucian scholar, Xunzi, who was also an opponent of fellow Confucian Mengzi–
–which says, “莊子蔽於天而不知人” (Xunzi 解蔽/Undoing Fixation), translated as “Zhuangzi was fixated 
on the Heavenly and did not under- stand the value of the human” (Hutton 2014: 227). Xunzi’s complaint 
illustrates the different understandings of Dao between early Confucians and Daoists (Coutinho 2004: 25). 
Haun Saussy states that during this same period, Zhuangzi is also mentioned briefly in a story found in The 
Spring and Autumns of Lü Buwei (呂氏春秋 c. 239 BCE).203 One hundred years later, remnants of the 
Zhuangzi are found in the Huainanzi (淮南子 c. 139 BCE), where Zhuangzi is even described as the author 
of the Daodejing (Saussy 2017: 101). 
204 Idema also shows how the Zhuangzi is closely connected to Quanzhen Daoism and its founder, Wang 
Chongyang (Idema 2014: 2).  
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follows shamanism in China, contending that the Zhuangzi is a key source in the religious 

tradition (Paper 1995: 52). For Paper, the Zhuangzi’s mystical approach to life “leads to a 

rejection of the traditional or developing roles of the elite, to the adoption of a rustic 

(without, one assumes, the burdens of the peasant) existence” (Paper 1995: 137). In other 

words, according to Paper, the Zhuangzi influenced Chinese culture toward rejecting 

elitism, which is connected with historic and contemporary shamanism in China and the 

image of a rustic, though not oppressive, life.  

The text’s third significant influence concerns cultural values, making it 

particularly important for this project. The theme of rustic existence presented by Paper is 

expanded by Jianmei Liu in two themes present in the Zhuangzi: “Free and Easy 

Wandering” (逍遥游) and “On the Equality of Things” (齐物论). Liu argues that these 

themes of freedom and equality were extremely important following the collapse of the 

Qing dynasty that eventuated into Communist China. Within this specific context, the one 

in which Pentecostal missionaries entered, Liu says, 

Zhuangzi’s advocacy of the absolute individual spirit can become a rich 
philosophical resource for aesthetic utopian and personal utopian 
imaginations, and his questioning of any fixed opinions concerning “right” 
and “wrong” can help us understand the all-encompassing Way (dao, 道) 
that denotes the spirit of tolerance of potentially conflicting and 
incommensurable values, offering a more human and liberal way of 
imagining the utopian world. (Liu 2015: 971) 

 
Liu’s hypothetical assertion is substantiated in the life of Zhou Zuoren (周作人 1885-

1967). According to Liu, Zhou’s utopian vision for China was predicated on personal 

freedom and individualism––something specifically rooted in and understood through the 

Zhuangzi––represented in “New village-ism” (新村主义) where people lived in smaller 

communities, collaborating in their work. Mao Zedong reportedly even met with Zhou to 
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discuss his vision; although Mao did not completely adopt it, his concept of the “People’s 

Commune” (人名公社) “absorbed some elements, such as collaborative labor and 

equality from the ‘new village” (Liu 2015: 975). Liu adds, nevertheless, that Mao’s 

government abandoned the utopian vision of individual rights and freedom, which she 

argues are Zhuangzian values that permeated Chinese culture.205  

 Bo Wang presents another important cultural value that has influenced China: 

reclusiveness. Unlike monastic recluses who remove themselves from society entirely, 

Wang says that the Zhuangzi’s version is more interested in “floating on dry land.” Wang 

explains,  

The expression is familiar today from the time of the Japanese invasions, 
when people spoke of the “sacred homeland floating away.” Zhuangzi 
means something different, “dry land” indicating life among ordinary 
people, the concrete existence of the body, while “floating” refers to a 
particular mental state…While the body stays within the world, the mind 
can take off into a different sphere, rising up into Heaven. That is to say, 
when Zhuangzi speaks of “floating,” he means a form of ascension, 
symbolized by the big Peng bird spreading his wings and rising up 90,000 
miles. (Wang 2014: 206) 
 

According to Wang, the Zhuangzian value of “floating on dry land” has pervaded 

Chinese culture and has led to various interpretations of how to be a recluse while 

remaining within society. 

 Along the same lines, according to Livia Kohn, the Zhuangzi’s “fasting the mind” 

value and practice is a “mainstay” in Chinese culture (Kohn 2014: 131).206 The choice to 

 
205 Liu concludes his article by saying, “Since the late Qing period, the modern utopian imagination has 
usually been established for the purpose of reforming the national character and rebuilding new citizens. 
However, such a modern utopian dream has usually been grounded in utilitarianism, the disrespect of 
individuality, and ignorance of human’s original nature. In the postmodern society, in which “the end of 
utopias” has triggered indifference and nihilism, Zhuangzi’s spirit not only sheds light on modern utopian 
imaginations, which have been overshadowed by the monist way of thinking, but also becomes a source of 
hope that continues to illuminate our search for meanings” (Liu 2015: 983). 
206 Fasting the mind is discussed more below.  



 185 

focus on Dao rather than social pressures leads into meditation, which Kohn connects to 

the Zhuangzi as well, saying that meditation values and practices in the Zhuangzi “still 

play an active role today” (Kohn 2014: 132). These meditation rituals have even 

infiltrated clinical psychotherapy, forming a field called “Taoist Cognitive Therapy” 

(TCT).207 Although practitioners are beginning to expand it into different regions, TCT 

has proven most effective within China or with Chinese expatriates (Zhang et al. 2002: 

123; Chang et al. 2016: 205). Instead of moving people through a linear 

psychotherapeutic progression, encouraging patients to follow a particular path to 

recovery or health, TCT “is dynamic methodologically, meaning it is not a system to be 

applied to every patient. Rather, the format adjusts with every unique session” (Daniels 

2019b: 591). These Daoist psychotherapy modalities encourage patients to move with 

life, or Dao, rather than fight against it or try to change it, even promoting wuwei as a 

solution (Chang et al. 2016: 214). Although these psychotherapies are new, their success 

within Chinese culture demonstrates that these Zhuangzian values and ideas are active 

and present in China and that they continue to resonate with the culture.208 

 The Zhuangzi has inspired and confounded scholars and laypeople alike since its 

inception. Whether or not the person Zhuangzi should be considered the main source of 

 
207 There is also Chinese Tao Cognitive Psychotherapy (CTCP).  
208 The Zhuangzi’s influence also extends beyond Daoism, though “Daoism” is not a single entity that is 
easily identifiable. Indeed, the Zhuangzi has contributed to Buddhism’s philosophical development from 
within the Mahayana tradition in East Asia. For example, Henrik H. Sorensen suggests that Niutou School 
of Chan (“Ox-Head” 牛頭宗 ), founded by Niutou Farong (牛頭法融 594-657 CE), included philosophical 
elements found in the Zhuangzi (Sorensen 2012: 67); Alan Fox argues that the Zhuangzi, through Buddhist 
scholar Guifeng Zongmi (圭峰 宗密 780-841 CE), greatly influenced Huayan Buddhism (華嚴) (Fox 2015: 
280); and Watson contends that Chan Buddhist Linji Yixuan (临济义玄 d. 866 CE) borrowed the concept 
of the “True Man” or “Real Person” (真人) from the Zhuangzi (Watson 1993: xxii). Besides these Buddhist 
examples, prominent “Western” scholars and practitioners have also explored the Zhuangzi like Oscar 
Wilde (McCormack 2007), Carl Jung (Liang 2012), Martin Buber (Buber 1991), and Thomas Merton 
(Merton 1965).    
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the text, however, seems to be irrelevant because the text is designed to be therapeutic, 

purposively removing the desire to categorize and dissect the world. As a result, the 

Zhuangzi continues to be relevant and challenging, as its many citations, both in 

academic and popular writings, attest. It is my position that the Zhuangzi communicated 

important cultural values that remain relevant and prevalent in China, and that the 

Zhuangzi’s stance on creation, education, and leadership accorded with the early 

Pentecostal missionaries’ message, providing one of several reasons why Pentecostalism 

took root in China. 

3 Zhuangzian Thought 

 Thomas and Helen Junk moved to China because they believed that they were 

created to serve the Chinese people. They did not go with a particular plan but rather only 

planned to move with the Spirit once they arrived. This is exemplified in how they 

decided to provide refuge to abandoned children and in Thomas’ ministry, where he 

would go out into the town equipped with basic medical supplies just in case the Spirit 

led him to people in need. The Zhuangzi encourages this same posture––people should 

simply move with Dao, which is both externally and internally active. When one aligns 

with Dao, harmony occurs, though harmony does not fundamentally include social 

standing or comforts. The sage––“Perfect Person” (至人), “True Person” (真人), “Spirit 

Person” (神人), “Great Person” (大人), and “Person of Virtue” (德人)––does not develop 

into a specific person like Mengzi says; instead, for the Zhuangzi, a sage fully embraces 

who she truly is while rejecting social pressures to change, which is a very similar 

position as the Junks’. In this section, I hypothesize that when Pentecostal missionaries 

began to teach about the way the Spirit works, it resonated with cultural values about Dao 
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that were a part of the Daoist tradition through the Zhuangzi. Although they were 

constructed within different religious contexts, the Junks and the Zhuangzi profess the 

same values, enabling Chinese people to recognize and embrace the Pentecostal message 

without abandoning their cultural ideals. 

Creation 逍遥游  

 The Zhuangzi does not directly or systematically address creation; yet, the text 

does suggest a source and “natural” movement to all things: 

In the Great Beginning, there was nonbeing; there was no being, no name. 
Out of it arose One; there was One, but it had no form. Things got hold of 
it and it came to life, and it was called Virtue. Before things had forms, 
they had their allotments; these were of many kinds but not cut off from 
one another, and they were called fates. Out of the flow and flux, things 
were born, and as they grew, they developed distinctive shapes; these were 
called forms. The forms and bodies held within them spirits, each with its 
own characteristics and limitations, and this was called the inborn nature. 
If the nature is trained, you may return to Virtue, and Virtue at its highest 
peak is identical with the Beginning. Being identical, you will be empty; 
being empty, you will be great. You may join in the cheeping and 
chirping, and when you have joined in the cheeping and chirping, you may 
join with Heaven and earth. Your joining is wild and confused, as though 
you were stupid, and though you were demented. This is called Dark 
Virtue. Rude and unwitting, you take part in the Great Submission. 
(Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 12, 88-89) 
 

Everything is created through One––underlying Dao––and it is through One that every-

thing has particular shape and existence. To be distinct, however, means every-thing is 

limited to one particularity. The aim, then, is to return to the Beginning, which is One. 

When people return to One, they do not achieve success according to social values. 

Indeed, according to the Zhuangzi, people’s Oneness enables them to “cheep” and 

“chirp” with the rest of creation, which is also included in Oneness. This merging with all 

things that are also One appears to others unaware of their Oneness as stupidity and 

demented.  
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The final sentence seems to complicate the topic, however, apparently suggesting 

that there is a negative aspect to Oneness. The original text, though, does not necessarily 

require that sentiment: “其合緡緡，若愚若昏，是謂玄德，同乎大順.” James Legge 

(1815-1897) translates 玄德 as “mysterious quality” rather than “Dark Virtue,” saying, 

“The union, effected, as it is, might seem to indicate stupidity or darkness, but it is what 

we call the 'mysterious quality' (existing at the beginning); it is the same as the Grand 

Submission (to the Natural Course)” (Legge 2016: 77). The translation choice changes 

the tone of the passage and clarifies the point. By connecting to Oneness, people 

experience a mysterious way of being that returns them to the “Natural Course” of 

creation. The “Natural Course” opposes Confucian thought that attempts to shape 

individuals into particular people while also rejecting later Buddhist thought that wants to 

dissolve individuality entirely through its version of interdependence.209 The Zhuangzi 

says that the “Natural Course” is for every-thing to express itself exactly and fully as it is 

rather than some-thing it is not.210  

The Zhuangzi argues that the reason people suffer is because they construct value 

and meaning and then place it on certain items (Watson 1996: 4). Chapter 1, titled 逍遥

游 (“Free and Easy Wandering”211), provides two examples of how this happens. First, 

 
209 This is the topic of the following chapter.  
210 An example of this is found when the Zhuangzi says, “Xiwei got it and held up heaven and earth. Fu Xi 
got it and entered into the mother of breath. The Big Dipper got it and from ancient times has never 
wavered. The Sun and Moon got it and from ancient times have never rested. Kanpi got it and entered 
Kunlun. Pingyi got it and wandered in the great river. Jian Wu got it and lived in the great mountain. The 
Yellow Emperor got it and ascended the cloudy heavens. Zhuan Xu got it and dwelled in the Dark Palace. 
Yuqiang got it and stood at the limit of the north. The Queen Mother of the West got it and took her seat on 
Shaoguang––nobody knows her beginning, nobody knows her end. Pengzu got it and lived from the age of 
Shun to the age of the Five Dictators. Fu Yue got it and became minister to Wuding, who extended his rule 
over the whole world; then Fu Yue climbed up to the Eastern Governor, straddled the Winnowing Basket 
and the Tail, and took his place among the ranks of stars” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 6, 45-46). 
211 That is Watson’s translation; Graham, for example, translates it as “going rambling without destination” 
(Moeller 2015: 248) and Ziporyn as “wandering far and unfettered” (Ziporyn 2009: 3).  
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Huizi, who is a character apparently based on an actual philosopher with an “analytical, 

positivistic bent” also named Huizi (Ames 2015: 287), is distraught because his gourd is 

too big to be used properly––i.e., to contain water or serve as a dipper (Zhuangzi 2013: 

Chapter 1, 5-6). Because of its size, Huizi determines that the gourd is useless, and so he 

smashes it into piece. The character Zhuangzi replies, “You certainly are dense when it 

comes to using big things.” He continues by explaining to Huizi that Huizi is the source 

of his own frustration and not the large gourd because he has forced the gourd to conform 

to his predetermined ideas of what a gourd should do and be. Zhuangzi says that if Huizi 

would only expand his mind and allow that particular gourd to be what it is then he 

would discover that the gourd can be used as a boat to float in without worry. Second, 

Huizi and Zhuangzi find themselves in a similar position (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 1, 6), 

except this time Huizi is complaining about a gnarled and bumpy tree.212 According to 

Huizi, the tree is useless because it is too twisted to use for building. Zhuangzi again 

scoffs at Huizi’s appraisal, telling him that animals do not seem to think the tree is 

useless, and that if Huizi would stop reducing this tree to building material then he would 

be able to see that the tree is useful for relaxing under and for “free and easy sleep.”  

Zhuangzi’s final statement to Huizi communicates a foundational principle for the 

text, “If there’s no use for [the tree], how can it come to grief or pain?” In other words, 

because people do not think the tree is useful, they leave it alone and allow it to live out 

its days in peace, meaning the most useful trait is “uselessness.” Zhuangzi’s point is that 

ascribing meaning and utility to things inevitably leads to disappointment and 

destruction––people are disappointed when an item does not serve its imputed purpose, 

 

212 The tree is called shu (樗), which cannot be used for timber due to its imperfections. 
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and when it does meet people’s arbitrary standards, the item is destroyed. Rather than 

living this way, Zhuangzi encourages Huizi and the reader to free and easy wandering, 

where a gourd can be used as a dipper but also as a raft or any number of other things.213 

Every-thing should be its you-ing (游 wandering) self,214 which is unrestricted and 

unconstrained by social determinations.215 No-thing has predetermined “use,” but 

everything is “useful” as it is (Virág 2017: 149). Carr and Ivanhoe explain this point 

saying, “For Zhuangzi, salvation lies in allowing the Dao to manifest itself through the 

particular form and in the given circumstances of one’s life. Seeing oneself as part of the 

seamless fabric of the Dao and harmonizing with all its various constituents enables one 

both to find one’s place within and appreciate the wondrous workings of the Dao” (Carr 

and Ivanhoe 2010: 173).  

 Dao is “wondrous,” however that does not mean life is always “easy” and that 

people should be unaffected by it. In Chapter 18, Zhuangzi’s wife dies and Huizi finds 

him “sitting with his legs sprawled out, pounding on a tub and singing” (Zhuangzi 2013: 

Chapter 18, 140). Huizi tries to reason with Zhuangzi, telling him that his wife had given 

him children and had lived a long life so there is no reason to weep and certainly no 

reason to pound on a tub and sing. In other words, Zhuangzi was expressing himself in a 

 
213 Feng Peng describes this point saying, “Dao as the most primal nature of nothing or absence is to set no 
limitations and to allow all things to exist the way that they are, to allow all things in the universe to fully 
become what they are” (Peng 2015: 237). 
214 Hans-Georg Moeller contends that you is a main theme in the Zhuangzi, occurring “not only in the title 
of the first chapter but altogether ninety-five times in the whole text and, if one also adds the ten 
occurrences of the practically synonymous character you游, written with the ‘water’ radical, even more 
than one hundred times. There are only a very few philosophically significant terms that are used with such 
frequency in this core Daoist text” (Moeller 2015: 248). 
215 Alan Fox says, “It is convenient, then, to render you as ‘meandering,’ since this evokes the image of a 
river that takes the path of least resistance and does not rush or confront. Its avoidance of resistance causes 
it to take a roundabout route, yet it ultimately arrives at its destination, the sea” (Fox 2003: 210). 
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way that circumvented social protocol, and Huizi found it disturbing.216 But Zhuangzi did 

not feel the need to conduct his mourning in any particular way, explaining that he did 

grieve like everyone else when she first died. After that, though, Zhuangzi allowed 

himself to you (wander) unrestrained, remembering that his wife was originally a part of 

the Beginning and then formed a spirit and body. Zhuangzi’s wife, like all things, moves 

with Dao, which is dynamic (Virág 2017: 155); Zhuangzi concludes, “Now there’s been 

another change and she’s dead. It’s just like the progression of the four seasons: spring, 

summer, fall, winter. Now she’s going to lie down peacefully in a vast room. If I were to 

follow after her bawling and sobbing, it would show that I don’t understand anything 

about fate. So I stopped” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 18, 141). When a person moves with 

Dao then whatever she feels is also Dao. In this case, Zhuangzi initially grieved like 

others, but then reflected on dynamic reality that is always changing, which is Dao, 

enabling him to express his grief atypically: pounding on the tub and singing, which is 

Dao.217 There is no need, therefore, to feel or act in a particular way. However, a person 

that moves and you-s with Dao responds is appropriate as long as it is not mediated by 

social pressure.218  

 Thomas’ life and Pentecostal message share these same values. Perhaps most 

directly, Thomas and Zhuangzi both experienced the death of their wives, and both 

mourned “incorrectly,” though ultimately connecting it back to God or Dao. When 

viewed through the “Ultimate,” Thomas and Zhuangzi were able to proceed with their 

 
216 Confucian scholars propounded rituals for mourning, which seems to be a target of the Zhuangzi here. 
217 As Kohn states, “[I]f the individual is part of Dao, then whatever he or she feels and wants is also part of 
Dao” (Kohn 2001: 33). 
218 Michael Puett has a slightly different perspective on death in the Zhuangzi, saying, “In other words, if 
one defines one’s gaze to include everything, then the disappearance of single things is not a problem. The 
same point holds for the human form: one would not mourn the loss of one’s form with death if one 
embraced the transformations of everything” (Puett 2003: 254).  
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work. More broadly, Thomas’ understanding of creation and connecting with God by 

rejecting social pressures and values resembles the Zhuangzi’s account as well.  

Education 自然 

 In the story of Mengzi’s mother, who is venerated as a great parent for moving 

Mengzi next to a school and encouraging him in his studies, Mengzi is encouraged by his 

mother to never waste a day of learning (Van Norden 2008: xxiv). Confucian thought 

lauds education and the love of learning because studying, for Mengzi at least, helps 

one’s innate moral sprouts grow. For the Zhuangzi, Confucian’s emphasis on learning is 

one of the problems with society because it forces people to try to contort themselves into 

certain molds. Education is constructed to create certain types of people to function in a 

particular society––in other words, Confucian education eliminates 逍遥游 (free and easy 

wandering). Confucians also incorrectly assume, according to the Zhuangzi, that they are 

able to properly describe reality from their limited viewpoint. In contrast to Mengzi’s 

mother’s pronouncement, the Zhuangzi says that the best way a person can spend the day 

is to avoid rigid learning. 

 The Zhuangzi illustrates this point in its first story. The text begins by describing 

a huge fish named Kun that transforms into an equally large bird named Peng. Peng is a 

magnificent bird that is able to do amazing things like fly to extraordinary heights, 

causing the other animals around him to scoff: “The cicada and little dove laugh at this, 

saying, ‘When we make an effort and fly up, we can get as far as the elm or the 

sapanwood tree, but sometimes we don’t make it and just fall down on the ground. Now 

how is anyone going to go ninety thousand li to the south!” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 1, 

1-2). The little quail also laughs and shares a similar sentiment, mocking the idea that 
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Peng could fly so high and so far. The story ends by saying, “Such is the difference 

between big and little.” The Zhuangzi suggests that the problem is not that Peng seems to 

possess exceedingly grand abilities but rather that the cicada, little dove, and little quail 

assume that Peng is incapable of such feats because they are not. Ninety thousand li is 

high to these creatures, but not because ninety thousand li is in fact “high.” Ninety 

thousand li is indifferent, and it only becomes “high” to something “low.” These “high” 

and “low” delineations, however, do not actually exist––they are opinions, according to 

the Zhuangzi, rooted in a false perception of the world. Simply because something seems 

a certain way from one vantage point does not mean that description properly represents 

reality.  

 The story of Peng is then compared to those who aspire to fill political office, 

working hard to impress those around them. The Zhuangzi equates those types of people 

to the “little creatures” from the previous story because they, too, restrict the world to 

their personal perspective (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 1, 3). The story ends by declaring, 

“Therefore I say, the Perfect Man has no self; the Holy Man no merit; the Sages has no 

fame.” This ideal person, the Zhuangzi argues, has no self, merit, or fame. Watson, as 

well as others,219 translates 至人 as “Perfect Man,” but that seems to miss an integral 

element to Zhuangzian values. “Perfect” connotes duality like “big” and “little” or “right” 

and “wrong,” which the Zhuangzi disavows. For example, in Chapter 2, the Zhuangzi 

says that if two people get into an argument, both people could easily find others who 

agreed with their specific point. Who then can determine which person is truly “right”? 

The answer is no one because everyone is restricted to a particular, limited viewpoint. 

 
219 Legge also does, for example.  
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Therefore, the Zhuangzi says, “Right is not right; so is not so. If right were really right, it 

would differ so clearly from not right that there would be no need for argument” 

(Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 2, 17). If the notion of right and wrong is flawed then the title 

“Perfect Man,” besides being gender-exclusive, misrepresents the Zhuangzi’s point. The

至人 is not perfect in her actions (right), as opposed to being imperfect (wrong), but 

instead she is her most-self, 220 which the Zhuangzi encourages people to embrace.221An 

alternative title could be 游人 or “Wandering Person” because a person’s “most-self” is 

open and dynamic.222  

 The Zhuangzi illustrates this point, while giving insight into how a person can be 

至人, through the story of Woodworker Qing (梓慶削木為鐻). Qing carved a bell stand 

(鐻成) that marveled everyone in the town, comparing it to the work of gods or spirits 

(猶鬼神). Upon seeing the bell stand, the marquis of Lu asks, “What art is it you have?” 

Qing replies, “I am only a craftsman––how could I have any art?” (Zhuangzi 2013: 

Chapter 19, 152). Qing did not produce “art,” as if that is an existing category that 

learned, educated artists possess and use. He did not, in fact, intend to create something 

that is catalogued as “art” rather than “not-art,” which amateurs supposedly produce. He 

explains, “When I am going to make a bell stand, I never let it wear out my energy. I 

 

220 The character至 can mean “most” or “extremely,” which enables it to be translated as “perfect.” 
Nevertheless, as I argue, that translation seems misleading and perhaps even against the actual point. The 
better options are “most-self” or “extremely-self,” meaning a person exudes self.  
221 Ziporyn translates it as “Consummate Person,” which seems to better express the Zhuangzi’s point 
(Zhaungzi 2009: 6).  
222 A tempting term substitute for “most” is “true” (“True Person” 真人, which is used in the Zhuangzi), 
however, that infers that a person is choosing the right perception of the self rather than the wrong (“false”) 
option. There is one self, although it is dynamic, but one can choose to construct a different version that is 
dualistic and rigid. The Zhuangzi is not systematically refuting dualism because that kind of argumentation 
would presuppose duality in order to make the argument. The Zhuangzi is therapeutic and perspectival, 
inviting the reader to experience the stories and reorient to the “most-self.”  
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always fast in order to still my mind. When I have fasted for three days, I no longer have 

any thought of congratulations or rewards, of titles or stipends. When I have fasted for 

five days, I no longer have any thought of praise or blame, of skill or clumsiness.” After 

three days of fasting the mind (心齋), Qing no longer entertained thoughts of “art,” which 

his community lauds, and after five days, the dichotomous ideas of “praise” or “blame” 

and “skill” or “clumsiness” also faded. He then says,  

And when I have fasted for seven days, I am so still that I forget I have 
four limbs and a form and body. By that time, the ruler and his court no 
longer exist for me. My skill is concentrated, and all outside distractions 
fade away. After that, I go into the mountain forest and examine the 
Heavenly nature of the trees. If I find one of superlative form and I can see 
a bell stand there, I put my hand to the job of carving; if not, I let it go. 
This way I am simply matching up ‘Heaven’ with ‘Heaven.’ That’s 
probably the reason that people wonder if the results were not made by 
spirits. (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 19, 152-153) 
 

Fasting the mind eliminates socially constructed duality, causing Qing not to even 

associate himself solely by his body.223 When this happens, he enters the woods, but not 

as if the “woods” are distinct from “Qing.” The woods and Qing are innately “Heaven” 

(天) or Dao, which is why Qing does not carve a bell out of a tree, changing the tree into 

a “useful” human commodity, but rather he reveals the bell stand that already exists 

within a particular tree. Consequently, Qing did not do anything; he simply flowed with 

Dao.224 

 According to the Zhuangzi, fasting the mind enables people to remove all the 

mental constraints society places on them, especially through institutional education.225 

Educators encourage their students to adopt certain methods in learning. The Zhuangzi, 

 
223 See Yang 2003: 90. 
224 I discuss this more thoroughly in Daniels 2019b. 
225 See Santee 2011: 51.  
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however, is promoting free and easy wandering that does not specify. In fact, the 

Zhuangzi blames Confucian education that constructs rituals that people are supposed to 

perform. Qing, for example, was only able to reveal the bell stand once he had spent 

seven days fasting the pressure to conform socially. Once he forgot his limbs, he acted 

effortlessly. This effortless action is called wuwei (無為), and it connotes spontaneous 

action (自然) that simply moves with Dao.226  

 The Mengzi compares harmonious unity in terms of music, where every member 

of a family and society plays her or his particular part. The imagery is that of an orchestra 

filled with an assortment of instruments and musicians, all focused on performing their 

individual part well in service of the collective. In contrast, the Zhuangzi says,  

Then I played [the music] with unwearying notes and tuned it to the 
command of spontaneity (自然). Therefore there seemed to be a chaos 
where things grow in thickets together, a maturity where nothing takes 
form, a universal plucking where nothing gets pulled, a clouded obscurity 
where there is no sound. It moved in no direction at all, rested in 
mysterious shadow. Some called it death, some called it life, some called 
it fruit, some called it flower. It flowed (流) and scattered and bowed 
before no constant tone…When the Heavenly mechanism is not put into 
action, and yet the five vital organs are all complete––this may be called 
the music of Heaven. (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 14, 111) 
 

Rather than a large orchestra performance, the Zhuangzi’s idea of music seems more 

closely aligned with jazz, where smaller ensembles allow the music to effortlessly (無為) 

and spontaneously (自然) flow (流), eschewing predetermined notes and melodies. The 

Mengzi’s music is precise and established whereas the Zhuangzi’s music is “chaotic,” 

unable to be taught or reproduced. For the Zhuangzi, music reproduction inappropriately 

 
226 The Zhuangzi explains, “You have only to rest in [wuwei], and things will transform themselves. Smash 
your form and body, spit out hearing and eyesight, forget you are a thing among other things, and you may 
join in great unity with the deep and boundless” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 11, 81).  
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requires free and easy notes to conform to one particular sequence, reducing music to a 

human intellectual endeavor. Yet, as the Zhuangzi declares, flowing with Dao causes 

people to chirp and cheep, which can also be understood as music, although others might 

find it “stupid”:  

Music begins with fear, and because of this fear, there is dread, as of a 
curse. Then I add the weariness, and because of the weariness, there is 
compliance. I end it all with confusion, and because of the confusion, 
there is stupidity. And because of the stupidity, there is the Way, the Way 
that can be lifted up and carried around wherever you go. (Zhuangzi 2013: 
Chapter 14: 111)227 
 

People cannot carry orchestrated music with them because it is inert––it exists as an 

exclusive thing. The Zhuangzi’s free and easy wandering music, conversely, is infinite 

(無窮),228 and because it is infinite, the music can be taken anywhere by anyone at 

anytime since it is not a defined thing.  

 Dao is dynamic and unencumbered, uniting all while still providing distinction, 

according to the Zhuangzi. People can flow with Dao when they fast the mind, enabling 

them to wander (游) freely and easily (逍遥), leading to spontaneous (自然) effortless 

action (無為). The story of Zhuangzi, Huizi, and the fish summarize these points while 

also conveying the Zhuangzi’s position on education. In the story, Zhuangzi and Huizi 

are walking along a dam or bridge above a river when they spot fish; Zhuangzi says, “See 

how the minnows come out and dart where they please! That’s what fish really enjoy!” 

(Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 17, 137-138). Huizi, always analytical, retorts, saying Zhuangzi 

 
227 Legge’s translation is instructive: “Those notes then flowed away in waves of light, till, as when the 
hibernating insects first begin to move, I commanded the terrifying crash of thunder. Its end was marked by 
no formal conclusion, and it began again without any prelude. It seemed to die away, and then it burst into 
life; it came to a close, and then it rose again. So it went on regularly and inexhaustibly, and without the 
intervention of any pause: it was this which made you afraid” (Legge 2016: 95). 
228無窮 is used in the above quote. 
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cannot know what fish enjoy because he is not a fish. The argument appears to devolve 

when Zhuangzi replies, telling Huizi that Huizi’s not him so how would he know. After 

Huizi concludes that while he is not Zhuangzi, he knows Zhuangzi is not a fish, Zhuangzi 

says, “Let’s go back to your original question, please. You asked me how I know what 

fish enjoy––so you already knew that I knew it when you asked the question. I know it by 

standing here beside the Hao.”  

The scene unfolds, however, by saying that Huizi and Zhuangzi were you-ing (游) 

along the Hao, observing the fish you-ing (遊) in the water––the same verb 遊 is used for 

both the fish’s movement and Zhuangzi and Huizi’s movement. In other words, while 

they appear to be very different, Zhuangzi and the fish spontaneously move with Dao, 

which means Zhuangzi is not inherently different from the fish and, thus, can state that 

the fish enjoys the water.229 The apparent disconnect between Zhuangzi and Huizi relates 

to knowing (知之). Through logical analysis, Huizi surmises that Zhuangzi cannot 

support his argument; hence, Huizi’s erudition defeats Zhuangzi’s claim: 

Huizi knows that he is a human 
Zhuangzi is the same species as Huizi 
Therefore, Huizi knows that Zhuangzi is not a fish (a different species) 
 
Huizi is convinced that Zhuangzi cannot know how a fish feels because Zhuangzi, like 

Huizi, is not a fish.  

However, Zhuangzi seems to know how the fish feels not through reason but 

rather through experience. Expounding on this point, Peng says,  

 
229 Moeller, making a similar point, says, “If one takes into account the second pun in the story as well, 
namely the parallel use of the term you for both Zhuangzi's and Hui Shi's way of moving around and the 
motion of the fish, it can further be said that despite the species difference between Zhuangzi and the fish, 
which confines one of them to a life on land and the other to a life in water, they still share a common 
‘mode of moving around in the world,’ namely you, and thus are capable of sharing their happiness” 
(Moeller 2015: 249).  
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[Zhuangzi] believed that between a fact, which is absolutely real, and 
discourse, which is totally lacking in reality, there still exists at least the 
reality of experience. The reality of the experience is neither permanently 
and absolutely true nor permanently and absolutely untrue, whereas the 
reality of being present is ostensibly factual and is something that 
philosophy can rely upon. (Peng 2015: 236) 
 

In other words, people experience reality, which is a “fact,” and only later process that 

information into social discourse typically accepted as fact. The problem, though, is that 

discourse is never “factual” because it is always constructed through social structures. 

For Zhuangzi, then, he experiences himself experiencing the fish, that is a fact, and 

through that you-ing experience, he knows that the fish enjoy the water. In this way, you-

ing experience is more “factual” than reason.230 Therefore, the Zhuangzi encourages 

people to stop pursuing socially constructed values like education because it removes 

people’s ability to spontaneously and effortlessly wander with Dao through the world, 

which brings enjoyment.231 

 Thomas’ notion of the free-flowing Spirit, directing people’s lives in dynamic 

ways, would have felt familiar. Both the Zhuangzi and Thomas professed to the value of 

moving freely and easily through the world, but not because laziness is inherently good. 

The Zhuangzi and Thomas believe that freedom and ease comes when people align 

 
230 Loy adds, “For Zhuangzi too the reason we experience this world as a collection of discrete things rather 
than as the Dao is that we misperceive it” (Loy 1996: 54). 
231 On this point, Ivanhoe says, “Zhuangzi argues that socialization, with all its prohibitions and inhibitions, 
cuts us off and alienates us from the great Dao–just as modern society and technology often obscure our 
deep and complex connections to and need for Nature–and so we need to work our way back to a more 
innocent and uncluttered view of ourselves and the world… As we succeed in casting off our social 
baggage and freeing ourselves from its limitations and constrictions, we spontaneously begin to accord with 
grander natural patterns and processes. As we succeed in hearing and heeding these deep and subtle 
rhythms, we come to sense our connection to the Dao and experience a profound and distinctive sense of 
appropriateness, security, peace, and ease. This is the joy of Zhuangzi and also, as he well knew, the joy of 
fish” (Ivanhoe 2013: 276-277). 
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themselves with Dao or God, making every action thereof productive and good, though 

perhaps not to people distracted by social constructions.  

Leadership 神人 

 The Zhuangzi contends that social structures eliminate certain people from the 

community because they are deemed “useless,” unable to contribute to society as it is 

constructed, a theme throughout the Junks’ story. The term “useless,” as Zhuangzi and 

Huizi discussed regarding gourds and gnarled trees, has social capital––when an item is 

labeled “useless,” it ceases to have societal value. On the one hand, the Zhuangzi 

celebrates being identified as “uselessness” because it enables “useless things” to live out 

their days. On the other hand, however, the term “useless” is a symptom of a larger 

ailment: society’s acceptance and trust of language. To communicate, certain words have 

to be chosen while other words are left out––that assertion is uncontroversial. What is 

problematic, though, is when people allow words to fully define people and things. When 

Huizi called the gnarled tree “useless,” for example, the tree was completely reduced to 

that idea. Huizi was distraught, in fact, because the tree could not serve a function once it 

was marked “useless.” Zhuangzi’s response to Huizi was designed to get Huizi to 

consider other words, and therefore purposes, for the tree. In short, language is 

misleading because it requires the speaker to describe things in one way rather than 

another. Consequently, the world is dissected and categorized based on the language 

applied to it, leading to frustration and alienation. 

 The Zhuangzi disagrees with how language is used to guide society; so how can 

the Zhuangzi argue against the use of language without falling into the same trap it is 

trying to help others out of: inappropriately categorizing the world through language? A 
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text has to use language, after all. For the Zhuangzi, the way out of this conundrum is to 

use humor:  

There is a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be a beginning. There 
is a not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be a beginning. There is 
being. There is nonbeing. There is a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. 
There is not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. 
Suddenly there is being and nonbeing. But between this being and 
nonbeing, I don’t really know which is being and which is nonbeing. Now 
I have just said something. But I don’t know whether what I have said has 
really said something or whether it hasn’t said something. (Zhuangzi 2013: 
Chapter 2, 12-13) 
 

It is interesting because the statement almost appears philosophical, contemplating the 

process to existence, which makes the statement humorous. Learned people often present 

their thoughts in pedantic prose, trying to convince the listeners of their intellectual 

prowess. But as the Zhuangzi remarks, was anything actually said? The humor, in other 

words, is that people are convinced of their own importance because of the language they 

use; however, through their excessive use of language, they actually do not say anything.  

 The Zhuangzi makes a similar point when discussing “beauty.” In a humorous 

story from Chapter 2, Nie Que (齧缺) and Wang Ni (王倪) are talking about the 

possibility of knowing what is right or true (子知物之所同是乎). Is there, in other 

words, something universally right and true? Wang Ni is skeptical and says, “Men claim 

that Maoqiang and Lady Li were beautiful; but if fish saw them, they would dive to the 

bottom of the stream; if birds saw them, they would fly away; and if deer saw them, they 

would break into a run. Of these four, which knows how to fix the standard of beauty for 

the world?” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 2, 15). According to the Zhuangzi, “beauty” is not 

real; instead, it is a social construction that is arbitrarily consigned to certain people, 

otherwise fish, birds, and deer would gravitate toward Maoqiang and Lady Li’s universal 
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beauty. The problem is not that these creatures avoid Maoqiang and Lady Li but rather 

that by creating the category and word “beauty,” the category and word “ugly” is also 

generated. As a result, people are labeled “ugly” in the same manner that trees are labeled 

“useless,” creating division and discord in the community by elevating some based on 

certain traits while discarding others who do not measure up. 

 This valuation procedure, where people are venerated or disparaged based on 

physical traits, is one of the main topics that the Zhuangzi discusses. Rather than revering 

those who display the most charisma (Analects 12.19), the Zhuangzi invites the reader to 

reconsider the “useless” people. In Chapter 4, the Zhuangzi describes one of these 

“useless” and “ugly” people, Cripple Shu (支離疏),232 saying, “There’s Cripple Shu––

chin stuck down in his navel, shoulders up above his head, pigtails pointing at the sky, his 

five organs on the top, his two thighs pressing his ribs” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 4, 32). 

Shu is “useless” because his physical form does not support social projects like military 

conquest. In fact, when officials recruit troops, Shu is always ignored. The Zhuangzi then 

makes a similar point to the gnarled tree: “With a crippled body, [Shu is] still able to look 

after himself and finish out the years Heaven gave him. How much better, then, if he had 

crippled virtue!” Shu still works, earning enough food for himself and ten other people. If 

Shu is not forced into military service, which only serves socially constructed goals like 

conquest and power, and he has plenty of food, allowing him to live out his days, then the 

“crippled” concept should be reproduced and applied to virtue.  

 Shu is one of many unorthodox people that the Zhuangzi holds up as exemplars. 

The other people––“a butcher, archer, engraver, ferryman, buckle maker, and catcher of 

 

232 One of the definitions for 疏 is “neglect.” 
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cicadas” (Yearley 1996: 164)––while serving a function in society are simple and occupy 

menial jobs. These are not the people that are typically venerated, but the Zhuangzi asks 

the reader to reconsider that position. At the beginning of Chapter 3, Cook Ding (庖丁) is 

found cutting up an ox for Lord Wenhui (文惠君): “At every touch of [Cook Ding’s] 

hand, every heave of his shoulder, every move of his feet, every thrust of his knee––zip! 

zoop! He slithered the knife along with a zing, and all was in perfect rhythm, as though 

he were performing the dance of the Mulberry Grove or keeping time to the Jingshou 

music” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 3, 19). Ding’s ability and skill greatly impressed Lord 

Wenhui. Responding to the praise, Ding says, “What I care about is the Way (道), which 

goes beyond skill. When I first began cutting up oxen, all I could see was the ox itself. 

After three years I no longer saw the whole ox. And now––now I go at it by spirit (神) 

and don’t look with my eyes. Perception and understanding have come to a stop, and 

spirit moves where it wants.” Ding explains that after years of learning the rhythm of the 

ox, he can now simply experience the ox by 神遇 or spirit/god encounter. Because Ding 

stopped thinking about how to cut properly, which inevitably exposes the butcher’s 

deficiencies, he is able to connect with the ox and knife, allowing the One spirit to 

spontaneously cut.233 The Zhuangzi uses the word you (遊) here; in other words, the blade 

of the knife freely and easily wanders through the ox, cutting precisely and effortlessly. 

 The Zhuangzi refers to people like Ding who freely and easily wander through life 

as a “Spirit Person” (神人). When a person removes herself from social constraints, she is 

 
233 Ding continues, “There are spaces between the joints, and the blade of the knife has really no thickness. 
If you insert what has no thickness into such spaces, then there’s plenty of room––more than enough for the 
blade to play about in. That’s why after nineteen years, the blade of my knife is still as good as when it first 
came from the grindstone” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 3, 20). Ding contends that the knife, and more 
specifically the blade of the knife, plays about in the cutting. 
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able to move with the spirit. Fox describes “spirit” as, “the ‘autopilot’ that guides us in 

the absence of conscious intention” (Fox 2003: 212). Fox adds that people are able to 

move with spirit through mind-fasting, where all thoughts are eliminated (虛 or vacuous) 

and yet “‘attendant upon things’ (而待物者也 er dai wu zhe ye)” (Fox 2003: 217). Kohn 

suggests that “spirit” is the “core level of the heart-mind, a powerful indwelling agent, as 

well as a holy force to be held in awe” (Kohn 2014: 62), and Michael Puett explains the 

relationship between dynamic objects like people and “spirit,” saying, “For spirit too is 

associated not with control but rather with properly following that which one is given 

from Heaven…Following the desires of the spirit means following the patterns of 

Heaven” (Puett 2003: 255-256). There is a “Heavenly pattern” (天理) that everything can 

access when social constructions and constraints are eliminated, opening the mind to the 

vacuous Dao. Rur-Bin Yang explicates the interrelationality of all these parts, saying, 

“Once the entire body is transformed by the vital energy (氣)––that is, when the adept’s 

body has become manifest to the full––the sense organs and body that had originally been 

used to support or restrain one into individuality have now become, on the contrary, the 

channels through which the individual flows into and interconnects with the outer world” 

(Yang 2003: 110). People are able to merge their vital, cosmic energy (氣) with spirit 

(神), which enables the mind to you (遊), or to spontaneously (自然) and effortlessly (無

為) move with Dao (道). When this happens, the person “who practices the Way does 

less every day, does less and goes on doing less until he reaches the point where he does 

nothing; does nothing and yet there is nothing that is not done” (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 

22: 177), an adept explanation of how Thomas viewed his life and ministry and China. 
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 The result of merging one’s vital energy with spirit does not, however, lead to 

“happiness.” Indeed, the exemplars the Zhuangzi describes are not even constrained by 

social notions of the good life. People’s goal, in other words, should not be to become 

like the exemplars in order to obtain happiness. That way of thinking, the Zhuangzi 

contends, only leads to greater dissatisfaction and frustration: 

This is what the world finds happiness in: a life of ease, rich food, fine 
clothes, beautiful sights, sweet sounds. This is what it looks down on: 
poverty, meanness, an early death, a bad name. This is what it finds bitter: 
a life that knows no rest, a mouth that gets no rich food, no fine clothes for 
the body, no beautiful sights for the eye, no sweet sounds for the ear. 
People who can’t get these things fret a great deal and are afraid–this is a 
stupid way to treat the body. People who are rich wear themselves out 
rushing around on business, piling up more wealth than they could ever 
use–this is a superficial way to treat the body. People who are eminent 
spend night and day scheming and wondering whether they are doing 
right–this is a shoddy way to treat the body. Man lives his life in company 
with worry, and if he lives a long while till he’s dull and doddering, then 
he has spent that much time worrying instead of dying, a bitter lot indeed! 
This is a callous way to treat the body. (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 18, 
139)234 
 

The pursuit of happiness, according to the Zhuangzi, only produces dissatisfaction, 

anxiety, fear, fatigue, superficiality, and worry, resulting in a dull and doddering 

existence. The problem is that when people seek out happiness, they abandon their you-

ing self, strictly and myopically adhering to social convention that can never actually 

fulfill. In fact, the Zhuangzi argues that one of the main reasons people who strive for 

happiness will never get it is, ironically, because they strive for happiness.235  

 
234 The Zhuangzi adds, “What ordinary people do and what they find happiness in–I don’t know whether or 
not such happiness is, in the end, really happiness. I look at what ordinary people find happiness in, what 
they all make a mad dash for, racing around as though they couldn’t stop–they all say they’re happy with it. 
I’m not happy with it, and I’m not unhappy with it. In the end, is there really happiness, or isn’t there?” 
(Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 18, 140).  
235 Various recent studies seem to support the Zhuangzi claim––see Perez-Alvarez 2016: 10; Ford and 
Mauss, 2013; and Gruber, Mauss, and Tamir, 2011. 
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 The exemplars are not happy; rather, they are content (安).236 For example, Qing 

specifically states that before uncovering the bell stand, he fasted the mind, ensuring that 

he was not motivated by social praise and admiration. Ding also fasted the mind, 

allowing the blade of the knife to you. These individuals, as well as Shu, were not 

motivated by social acclaim––they did not contort themselves into a particular kind of 

person that might garner commendation and, thus, happiness. They, instead, effortlessly  

(無為) you-ed (游) through the world, which is contentment. Contentment, therefore, is 

not a thing but rather a method and process for living. Contentment flows (流) with Dao, 

effortlessly moving with each undulation and contour of life.237 In that way, contentment 

is dynamic. These exemplars, the people others are to emulate, merge their energy with 

spirit, effortlessly, spontaneously, and contentedly moving with Dao. The apparent 

dichotomy between the Junks’ ministry and their fellow missionaries’ version that sought 

social goals seems to fit Zhuangzi’s point, spontaneously moving with the Spirit does not 

produce “happiness” but rather peace and contentment. 

4 Congruence and Difference 

 Thomas and Helen Junk arrived in China seemingly unprepared; for example, like 

other missionaries, they did not know the local language, relying on the Spirit to 

supernaturally speak Chinese through them. At the same time, though, early Pentecostal 

 

236 The word “content” is only meant to serve as a linguistic identifier for what I am describing (安 actually 
fits better because it connotes many things like ease, calm, rest content, satisfied, and peace). Other 
scholars choose different terms. Kohn, for example, maintains the word “happiness,” though she uses it in a 
similar way I am using contentment (Kohn 2014:18); likewise, Yat Shing Sham differentiates between 
“relative happiness” and “supreme happiness,” which appears to align with my point on “happiness” and 
“contentment” (Sham 2015: 127-128). The terms used are less important than the idea. 
237 Ivanhoe says, “Because most human beings actively seek happiness by accumulating wealth, power, 
prestige and the like, they tend to treat each other and things badly and drive themselves to less contented 
and fulfilling lives” (Ivanhoe 2013: 270). 
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missions were inherently fluid, meaning missionaries must only have the Spirit before 

entering the mission field. The presumption was that the Spirit would then lead the 

missionaries where they were supposed to go. The Junks, in other words, were not 

necessarily ill-equipped according to Pentecostal spirituality––they were fully equipped 

to move whenever, wherever, and however the Spirit directed. The Zhuangzi presents a 

similar way of being in the world, effortlessly moving with Dao. This section explores 

the various areas of congruence and difference between the Junks and the Zhuangzi, 

ultimately arguing that the similarities allowed the Chinese people to feel more 

comfortable with Pentecostal spirituality because it resonated with deeply embedded 

cultural values.  

Congruence 

 This chapter has investigated three primary themes that express the congruence 

between Pentecostal spirituality, as defined and described by Thomas and Helen Junk and 

the Zhuangzi: creation, education, and leadership. There are many notable similarities 

between Pentecostal spirituality and the Zhuangzi. For example, the Junks maintained the 

traditional Christian position about creation as outlined in Genesis 1 and 2, which 

describes God creating the entire cosmos including Earth. The Zhuangzi propounds a 

comparable account of creation (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 12: 88-89), describing how all 

things came from One. Out of One then came form and eventually bodies, which the 

Zhuangzi says preserves spirit (神). Everything is connected, therefore, through Dao, 

which is a part of the entire cosmos.  

The interconnectivity, however, does not lead to perfection, something that early 

Daoists or proto-Daoists who followed the teachings of the Zhuangzi sought to develop 
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during the Warring States Period. So why do bad things happen? According to the 

Zhuangzi, bad things sometimes happen because people categorize the world in the way 

the Confucians and Mohists did, which is evil: “All attempts to create something 

admirable are the weapons of evil. You may think you are practicing benevolence and 

righteousness, but in effect you will be creating a kind of artificiality” (Zhuangzi 2013: 

Chapter 24, 201-202). The Zhuangzi clarifies this point when saying, 

People of today, when they come to ordering their bodies and regulating 
their minds, too, often do it in a manner like that which the border guard 
described. They turn their backs on the Heavenly part, deviate from the 
inborn nature, destroy the true form, and annihilate the spirit, just to be 
doing what the crowd is doing. So he who is slipshod with his inborn 
nature will find the evils of desire and hate affecting his inborn nature like 
weeds and rushes. When they first sprout up, he thinks they will be a 
comfort to the body, but in time they end up stifling the inborn nature. 
Side by side, they begin to break out and ooze forth, not on just one part of 
the body, but all over. Festering ulcers and boils, internal fevers and pus-
filled urine––these are the results! (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 25, 220) 
 

When people try to appeal to the crowd, they reject their Heavenly part (天), turn their 

back on their inborn nature (游), terminate their true form (自然), and obliterate their 

spirit (神). By striving for social admiration, people move with evil desires rather than 

Dao.  

 Thomas regularly discussed what he believed to be evil things in his Caoxian 

community. He gave accounts of people in the community who went to the Temple to 

burn their money in hopes of receiving help (T. Junk The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, 

no. 35: 1); the people did this because it was tradition, meaning it was a social ritual. 

Thomas was distraught by how these poor people, both financially and spiritually, were 

misled by social convention. The Caoxian people, Thomas said, would also make 

sacrifices to a god of rain during droughts. When the god did not bring rain, Thomas said 
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the people smashed it, which led to a lawsuit (T. Junk The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1909, no. 43: 4). His concern in both instances was that by following these rituals, the 

people were participating in evil. These evil gods that society constructed could not, 

according to Thomas, provide the answers the people are seeking. In numerous letters, 

Thomas explained that the people were possessed by demons, which could be understood 

as consumed by social pursuits, and simply needed to release that evil spirit, giving way 

to the freedom of God through the Spirit. On one occasion, Thomas prayed with a man 

who had been worshiping traditional idols. After the man asked God to forgive him, 

Thomas reports that he “carried his idols out into the street and threw them in the holes in 

the road for the wagons to grind them up” (T. Junk The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, 

no. 53: 1). These stories often end with the possessed person being free and healed––

mentally, physically, and spiritually.  

The values represented in the Zhuangzi can be seen in Thomas’ life and ministry. 

Thomas claimed that through the Spirit people could be freed from their attempt to fit 

into a socially constructed mold, leading to oppression and suffering. Relating this 

position to the Zhuangzi, Fox says, “For Zhuangzi, freedom is the result of this ‘fit’ (shi

適). But this kind of freedom is perhaps best understood as freedom from slavish, 

obstinate commitment to behavioral and evaluative formulae that force us to act 

inappropriately, rather than freedom to act inappropriately if we so choose” (Fox 2003: 

214). Thomas did not say that freedom in God leads to greater wealth or social standing 

but rather that this freedom enables people to live unconstrained, enabling people to be 

who God created them to be.  
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Thomas and the Zhuangzi also seem to correspond regarding merging with God or 

Dao. In Thomas’ words, when he was filled with the Spirit, the “wind,” which is the 

Spirit, lifted him upward, leaving his body on the floor. He said he was “absent from the 

body” for seven hours, then when returning to his body, he was accompanied by the 

Spirit or “Comforter” (T. Junk The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 2). Thomas 

was no longer restricted to viewing and experiencing reality through his limited body; he 

united with God in a way that exposed him to a more extensive connection with all 

things. Referencing the Zhuangzi, Yang says, “After one merges the body with the mind, 

the mind with the vital energy, and the vital energy with the spirit, one’s human 

consciousness and bodily energy will mix and flow together with the vital energy of the 

cosmos; the mind at such a time we may call the ‘wandering’ (you 游)” (Yang 2003: 

112). In both descriptions, the person who merges with God or Dao no longer processes 

the world through cognition but instead movement (游) with the “wind.”  

Daoist conceptions on qi have greatly influenced Chinese society, which I explore 

related to religious practice in Chapter 6. Within the context of Daoist and Pentecostal 

values, however, it is important to note that qi was and remains a Chinese value because 

it explains the vital energy of the cosmos, incorporating each individual into that 

interconnecting force. When one accords with one’s qi, the person is also connecting to 

universal qi embedded within all of reality. For pentecostals like Thomas, the Spirit is the 

animating force that creates and enlivens all existence. Thus, the Spirit’s presence in and 

through all makes every particular thing valuable in itself while also interconnected with 

every other Spirit-empowered thing. Furthermore, by uniting with the Spirit, what the 

Zhuangzi might refer to as merging with Dao, Thomas was able to be his full self, 
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undistracted by conforming to what other missionaries in China were doing or by U.S. 

pentecostals teachings about salvation and eternal life.   

Thomas often talks about how poorly women were treated and how poor people 

were thrown into jail simply because those populations are devalued. These people, 

according to Thomas’ letters, were disposable, exemplified in women literally being 

thrown out of their homes and citizens being left to die in prison. Indeed, baby girls were 

even left outside in the cold to die. Based on Thomas’ growing family, it is clear that 

many boys were also discarded. The message was clear: society does not value certain 

kinds of people. Women, especially poor women, were only “useful” for childbearing, 

and then only if they produced a son. Baby girls, consequently, were “useless,” but 

instead of that “trait” allowing them to live out their years, they were simply eliminated. 

Poor men shared a similar fate––without social value, they were sent away to die. For the 

Junks, however, these people were valued and important. These were the people the 

Junks went to China to serve. At the same time, Thomas condemned his fellow 

missionaries who lived in luxury away from the people, who called the people “dirty” (T. 

Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 35: 1). The implication is that social 

standing and comforts had consumed these missionaries, causing them to deride those 

who did not fit.  

The Zhuangzi evokes this same sentiment. The text’s exemplars are commoners, 

people that are often ignored and marked as “useless.” The Zhuangzi tells a story about 

Master Yu whose physical appearance did not meet social standards: he has a hunched 

back, vital organs are “on top of “ him, a hidden chin, high shoulders, and a “pigtail” 
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point to the sky (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 6, 47). Master Si asks him if he resents being 

like this, and Master Yu replies,  

Why no, what would I resent? If the process continues, perhaps in time 
he’ll transform my left arm into a rooster. In that case I’ll keep watch 
during the night. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my right arm into a 
crossbow pellet, and I’ll shoot down an owl for roasting. Or perhaps in 
time he’ll transform my buttocks into cartwheels. Then, with my spirit for 
a horse, I’ll climb up and go for a ride. What need will I ever have for a 
carriage again? I received life because the time had come; I will lose it 
because the order of things passes on. Be content with this time and dwell 
in this order, and then neither sorrow nor joy can touch you…There are 
those who cannot free themselves because they are bound by things. But 
nothing can ever win against Heaven––that’s the way it’s always been. 
What would I have to resent? (Zhuangzi 2013: Chapter 6, 48) 
 

The Zhuangzi’s message is consistent: social convention tries to force things to fit its 

narrow standard, but moving with Dao, embracing all transformation, brings 

contentment. Besides all the philosophical connects that the Junks and the Zhuangzi 

share, the emphasis on supporting and affirming the marginalized was likely the most 

impactful.  

 This shared value, however, had different sources and was not the predominant 

opinion of the day. For Thomas, caring for all people was rooted in Jesus’ message to 

love one’s neighbor as oneself, and by doing so, one was expressing God’s love and love 

for God (Mark 12:30-31). Yet, according to Thomas’ reports, his fellow missionaries 

were not loving all people equally, epitomized by how they distanced themselves from 

the “lowest” people in society. Jesus’ universal love and salvation, ubiquitously 

distributed by the Spirit, meant that everyone was intrinsically valuable and deserving of 

love. Thomas’ inclusive soteriology set him apart from many of his fellow pentecostals, 

creating a distinct Pentecostal perspective on ministry and missions. The Zhuangzi was 

also frustrated by how society treats certain kinds of people, labeling them as “useless,” 
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and similar to Thomas’ view, Dao is infused in everyone making everyone valuable and 

worthy of love. The reality of China during the Zhuangzi’s and Thomas’ times, however, 

suggests that their position was not the prevailing opinion. Writing about Beijing in 1919, 

Chen Duxiu (陳獨秀 1879-21) said, “These 100,000+ suffering [poor] people frequently 

cry out in distress, but do the residents of the city . . . hear them?” (Chen 2012: 46).  

Poverty ravished China for much of the 19th and early 20th centuries, causing 

significant disparity between the vast poor population and the smaller financially secure 

sector. The question then becomes about how influential the Zhuangzi really was in 

Chinese society when Thomas arrived. Did the Zhuangzi’s message on “uselessness” 

infiltrate Chinese culture? The answer appears to be “no” because abject poverty 

persisted, although it is more complicated than that, of course. If the Zhuangzi was not 

influencing culture, what was? The Mengzi,238 after all, also encouraged people to care 

for the less fortunate,239 and later Buddhists promoted compassion for all. During this 

time of political unrest and diminishing resources, this shared value seems to be largely 

discarded and replaced with basic survival needs. The Junks, then, were not necessarily 

tapping into a predominant and active value but rather reviving one lost in the chaos. In 

other words, valuing each person because they are imbued with the Spirit was 

recognizable, reflecting the Zhuangzian value regarding Dao and qi.240  

 
238 Philip J. Ivanhoe outlines Mengzi’s position in Ivanhoe 2009a: xi-xvii. 
239 Janet Y. Chen, however, says, “Prior to the twentieth century, poverty was not yet a crime in China. 
Confucian elites did not view it as a “social problem” (indeed, the notion did not exist), or regard it as a 
barometer of moral defects and social danger” (Chen 2012: 5). 
240 Thomas’ perspective also seems particularly Zhuangzian because he was not serving his Chinese 
neighbors out of obligation or compulsion––he does not say that he is ministering to the Chinese because 
God commanded him to do so. Rather, Thomas is drawn to Shandong and quickly identifies with his 
Chinese community. In the process, he finds those “forgotten,” and identifies their value through the Spirit, 
connecting him to them. Consequently, he is not an external “other,” imparting his elevated status onto the 
“needy,” but instead moving with the Spirit that values all unconditionally. 
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Differences  

 While the areas of congruence are strong,241 there appears to be two primary 

differences: their view of time and the historical situation. For Thomas and other early 

Pentecostal missionaries, time is linear––in the beginning God created everything and 

eventually God will resolve the process. Thomas says, for example, “Ah, it makes your 

heart bleed to see how these poor ones are neglected, and yet the Lord is coming soon” 

(T. Junk, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 51: 1). Pentecostal missionaries spread 

across the globe because they believed that they were in the final days before Jesus 

returned to Earth. The entirety of time, in fact, was coming to a close. Conversely, the 

Daoist notion of time is based on cycles (Coutinho 2004: 31). There does appear to be a 

beginning and creation story, but the cosmos moves in circular or cyclical patterns, where 

time is less constrained by a unidirectional march or arrow. The Zhuangzi does not 

support Thomas’ approach to time.  

 That difference, however, might have been intriguing at the beginning of the 

twentieth century in Shandong because that region was mired in political unrest. During 

the First Sino-Japan War (甲午戰爭 1894-1895), for example, Shandong was invaded 

and seized by the Japanese, which coincided with the overall demise of the Qing dynasty 

(清朝 1644-1912). Furthermore, the first phases of the anti-foreign, anti-Christian Boxer 

Uprising (拳亂 1899-1901) took place in Shandong (Buck 1978: 38; Goosaert and 

Palmer 2011: 40). In 1897, Germany also spread its imperialist agenda when it took over 

 
241 Other areas that I did not explicitly state above involve the Junks’ and the Zhuangzi’s take on the limits 
of language (“speaking in tongues,” for instance), spontaneity and effortless action when guided by the 
Spirit or Dao, the entire notion of “spirit,” rejecting the need for education, and the overall idea that while 
living with and through the Spirit or Dao is not easy based on social convention, it does allow people to 
move freely and easily, producing contentment. 
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Shandong’s Jiaozhou harbor, eventually obtaining a ninety-nine-year lease on the harbor, 

while also exploiting Shandong’s economic system by establishing German railroad lines 

(Elleman 2002: 10-11). The German occupation might have helped Thomas initially, 

considering he was from Germany and served in their armed forces as a young man. At 

the same time, the Germans were not viewed favorably, and they ultimately lost control 

of their enterprise in Shandong to the Japanese (1914), an occupation that was fraught 

with violence and turmoil.242 While all this was transpiring, Russia was slowly moving 

into Outer Mongolia, gaining influence in the region (Elleman 2002: 15).  

 Although the political unrest in Shandong at the time was not historically 

unprecedented, the people in this region, especially the poor and marginalized, were 

feeling desperate.243 The notion of cyclical time, where it is natural to experience great 

upheaval, was likely less compelling than the Junks’ message of Jesus’ immanent return, 

freeing the world from evil, violence, and suffering. Thomas’ commitment to his belief in 

Jesus returning must have also inspired many, convincing them that if nothing else, 

following Jesus could restore hope.   

Conclusion 

 The particular version of Pentecostal spirituality that the Junks’ brought would 

have felt familiar to the people of Caoxian. While the Junks nor the Caoxian people likely 

studied it, the Zhuangzi contains values that permeate Chinese society, and the Junks’ 

 
242 These historical events might shed light on why Thomas was not heard of after 1911. When German 
control was lost, perhaps German citizens were forced into seclusion for safety. Based on how Thomas 
lived his life, he might have refused to hide out, perhaps leading to imprisonment or even death. This 
conjecture is only meant to try to connect the dots on why Thomas never corresponded with the U.S. after 
1911 when he was so consistent prior, relying on financial support U.S. pentecostals’ financial support 
even. 
243 One example of this is that they left their children to die in the street because they did not have enough 
money to support a child. 
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message reflected those values. At the same time, there were enough differences that 

would have made the Junks’ message distinct, enabling the people to reorient rather than 

replace their current values to fit Pentecostal spirituality. The following chapter expands 

from the Zhuangzi by investigating the Platform Sutra. 
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CHAPTER 5: SPIRIT IN ALL 
 

Introduction 
 

The Master [Huineng] said: “Good friends, if in past thoughts, 
present thoughts, and future thoughts, if in successive thoughts, 
you are not stained by delusion and you at once cast aside with 

your own natures previous bad actions, this is seeking 
forgiveness 

Platform Sutra, 1967: 22, 144244 
 

 
 The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (六祖壇經),245 which has historically 

been attributed to Huineng (惠能 c. 638-713 CE), was compiled and disseminated 

roughly a thousand years after the Mengzi and Zhuangzi; yet, the text has arguably been 

as influential within Chinese religious thought and culture. In this chapter, I argue that the 

form of Pentecostal spirituality propagated by Bernt and Magna Berntsen resonated 

deeply with the religious values found in the Platform Sutra in three interdependent 

ways: Buddha-nature and the Holy Spirit, spontaneity, and non-duality between language 

and practice.246  

I begin by exploring Bernt Berntsen’s life and work both through his letters to 

mission organizations in the United States and through his Chinese publication, Popular 

Gospel Truths (通傳福音真理報). After examining the Platform Sutra’s historical 

 
244 All translation references are from Philip B. Yampolsky, trans., The Platform Sutra of the Sixth 
Patriarch (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967). Additionally, I am including Yampolsky’s 
section delineation, meaning this quote is derived from section 22 of the sutra, on page 144 of Yampolsky’s 
translation. 
245 For simplicity, I refer to the text as the “Platform Sutra” henceforth. Furthermore, I use the term 
“Buddha-nature” rather than other options like “Buddha nature” and “Buddha Nature” to express the unity 
and non-duality of the concept.  
246 It was common practice for missionary couples to write letters that would later be published in 
“Western” newsletters, which was noted in Chapter 3 with Lillian and Alfred Garr’s letters. The Berntsen’s 
correspondences, however, only came through Bernt’s voice, or at least only through his signature. 
Consequently, when I reference “Berntsen,” I am addressing Bernt specifically.  
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influence, I present the text’s position on Buddha-nature, spontaneity, and non-duality, 

which aligns well with Berntsen’s Pentecostal message. As my concluding section 

demonstrates, the areas of congruence between the Platform Sutra and Berntsen’s 

message were enhanced by their unique features, allowing the Chinese people to consider 

an alternative religious expression without having to completely abandon cultural values. 

Indeed, Pentecostal missionaries believed that Spirit-nature was waiting to be revealed in 

the Chinese context. 

1 Daming Pentecostals  

 Unlike the previous chapters where the Pentecostal missionaries were unaware of 

Chinese cultural and religious values, Bernt and Magna Berntsen spent years as Christian 

missionaries in China before joining the Pentecostal movement. Based on the fact that 

Bernt Berntsen also published a Pentecostal newsletter in Chinese, Popular Gospel 

Truths,247 we can see that the Berntsens evangelized differently than other early 

Pentecostal missionaries who were new to the region. Nevertheless, nowhere in 

Berntsen’s writings is there direct mention of Chinese religious thought or practice, 

except for broad religiously directed statements that the people are stuck in “darkness and 

sin they do not know” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger, 1908, no. 26: 4). In this 

section, therefore, I outline Berntsen’s interdependent perspective on the Spirit in all 

creation, spontaneity of Spirit-baptism, and the non-duality of language and practice.248  

Spirit in All 

 
247 The only other Pentecostal newsletter at the time was by Mok Lai Chi. 
248 All translations from Popular Gospel Truths are my own. Because Berntsen was not a native Chinese 
speaker and because the original papers are damaged and at times unclear, some of the translations required 
me to predict Berntsen’s use of characters based on how he constructed similar sentences and thoughts. 
Also, for continuity, I have converted traditional characters to pinyin.  



 219 

 Bernt Berntsen (賁德新 1863–1933) was a Norwegian American,249 moving with 

his wife Magna from Norway to Chicago, IL, in 1893 with their two sons Iver and Henry 

(Inouye 2019: 63).250 In 1904, the Berntsens arrived in Daming (大名, or what he 

referred to as Tai-ming-fu) North China, to work with Horace W. Houlding and his 

undenominational South Chihli Mission (南直隸福音會), which Houlding founded 

around 1897 (Tiedemann 2009: 215; Tiedemann 2010: 550; Sina-Chin 2015: 92).251 Two 

years later Berntsen received a copy of the Pentecostal periodical, The Apostolic Faith. 

Feeling as if God had supernaturally provided him with the paper, Berntsen went to the 

Centennial Missionary Conference in Shanghai to see if anyone there could help him 

become baptized in the Spirit, affectively connecting him with God. When he arrived, 

however, he was met with “opposition from every side and one from Los Angeles that 

had attended the meetings denounced the whole thing as of the devil” (Berntsen, The 

Apostolic Faith, 1908, no. 12: 3). Berntsen reports that his fellow Christian missionaries 

in China condemned Pentecostal spirituality, saying, “The Christians as a whole do not 

like the doctrine about the baptism of the Holy Ghost and fire, but a few sisters are 

seeking” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4); adding elsewhere, 

“The English speaking Chinese brother is still seeking [the Holy Ghost and fire], he has 

 
249 Historical records on Bernt Berntsen have been sparse, perhaps because periodicals often misspelled his 
name as Bernt Bernstein. For example, see The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 11: 1; and Standley, 
The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 12: 1. Further confusion arises because the periodicals also 
mistakenly refer to the region Berntsen is working as “Chang Ting Fu” (Standley, The Bridegroom’s 
Messenger 1908, no. 12: 1). 
250 The Berntsens later had a daughter, Ruth, who carried on her parents’ ministry at their mission at 
Zhengding (Sina-Chin 2015: 96). Their son Henry also became a minister (Word and Witness 1913, no. 9: 
4). 
251 The mission moved to Daming during the 1902-1903 winter (Tiedemann 2009: 215). 
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received much persecution from the missionaries of his mission and has not been allowed 

to come to us” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 64: 4).  

 Even though he was discouraged from pursuing Pentecostal spirituality, Berntsen 

decided that he needed to experience the Azusa Street revival for himself. He arrived in 

Seattle, WA, on August 27, 1907 and met with missionaries associated with The 

Apostolic Faith who were leaving for Japan, Korea, India, and China (Berntsen, The 

Apostolic Faith 1908, no. 12: 3). After attending services in Seattle, where he 

experienced “happiness” in the Spirit, Berntsen moved to Pentecostal meetings in 

Oakland, CA, and from there Azusa Street.252 On September 15, 1907, Berntsen 

experienced Spirit-baptism, which he explains saying,  

He baptized me. I was under the power of God on the floor for more than 
two hours, and it seemed that every nerve in my body was charged and my 
jaws began to move and I said to myself, “I could do that,” and I tried, but 
found out I could not do it mechanically, as it was done, and I was 
satisfied that it was of the Lord. Then my tongue began to move and a 
brother said to me, “Let the Holy Ghost have your voice.” I said to myself, 
“I am not going to obey man.” A short time after, the Holy Ghost said, 
“Give me your voice,” and I said, “I do not know what you mean.” Then 
such a power from within came forcing up, and I began to say a sentence, 
“Ya! Ya!” I said, “This is my native language and I don’t want to fool the 
people,[”] but it kept up for some time…Then He began to speak through 
me in an unknown tongue, and I rose up under the power, going back and 
forth before the people reaching. I had no control of my body. (Berntsen, 
The Apostolic Faith 1908, no. 12: 3, emphasis added)253 
 

Reporting the event, The Apostolic Faith said that Berntsen was “drunk on the new wine 

of the kingdom, magnifying God in a new tongue” (The Apostolic Faith 1907, no. 10: 1). 

 
252 Many Pentecostal missionaries were connected to these locations. 
253 It is worth noting the language that Berntsen uses to encourage others to pursue this same experience: “I 
will advise anyone to get rid of all that you have and gain that ‘pearl of great price’” (Berntsen, The 
Apostolic Faith 1908, no. 12: 3). The imagery of a pearl is a prominent metaphor for influential Chan/Zen 
Buddhist monk, Dōgen (see Dōgen 1989: 71-75). 
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The paper added that Berntsen, immediately after experiencing Spirit-baptism, 

proclaimed, “This means much for China.”  

 On December 31, 1907, Berntsen arrived back in Shanghai, China (Berntsen, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 34: 4), to renew his missionary work there, now filled 

with the “Holy Ghost and fire.” His Spirit-baptism experience created within him an 

urgency to minister, which was typical of early Pentecostal missionaries who believed 

Jesus was returning soon. Berntsen even put in large font on the front of his periodical 

Popular Gospel Truth, “耶稣急速回来” or “Jesus is returning soon.” The obstacle to the 

Spirit’s work during these final days, Berntsen believed, was sin, citing sins such as 

adultery (奸淫秽), evil (邪荡), idolatry (拜偶像), hatred (仇恨事竟), heresy (异端), and 

drunkenness (醉酒晏) (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1914, no 8: 1). To rid oneself of 

sin, Berntsen encouraged his readers to “destroy our whole body” (就要毁坏我们的全

身); however, his message was not that the body and creation are inherently bad or evil. 

In various places, Berntsen asked for prayer so that his ministry could be “all of God and 

nothing of me” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 64: 4), that the “spirit 

is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1914, no. 148: 

2), and that he could have done even more “if we had been more faithful” (Berntsen, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 34: 4). His consistent message was that the hindrance 

to God’s presence is selfishness, when people pursue individual desires rather than the 

Spirit. 

 The solution to personal selfishness, though, is not to transcend beyond the 

physical, according to Berntsen. Rather, he evokes the imagery of “cleansing” and 

“washing,” saying,  
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The Spirit’s conviction went so deep in most of them that a thing that 
would not be considered sin to others came to light after the full 
confession, and with faith in the blood of Jesus to cleanse them from all 
sin the Holy Ghost began to manifest Himself in their bodies, then the 
power came down upon them so most of them fell on the floor, other stood 
on their knees and others again stood up under the power and prayed most 
wonderfully. (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1912, no. 114: 1) 
 

Berntsen’s language becomes less dualistic when he describes the Spirit’s cleansing work 

in Popular Gospel Truths. In an article titled “Water Washing and the Spirit’s Washing” 

(水洗和灵的洗), Berntsen explains why some people do bad things: “Not all are 

washed” (并非都是逾水洗) (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1914, no. 10: 4).254 He 

later references John 3 to say that people are washed through Jesus’ death on the cross.255  

 Berntsen extended his metaphor beyond washing and cleansing by eliciting 

images of removal, release, and universality. For example, he tied the metaphor of 

“washing” with “removal,” saying, in reference to Hebrews 12, “Wash us. It is necessary 

to take off the sin that easily surrounds us” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 

7).256 He also states that believers can rest assured that they have been released or freed 

(释放) from the law of sin and death, which comes through the power of the Holy Spirit 

(圣灵的大能), trusting in Jesus rather than in oneself (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 

1915, no. 5: 3).257 Berntsen often refers to the presence of sin as “surrounding” or even 

 
254 He restates this position in a later edition, saying that people do wrong because they “do not rely on the 
blood of Jesus to wash away all their sins” –– “是因为人没有靠耶稣的宝血洗净他们一切的靠” 
(Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 3). 
255 藉着基基督钉在十字架. 得着此神所应许的. Elsewhere he says that Christians believe that the blood 
of Jesus cleanses or washes all sins away –– “因为我们信耶稣基督的实血洗净我们一切的罪” (Berntsen, 
Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 3: 2). 
256 “洗净我们。应当脱去容易环绕我们的罪。存心忍耐。奔那摆在。我们面前的程途.” Berntsen 
words it in a similar way in Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no 3: 2, “我们脱去一切不好的事情” 
257 “但神的道说。你们既然从罪得以释放正住不犯罪。从律法的罪中得了释放因罪死了话。都是圣

灵的大能。并他释放的能力。因此罪人就到了一个释放的地步。到一个能胜过一切的地步圣经上给

我们说的很明白。就是说信靠主耶稣基督” 
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like a “cloud” (云), encouraging people that freedom from the fog of sin and death is 

possible through Jesus.  

 The image of universality or Oneness is perhaps Berntsen’s most lasting legacy. 

Recent scholarship has emphasized Berntsen’s role in the formation of the True Jesus 

Church through their founder Wei Enbo (Tiedemann 2012; Sina-Chin 2015; Inouye 

2017; Inouye 2019), which is a Oneness or Unitarian Christian Pentecostal community. 

Unlike his fellow Pentecostal missionaries in China, Berntsen held that God is not 

Trinitarian but rather One. In his article titled “The True God is Spirit” (真神是个灵), 

Berntsen says, “There is a true God and Spirit: Holy Father, Holy Son, Holy Spirit. The 

true God gave himself three names” (Berntsen Popular Gospel Truth 1916, no. 2: 6).258 

He says in another article called “Only One Spirit” (只有一个灵), which is within that 

same edition, that the “Spirit of Jesus and the Spirit of God are three names but only one 

Spirit. Ephesians 4 says the Spirit of the Father, the Spirit of the Son, and the Holy Spirit 

are one Spirit. We should all be baptized with this one [Spirit].”259  

 This one Spirit of God, Berntsen contends, is everywhere, “just like 氣” 

(Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1916, no. 2: 6).260 In other words, God’s Spirit is the 

vital energy in the air or the energy of life in human breath; indeed, Berntsen plainly 

states that God is within humanity – “真神也在我们里面.” Problems occur when people 

allow selfish desires to cloud God’s Spirit, resulting in all kinds of sin. Citing John 14:10-

11, Berntsen says, “If the true God is only in heaven, Jesus says how is the Father in 

 

258 “光有一位真神和灵。神圣父神圣子神圣灵。真神赐给他自已这三样的名” 
259 “耶稣的灵。就是天父的灵。有三样的名称。但是只有一位灵。以弗所四章节。天父的灵基督的

灵和圣灵都是一个灵。我们都应当受这一位灵洗” 
260 The subsequent quotes in this paragraph are from the same citation. 
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me?...Where there is no sin, the true God is full.”261 When God, who is within people, is 

not concealed by sin, God is fully revealed and released. Berntsen says that there are two 

results of this claim. First, he states that the true God’s Spirit is “full of universality” (真

神的灵充满了普世), which he derived from Psalms 139:7-11.262 Second, he says that 

believers should “drink the Spirit-water every day.”263 In other words, connectedness to 

the Spirit requires daily practice and cleansing––Spirit-baptism is not a single event that 

one obtains.264 When people daily remove the sin that obscures the Spirit, Berntsen says 

that they are in God and that God is also in them. Thus, according to Berntsen, “如此看

来真神是无所不在” (“It seems that the true God is omnipresent”). 

 Because of Berntsen’s position on Oneness theology, other pentecostals distanced 

themselves from him. Beginning his Spirit-filled ministry with the Assemblies of God, 

Berntsen dissociated with the Pentecostal denomination after 1916, when he no longer 

appeared in their membership roll (Milton 2017: 57). Moreover, 1916 was the last year 

that Berntsen was featured in any of the “principal Pentecostal periodical publications” 

(Tiedemann 2011: 138). Yet, he possessed significant influence, as seen in his role with 

the True Jesus Church and his connection to other pentecostals, like Thomas Junk in 

Shandong. Junk wrote about his time with Berntsen saying, “Had Brother Berntsen with 

me three days; we had a blessed time, it has done my soul good” (Junk, The 

 

261真神若是只在天上耶稣怎么说天父在我里面呢。（约翰十四章十节到十一节。）凡无有罪的地方

真神都充满” 
262 “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you 
are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the 
farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.” 
263 “我们若受了圣灵的洗就是圣灵。又天天喝这一位灵的灵水我们就算在真神里面。真神也在我们

里面。我们知道这些事。是因着他所赐给我们的灵” 
264 Berntsen also says, “I die because of sin every day”––“ 天天要因罪死” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel 
Truths 1915, no. 5: 3). 
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Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 62: 1); and presumably describing the same 

encounter, Berntsen says, “[Brother Houlding and team] have a great work there and 

Brother Junk works hand in hand with them: they exchange meetings and God is blessing 

them. We had a blessed time together and expect it shall result in a closer fellowship in 

the Spirit and be of the same precious faith” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1910, no. 64: 4). Although there was clear derision amongst missionaries in China 

regarding Spirit-baptism, Berntsen’s statement demonstrates how pentecostals were able 

to still work across those borders, which suggests that those lines were more clearly 

defined for pentecostals in the “West.” Nevertheless, Berntsen’s theological position on 

the God’s Spirit was unique, distancing him from other missionaries, including stateside 

pentecostals, and creating cohesion with Chinese religious thought.  

Spontaneity 

 In Chapter 4, I argued that Thomas and Helen Junk’s ministry coincided with the 

Zhuangzi’s view of spontaneity: both encourage people to spontaneously move with the 

Spirit or Dao. My analysis of spontaneity within the Berntsens’ ministry and the Platform 

Sutra is less focused on wuwei, or effortless action, but rather on the process––or lack 

thereof––of Spirit-baptism and enlightenment: both are experienced instantly. The 

instantaneous nature of Spirit-baptism and enlightenment leads to wuwei; however, my 

attention here is on the spontaneous response to the Spirit and Spirit-baptism expressed 

by Berntsen’s life and ministry. It is also important to reiterate the interdependence of 

these three individually identified categories. Indeed, Berntsen’s argument for the 

ubiquitous Spirit is intertwined with his notion of spontaneity and the non-duality of 

language and practice.  
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 Berntsen’s conception of spontaneity relied on three primary images: asking, 

washing, and seeing. First, according to Berntsen, salvation comes instantly when a 

person simply asks:  

Do you know who this friend is? His name is Jesus Christ and he is the 
son of the true God. Whoever is persuaded and convinced by him will not 
perish but have eternal life. If you are persuaded and convinced by him 
then worship him and he will give you peace and happiness. You will be 
in heaven with him forever. Ask him and he will help you. He is 
omnipresent. If you want him, he will be your best friend. (Berntsen, 
Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 10: 2)265  
 

By describing God as omnipresent, Berntsen is saying that God is always, in every 

moment, accessible. Believers do not have to beckon God to descend from some other, 

detached reality. When someone asks God for help, Berntsen says that God immediately 

responds, providing peace, happiness, friendship, and eternal life. Berntsen’s conjunction 

“and” in “Ask him and he will help” suggests that on first request, God responds. In other 

words, people do not have to repeatedly ask before God is willing to answer.266  

Second, as described above, Berntsen contended that one’s true nature is revealed 

or released when sin is washed away. What remains unclear, however, is how this 

washing transpires. For instance, is it a long, drawn out process that requires steadfast 

commitment from individuals or is it more immediate like Berntsen described with 

making requests of God? Discussing God’s love, Berntsen says that God washes people’s 

“hearts through the Baptism of the Holy Spirit,” encouraging people to “just walk in 

 

265 “你知道这一个朋友是谁么。他名叫耶稣基督。就是真神的儿子。谁若信服他。不至灭亡。反有

水永生。你若是信服他。敬拜他。他必赐给你平安快乐。又必使你和他永远在天堂。你可离求他他

帮助你他仙是无所不在的。你只要要他。他就必作你一个顶好的朋友。” 
266 Berntsen suggests elsewhere, however, that there is value in praying with persistence: “Pray with 
confidence and perseverance and you will receive the Holy Spirit”; “要用信心祷告恒心祈求就必受圣灵 
(Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 3: 3). 
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God” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 3: 2).267 He then explains that if a 

person knows the love of God, it “is impossible not to” (不能不行) happily follow God’s 

commands and do God’s will, adding, “God’s love strengthens us, enabling us to do 

God’s will.”268 The immediacy is more apparent when Berntsen says that believers are 

“given all power by the Holy Spirit,”269 and that “the person who believes in the truth is 

in the truth” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 3: 7).270 There is not a moment, 

according to Berntsen, between belief in God and life in God––it is an instantaneous 

event.  

Third, Berntsen’s metaphor of “seeing” is closely tied to his understanding of 

missions. Encouraging U.S. believers to give generously to missions, Berntsen says, “I 

pray God to let you see, that are wasting your time and money on something very near 

the most necessary work; when you could do more with the same effort. Well, I do not 

mean to scold you in any way, beloved reader; but be diligent in business” (Berntsen, The 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 36: 4). When people’s vision is not obscured by 

selfish sinful desire––i.e., wasting time and money on petty things––they are able to see 

what God is doing, resulting in active participation in God’s mission. Berntsen even 

described his calling to China in the same way: “We thank God for opening our eyes to 

these things, this is for the interior of north China” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1914, no. 148: 2). Immediate revelation of God produces active participation 

in God’s will, which Berntsen pronounced saying, “We cannot separate the truth of 

 

267 “意因上帝藉着圣灵的洗。在我们心里。只要在他里行走” 
268 “上帝的爱勉强我们. 我们愿行上帝的旨意” 
269 “他们就得圣灵所赐给他们一切能力” 
270 “蔿信的人在道理中” 
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Christ. Jesus told his disciples to go to all the nations, teaching all people the Gospel and 

to keep the Lord’s commandments” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 3).271  

For Berntsen, God is immediately revealed when people ask, are washed, or are 

able to see. This instantaneous revelation then leads to instantaneous action. As Berntsen 

states, “God is moving on His people these days and we are to be obedient to Him and do 

whatever we are set to do, all in accord with His Word and with our great teacher, the 

Holy Ghost. Hallelujah” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no 64: 4).  

Non-duality 

 Early Pentecostal missionaries held Scripture and action together in a non-

dualistic relationship. The movement identifies closely with the affective, but the 

affective is mediated through the Bible. Berntsen ties Scripture to practice when saying,  

Do not forget the great call of Jesus, dear ones, the heathen world is 
cultivated for the seed, fill up and go out and spread the good seed. Have 
you heard the call from Africa, India, Japan, China, and other lands? If 
you are ready, do not delay; and you that are called to stay at home, hear 
the word, “How shall they go except they be sent.” Jesus is coming soon; I 
do not think it is of any use to lay aside for a rainy day. (Berntsen, The 
Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 36: 4) 
 

The words recorded throughout the Christian Bible are taken seriously by these 

pentecostals. Indeed, Berntsen’s call to his fellow pentecostals toward immediate action 

is directly linked to a Bible verse, Romans 10:15, “And how are they to proclaim him 

unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good 

news!’” Sentness, consequently, is seen as inextricably tied to Christian faith, which is 

outlined in Scripture.  

 

271 “我们不能将基督的道理分开傅。耶稣吩咐他的门徒去万国傅福音给万民听。凡主所吩咐的都教

训他们傅守” 
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 The Pentecostal movement was fueled by the belief that God still empowers 

people with the gifts of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:8-10), and one of the most discussed 

gifts has to do with language: speaking in tongues. Initially this led Pentecostal 

missionaries to enter foreign regions without the proper language skills, believing that the 

Spirit would supernaturally impart on them the local language or dialect. This xenolalic 

belief was not relevant for Berntsen because he already knew Chinese from his years of 

missionary work there prior to experiencing the Spirit. In fact, from the beginning, 

Berntsen described the language of tongues as “unknown”: “We had prayer-meeting 

every day at 10 o’clock, a. m., and the last day God’s power came over me and I spoke in 

an unknown language” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). 

Berntsen appears to profess a non-duality of language, removing the modern tendency to 

value reasoned language over emotional language.  

The unknowability of tongues, in other words, is not problematic. In fact, 

arational (not irrational) language enables individuals to interact undividedly with the 

Spirit and creation. Offering an example, Berntsen presents a duality of language use, 

claiming that some people say whatever they choose or want (individually reasoned) 

while others rely on the Spirit; he propounds, “People must know that there are no 

thoughts about speaking in tongues,” or that thought does not give dialect (Berntsen, 

Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 10: 2).272 Berntsen’s “no thought” position seems to be 

guided by his understanding of the Spirit’s presence in believers’ physical bodies. 

Referencing Romans 8:13, he says, “Let your mortal bodies come alive again…If you 

rely on the Holy Spirit to rule your body, you must live. In this way, faith can overcome 

 

272 “人一定是知道有说方言的思赐没有” 
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everything” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 3: 7).273 The notion that the 

Spirit “rules” the body, producing both linguistic and physical acts, is rooted in Scripture.   

Bernt and Magna Berntsen’s ministry resembled the ministries of the Garrs and 

Junks in that they gave immense time and money to physically caring for those in need. 

Like their fellow missionaries, the Berntsens found that many people in their 

community––often poor people and infants––were discarded. In one of his first letters to 

the U.S., Berntsen said that three babies and a “big boy” were all “taken home” by God, 

and yet, at the same time, “[God] has baptized four with the Holy Ghost and fire, and has 

saved not a few and sanctified some and healed some and established some. And we have 

not been forgotten. He has done wonders in our own souls. Glory to Him only!” 

(Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 34: 4).274 From the context, it appears 

that Berntsen is saying that although some children were taken to Heaven, four children 

from the orphan home he and Magna led were “baptized” in the Spirit, expressing how 

the Berntsens understood who is valued by God: the same Spirit is revealed in all people 

without discrimination. In line with the Azusa Street Mission that had a young girl serve 

as an elder, Berntsen describes a spiritual encounter his nine year old son had, saying, 

“The Spirit pleaded through him one night for these people (the orphans), in a way we 

thought his little body could not stand” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, 

no. 51: 3).  

 

273 “使你们必死的身体又活过来。十三节说。若靠着圣灵治死身体的行蔿。必要活着。如此看来信

心就能胜过一切” 
274 Also see Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 27: 4.  
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Although the Berntsens’ ministry involved children, it extended to adults as well. 

The non-duality of language combined with non-duality of value is expressed when 

Berntsen reports, 

On our way we picked up some eight children (boys). Five were given to 
us for lifetime. Pray for them and for support of our orphans here. We 
have in all 33 children. We can get many more, but have to go slow about 
it as we are not prepared to receive them so fast. It is a blessed work. 
Think of it, dear ones, to give away their children for lack of food and 
clothes. Well, we have been able to receive some halt, blind, dumb, 
cripples and other outcast, and we expect they shall be in the marriage 
feast of the Lamb with their white garments on. We have in all eight men 
who had been beggars, who now show forth fruit of full repentance. The 
most of them have run away once or twice, but testify of the saving and 
healing power of Jesus. Others are coming in. The Christians are getting 
established in the truth. We had baptismal service yesterday. Fourteen 
were baptized, seven men and seven boys. Thank God with us for these 
jewels out of the dirt, pray that they shall be kept and baptized in the Holy 
Ghost. (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 64: 4) 
 

While many missionaries likely viewed themselves as saviors to those they evangelized, 

Berntsen communicates here that he and Magna were given children not due to a lack of 

parental love but rather because of unjust systems that did not enable families to provide 

basic necessities for their children. He also said that those included in the “marriage feast 

of the Lamb,” or Heaven, are children and others that society ignores. These are the 

people that God values as “jewels.” 

 God’s all-encompassing and all-inclusive love seems to be connected to 

Berntsen’s larger Oneness theology. In one letter, Berntsen tells about a seventeen year 

old boy named Daniel who had a vision about Heaven, where Jesus served him in the 

great feast; however, in another vision, a wide gulf separated the people from Jesus, but 

Daniel added, “Jesus was helping men across the gulf” (Berntsen, The Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1912, no. 114: 1). In other words, the gulf that separates humanity from 
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Heaven is successfully traversed through Jesus. That imagery coincides with Berntsen’s 

Oneness theology, particularly when he says, “The Spirit of the true God is the same as 

the Spirit of Christ and the Holy Spirit. However, the differentiated names are used 

according to the needs of each person” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1916, no. 2: 

6).275 Hence, the one true God is known through various identities in order to help 

everyone cross the gulf that separates them from God. Berntsen does not seem concerned 

that some people inevitably attach to aspects of God rather than God’s Oneness––these 

names, attributes, or characteristics are simply avenues for individuals to come to know 

God and eventually arrive in Heaven. Furthermore, God is known through each person’s 

unique needs, which concurs with Berntsen’s claim of God’s universality.276  

 Alongside his claim of universality and differentiated names of God, Berntsen 

still believed that being baptized in the Spirit, which reveals, releases, and awakens one 

to the fullness of the one true God, is paramount. Berntsen’s Oneness theology seems to 

imply a gradation to knowing God: Spirit-baptism enables people to move from only 

knowing aspects of God to fully experiencing and embodying the one true God. Reasoned 

language can expound on God but that alone is insufficient because it relies on duality. 

Berntsen appears to remove that bifurcation through his theological pneumatology. 

Recounting an encounter he had, Berntsen says, “After meeting[,] [a free Methodist 

missionary] told me it was the first time he had heard anybody speak in tongues and a 

holy fear came upon him like when he was struck with lightning (he said he was struck 

with lightening two weeks ago on the mountain) and I am convinced it is of God. Thank 

God He knows how to bring things to come about. To Him be all glory” (Berntsen, The 

 

275 “真神的灵基督的灵和圣灵。也是如此一样。都一个灵分开了。照着各人所需用的分各人” 
276 His universality claim comes in the article immediately following the above quote. 
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Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 26: 4). According to Berntsen, God is spontaneously 

felt––like a bolt of lightning––through the non-duality of language and experience, which 

always results in action.  

2 Huineng’s Influence in China 

 Buddhism is an intriguing religion to examine because like Pentecostalism, it is 

not indigenous to China. Pentecostalism, as mentioned in Chapter 1, followed a similar 

trajectory as Buddhism, entering the region chaotically, ministering primarily to common 

people, and allowing the message to adjust quickly to Chinese culture. To convert foreign 

Buddhism and Pentecostal spirituality into Chinese religious thought required people like 

Berntsen to translate, both literally and figuratively, the message into local vernacular, 

enabling Buddhism and Pentecostalism to transform into uniquely Chinese religious 

movements.277 Indeed, the Platform Sutra demonstrates Buddhism’s flexibility “to adapt 

to fit in with the local culture” (Child 2015: 116), a predominant feature of Buddhism, 

through the story of Huineng. 

Background 

 The Platform Sutra begins by saying, “The prefect of Shao-chou, Wei Ch’ü, some 

thirty officials from various departments, and some thirty Confucian scholars all begged 

the Master to preach on the Dharma of the Great Perfection of Wisdom” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 1, 125-126).278 The “Master” refers to Huineng (惠能 c. 638-713 CE), the Sixth 

Patriarch of Chan Buddhism. From the outset, the Platform Sutra situates Huineng 

 
277 Richard C. Foltz explains the importance of translation when saying, “In general, there would appear to 
be a connection between the success of a religion in winning converts and the readiness with which the 
substance of that religion was translated into local vernacular” (Foltz 1999: 17) 
278 The citations for the Platform Sutra are organized by the translation, which is Philip Yampolsky’s 1967 
version, followed by the section number and then page number.  
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among and even above the leading scholars of his day, which is a remarkable claim 

considering Huineng’s humble beginnings. Huineng emphasizes his lowly familial status 

when he begins to teach the leading officials and Confucian scholars, saying, “My father 

was originally an official at Fan-yang. He was [later] dismissed from his post and 

banished as a commoner to Hsin-chou in Ling-nana. While I was still a child, my father 

died and my old mother and I, a solitary child, moved to Nan-hai. We suffered extreme 

poverty and here I sold firewood in the market place” (Platform Sutra 1967: 2, 126).  

Huineng’s story mirrors Mengzi’s in that both figures lost their fathers at a young 

age. Moreover, both Huineng and Mengzi were commoners, underscoring the ubiquitous 

power of their messages: anyone can reach Enlightenment or sagehood. Perhaps the most 

significant difference between Huineng and Mengzi, however, is related to time. For 

Mengzi, with proper cultivation, one can eventually develop into a sage. Conversely, 

Huineng contends that Enlightenment is already fully present and only needs to be 

revealed, which can happen in an instance.279 Huineng’s message also cuts through the 

challenges Mengzi described regarding the necessity of a healthy environment. Huineng 

does not delineate his journey towards Enlightenment, describing how those around him 

supported his development; instead, Huineng says, “I happened to see another man who 

was reciting the Diamond Sutra. Upon hearing it my mind became clear and I was 

awakened” (Platform Sutra 1967: 2, 127). There was no prolonged process or slow, 

consistent growth for Huineng––when he heard the text, he was immediately awakened. 

Although he experienced awakening, Huineng was still dismissed due to his 

upbringing. When Huineng arrived at the Buddhist monastery after his awakening, asking 

 
279 I explain this point further below. 
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to learn more about Buddhism, the Fifth Patriarch, Master Hongren (弘忍 601-674 CE), 

said, “If you’re from Ling-nan then you’re a barabarian. How can you become a 

Buddha?” (Platform Sutra 1967: 3, 127). Huineng replied saying that there is no north 

and south Buddha-nature; persuaded, Hongren allowed Huineng to serve at the 

monastery, where he spent eight months “treading the pestle” (Platform Sutra 1967: 3, 

128), or working in the temple as a rice-pounder. One day Hongren asked his disciples to 

write a verse that demonstrated their wisdom (prajñā), and the author of the best verse 

would become the Sixth Patriarch. Shenxiu (神秀 ca. 606-706) was Hongren’s most 

gifted student, and everyone expected his verse to win, making him the next patriarch; 

however, Hongren declared that Shenxiu’s verse lacked complete awakening (Platform 

Sutra 1967: 7, 130-131).  

Huineng overheard another worker reciting Shenxiu’s verse, and after being read 

the entire verse, because he was illiterate, Huineng recognized Shenxiu’s error and 

offered his own verse, which had to be written for him. When Hongren read Huineng’s 

verse, he realized that Huineng understood “the cardinal meaning” of Buddhism 

(Platform Sutra 1967: 9, 132), eventually making Huineng the Sixth Patriarch of Chan.280 

The meagerness of Huineng’s story is very important to Chan’s success in China; as John 

Jorgensen states, “Huineng was a commoner who (at least initially) labored for a living 

and overcame great obstacles. These factors undoubtedly contributed to the enduring 

popularity of Huineng’s biography as contained in the Platform Sutra” (Jorgensen 2012: 

49).  

Sustained Influence 

 
280 I discuss the verses in detail below. 



 236 

 Historical records suggest that Huineng did not have an immediate impact on 

Chinese society. According to Morten Schütter, “Huineng is mentioned only twice before 

the time of Shenhui and seems to have been one of the more obscure disciples of 

Hongren (if, indeed, he was Hongren’s disciple at all)” (Schütter 2012: 14).281 Shenhui (

神會 684-758 CE) claimed to be a disciple of Huineng, and he played an active role in 

elevating Huineng’s status within Chinese Buddhism after the rule of Empress Wu (皇后

武 624-705 CE), which lasted from 690-705 CE. Empress Wu was a devout Buddhist 

(Yampolsky 1967: 1), following in the lineage of Sui Dynasty (隋朝 581-618 CE) rulers 

(Schütter 2012: 5), and she used Buddhist religious thought to support her claim to the 

throne. Under the Confucian system, women were disqualified from leadership, causing 

Empress Wu to turn “to Buddhism to [legitimate] power for her reign” (Schütter 2012: 

12).  

 To consolidate power, Empress Wu claimed to be a bodhisattva, supporting her 

claim through Shenxiu’s form of Buddhism (Sorensen 2012: 67). Although the Platform 

Sutra claims that he ultimately failed, it is clear that Shenxiu was an influential Buddhist 

leader. Shenxiu’s historical position faltered, however, when Empress Wu “was deposed 

and the Tang dynasty restored” (Schütter 2012: 14). Empress Wu’s reign and subsequent 

demise bolstered Confucian leaders’ demand for male rulers only, “consciously reviving 

Confucian patriarch ideology” (Jorgensen 2012: 40). Because Shenxiu was associated 

with Empress Wu, his school of Buddhism was similarly disavowed. During this time, 

Shenhui entered the public discourse, asserting that Shenxiu represented the “Northern 

School” of Chinese Buddhism while Huineng represented the “Southern School” 

 
281 Youru Wang makes a similar point in Wang 2017: 7.  
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(Schütter 2012: 15).282 Shenhui differentiated the two schools by constructing an 

unbroken lineage of male leaders in Huineng’s school, appealing to the Confucian leaders 

predilection (Jorgensen 2012: 41). Shenhui also gained notoriety with Tang leaders 

because of his charisma and fundraising ability, “selling certificates of ordination to aid 

the military crackdown on the An Lushan rebellion [安史之亂 755-763 CE]” (Wang 

2017: 8).283   

 Regardless of the historical details, the Platform Sutra, whether written by 

Huineng, Shenhui, or someone else (Sorensen 2012: 68), resonated with Chinese people, 

establishing Chan Buddhism in China. Chan Buddhism gets its name from the word 

Channa, “which is a pronunciation of the Sanskrit word ‘Dhyana’ which means 

meditation. Over time it became abbreviated to ‘Chan’” (Child 2015: 115). Chan 

Buddhism fit within the Chinese religious landscape because of its values like meditation 

and the notion that everyone possessed the ability to become enlightened (Yen 2010: 22). 

For example, Wang says, “Scholars have commonly accepted that the Confucian, 

especially Mencian, emphasis on the innate goodness of human nature had great impact 

on the Chinese Buddhist acceptance of tathagatagarbha thought” (Wang 2003a: 72).  

Tathagatagarbha is a Buddhist concept describing the interconnectedness of 

reality. Sallie B. King explains, “As garbha may mean either womb or embryo, 

tathagatagarbha may stand for either womb of the Buddhas or embryonic Buddha. In 

other words, it can be seen either as the potential to realize enlightenment which we all 

possess or as perfect enlightenment itself” (King 1984: 258). This concept is discussed at 

 
282 In the Platform Sutra, Huineng says, “Someone who does not have the Platform Sutra and the sanction 
is not a disciple of the Southern School” (Platform Sutra 1967: 38: 162). 
283 On Shenhui’s oratory skill, see Sorensen 2012: 68. 
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length below, but the historical significance of Chan Buddhism is inextricably tied to 

tathagatagarbha, or what is often referred to as Buddha-nature. Garbha is the idea that 

within all is the potential for or reality of enlightenment––in other words, Buddha 

(tathagata) is present in all already and fundamentally. Tathagatagarbha and Buddha-

nature are then understood as “reality and correct apprehension of reality…they are the 

foundation of the possibility of practice in Thusness, the doing of the practice itself, and 

the successful fulfillment of that practice” (King 1989: 155).284  

Although the Platform Sutra accorded with Mengzian thought, Child argues that 

Buddhism actually fit better with Daoism than it did with Confucianism, saying the 

concept of “Dao” resonated with Buddhism’s Eightfold Path, the fourth point in the Four 

Noble Truths, and that Daoism’s emphasis on nature concurred with Buddhism’s 

“emphasis on non-duality, non-separation from nature” (Child 2015: 116).285 

Nevertheless, perhaps more important than shared values, though, is that Buddhist texts 

were translated into Chinese by monks steeped in the religious thought of Laozi and 

Zhuangzi; consequently, “The translated Buddhist scriptures on meditation and their 

interpretation often adopted available Daoist vocabularies” (Wang 2017: 2).286 Beginning 

around the eighth century (Zong 2005: 586), Chan Buddhism, promoting Buddha-nature, 

meditation, and openness to other religious concepts, was able to fit within Chinese 

religious thought, establishing itself as a Chinese religion.  

 
284 For my discussion on Buddha-nature related to Pentecostalism, see Daniels 2020a. For further 
exploration into Buddhist-Pentecostal dialogue, see Daniels 2018b. 
285 Yet, while Buddhism was fit with Daoism, Child’s assertion might be overstated––Confucianism 
influenced Buddhism as well. 
286 Erik Zürcher says that by medieval times, Buddhism and Daoism were intertwined, sharing various 
concepts. See Zürcher 2013: 105-164.  
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As Chan Buddhism grew in China, it formed unique schools: “Northern school, 

Southern school, Ox-Head school (Niutou zong), Baotang school, and Hongzhou school 

(also a Southern school)” (Wang 2017: 10). These communities continued to develop 

from the Tang dynasty to the Five Dynasties (五代 907-960 CE), leading to what some 

scholars referred to as the “golden age of Chan” (Wang 2017: 11). During the Song 

dynasty (宋朝 960-1279), Chan declined but in the process matured, clarifying and 

stabilizing as a movement (Wang 2017: 21). Since the Song, Chan has at times 

synthesized with other religions, perhaps most apparent in the religious thought of neo-

Confucians,287 and expanded into social activism through leaders like Taixu (太虛 1890-

1947) and Xuyun (虛雲 1840-1959) (Wang 2017: 38-39).288  

Although it is discussed as an independent entity, Chan Buddhism, like other 

religions in and beyond China, has changed and merged with other Buddhist sects. 

Delineating Chan’s adaptations, Caifang Zhu says, 

Chronologically, the development of all the major Chan variations spans 
approximately from the fifth century to the fifteenth century in China. 
They are known as Zushi Chan 祖师禅 (Patriarchal Chan), Gongan Chan 
公安禪 (Koan Chan), Wenzi Chan 文字禅 (Discourse Chan), Mozhao 
Chan 默照禅 (Silent Illumination), Kanhua Chan 看花禅 (Word-
Observing Chan) and Nianfo Chan 念佛禅 (Buddha-Evoking Chan, a dual 
practice of Chan and Pure Land Buddhism). (Zhu 2011: 376) 
 

Chan Buddhism continues to influence Chinese culture289; however, as exemplified by 

Chan’s many variations and adaptations, it is challenging if not impossible to measure its 

 
287 Philip J. Ivanhoe begins his book on neo-Confucianism with the Platform Sutra, demonstrating how 
influential the Buddhist text was in later Confucian religious thought. See Ivanhoe 2009. 
288 Child calls Xuyun the “modern patriarch of Chan; a very active reviver of Chan practice and 
institutions” (Child 2015: 124). 
289 Chan has also extended beyond China, especially in Korea (Seon), Japan (Zen), and Vietnam (Thiền). 
For a detailed account on how Chan moved from China to Japan, see Heine 2018. 
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impact on China today. Religious identification is difficult to quantify, especially in 

China, but Adam Yuet Chau, citing a government White Paper, explains that there are 

approximately two hundred and fifty million Buddhists in China today, with two hundred 

and twenty-two thousand Buddhist clerics (Chau 2019: 8-9). These statistics, however, do 

not account for all Buddhists nor do they adequately parse out how many Chinese fit into 

the category “Chan Buddhism.”  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Chinese religious thought is not neatly catalogued, 

enabling scholars to place individuals into constructed categories around religious 

adherence; or in Chau’s words, “The biggest problem with such attempts at ‘mapping’ 

religions in China is that it is modeled on a confessional-affiliational understanding of 

mutually exclusive religious membership” (Chau 2019: 11). Chan Buddhism, in whatever 

form,290 continues to influence Chinese culture, and the Platform Sutra outlines various 

values that inform daily life in China today. The three predominant aspects considered in 

this chapter, although more could be explored, are Buddha-nature, spontaneity, and non-

duality. 

3 Huineng’s Influential Story and Teaching 

 Pentecostal missionaries entered China with a simple message: the Spirit heals, 

empowers, and commissions anyone and everyone, irrespective of social or economic 

status. The Berntsens were one of the few missionaries to communicate this message in 

Chinese, translating the story of Jesus in their publication, 通傳福音真理報. Buddhist 

missionaries preceded Pentecostal missionaries in China by almost two thousand years,291 

 
290 Child says that Chan Buddhism integrated with Pure Land Buddhism, which is often identified as the 
most prominent form of Buddhism in China today, as well as Huayan and Tiantai Buddhisms (Child 2015: 
123). 
291 See Foltz 1999: 11. 
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and they experienced the same challenges and opportunities that accompany translation 

efforts. For Buddhists, everyone can discover enlightenment because everyone already 

possesses enlightenment through tathagatagarbha or Buddha-nature, which had its 

correspondence in Mengzian and Zhuangzian thought, among others.  

The Platform Sutra is a helpful resource not only because it outlines these 

religious notions––Buddha-nature, spontaneity, and non-dualism of language and 

practice––but also because, as Schütter states, “The Platform Sutra seems to have been a 

popular text throughout its history” (Schütter 2012: 18). Moreover, Zhu states that the 

text is “supposedly the definitive teaching of Chan Buddhism” (Zhu 2011: 376) Unlike 

other religious texts, the Platform Sutra was accessible, written for and directed at 

laypeople, enabling it to gain a broad audience (Groner 2012: 134). Furthermore, “The 

image of ordination in the Platform Sutra is considerably shorter and less complex” than 

other forms of Buddhism (Groner 2012: 143). As a result, Huineng’s biography fit within 

the oral tradition, where his story was told and retold without requiring physical texts or 

even literacy. Indeed, the Platform Sutra conveys lessons and values that remain present 

in Chinese culture and society.  

Buddha-nature 佛性 

 From the outset, the Platform Sutra signals the reader to its distinctive Buddhist 

position, averring that Huineng “awakened” through the recitation of the Diamond Sutra 

(Platform Sutra 1967: 2, 127). During this time, the Lankavatara Sutra was more 

prominent within Chinese Buddhism; however, it possessed two challenges to the 

Southern school of Chan. First, the Lankavatara Sutra was more closely aligned with the 

Northern school’s thought, particularly on gradual rather than sudden enlightenment 
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(Gregory 2012: 80).292 Second, the text was syncretized with Yogācāra Buddhism, 

identifying “the teaching of tathāgatagarbha as one form of skillful means (upāya), just 

as the teaching of no-self is” (Wang 2003a: 58). Yogācāra Buddhism professes that 

everything is “Consciousness-only,” meaning the entirety of reality is a perceptual 

construct (Wu 2014: 422). Chan accepts the assertion that people often misconstrue 

reality, but it does not go as far as Yogācāra––“things” still exist in the present moment, 

though every thing is interdependent with every other thing. In other words, Chan does 

not specifically state that reality is only perceptually construed.  

Brook Ziporyn argues that Chan Buddhists considered philosophies like Yogācāra 

to be overly complicated, causing them purposively to “avoid complex terminology, lists, 

and categories” (Ziporyn 2012: 161). For Chan, Ziporyn says, “[S]elf-nature allows all 

but attaches to none––so that it may allow still others to be present, experienced, known, 

but not attached to. This is precisely what allows us to have attributes more abundantly 

rather than to evade all attributes. The world of specific characteristics, the basic form of 

human experience in the world, is emphatically affirmed” (Ziporyn 2012: 166). 

Furthermore, by postulating sudden enlightenment, Chan rejected the idea of skillful 

means that tends to have a means-end structure (Ziporyn 2012: 172).  

 The Diamond Sutra, conversely, emphasizes “emptiness,” or the idea that nothing 

contains inherent existence. Burton Watson contends that one of the principal themes in 

the Diamond Sutra is wisdom, which is also featured predominantly in the Platform Sutra 

(Watson 2010: 72). Wisdom enables people to recognize the emptiness of reality, though 

it does not end at negation: 

 
292 I discuss this more in the following section. 
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The Diamond Sutra, having carried out this process of negation, then goes 
on to state each concept once more in affirmative form. It does this 
because, as we will see when we come to discuss the doctrine of emptiness 
in greater detail, emptiness itself, like any other concept, must also be 
negated. Truth resides, according to Buddhist belief, somewhere in 
between affirmation and negation, between "is" and "is not," in a realm 
that cannot be adequately expressed in words. (Watson 2010: 73) 
 

Another key theme Watson identifies in the text addresses the bodhisattva, or individuals 

who are enlightened but remain present in the world to help relieve the suffering of 

others. Watson explains that bodhisattvas were believed to be able to disseminate their 

soteriological message “by propagating the message of the [Diamond Sutra]” (Watson 

2010: 74). That level of importance was also placed on the Platform Sutra, as Wendi L. 

Adamek explains, “Claiming to represent a teaching that is beyond ordinary textual 

transmission, the [Platform Sutra] invests itself with the status of a scripture” (Adamek 

2012: 130). Thus, in what seems like a small detail––i.e., referencing the Diamond Sutra–

–carries a lot of meaning and weight. 

 The Diamond Sutra’s depiction of emptiness is utilized in the Platform Sutra as 

Buddha-nature.293 After being called a barbarian for his Southern roots, Huineng says, 

“Although people from the south and people from the north differ, there is no north and 

south in Buddha nature. Although my barbarian’s body and your body are not the same, 

what difference is there in our Buddha nature?” (Platform Sutra 1967: 3, 127-128). It 

might appear that Huineng is making a distinction, suggesting that people differ 

materially while Buddha-nature, something seemingly more basic or elementary than the 

body, is the same in everyone. Buddhist religious thought, however, is non-dualistic. 

Consequently, Huineng is not saying that the body and Buddha-nature are fundamentally 

 

293 As Youru Wang explains, the Platform Sutra does not use the term “Buddha-nature” (佛性) but rather 
“self nature,” but self nature points to the same idea as Buddha-nature (Wang 2003b: 71; Wang 2012: 69). 
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different substances but rather that people tend to divide the world based on what appears 

to be distinct objects, in this case people and regions.  

Hongren seemingly objectified and then discounted Huineng because of his place 

of origin, assuming that aspect of Huineng disqualified him from Buddhahood or 

enlightenment. But as Huineng explains, bodies are empty of inherent existence. Thus, 

every body, just like every other thing, is nothing but change, meaning every thing is 

connected and united through change. To state it in the negative, no thing remains 

unchanged, which is universally shared by every thing. The never-not-changing-ness of 

the universe reveals that no-thing does not change; in other words, every-thing is united 

or one through inexorable change and interdependence. That oneness is every-thing, and 

Huineng says this is Buddha-nature. What makes this idea different than Yogācāra’s is 

that Chan Buddhists still believe things truly exist in the present moment; however, in the 

next instance, every-thing has changed, forming new interdependent things. Huineng 

explains, “[Successive thoughts give rise to evil and evil ways are always practiced]. But 

if a single thought of good evolves, intuitive wisdom is born…As one lamp serves to 

dispel a thousand years of darkness, so one flash of wisdom destroys ten thousand years 

of ignorance” (Platform Sutra 1967: 20, 142). Huineng furthers his teaching on wisdom 

and evil saying, “If but one instance of thought contains ignorance, the prajña is cut off; 

but if one instant of thought contains wisdom, then prajña is produced” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 26, 147). 

Successive thoughts are ignorant and evil because they construct a world of 

sustained objects. People think of themselves as individuals because they view each 

instance in succession, assuming time builds on itself rather than creating completely new 
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moments. The world of objects is a world of evil and suffering, causing people to fight 

against other individuals for desired resources: “The deluded man, however, even if he 

doesn’t move his own body, will talk of the good and bad of others the moment he opens 

his mouth, and thus behave in opposition to the Tao” (Platform Sutra 1967: 18, 140). 

Wisdom, however, is not built through successive moments of learning, as if it is 

something to be obtained, but rather it exists in each instance. In other words, wisdom 

(prajña) is fully present, and this fully present wisdom is Buddha-nature.  

Huineng then poses a question, “Although these people have prajña wisdom and 

are not different from men of great knowledge, why is it that even though they hear the 

Dharma they are not awakened?” (Platform Sutra 1967: 29, 150). If everyone has 

Buddha-nature, meaning no one is better or more gifted than another, then why is 

everyone not awakened? Why is it that many of the people who have heard the teachings 

of interdependence (Dharma) still do not understand? Huineng responds, “It is because 

the obstructions of their heterodox views are heavy and passions deep-rooted. It is like 

the times when great clouds cover the sun; unless the wind blows the sun will not 

appear.”294 Huineng offers two analogies for how to end ignorance. First, Huineng says 

people have to release all attachments they cling to, declaring, “Only practicing 

straightforward mind, and in all things having no attachments whatsoever, is called the 

samādhi of oneness” (Platform Sutra 1967: 14, 136). When a person meditates (samādhi) 

on the moment, releasing all attachments, she recognizes oneness.  

Second, Huineng states that Buddha-nature is revealed when people are no longer 

stained by evil, saying,  

 
294 Emphasis added. 
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Good friends, if in past thoughts, present thoughts, and future thoughts, if 
in successive thoughts, you are not stained by delusion and you at once 
cast aside with your own natures previous bad actions, this is seeking 
forgiveness. If in past thoughts, future thoughts, and present thoughts, if in 
successive thoughts, you are not stained by ignorance, and cast aside 
forever your previous arrogant minds, this is called seeking forgiveness 
with your own natures. If in past thoughts, present thoughts, and future 
thoughts, if in successive thoughts, you are not stained by jealousy and 
cast aside with your own natures previous feelings of jealousy, this is 
seeking forgiveness. (Platform Sutra 1967: 22, 144) 
 

Forgiveness, Huineng asserts, is not an external force to obtain but rather is already 

present when a person lets go of delusion. When that happens, the person is no longer 

stained because ignorance is washed away. Huineng continues by saying, “‘Repentance’ 

(hui) is to know the mistakes and evil actions you have perpetrated up to now, and never 

to let them be apart from the mind. It is useless to make a confession in words before 

Buddha. In my teaching, forever to engage in no action is called repentance” (Platform 

Sutra 1967: 22, 144-145). Because forgiveness is not acquired from the outside but rather 

revealed when cleansed from evil, repentance does not require action. If repentance 

required action then that would mean it required successive moments that build upon one 

another, which is ignorant thinking. No action means the full release of bad actions, 

arrogance, and jealousy, or what Huineng calls repentance. Repentance is simply moving 

however and wherever the “wind blows.”  

 For Huineng, freedom comes when people have the right mindset. When that 

occurs, Huineng says wisdom is revealed: “If people of the world are correct in their 

minds, they will give rise to wisdom and illuminate it, and open up for themselves the 

wisdom of the Buddha. Do not open up the ‘wisdom’ of sentient beings! Open up the 

wisdom of the Buddha and then transcend the world” (Platform Sutra 1967: 42, 167). 

The wisdom of humans is flawed, but the wisdom of Buddha, which is “in” everyone, 
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transcends the world’s delusion, ignorance, and evil. The word “transcend” is misleading, 

however. Rather than rising above the world, Buddha-nature is the very “foundation”––

i.e., dynamic change––of the world. Thus, the wisdom of the Buddha is that people can 

be freed from assuming transcendent wisdom, instead recognizing each moment as the 

fullness of reality.  

Spontaneity 顿悟 

  Spontaneity is interdependent with Buddha-nature. The alternative to successive 

thoughts, which is evil and ignorant, is not to eliminate thoughts altogether. One problem 

with eradicating thoughts is that the act requires a level of dualism, where an individual 

tries to stop the flow of thinking, bifurcating and reifying both thoughts and body. Thus, 

the alternative both to successive thoughts and to eliminating thoughts is spontaneous 

thinking that is detached from the baggage of the previous moment and the possibilities 

for the next moment. The Platform Sutra describes this position through the verses 

Shenxiu and Huineng submit to Hongren to demonstrate their enlightenment.  

 Shenxiu, the most gifted student, did not directly present his verse to Hongren, an 

act that would have suggested that he thought his verse was worth reading. That level of 

arrogance would eliminate Shenxiu before his verse was even considered. Consequently, 

he wrote his verse in secret, although he displayed it prominently on “the central section 

of the south corridor” (Platform Sutra 1967: 6, 130). His verse read: 

The body is the Bodhi tree, 
The mind is like a clear mirror. 
At all times we must strive to polish it, 
And must not let the dust collect. 
 

The next morning, Hongren read the verse and encouraged the other monks to recite it 

“so that you will be able to see into your own natures” (Platform Sutra 1967: 7, 130). 
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After talking about the verse, Hongren told Shenxiu, “This verse you wrote shows that 

you still have not reached true understanding. You have merely arrived at the front of the 

gate but have yet to be able to enter it. If common people practice according to your verse 

they will not fall. But in seeking the ultimate enlightenment (Bodhi) one will not succeed 

with such an understanding” (Platform Sutra 1967: 7, 131).  

 Huineng hears a fellow worker reciting Shenxiu’s verse, reminiscent of when he 

heard someone reciting the Diamond Sutra; however, in this case, Huineng was not 

immediately awakened by the verse but instead he immediately recognized Shenxiu’s 

error. Huineng then gets another worker to transcribe his verse on the wall of the west 

corridor: 

Bodhi originally has no tree, 
The mirror also has no stand. 
Buddha nature is always clean and pure; 
Where is there room for dust?295 
The mind is the Bodhi tree, 
The body is the mirror stand. 
The mirror is originally clean and pure; 
Where can it be stained by dust? (Platform Sutra 1967: 8, 132) 
 

 The body is not the Bodhi tree, a reference to the place where Shākyamuni Buddha 

became enlightened. Indeed, there is no sustained “body” that exists apart from the mind, 

which Shenxiu claimed needs to be polished constantly. Huineng contends that 

enlightenment is not a thing and that Buddha-nature is pure, nothing can corrupt Buddha-

nature because Buddha-nature is no-thing but dynamic spontaneity.  

 The entire temple assembly read the verse the following day and knew that 

whoever wrote it was correct. Hongren knew Huineng was the author, but he feared his 

 
295 Some versions of the text end here. Translations found in Dunhuang contain the subsequent lines. 
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disciples would react negatively to him ordaining Huineng––a poor, illiterate commoner. 

Hence, as Huineng reports,  

At midnight the Fifth Patriarch called me into the hall and expounded the 
Diamond Sutra to me. Hearing it but once, I was immediately awakened, 
and that night I received the Dharma. None of the others knew anything 
about it. Then he transmitted to me the Dharma of Sudden Enlightenment 
and the robe, saying: “I make you the Sixth Patriarch. The robe is proof 
and is to be handed down from generation to generation.” (Platform Sutra 
1967: 9, 133) 
 

Sudden enlightenment (顿悟) is the Dharma that is associated with Chan Buddhism; 

recounting his investiture, Huineng again invokes the Diamond Sutra: “Good friends, 

when I was at Priest Jen’s place, hearing [the Diamond Sutra] just once, I immediately 

gained the great awakening and saw suddenly that True Reality was my original nature” 

(Platform Sutra 1967: 31, 151-152).  

 According to the spontaneous sudden enlightenment teaching, awakening is 

always available and present; however, it is not more than immediately present. In other 

words, people do not obtain enlightenment, as though it is a possession that one can 

acquire and then keep. One cannot maintain one’s enlightenment because people do not 

exist inherently or have a “substance” and neither does awakening: “Self-awakening to 

self-nature, and sudden practice with sudden awakening––there is nothing gradual in 

them, so that nothing at all is set up” (Platform Sutra 1967: 41, 165). It is improper to try 

to execute particular religious practices to aid in enlightenment. Most religious practices 

require repetition and replication, but Huineng says awakening comes through sudden, 

unscripted practices, which is how Pentecostal practices are often described. Thus, 

religious practice should be inimitable.  
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 Although he is trying to escape divisive objectification, it appears that Huineng 

still constructs a dualistic system: gradual and sudden. In this system, gradual is bad 

while sudden is good, inadvertently refuting its own claim to being non-dualist. However, 

Huineng’s bifurcation is not actually real: “Good friends, in the Dharma there is no 

sudden or gradual, but among people some are keen and others dull. The deluded 

recommend the gradual method, the enlightened practice the sudden teaching” (Platform 

Sutra 1967: 16, 137). He repeats this sentiment later saying, “The Dharma itself is the 

same, but in seeing it there is a slow way and a fast way. Seen slowly, it is the gradual; 

seen fast it is the sudden [teaching]. Dharma is without sudden or gradual, but some 

people are keen and others dull; hence the names ‘sudden’ and ‘gradual’” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 39, 163). There is no “sudden” enlightenment, as if that categorization represents a 

feature of awakening. Enlightenment, like Buddha-nature, is. Nevertheless, at times it is 

helpful to talk about awakening through the terms sudden and gradual to help people 

process the Buddhist message.  

 Huineng clarifies the non-duality of enlightenment––i.e., it is neither “sudden” or 

“gradual”––but he maintains the dichotomous description in order to evangelize non-

Buddhists. From the start, Buddhism has been a missionizing religion, spreading the 

teachings of the Buddha to help end suffering. Chan Buddhism possesses the 

soteriological power that Buddha taught, and Huineng provides two stories as examples. 

First, he explains that after he was given the Patriarch robe, jealous monks chased him, 

trying to steal his robe for themselves. Eventually, one of the men caught up with 

Huineng:  

After about two months I reached Ta-yü ling. Unknown to me, several 
hundred men were following behind me, wishing to try to kill me and to 
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steal my robe and Dharma…Reaching the top of the mountain, [one of the 
men] caught up with me and threatened me. I handed over the dharma-
robe, but he was not willing to take it. [He said]: “I have come this long 
distance just to seek the Dharma. I have no need for the robe.” Then, on 
top of the mountain, I transmitted the Dharma to [the man], who when he 
heard it, was at once enlightened. I then ordered him to return to the north 
and to convert people there. (Platform Sutra 1967: 11, 134) 
 

The story demonstrates that what everyone really desires is to be enlightened. Moreover, 

it shows that true awakening comes through Huineng’s teaching lineage––i.e., Chan 

Buddhism. It also establishes Chan as a missionary religion, as Huineng encourages his 

new disciple to go to the north to convert the people there. There are two important 

aspects to Huineng’s specific comment on going north: (1) the north was considered 

superior to the “barbarian” south; and (2) Shenxiu’s school was the “Northern school,” 

meaning Huineng wanted to reinforce the idea that his school possessed the true 

Dharma.296 

 Huineng actively spread his teachings, communicating to future Chan Buddhists, 

whether clerics or laypeople, that they should do the same. Talking to his disciples, he 

says, “Therefore, I have taken this teaching and, passing it on to later generations, shall 

make you students of the Way suddenly awaken to enlightenment, and let each of you see 

into your own minds, and suddenly awaken to your own original natures” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 31, 152). Huineng does not pass the robe on to the next Patriarch but rather gives 

the Platform Sutra to all people, signifying that every follower is the next Patriarch––the 

Platform Sutra represents the ubiquitous robe for everyone. The evangelistic impulse of 

Chan is important because the message purportedly changes lives, which Huineng 

 
296 Furthering separating the Northern school from the Southern school, the Platform says that Hongren saw 
Shenxiu’s verse when he went to the south corridor to have his painter, Lu, illustrate the Lankavatara Sutra 
there. Thus, just as Shenxiu’s verse is insufficient, so too is the Lankavatara Sutra. To provide a path 
toward enlightenment, Hongren quotes the Diamond Sutra (Platform Sutra 1967: 7, 130).  
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describes, “Fa-ta, upon hearing [Huineng’s teachings], at once gained great 

enlightenment and broke into tears” (Platform Sutra 1967: 42, 168). The immediacy of 

Fa-ta’s enlightenment spontaneously produced tears, demonstrating the non-duality of 

mind-body or reason-emotion.  

Non-dual 惠定 

 Huineng emphasizes evangelism because Chan Buddhism is a participatory 

religion, which Huineng unambiguously describes when saying, “This Dharma must be 

practiced; it has nothing to do with recitations. If you recite it and do not practice it, it 

will be like an illusion or a phantom. The Dharma body of the practicer is the equivalent 

of the Buddha” (Platform Sutra 1967: 24, 146). Practice is reality because all of reality is 

in the present moment or action. Huineng is also dedicated to erasing the duality between 

cleric and layperson: “Good friends, if you wish to practice, it is all right to do as a 

laymen; you don’t have to be in a temple. If you are in a temple but do not practice, you 

are like the evil-minded people of the West. If you are a layman but do practice, you are 

practicing the good of the people of the East. Only I beg of you, practice purity 

yourselves; this then is the Western Land” (Platform Sutra 1967: 36, 159). The Western 

Land is often described as a type of paradise; however, as Huineng states, the Western 

Land is only rhetorical, designed to help “people of inferior capacity” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 35, 156). Huineng says the East is China, and the divide some people construct 

between East and West is spurious. Indeed, the idea of a Western paradise is already and 

always present. That is why Huineng values practice rather than recitation––Buddhists 

that sought the Western paradise believed they could achieve it by reciting the name 
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Amitābha. The practitioners’ entry into Paradise, however, is not based on their recitation 

but rather Amitābha’s “past vows and the power of his merit” (Jones 2019: 21).  

 Recitation requires successive thoughts and relies on the idea that time builds 

upon itself. Huineng proposed “sudden practice” to encourage “practice that does not 

cling to anything at all. Nor can it be objectified” (Gregory 2012: 97). He returns to this 

crucial point in his final recorded teaching, saying, “To the one who vows to save all, 

practices continuously, does not retrogress in the face of disaster, perseveres under any 

suffering, and thus possesses the deepest of blessings and virtue, to such a man should 

this Dharma be handed down” (Platform Sutra 1967: 57, 183). Chan Buddhists should 

continuously practice because, as Huineng pronounces, “The very practice of Buddha, 

this is Buddha” (Platform Sutra 1967: 42, 167). To practice, therefore, is Buddha-nature. 

 Huineng’s argument for practice encountered a lingering debate in China about 

objects, or actions’ substance (體) versus their function (用) (Ziporyn 2012: 182). What 

is the substance for an object and what is its function? For example, a seed has an internal 

substance, or a seed-ness, but its function is to be planted to produce vegetation, which is 

dynamic. This perspective is dualistic, and Huineng addresses it within his Chan 

Buddhist religious thought.297 Language seems to possess a substance, where a word 

represents an aspect of reality. The function of language, then, is to encourage action or 

practice. Huineng collapses the duality when saying, “True Reality is the substance of 

thoughts; thoughts are the function of True Reality” (Platform Sutra 1967: 17, 139). The 

substance and function discussion is not really about dual concepts but rather two ways of 

describing the same thing: “Your own practice with the body is [yong]; your own practice 

 
297 See Wright 1993. 
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with the mind is [ti]” (Platform Sutra 1967: 34, 156). The substance of thoughts is True 

Reality and the function of True Reality is thoughts. Thoughts, however, are not 

separated from action––language is not inherently different from practice. True Reality is 

the present, and the present transgresses the system that constructs categories and 

divisions. What categorization is possible in the immediate?  

 The non-duality of substance and function contributes to Huineng’s perspective 

on meditation (定) and wisdom (惠). Does one need wisdom in order to meditate 

properly or must one meditate to acquire wisdom? Huineng expounds, 

Good friends, my teaching of the Dharma takes meditation ([ding]) and 
wisdom (hui) as its basis. Never under any circumstances say mistakenly 
that meditation and wisdom are different; they are a unity, not two things. 
Meditation itself is the substance of wisdom; wisdom itself is the function 
of meditation…The practice of self-awakening does not lie in verbal 
arguments. If you argue which comes first, meditation or wisdom, you are 
deluded people. You won’t be able to settle the argument and instead will 
cling to objective things, and will never escape from the four states of 
phenomena.298 (Platform Sutra 1967: 13, 135-136) 
 

Gradual enlightenment is erroneous because it requires people to meditate to eventually 

obtain or arrive at enlightenment. That construct is dualistic: particular means lead to a 

desired end. For Huineng, the substance of meditation is wisdom, which is the function of 

meditation. Hence, one cannot experience either meditation or wisdom without 

necessarily experiencing the other, and anyone who argues otherwise is deluded (Cook 

1989: 7). 

 The non-dual image of meditation and wisdom invites further inquiry. For 

instance, how does one specifically practice meditation (channa) when it is not inherently 

different from language and other religious acts? In other words, how should one 

 
298 The four states of phenomena are  birth, being, change, and death.  
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participate in Chan Buddhism without dualizing it by conducting specific practices? 

Huineng reverts back to the idea of “oneness” saying, “The samādhi of oneness is 

straightforward mind at all times, walking, staying, sitting, and lying” (Platform Sutra 

1967: 14, 136). Non-dual meditation does not require any particular posture or program. 

With a “straightforward mind,” every moment is meditation. So what is the 

“straightforward mind”? Huineng explains, “Good friends, in this teaching of mind, from 

ancient times up to the present, all have set up no-thought as the main doctrine, non-form 

as the substance, and non-abiding as the basis…No-thought is not to think even when 

involved in thought” (Platform Sutra 1967: 17, 137-138).  

Wang argues that both Huineng and Shenxiu were using the text Dacheng Qixin 

Lun (大乘起信論, The Awakening of Faith) for their different positions regarding 

thinking (Wang 2003a: 65-67). For Shenxiu, the goal of meditation is to free the mind of 

thoughts (linian), or have no thoughts. Conversely, Huineng’s no-thought (wunian) 

practice does not attempt to cutoff thoughts. If thoughts are eliminated, the meditator 

must assume she exists and that the mind also exists as a different object––the person is 

forced to fight against the mind. No-thought, however, is non-dual, encouraging the 

meditator to allow each thought to arise and fall without clinging to any particular 

thought. Ziporyn describes the process saying, “This means that no previous experience 

is carried over for comparison to the present experience; they are never placed side by 

side within an embracing framework that bestows on them an overall coherence or places 

them within a context in terms of which their respective identities can be fixed” (Ziporyn 

2012: 170). The result is that notions of correct or incorrect actions are removed, enabling 

people to simply be, and when people exist in the present moment, they are practicing no-
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thought meditation. This no-thought meditation, which is open to the spontaneity of each 

moment, is Buddha-nature, or the fullness of reality.  

4 Congruence and Difference 

  The Berntsens’ message on the spontaneity and non-duality of the Spirit fit well 

within Chinese culture in part because the culture had been shaped by Chan Buddhism. 

This does not mean their ideas were identical, but that the points of resonance made 

people more receptive to important dimensions of the Berntsens’ message. Thus, the 

people did not have to abandon their values in order to consider Pentecostal spirituality. 

At the same time, there are significant differences that would have enabled Pentecostal 

spirituality to be an identifiable and appealing alternative. The combination of 

congruence and difference contributed to Pentecostal spirituality indigenizing within 

China, yielding a form of Christianity that built upon cultural ideas and values in new 

ways rather than uprooting them.  

Congruence 

 Pentecostal spirituality was attractive to people in China because it declared that 

everyone was included and even qualified to lead through the Spirit. The underlying force 

is the Spirit that does not discriminate, inviting everyone, especially “common people,” 

into the fullness of what God is doing in the world. Berntsen, like other Pentecostal 

missionaries, was seemingly unqualified or at least under-qualified for his position; yet, 

through the Spirit, he and Magna were influential leaders. The Spirit, according to 

Berntsen, is not an external force that one acquires but rather is the vital energy of life––

what he called 氣––within all. Buddha-nature religious thought proclaims a similar 

message: all people already possess awakening. There is nothing external that people 
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need to obtain; in fact, when people seek external resources, they move farther from 

enlightenment by dividing the world into competing objects. The Spirit and Buddha-

nature need only to be realized, which awakens people to the interconnectedness and 

oneness of reality. 

 Because the vital energy of life is not external, people do not have to be distracted 

by religious practices designed to help people advance within a religion or religious 

structure, moving from commoner to cleric. Once people are awakened to the Spirit or to 

Buddha-nature, they recognize that every embodied action they conduct is religious 

practice, uniting all reality. Huineng describes this process when he refers to 

enlightenment as dao, borrowing language from Daoists, saying, “[Dao] must be 

something that circulates freely; why should he impede it? If the mind does not abide in 

things the [Dao] circulates freely; if the mind abides in things, it becomes entangled” 

(Platform Sutra 1967: 14, 136). Berntsen employs the same term, dao (道) in reference to 

God when responding to criticism levied by other missionaries that derided pentecostals: 

“说实在的话也他们把神的道谬讲了,” translated as, “To be honest, they also falsely 

told about the Way or Path (道) of God” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 

3). Remembering that he understands God to be One Spirit rather than Trinity, Berntsen 

is saying that the dao of God is freeing.  

 Another important point follows when Berntsen says, “但神的道说。你们既然

从罪得以释放。正住不犯罪。从律法的罪中得了释放因罪死了话,” or “But the Word 

of God says that you have been released from sin. Being freed from sin, you have been 

released from the law of sin and death” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 3). 

Sin entangles people, restricting them to the pain and despair of death. The Word of God 
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through the Spirit, however, moves freely, providing freedom from sin-induced 

constrictions. Huineng makes a similar claim when describing dao, enlightenment, or 

Buddha-nature as untangled, free circulation. Restraining this spontaneous flow results in 

sin or delusion, covering the Spirit and Buddha-nature with things like arrogance, 

jealousy, and ignorance, causing people to experience pain and death, whether physical 

or emotional. Yet, if one abandons the idea of control and individuality, and in the 

process is cleansed from these obstructions, she discovers true reality and life, which 

Gregory describes saying, “[T]rue reality (zhenru) is said to be the essence of thought, 

and thought is said to be the functioning of true reality” (Gregory 2012: 103). True life, 

whether through the Spirit or Buddha-nature, is found when people release their desire to 

control the world and instead move wherever the wind blows. Furthermore, the choice to 

move with the Spirit and Buddha-nature is not a singular event; Berntsen says, “天天要

因罪死。这样我们就不能到一个犯罪的地步” (“Daily dying because of sin. In this 

way, we cannot come to the beginning of sin”). Moving with the Spirit and Buddha-

nature is a way (道) of living rather than something one adopts and incorporates in life all 

at once.   

 This unencumbered way of living participates in life without attaching to any 

particular aspect. For example, both Pentecostal spirituality and Buddhist religious 

thought use language without overextending its usefulness. As Berntsen stated, “People 

must know that there are no thoughts about speaking in tongues” (Berntsen, Popular 

Gospel Truths 1915, no. 10: 2). Speaking in tongues is not reduced to linguistic theory 

and rules. Rather, it is the free flowing movement of the Spirit that the believer embodies 

and enacts in the moment. Those who try to discredit tongues as incoherent rambling, a 
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regular complaint by other Christian missionaries, misunderstand the practice. 

Pentecostals, as Berntsen explained, are not speaking in tongues to communicate 

reasonably; instead, they are releasing the need to control thoughts around language. 

Berntsen’s notion of “no thought” resonates in fascinating ways with Huineng’s no-

thought. Rather than removing all thinking, Berntsen appears to be saying that 

pentecostals allow the Spirit to speak through them, enabling thoughts-expressed-

through-speech to arise and fall without constraint. That resembles Huineng’s position: 

“To be unstained in all environments is called no-thought. If on the basis of your own 

thought you separate from environments, then, in regard to things, thoughts are not 

produced” (Platform Sutra 1967: 17, 138). Buddha-nature, like the Spirit, imbues all 

reality, meaning no-thought remains inseparable “from environments,” arising and falling 

with Buddha-nature and the Spirit.   

Differences 

 Berntsen’s theology is predicated on the idea that God, which is Spirit, permeates 

all reality. There is no need to seek God outside creation in general or outside the self in 

particular. The Spirit is universal, moving however, whenever, wherever, and on 

whomever the Spirit wills. The goal, then, is for believers to find freedom in the Spirit 

within them. This happens when they allow the Spirit to wash away sin that conceals 

God, revealing the Spirit and empowering the believers to move with the Spirit. The 

Spirit is never separate from creation but that does not mean the Spirit is creation. 

Although they infused the Spirit in creation, Berntsen and other Pentecostal missionaries 

did not equate the Spirit with creation. The Spirit empowers believers, working 

throughout creation while not being reduced to creation.  
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 Chan Buddhism, however, removes non-duality even further. As Huineng avers, 

“Despite heterodox views, passions, ignorance, and delusion, in your own physical 

bodies you have in yourselves the attributes of inherent enlightenment, so that with 

correct views you can be saved” (Platform Sutra 1967: 21, 143). The emphasis on having 

the necessary attributes “in yourself” could be interpreted through the Spirit; however, 

Huineng is saying that Buddha-nature is inherent. In other words, Buddha-nature is 

reality and each “person” represents one instance of reality at one moment of time. 

Huineng adds, “The sutra says to take refuge in the Buddha within yourselves; they do 

not say to rely on other Buddhas. If you do not rely upon your own nature, there is 

nothing else on which to rely” (Platform Sutra 1967: 23, 146). The difference is subtle 

but for Huineng, there is nothing outside the self because the self is only change and there 

is nothing but change.  

 For Huineng, there is only change, and pentecostals like Berntsen would not 

disagree with that notion; however, they would not affirm the soteriological claim that 

salvation is found “within” the interdependent person’s Buddha-nature. On that point, 

Huineng says, “Therefore we know that, unawakened, even a Buddha is a sentient being, 

and that even a sentient being, if he is awakened in an instant of thought, is a Buddha” 

(Platform Sutra 1967: 30, 151). When a person is enlightened, she is Buddha or the 

awakened one. For pentecostals, when one moves with the Spirit, the person is freed from 

sin but does not become the Spirit. The person is intertwined with the Spirit, allowing her 

life to be fully directed by the Spirit, but there remains a distinction. For common people, 

not entrenched in philosophical religious thought, Berntsen’s message was likely 

appealing because it affirmed interdependence and oneness while still enabling people to 
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individually identify and to rely on something not fully themselves, according with 

Confucian and Daoist values as well.  

Conclusion 

 The Berntsens’ pentecostal message would have felt familiar to the Chinese 

people they interacted with because it shared values and ideas already present in Chinese 

culture through Chan Buddhist religious thought. The pneumatological claim that the 

Spirit is ubiquitous in the universe fit with Buddha-nature, erasing duality and supporting 

no-thought practice. The discussion up to this point, however, has been focused on how 

values embedded within Chinese culture concurred with the message brought by 

Pentecostal missionaries. The Pentecostal missionaries did not purposively use these 

Chinese resources to benefit their missionization; rather, these uneducated laypeople 

proposed an experiential faith that inadvertently fit with Chinese religious thought and 

values. This helps to account in part for Pentecostalism’s success in China. From the 

perspective of Pentecostal missionaries, these cultural resonances helped to make 

Chinese people more receptive to the Gospel. But religious practice also played a key 

role in the process. In the next chapter, I will explore how traditional Chinese practices 

are expressed in lived religion by considering how Pentecostal spirituality accorded with 

Chinese “popular” religion.   
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CHAPTER 6: LIVED SPIRITUALITY 
 

Introduction 
 

 
One day while I was away, [Ms. Lin] came to visit us. When I 

returned home, my wife and [Ms. Lin] were both in trances, 
singing to one another, going back and forth. Those who were 
there, including me, could only understand some of what they 

said. But much of it was mysterious to us.  
Mr. Huang, Putian, Fujian299 

 
 
 The discussion up to this point has focused primarily on major religious texts, 

though my argument has not been that these texts were widely studied or cited regarding 

religious life in China during the early part of the twentieth century. Rather, these texts 

expressed cultural values that animated Chinese religious thought. This chapter analyzes 

what Adam Yuet Chau calls “doing” religion in China (Chau 2006: 75; Chau 2019: 3-4), 

which is often called “folk,” “popular,” or “diffused” religion. These religious practices 

are not associated with religious texts but instead are infused into Chinese lived 

experience, which can make it difficult to categorize them properly or to associate them 

with a particular tradition.  

 From the beginning, Pentecostal spirituality, I contend, aligned with how the 

Chinese “do” or practice religion, seen especially in an emphasis on the Spirit (靈/灵), 

communication with the Spirit, and embodied spirituality. Returning to the Pentecostal 

missionaries discussed in the previous chapters, I explore the Garrs’, Junks’, and 

Berntsens’ letters and evangelistic material, accentuating how these missionaries stressed 

“doing” religion. Although the topics have been alluded to previously, I explicitly outline 

 
299 Quote from Cline 2010: 533.  
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these pentecostals’ understanding of the Spirit, Spirit communication, and embodied 

spirituality, paying special attention to their emphasis on healing. From there, I 

investigate the many issues with studying lived religion in China. What term should be 

used: “folk” religion, “popular” religion, or something else entirely? Furthermore, what 

grounds the religious thought and practice? Is the very act of defining the phenomenon 

inappropriate and reductive, or at least misleading and misrepresentative? Lastly, I focus 

on Chinese lived religion, or “doing” religion: 靈/灵 ling (spirit), spirit-mediums, and 

embodied spirituality (i.e., healing).  

I argue that the key factor in Pentecostal spirituality’s growth in China was the 

shared religious practices. Yet, without the shared values, as outlined in previous 

chapters, these practices would not have been able to survive transmission. Indeed, it is 

possible if not probable that mystical and experiential forms of religion like Shaktism or 

Sufism came in contact with China prior to Pentecostalism. The shared values and 

practices, therefore, worked in tandem, though asymmetrically––shared practice was the 

primary factor supported by shared values. Although the early pentecostals’ message had 

notable differences, their form of spiritual practice accorded well with how Chinese 

people “do” religion, enabling the Chinese people to bend toward Pentecostal spirituality 

rather than being uprooted by it.  

1 Pentecostal Missionaries in China 

 Pentecostal missionaries were sent around the world with little to no education or 

preparation for their evangelistic task. Indeed, they rarely knew the local language let 

alone the intricacies of the culture they were missionizing. Nevertheless, these 

enthusiastic pentecostals left their homes, entering unknown regions, convinced that the 
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Holy Spirit would supply all their needs and empower them to minister effectively. What 

they did not know was that their particular form of affective, experiential, Spirit-oriented 

faith would actually fit well with how Chinese people “do” religion; consequently, the 

Pentecostal message was not “foreign” but rather recognizably Chinese. Transforming 

these “Western” missionaries’ message into Chinese culture, therefore, was relatively 

smooth, especially because Pentecostal missionaries did not require new Chinese 

believers to profess a particular creed or hold to specific doctrines before sending them 

forth as missionaries. Although these missionaries held the Bible in high regard, their 

dependence on the Spirit’s free movement created a religion of action or “doing,” which 

accorded with Chinese religious practice. Because the Spirit, communication with the 

Spirit, and embodied spirituality have all been discussed in previous chapters, I only 

highlight a few additional aspects of these topics here. 

Spirit 

 China was a popular destination for Protestant Christian missionaries in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries because of its significant population and relatively 

small Christian presence. In other words, many Christian denominations and mission 

organizations saw China as a strategic region, providing the greatest opportunity for 

evangelization. Pentecostal Christians shared that same view; nevertheless, the 

Pentecostal missionaries who went to China did so based on a deeply affective Spirit-

inspired conviction. Thus, they went because, as they claim, they were emotionally 

attached to the Chinese people. Writing from Hong Kong, Lillian Garr says, “A great 
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love fills our hearts for these people. It is His Spirit.” (L. Garr, Confidence 1909, no. 11: 

259).300  

Although missionaries from all religions have been and still are drawn to the 

people they ministered to, these Pentecostal missionaries seem to view their commitment 

to the Chinese people in a distinctively Pentecostal way, because the work of the Spirit 

was at the heart of it. As Chapter 4 explained, Thomas Junk regularly decried his fellow 

missionaries for living in luxury, detached from the actual people and unaffected by the 

people’s physical needs. He believed mission work was supposed to be done among the 

people, living in the same neighborhoods and in the same way as the people. It appears 

that Thomas understood other missionaries’ motivation to be for evangelizing China 

while his was for the people of China, a small but significant difference in his mind. For 

Thomas, everyone was already saved through Christ, enabling him to focus his energy on 

caring for physical needs instead of eternal concerns. Whether Pentecostal missionaries’ 

motivation was in fact different is unclear; however, it is clear that their affective faith 

emotionally tied them to the people in a very tangible way, which they attributed to the 

Spirit.301 

 The centrality of the Spirit within the Pentecostal spirituality these missionaries 

practiced is also understood as a uniting force. Describing his relationship with Thomas 

 
300 She adds elsewhere, “We love the Chinese with such a love as only comes from our indwelling Christ” 
(L. Garr, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 56: 1). Describing why Anna Deane became a missionary to 
China, Alfred Garr says, “[W]hen she received the Baptism into the Spirit, the Lord began to put the 
children of China on her heart and she came forth with this burden on her, and is being used in the School 
work” (A. Garr, Confidence 1911, no. 2: 43). 
301 It should be noted, nevertheless, that Pentecostal missionaries would at times still use derogatory terms 
to describe the Chinese; for example, Junk says, “Only yesterday I watched a heathen woman, looking up, 
yet all in vain. Why? Because there was no Christ, no God, no life, in her look. I will state the case in a few 
words, and you will see how sadly ignorant and superstitious people are yet” (Junk, Bridegroom’s 
Messenger 1910, no. 75: 1). 
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Junk, Bernt Berntsen says, “We had a blessed time together and expect it shall result in a 

closer fellowship in the Spirit” (Berntsen, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 64: 4). 

Writing to stateside pentecostals, Junk shares a similar sentiment: “Although I have never 

met you, nor any of the dear ones personally, yet we are not strangers, praise the Lord, 

baptized by one Spirit into one body, we can never be strangers, but brethren and sisters 

and fellow heirs with Christ Jesus” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 68: 1),302 

and Lillian Garr plainly states, “We are one in His Spirit” (L. Garr, Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1910, no. 56: 1). According to these pentecostals, the Spirit affectively 

empowers people toward action, uniting believers across time and place.303   

 The profession that the Spirit brings unity tacitly asserts that without the active 

presence of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers, there is disunity. For pentecostals, 

disunity is believed to be the product of the demonic or evil spiritual forces that contend 

with God’s Holy Spirit, producing various calamities, both physical and spiritual.304 As 

Junk explains, “Satan” is often identified as the chief opponent to God’s work, “Dearly 

beloved, there is an awakening to the truth here in China as never has been known before; 

certainly Satan is working too, doing his best, but praise the Lord, those that are with us 

are far more than those against us, hallelujah!” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 

80: 1). Berntsen expands beyond this singular notion of Satan, also calling the lustful 

desire the 仇敌 (enemy) and a 靈/灵 (spirit), of which there are many (Berntsen, 

 
302 Junk says elsewhere, “Praise the name of the Lord, baptized by one Spirit into one body, of which we 
are all members, and although many miles may separate us, we share each other’s joys and cares” (Junk, 
Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 39: 2). 
303 Although the focus of this chapter is on religious practice, the theme of Oneness is central in the Chinese 
tradition, and when Pentecostal missionaries focused on it, it may have been another strong point of 
resonance. For a study on Oneness in the Chinese tradition and its influence on Chinese and East Asian 
cultures, see Philip J. Ivanhoe 2017.  
304 I address this further in Daniels 2019.  
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Popular Gospel Truths 1914, no. 8: 1)––the distinction for Berntsen is between the idea 

of spirits (靈/灵), which are evil, and the Holy Spirit (聖靈/圣灵), which is ultimately 

good and victorious. Describing those who have not put their trust in God, he adds, “They 

are still willing to be slaves to ghosts” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 

3).305 Pentecostal missionaries viewed the world as a material and spiritual space where 

these two realities overlap and interact. The evil spirits, which were believed to be real 

rather than metaphoric, created disorder and destruction while God’s Spirit brings life 

and love, which Berntsen declares when saying, “But the Word of God says that since 

you have been released or freed from sin, do not continue living in misdoings or sin” 

(Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 1915, no. 5: 3).306 

 Pentecostalism is predicated on the idea that the Spirit is active and present in the 

world. For Pentecostal missionaries, the Spirit brought relational unity to believers, which 

helped encourage these missionaries to maintain their often isolated posts. The major 

threat to the work of the Spirit, as these pentecostals understood it, was the evil spiritual 

forces that are bent on division and ruin. Therefore, pentecostals relied on the Spirit to 

strengthen them and communicate with and through them about how best to thwart the 

plans of the enemy. 

Spirit Communication 

 The affective, emotional connection these pentecostals felt toward the Chinese 

people was very important, but it only represented part of the reason why they were 

willing to leave everything to minister in an unknown land. For these pentecostals, the 

 

305 还愿意给赶鬼作奴仆.  
306 但神的道说。你们既然从罪得以释放。正住不犯罪。 
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visceral call was accompanied by an audible invitation from God’s Spirit. Alfred Garr 

says that he and Lillian experienced both a spiritual call and material confirmation: 

“When we were sure that God wanted us to leave India for China, we said, ‘Yes, Lord, 

we will go as soon as the money is provided.’ We took no collection and did no begging, 

but within four days or so after we told the Lord we would come, the money came to us 

from people right in the city in which we were located” (A. Garr, Bridegroom’s 

Messenger 1908, no. 7: 1). After sensing the call to go to China, the Garrs audibly 

responded and then received the necessary financial means for the mission. Thus, the 

Garrs invitation into missionary work included emotional, physical, and financial 

confirmation.  

Thomas Junk’s calling to China was similarly construed, which he describes 

saying that God put China on his heart and then audibly asked if he would still go to 

China knowing that his wife would soon die. This emotional and physical call was 

difficult to accept, though Thomas eventually did: “Oh, how I battled against it, until the 

victory was won, and little thinking then that so soon Father would take me at my word” 

(Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 38: 3). Although Thomas was drawn to China, 

later even referring to himself as a “Chinaman,” he still struggled with actually going 

because he believed God had foretold that his wife, Helen, would soon die, leaving him 

to the mission alone. Because he experienced multiple forms of communication and 

because of his belief that he and Helen would be reunited in heaven, Thomas went to 

China where Helen did die shortly thereafter. Aware that others would not understand 

how he continued forward without Helen, Thomas says, “Nobody understands but they 

that have the fullness [of the Spirit].”  
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 These Pentecostal missionaries believed that God was constantly communicating 

with them, and that through the Spirit, they could know what God was saying. For 

example, Thomas says, “Your letter with draft reached me. Tonight, for some reason, the 

Spirit prompted me to write, although it is midnight. I like to obey, for the Lord knows 

why and His will I must and will obey” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 75: 

1).307 They believed that intense meditation and prayer, where one focuses on God, is not 

required to hear from God because God is always communicating. According to 

Berntsen, God even communicates through visions,  

John who is 17 years old, had a vision of many angels and Jesus in the 
midst; Jesus said to him, “Come and see” and took him into heaven and 
showed him all things, and said to him, “If you stand true to me to the end 
you can come here also, you cannot come now because your work on earth 
is not done, go and preach my gospel.” Then Jesus showed him hell and 
there were many people crying and some laying down and some standing, 
in all positions. Jesus then took him to the cross and he could see his sins, 
as it were a large bundle, laying at the foot of the cross. (Berntsen, 
Bridegroom’s Messenger 1912, no. 114: 1) 
 

These types of visions were believed to serve as evidence of the Spirit’s work in and 

through the lives of believers, while also reinforcing the goodness of heaven and potential 

threat of hell. Because visions were understood experientially rather than intellectually––

John “heard” from Jesus and was “shown” heaven and hell––believers were strengthened 

in their Spirit-centered affective convictions, bolstering their religious belief and 

ministry.  

 Another important communicative device that pentecostals attributed to the Spirit 

was speaking in tongues. This indeterminant verbal enunciation was unusual to the other 

missionaries in China in the 19th and 20th centuries, leading to widespread denouncement, 

 
307 In another letter, Junk says something similar: “All at once I was awakened by a voice, commanding me 
to set up” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1911, no. 77: 1).  
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but the ability to speak in different languages or voices within the context of ecstatic 

religious experience was not entirely new to China.308 Pentecostals, including Pentecostal 

missionaries in China, often understood ecstatic utterances as communication from the 

Spirit or spirits. Alfred Garr, for instance, describes tongues saying, “I do praise Him 

with my whole heart that he poured out His Spirit upon me and spoke through me––and 

is yet speaking!” (A. Garr, Confidence 1908, supplement: 2). Garr’s statement was 

addressing the fact that pentecostals who thought they were speaking an actual foreign 

language through the Spirit (xenolalia) were incorrect. He says those people, whom he 

and Lillian were originally amongst, should not doubt the Spirit due to this fact but rather 

doubt those who claimed that they were speaking a real language. 

 Berntsen also viewed speaking in tongues as one of the signs of Spirit-baptism: 

“Had word from home in China that a sister from Brother Houlding’s mission received 

her baptism of the Holy Ghost with speaking in tongues in our home and that some more 

missionaries had come to tarry for their Pentecost. All glory be to God” (Berntsen, 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 67: 1). Pentecostal missionaries were as committed to 

evangelizing their fellow missionaries as they were the Chinese people, believing that 

true freedom comes through salvation in Jesus and empowerment through the Spirit. 

Providing another account, Berntsen says,  

Last night the power came down on one of the Chinese Christians, the 
man that was a teacher and was brought down to a beggar on account of 
gambling. O, it was blessed to see the power of God on a Chinaman. He 
was a little afraid at first, but was drunk on the Spirit. We could not hear 
him speak in tongues because all the Chinese were praying at once, and he 
himself does not know much, so we are not sure whether he came through 
or not. Pray on for us. We do believe that God is going to manifest 
Himself. So we do not have to try to make the missionaries believe. It is 
God that is making manifest. (Berntsen 1908, no. 26: 4) 

 
308 This is discussed more below. 
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The notion of being “drunk on the Spirit” is a metaphor referring to the belief that this 

man was inundated with the Spirit to the point of full immersion or “intoxication.” These 

missionaries emphasized the role of speaking in tongues because it was believed to be the 

Spirit’s language rather than human language, making it completely holy and edifying. 

Nevertheless, tongues was not the most important work of the Spirit––healing was. 

Embodied Spirituality 

 The body is important to Pentecostal spirituality. Pentecostals believe that the 

Spirit physically, mentally, and emotionally embodies them, causing every act, thought, 

and spiritual practice to be fully Spirit-directed. This experienced spirituality does not 

completely reject reason, but it does reject the idea that reason is the predominant way to 

know God. At the same time, it could be said that the primary source of Pentecostal 

spirituality is reason––reason as defined by the active, unencumbered, and irreducible 

Spirit. With that mindset, seemingly “irrational” religious acts like speaking in tongues 

are viewed as completely reasonable; similarly, divine instantaneous healing is viewed as 

normative, where the Spirit desires for all to be made whole. In other words, these 

Pentecostal missionaries expected the Spirit to heal the afflicted, and even when healing 

did not occur, their faith and conviction was not lost because they believed that Jesus 

would return soon, reuniting all people in heaven.  

 Healing was a sign that the Spirit was active in the community, according to these 

pentecostals; Alfred Garr expounds, “But if we can come to them in the faith ‘once 

delivered to the saints,’ and in the name of Jesus heal their sick, lame, and blind, they 

cannot doubt that the blind were blind, nor the lame lame, but will have to know that this 

work is supernatural” (A. Garr, Confidence 1908, supplement: 2). Rather than presenting 
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the Gospel through textual study or convincing rhetoric, Pentecostal missionaries often 

relied on healing to gain new followers. Berntsen claims that it is through miraculous 

healing “that it shall be clear to this people that our God is almighty” (Berntsen 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 51: 3). Thus, while Pentecostal missionaries preached 

the coming of Jesus and the reward of heaven, they also professed of the Spirit’s ability 

to bring life and healing in the present.309 

 The many reports of healing, which are listed in almost every letter from these 

missionaries, were also designed to strengthen the resolve and financial giving of 

pentecostals in the U.S. Before providing a long list of people healed through his 

ministry, Thomas Junk starts by saying, “You asked about a statement of the healing. 

Dear Sister, I do not know how many are healed, but will give you some of the most 

wonderful cases” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 57: 1). He then records how 

people had been healed from blindness, cancer, “lunacy,” the inability to walk, broken 

bones, poisonings, and “fits.” According to Junk, there are likely many more cases than 

these, but he does not meticulously keep track because “it is not pleasing to the Lord.”  

 On occasion, the reports of healing would extend beyond illnesses and injuries, 

claiming that the dead were even raised through the Spirit. For example, Berntsen 

recounts a story by a Chinese convert, who said that God raised him from his deathbed 

 
309 Berntsen describes it in his Chinese language periodical by saying, “Did you know that you have a 
friend that you’re not even aware of? He was born in a place not far from China. He is a very capable 
person, able to heal all people, whether they’re unstable or even dead, he can heal them. He’s done many 
miracles like this. He also asks who wants to go to heaven. You should believe in the true God, who is the 
God of heaven, and his son [Jesus]. He also said that people should be released or freed from sin. Worship 
the true God and his son Jesus Christ. We have to listen to these words” (Berntsen, Popular Gospel Truths 
1915, no. 10: 2). 
“你知道你有一个不认识的朋友么。。。他所生的地方离中国不远。他是一个大有能力的人。他能

医治一切的病人。若是一个人疯了。他也能治好好他。他又能叫死人复活。他又行了许多这样的神

迹。他会说过。谁若愿意去天堂。就得信真神。（就是老天爷）。和他的儿子。又说人得脱离他们

的罪。敬拜真神。和他的儿子耶稣基督。又得听从他的话。” 
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(Berntsen, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1914, no. 148: 2). Junk also provides a detailed story 

about how God raised a fellow missionary from the dead: 

A [Mennonite] missionary (Brother Bartell) got down with typhoid fever; 
had been sick for over a week, when his family, at that time down with 
smallpox (which is quite serious at present), called for me. He was in his 
full senses, did not take medicine, but did not ask to be anointed and 
prayed for. As he knows Scripture well, I could do nothing but ask God to 
open his understanding. As he was very low I stayed with him at nights. 
The third night he was sinking very fast, his senses left and only returned 
at intervals. About 10 o’clock the death rattle set in and in a short while 
his heart stopped beating and his breath left. I prayed and commanded it to 
return in Jesus’ name, which it did. He then asked for his wife, after she 
came, he bid her goodbye, fully expecting to die. All that time I was 
praying, joined by a Brother Shrag who is a good earnest follower of the 
cross. But oh, the darkness! it was a very den of demons; inch by inch we 
had to fight our way. But at last light broke in. After his breath and heart 
had stopped again for fully three minutes, victory came, we commanded 
his spirit to return, and him to accept healing in the most holy name of 
Jesus. Right away he got on his knees, praising God, then asking for 
something to eat. In three days he was out and about his work. Oh, glory, 
glory, hallelujah! (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 63: 1) 
 

This story is instructive because it conveys two important aspects about how Pentecostal 

missionaries viewed healing. First, healing seems to function as a way to salvation or to a 

deeper spirituality rather than simply for the sake of physical health. Bartell was not 

Spirit-filled (Pentecostal) and did not believe that he would be healed; however, after 

being healed, he praised God and presumably adopted Pentecostal spirituality.  

 Second, the act of healing is understood as a fight against the enemy or the 

demonic. Sickness and death are believed to be the product of evil in the world and, thus, 

can be defeated through fervent prayer, contending with demonic forces bent on 

destruction. The Garrs refer to the opponent of healing as “the enemy” (A. Garr, 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1908, no. 7: 1), while Berntsen says “demons” (Berntsen, 

Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 51: 3). Junk discusses the topic the most and uses 
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various terms for this evil force, calling it the “Devil” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 

1909, no. 32: 1), “demons” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1909, no. 39: 2), and “demon 

possession” (Junk, Bridegroom’s Messenger 1910, no. 66: 1).  

 Pentecostal missionaries’ emphasis on immediate healing through the Spirit was 

not the typical message given by Christian missionaries in China during the time. Indeed, 

there appears to be two predominant evangelistic methods surrounding sickness and 

death. One of the most popular evangelistic tools in China and around the world was 

medical missions. Pentecostal missionaries inadvertently participated in this kind of 

evangelism through orphanages and small medical efforts310; yet, for other missionaries, 

physical healing through “Western” medicine provided a useful avenue for conversion. 

Speaking at the first annual assembly of the Medical Missionary Society in China (1839), 

G. Tradescant Lay said,  

I am so impressed [by the medical missionary work hitherto achieved in 
Canton] that I have determined to make the system of gratuitous relief for 
the sick in some sort universal. I may not succeed in my first attempts, but 
I will continue, while life and health last, to pursue my object till I have 
attained it…Physicians must throw their skill in the healing art at the feet 
of the Savior, and be ready to use it when and where he shall direct…It is 
sufficient to say that one pious physician at least could be advantageously 
useful; and fully employed in every congregation of heathen. (Koschorke 
et al. 2007: 62-63)  
 

Medical treatment, in other words, could aid converting the “heathen.” Other 

missionaries took an altogether different position, valuing the evangelistic power of 

martyrdom. Paul Hattaway, for example, argues that Christianity’s growth in China is the 

product of martyrdom: “I believe one of the main reasons for the present harvest in China 

is that the once-hard soil has been moistened by the blood of many martyrs throughout 

 
310 For example, Thomas Junk would travel around, providing minor medical support to his community. 
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history” (Hattaway 2007: 23). Pentecostal missionaries often died during their 

missionizing work, but their faith was always in the Spirit’s healing power; I have found 

no record showing that these early Pentecostal missionaries in China attached their 

spirituality and faith either to medical healing or martyrdom, making their particular 

position unique and distinct.  

 This aspect of Pentecostal spirituality ties together the three topics represented in 

this chapter. The Spirit is active in the world, but so too is an opposing and oppressive 

spiritual reality. This evil force creates division and suffering, requiring pentecostals to 

contend with and battle against the spiritual enemy through prayer, which is directed by 

the Spirit. Hence, speaking in tongues is a powerful resource for pentecostals because 

they believe tongues directly confronts spiritual powers on the spiritual level because it is 

the Spirit speaking a spiritual language through people rather than people speaking 

through restrictive human logic and ability. Consequently, being “filled with the Spirit” 

enables believers to participate in the fullness of reality, which consists of both the 

material and the spiritual.  

2 Religious Practice in China 

 Religious expressions that are not easily categorized through the “major” 

traditions––Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, etc.––have been difficult 

for scholars to define, and this is particularly pronounced in China. Similar to the 

varieties of Pentecostalism, Chinese religious practices outside the three teachings or 

doctrines (三教)––Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism––are extremely diverse (Yang 

and Hu 2012: 506), creating a difficult definitional project because they often overlap and 

syncretize. Therefore, this section explores the history of the topic and how to describe 
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and define religion in China outside the three most influential religious traditions without 

imposing narrow “Western” categories irresponsibly. In other words, how can scholars 

describe how Chinese people “do” or experience religion outside the confines of 

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism? 

Background 

 Jan Jakob Marie de Groot is typically identified as the first “Western” scholar to 

define religions in China outside the “elite” traditions as “folk religion” (de Groot 1892). 

For example, de Groot believed that the “peasant” religions were secondary because they 

were embedded in the “elite” religion (Wong 2011: 159), a typical way Pentecostalism 

has been dismissed as well. Consequently, these religious expressions were discredited 

and invalidated by the “Western” academy from the beginning. Indeed, even early 

Catholic and Protestant missionaries focused their evangelistic efforts elsewhere:  

The early missionaries and missionary-tuned scholars, such as Jesuit 
Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and the Protestant James Legge (1815-1897), 
mainly focused on the mainstream ‘grand traditions’ of Confucianism or 
developed the perception that Chinese religion was a complex 
combination of the three teachings (sanjiao) of Confucianism, Daoism, 
and Buddhism. (Yang and Hu 2012: 506) 
 

Ole Bruun adds that many Protestant missionaries “were excellent Confucians, 

competing with the Chinese local authority, perhaps even setting up an example aimed at 

mocking the gentry on their home ground” (Bruun 2011: 49). These early Protestant 

missionaries, like early Catholics, often viewed Confucianism as the predominant 

religious framework, ignoring the majority of Chinese people’s religious practice and 

belief. Indeed, when non-sanctioned local religious practices infiltrated Catholic 

communities, Vatican leaders, returning to China after the Nanking Treaty after the First 

Opium War (1842), “were horrified at the extent to which local ritual practices had 
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deviated from church norms” (Chau 2019: 139). These local religious practices were 

problematic both to the first religious scholars and Christian leaders in China, and the 

perceived problem persists today.311 

 There is no shortage of terms attributed to this unaffiliated religious phenomenon 

(or these unaffiliated phenomena) in China: “superstition,” “folk superstition,” 

“synthetized,” “folk,” “popular,” “local,” “popular religious culture,” “popular religious 

sphere” (minjianxinyangjie), “diffused,” “supernatural,” “Chinese folk religion” 

(zhongguominjianzongjiao), “Chinese folk belief” (zhongguominjianxinyang), 

“minjianzongjiao,” “yin-si” (unauthorized or excessive sacrifice), “mi-xin” (confused 

belief), “social ideology,” “ghost focused,” “peasant religion,” “Little Tradition,” and 

generally “left-over” religion.312 The reason for the voluminous collection of terms is due 

to the fact that, according to Yang and Hu, 51.9% of Chinese people have participated in 

individual “folk” religious practices within the past year and 60% believe in the 

supernatural (Yang and Hu 2012: 515). Wai Yip Wong also cites studies that show how 

“most of the religious believers in China are actually followers of Chinese folk religion 

rather than Buddhism or Taoism” (Wong 2011: 154, 156). Thus, while studies on 

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism in China today are important, they miss the largest 

religious presence in China. 

 Jean DeBernardi highlights one of the reasons scholars at times overlook these 

religious expressions by saying, “Clearly, a number of Western observers who have 

 
311 The Catholic Rites controversy (ca. 17th-18th centuries) is another useful example, demonstrating how 
practices synthesized and how church officials and local missionaries often differed in how they viewed 
these integrative practices. 
312 See Feuchtwang and Wang 1991: 251; Bell 1989: 35; Xing and Murray 2018: 3; Chau 2019: 180; Cheng 
2006: 205 (from Wong 2011: 162); DeBernardi 1992: 254; Lizhu 2003: 451; Wong 2011: 153, 159; Yang 
1961: 6; Yang and Hu 202: 506; Cohen 1977: 3; Teiser 1995: 378-379; and Zhu 2009: 44 (from Wong 
2011: 160).  
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encountered the lack of rigid boundaries between the sacred and the worldly in Chinese 

religious culture have found this puzzling and at times degrading” (DeBernardi 1992: 

254). Religions are often contained through concrete identifiers like a central text, 

doctrine, or organizational structure, all of which are absent in Chinese religion (Wong 

2011: 162). Furthermore, as L. Q. Chen argues, “folk religions” are known by their 

“extensiveness,” able to tolerate and even integrate multifarious religious practices (Chen 

2008: 11-12).313 Hence, as Daniel Overmyer explains, “Until recently Chinese local 

religion has been ignored or disparaged by both Chinese and Western scholars as a 

confused congeries of diffuse superstitions, a residual category without any integrity of 

its own, discussed only in relation to the better-known traditions of Confucianism, 

Daoism and Buddhism” (Overmyer 2009: 4).  

 Tak-ling Terry Woo contends that Western theories that often rely on dualistic 

systems that catalogue religious traditions precisely cannot adequately describe dynamic 

Chinese religion. Woo suggests that the best way forward is to focus on Chinese 

experience rather than rigid religious claims; nevertheless, she admits, “Like Chinese 

Religion(s) itself, such theories would likely seem unorganized and they would probably 

be syncretic” (Woo 2019: 19), which has also been said of Pentecostalism. Chau presents 

a similar theory by stating, “[I propose] to look at religion in China from an entirely 

different perspective, focusing on the socially embedded and culturally specific ‘forms’ 

that frame Chinese people’s religious practices on the ground, i.e. how Chinese people 

‘do’ religion…In other words, the ultimate aim of this approach is not religion in China 

 
313 See Wong 2011: 162. 
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per se but to show how Chinese people make their lifeworlds through doing religion” 

(Chau 2019: 3-4).  

In previous chapters, I have used Chinese religious texts to make the case for 

religious values; however, here I focus primarily on the “doing” or practical aspect of 

religion in China, aligning with Woo and Chau’s approach, while not trying to label or 

categorize the practices, since their relationship to mainstream traditions is complex and 

diverse. As I discuss below, defining these spiritual practices as “popular” religion is 

tenuous because it implies that these practices are inherently different from the practices 

present in Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, which simply is not the case. Religious 

practices in China cross religious boundaries, supporting Woo and Chau’s claim. Thus, 

although I adopt the appellation Chinese “popular” religion to describe the community, it 

is not separate from or competing with Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism––in fact, it 

is often using similar language, deities, and practices. 

“Doing” Religion 

 Chau contends that one major challenge with studying religions in China is that 

the academic framing of “religion” often relies on a “confessional-affiliational 

understanding of mutually exclusive religious membership” (Chau 2019: 11), which does 

not fit within Chinese religious culture. The difficulty with counting pentecostals in 

China seems to support Chau’s claim, where believers readily identify broadly as ling’en 

or Charismatic (灵恩) but not as a specific religious Charismatic sect (灵恩派).314 He is 

also concerned that religious scholars and practitioners improperly categorize religions 

based on a presumed “pure” version of the tradition: “The view that religion should 

 
314 For my discussion on this, see Chapter 1.  
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somehow be a pure spiritual pursuit freed from such worldly ‘ugliness’ as monetary 

transactions and ‘vile’ desires is a fundamentalist, elitist, and/or modernist-reformist 

position that itself needs critical deconstruction” (Chau 2019: 129). Thus, because the 

entire religious enterprise is flawed, Chau does not apply it to what he calls “doing” 

religion.315  

There is not one, perfect way to describe religion in China, and Chau’s “doing” 

religion is no exception; however, when studying diverse religious practices that do not 

profess specific texts, doctrines, or organizational structures, modalities can be helpful. 

“Doing” religion, therefore, is syncretic, including aspects from various religious 

traditions without reserve. Thus, I use the title Chinese “popular” religion to emphasize 

how these practices are rooted in the populace. In short, my argument here is that 

Pentecostal missionaries did not bring a new way of “doing” religion but rather presented 

Christianity in a way that happened to fit with how religion was already being “done” in 

China.  

 
315 Attempting to avoid “Western” categorization pitfalls, Chau proposes his anthropological approach 
through five modalities: “1. Discursive/scriptural, involving mostly the composition and use of texts. 2. 
Personal-cultivational, involving a long-term interest in cultivating and transforming oneself. 3. Liturgical, 
involving elaborate ritual procedures conducted by ritual specialists. 4. Immediate-practical, aiming at 
quick results using simple ritual or magical techniques. 5. Relational, emphasizing the relationship between 
humans and deities (or ancestors) as well as among humans in religious practices” (Chau 2019: 25). 
Practices associated with these modalities, then, construct the religious reality in China rather than more 
definitive texts, doctrines, or organizations. Nevertheless, Chau still analyzes the different ways Chinese 
people “do” religion when saying, “Most peasants in China have traditionally adopted a combination of the 
relational and the immediate-practical modalities into their religiosity; sometimes they adopt the liturgical 
modality and hire religious specialists when the occasion requires them, such as funerals and communal 
exorcisms. Illiteracy and lack of leisure would preclude them from most of the discursive and personal-
cultivational modalities, but they, too, often needed the service of the liturgical specialists “(Chau 2019: 
31).With this explanation, Chau acknowledges that his participatory categories are fluid––actual religious 
practitioners fit into multiple categories at the same time. Approaching religion through modalities 
purportedly enables religious scholars and practitioners to avoid unnecessary debates about what should or 
should not be included within each religious tradition; however, as Chau admits, adopting his system does 
not eliminate the challenges surrounding the study of religion: “The Chinese case of religious diversity 
does present a challenge to our conception of religious diversity. It is a somewhat messier kind of religious 
diversity…But should we sacrifice true understanding for apparent clarity?” (Chau 2019: 32).  
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3 Chinese “Popular” Religion 

 The rigidity of scholarly categories tends to place all religious movements that are 

inclusive into the broad group “syncretism.” Describing religious festivals, DeBernardi 

says, “The Chinese festival calendar coordinates a number of events organized in space 

and time rather than by doctrinal unity or congregational commitment. The result is that 

an apparent syncretism is not as incoherent as the observer who sees only isolated events 

might think” (DeBernardi 1992: 256). DeBernardi’s following statement, nevertheless, is 

helpful: because scholars are unable to locate the substance or “thing-ness” of these 

religious movements, they appear to be “incoherent.” Yet, when one stops forcing 

Chinese “popular” religion to conform to insufficient methods, the religion escapes the 

often negative categories of “syncretism” and “incoherence.”  

 Chinese “popular” religion is extraordinarily diverse because it is not restricted to 

any single text, doctrine, or structure; however, there are some religious components that 

are regularly included across the movement. In this section, I focus primarily on three: 

ling (spirit), spirit communication, and embodiment.  

Ling 靈/灵 

The discussion in previous chapters might suggest that Chinese religious 

perception is naturalistic, only concerned with self-cultivation, moving with Dao, and no-

self. Although there are elements that appear supernatural, the texts examined so far have 

been more focused on understanding and living in the material world. Consequently, one 

might believe that supernaturalism is not a part of Chinese religious thought, which 
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would be a mistake.316 Discussing supernaturalism in Chinese “popular” religion, Lizhu 

Fan says,  

Important aspects of Chinese popular religious life are activities related to 
the supernatural. These sensibilities, expressed in rituals and other 
practices which are most especially attuned to questions of fortune, fate 
and chance (ming-yun, yuan-fen, karma), do not coalesce into religious 
institutions that are serviced by professional personnel but remain at the 
level of diffused religion. (Fan 2003: 451) 
 

Although some institutionalized religious communities might not include 

supernaturalism, like specific philosophical and esoteric forms of Buddhism for example, 

that does not mean that the supernatural is not pervasive. Indeed, as Overmyer claims, 

“[Chinese] people believe in the reality, presence and efficacy of the gods, but do not 

elaborate a theology about them” (Overmyer 2009: 170). The religious landscape might 

be shifting slightly as more Chinese people move to cities; however, even if that is true 

Chongqing Wu says, “Among the diverse religious activities in China’s vast countryside, 

most center on the interaction between gods, ghosts, and living people: ghosts haunting 

the living, the living praying to gods, gods giving advice to the living, exorcisms, and so 

on” (Wu 2019: 296).  

 The supernatural worldview is particularly pronounced in the term ling (靈/灵)––

in fact, Chau calls ling the “single most important concept in understanding the Chinese 

deity-worship relationship, especially at the grassroots level” (Chau 2019: 35). Because 

Chinese “popular” religion is not textual, experience is the medium for spiritual insight: 

“Chinese popular religion as essentially a religion of efficacious response (lingying, i.e. 

 
316 As Michael Puett states, “[T]he dominant religious practice of early China were focused on dealing with 
a world of capricious and potentially malevolent ghosts and spirits. The practices, therefore, involved 
endless sacrifices, exorcisms, and divinations. Many of our received texts from early China, however, take 
a distancing position from these practices” (Puett 2012: 238). For further historical context, see Puett 2002. 
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miraculous response)…A deity is ling because people experience his power and therefore 

say he is ling (Chau 2019: 36). Ling connotes the idea of spirits, whether ghosts, 

ancestors, or otherwise,317 as well as “divine magic power” (Lin 2015: 170); thus, ling 

represents not only the supernatural agent or actor (spirit) but also the action exercised 

(divine magic or miraculous). The important factor, Chau explains, is that ling is both 

unknown and known: “On the one hand, ling is a deity’s power in the abstract. On the 

other hand, ling inheres in concrete relationships, between the deity and an individual 

worshiper or household, or between the deity and a community” (Chau 2019: 36-37). The 

religious participant’s ability to experience and connect with ling means that they must 

regularly maintain and renew their relationship with the deity (Chau 2019: 37), which is a 

remarkably similar understanding of the Spirit for pentecostals.  

 The ling concept also extends to how people understand themselves. As Harrell 

explains, “Chinese folk religion adds another aspect to this formulation: it is the ling-hun 

that gives a person his or her individuality” (Harrell 1979: 526). Ling-hun is associated 

with the supernatural while also with the “soul” of each individual, differentiating people 

from one another. In other words, Chinese religious thought includes the notion that 

people are connected with the supernatural through their core being or through their soul 

(ling-hun). The importance of ling-hun is apparent in Harrell’s statement, “It is safe to 

say, therefore, that we cannot possibly understand Chinese folk religion without 

understanding the idea of ling-hun” (Harrell 1979: 519).  

 
317 Xiaofei Kang explores the “Cult of the Fox” in Chinese religious thought, saying, “At certain times they 
act like ghosts, haunting and bewitching people, causing sickness or death; at others they assume the role of 
ancestors, granting wealth and prosperity” (Kang 2006: 2). In other words, the supernatural worldview is 
widespread, often viewing animals and other objects as supernaturally empowered. 



 284 

The ling-hun relates to the supernatural worldview because the various spirits and 

ghosts active in the world are often associated with the souls of the dead: “In the Chinese 

religious imagination, ghosts (gui) are an important category of supernatural beings. 

Generally speaking, ghosts are spirits of men and women (and sometimes children) who 

have died but have no one to make offerings to them so they become the so-called 

‘orphaned souls’ (guhun)” (Chau 2019: 45). Wong goes even farther by saying, “The 

basic concept of folk religion is the affirmation of the existence of ghosts and the awe 

towards them...it is also believed that they would respect the power of morality, and fear 

the saints or good people" (Wong 2011:162). The claims that ghosts are “orphaned” and 

that they “respect” other powers communicates the notion that ghosts and spirits are at 

times oppositional. As Chau says, sometimes people are “caught in an unwanted 

relationship with a spirit” (Chau 2019: 114).  

The assortment of ghosts, spirits, and even deities within Chinese religious 

thought are ranked and geographically located: 

Deities are ranked as high or low; however, they are also considered to 
have physical territories in the world, a fact which finds vivid expression 
at major temple fairs. Occasionally the god, generally a martial artist deity 
possessing a spirit medium, processes on the street and meets up with 
spiritual opposition from the gods whose territory he passes through. 
(DeBernardi 1992: 259) 
 

Each region in China is understood to possess specific spirits, ghosts, and gods, only 

some of which are able to extend across boundaries like Guanyin, Guandi, and Mazu 

(Fan 2003: 453). Overmyer describes the regional religious thought as “local religion,” 

saying that each location has “its own ‘theology’, which is based on the belief that the 

living and the dead, gods, humans and ghosts are all connected by bonds of influence and 
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response” (Overmyer 2009: 2). The material and supernatural are intertwined, at times 

producing both harmony and conflict. 

 These supernatural realities are also connected to the concepts of heaven and hell: 

“Heaven and Hell are linked associatively with the complementary dualism of yang and 

yin, as well as with the spatial metaphor of above and below” (DeBernardi 1992: 264). 

Explaining this further, Wu says, “In folk religion, death signifies departure from the 

yang world of living people and entrance into the yin world in another form of existence. 

There is a strict boundary and separation between the spheres of yin and yang that cannot 

be casually traversed” (Wu 2019: 297). The way in which living family members (yang) 

continue to venerate and “feed,” both physically and metaphorically, deceased family 

members (yin) determines how those spirits and ghosts will interact with the world. As 

Chau says, “The hungry ghosts are released from hell for the entire seventh lunar month 

each year so that they can roam around the human world” (Chau 2019: 46). The implicit 

assertion within this discussion, however, is that to know that the supernatural exists and 

to know what it wants is only possible by some kind of communication with, to, and 

through people. 

Spirit Communication 宇宙语 

 If the supernatural exists then that existence must be communicated to the natural 

world through a particular method or medium. Vincent Goossaert proposes a source by 

saying, 

The word ling, meaning numinous, efficacious, clever, or spiritual, which 
is possibly the closest Chinese-language equivalent to ‘charismatic,’ is 
normally used for the dead (one of its meanings is the soul of a deceased 
person) and rarely for the living––in the same way that incense is normally 
burned for the dead. For these reasons, the primary candidates for 
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charisma in China would seem to be spirit-mediums, who convey the 
spiritual power and efficacy of the saint or gods. (Goossaert 2008: 15) 
 

Within Chinese “popular” religion, the concept of “god” is not the equivalent of 

Abrahamic religion’s “God.” Rather than being a divine being or power that transcends 

the material, Chinese “popular” religion’s “gods” are immanent and non-dualistic. 

Overmyer explains, “Some gods begin as the spirits of powerful, miracle-working 

persons, others are homeless ghosts desperate to be given a title and place of their own, to 

be located in the divine-human system” (Overmyer 2009: 3). Thus, as Erin M. Cline 

notes, gods, spirits, and ghosts are interrelated and can be either benevolent or 

malevolent: 

This world included a visible (ming 明) realm—that of perceived objects 
and inhabited by human beings—and an invisible (you 黝) realm—that of 
spirits. Many different kinds of spirits were believed to be a part of this 
dimension, including the spirits of natural phenomena that provided 
humans with useful material resources, such as rain, forests, and rivers, as 
well as the spirits of human beings who had died. But although spirits 
were most often described as descending when they manifested 
themselves, which suggests that they resided above, the spirit world was 
more like another dimension that existed within this world than another 
place. (Cline 2013b: 270)318 
 

In other words, the supernatural is believed to be interconnected with and a part of the 

material realm. 

 The non-dual relationship between the material and supernatural means that these 

overlapping, integrative realms of reality influence and affect one another. Wu describes 

this relationship as “synchronic communities of interaction,” and that this interaction 

“actually consists of transmitting gods’ advice and ghosts’ demands via spirit mediums, 

on which basis the living then undertake appropriate votive or apotropaic actions. This 

 
318 Also see Sommers 2003: 201-202. 
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transmission of information is the core of folk religion” (Wu 2019: 296). Spirit mediums, 

therefore, are valuable members of the community, serving as a conduit or channel 

between gods and humans (Fan 2003: 453; Wu 2019: 303). These spirit mediums––

referred to as jitong (乩童), lingji (灵乩), or shenpo (神婆)319––often believe that they 

are divinely called to the position (Chau 2019: 80), having particular spirits and gods 

pursue them for possession (Teiser 1995: 382).  

After this process, the spirit mediums are interconnected with the spirit, god, or 

ghost, able to communicate in both––though overlapping and non-dual––spaces. 

Describing the interaction, Harrell says, “Spirit mediumship, like shamanistic travel, is a 

form of voluntary dissociation of body and ‘soul,’ but in this case the medium’s ‘soul’ 

leaves his body and is replaced by the spirit of a shen, or god” (Harrell 1979: 526).320 

Whether voluntary or “involuntary” due to divine calling, spirit mediums are able to 

access the supernatural through embodied possession. In other words, spirit mediums are 

not “inspired by” various spirits and gods but rather “possessed by the gods directly,” 

which allows for direct communication (Wu 2019: 303). 

Spirit possession enables immediate communication between humans and the 

supernatural: “Among such mediums, tongji, who are possessed by gods directly, receive 

people’s requests and in turn reveal the gods’ advice by speaking in their voices” (Wu 

2019: 303). The supernatural aspect of the event is apparent through the actions 

expressed by the spirit medium––not only is the medium’s voice noticeably different, but 

 
319 See Wu 2019: 297, Chau 2019: 82, and Cline 2010: 522. 
320 Although Harrell’s particular example comes from his research in Taiwan, the general idea can be 
applied, though broadly, to spirit mediums in China. 
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the entire surrounding scene typically is as well. Hence, an extraordinary ritual 

accompanies the event. Recounting one such supernatural encounter, Chau says,  

Each time when the medium invokes the spirits with a long chant while 
beating rhythmically a drum made of goat skin and wrought iron in front 
of the painted deity scroll hanging on the wall, one of the three deities will 
come down to possess him…The moment he is possessed, his head and 
whole body shake uncontrollably, and he makes more horse snorting 
sounds. (Chau 2019: 119)321 
 

Offering a similar account, Lin says, “‘Pulselessness’ (wumai) and the ‘exhaustion of the 

five sense organs’ (wuxing san) are the terms by which villagers describe the unconscious 

condition reached by the new medium” (Lin 2015: 56).  

 Spirit mediumship shares specific features with Pentecostalism’s Spirit-filled 

religious practices. As with spirit mediums, pentecostals contend that they are able to 

communicate with the spirits––not only are they “filled” with the Holy Spirit but they 

also oppose “evil” spirits in their midst. Thus, pentecostals likewise understand the world 

to be spirits filled. These similarities are important to note, and I explore them more fully 

below, but here it is necessary to point out another very significant connection between 

spirit mediums and later Pentecostal missionaries’ message on the Holy Spirit. Daniel 

Bays posits that the Taiping Uprising could potentially be called “Pentecostal” due to the 

infusion of the supernatural and Holy Spirit. Although Bays claim is somewhat 

controversial, there does appear to be a direct connection between Hong Xiuquan (洪競

揚 1814-1864), the movement’s leader, and spirit mediums and the Holy Spirit. Jordan 

Paper explains,  

The Taiping Movement’s roots lay in a vision an educated Chinese (Hong) 
had in a fever delirium that years later led him to believe he was the 

 
321 As Cline notes, however, not all spirit medium’s work is accompanied by such theatrics (Cline 2010: 
534).  
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younger brother of Christ. This was attested to by mediums who became 
possessed by the Holy Spirit and by God. Western monotheism was 
understood according to the Chinese polytheism and the family model: the 
Trinity was understood as three separate deities, and a married Christ was 
perceived as a large holy family. This was a Christianity that made sense 
to a large number of Chinese, and the religio-political military movement 
that arose from it was quite successful, conquering much of central China. 
(Paper 2019: 154)  
 

According to Paper, Hong visited a spirit medium who was possessed by the Holy 

Spirit, instigating the entire Taiping Uprising. Thus, there was already an 

established connection between spirit mediums and the Holy Spirit, and a recent 

one at that. 

Spirit mediums, like pentecostals, experience “unconscious” states, or 

trances, representing their possession by the god or spirit. At times the 

communication is comprehendible, where the spirit medium speaks in a language 

understood by the people. There are other times, however, when the language 

expressed is unknown. In an article on qigong, David A. Palmer describes leaders 

of the movement in a similar way as spirit mediums. Although the practice was 

identified simply as physical exercise, there was a “spiritual” component. At one 

point, Palmer shares a personal story where the qigong master “scanned” his 

body, which, as he exclaims, “I could distinctly feel as tingling ‘clouds’ passing 

through my body” (Palmer 2008: 73). He also cites instances of seemingly 

miraculous events transpiring through qigong, eventually leading to government 

intervention, concerned with its spirituality. These qigong master, nevertheless, 

also experience trance-like states, which Palmer describes saying, “The repertoire 

of practices expanded to include techniques that induced trance states of 
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‘spontaneous movements’ (zifa donggong), glossolalia or ‘cosmic language’ 

(yuzhouyu), divination, and mass qi-emitting healing sessions” (Palmer 2008: 81).  

 The “cosmic language” or glossolalia aspect means that spirit mediums often 

require an interpreter. From her work in Southeastern China on female spirit mediums, 

Cline explains that Ms. Lin served as a spirit medium, and that her husband accompanied 

her as her interpreter. During one encounter, Ms. Lin, who was in a trance state, 

reprimanded Mr. Lin for requesting more information from the “customer” and for 

suggesting questions for the customer to ask (Cline 2010: 535). The actual 

prognostication, however, included language that was both recognizable and 

unrecognizable. To the latter, Mr. Lin’s services as the “interpreter” were necessary. Wei-

Peng Lin’s assessment on interpreters is similar:  

The language spoken by a possessed medium is of various kinds; it can be 
straightforward, but can also be poetic or employ unusual words from 
unfamiliar dialects. It usually cannot be fully understood by ordinary 
people. Thus, the house master needs the help of a medium interpreter 
who can understand the medium and communicate with the consulting 
family. (Lin 2015: 65) 
 

Although the spirit medium is the source of communication, the interpreter’s job is also 

vital, ensuring that the message is understood. Pentecostals champion speaking in 

tongues while also acknowledging that the gift of interpretation is vital for the health of 

the church.322 

 
322 The Apostle Paul says it this way in 1 Corinthians 14:22-25, “Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers 
but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is not for unbelievers but for believers. So if the whole church 
comes together and everyone speaks in tongues, and inquirers or unbelievers come in, will they not say that 
you are out of your mind? But if an unbeliever or an inquirer comes in while everyone is prophesying, they 
are convicted of sin and are brought under judgment by all, as the secrets of their hearts are laid bare. So 
they will fall down and worship God, exclaiming, “God is really among you!” 
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From the side of the person with the request or question, he or she typically makes 

a vow to repay the deity if the advice proves to be accurate (Wu 2019: 307), which could 

involve paying the spirit medium. The spirit medium’s divine calling, therefore, provides 

some financial support through payments, though it is imperative that a spirit medium’s 

advice––or the gods’ and spirits’ advice through the medium––is consistently accurate.323 

With enough success, a spirit medium’s clientele could grow significantly; however, 

most spirit mediums work out of their home with smaller financial supporters (Goossaert 

2008: 24).  

Spirit mediums can be either male or female, although most are middle-aged or 

older women in rural settings (Wu 2019: 303). The combination of female leaders, 

supernatural communication, rural settings, and unusual practices has resulted in spirit 

medium’s denouncement by government officials, often referring to the role as 

“superstitious.” Anti-superstitious movements, as Chau explains, have been pervasive, 

especially over the past several decades:  

Of course, while institutional religion was being persecuted, household-
based ritual specialists were also being persecuted. There was the famous 
“campaign against spirit mediums” (fanwushen yundong) launched by the 
Communist government as early as during the Yan’an days (1930s), and 
once in power the Communist government continued with their efforts to 
stamp out these “superstitious cheats” and tried to reform them into 
productive citizens of the new society. (Chau 2019: 166) 
 

The movement to a Communist government rejected religion, denouncing and 

persecuting religious practitioners in the process.  

 
323 Relatedly, Chau says, “What matters to him or her is not which religious tradition the particular temple 
or specialist is affiliated with, but how efficacious (ling, lingying, lingyan) the deity or specialist is in 
responding to his or her request” (Chau 2019: 100). 



 292 

Spirit communication through spirit mediums is the “core” of Chinese “popular” 

religion, according to Wu. If reality is non-dual then the spiritual and material world 

overlap and interact; however, not everyone is able to communicate with the spirits, 

requiring people like spirit mediums to mediate. These roles are often complex, 

combining various rituals that are localized, creating an extremely diverse spiritual 

practice. Providing a summary of the spirit medium role, Stephen F. Teiser says, 

Spirit mediumship, sometimes called ‘shamanism,’ is an especially 
interesting variety of divination. The ritual of consulting a spirit medium 
ideally requires several roles. 1) A client suffers a problem or sickness or 
is possessed by 2) a ghost. The client consults 3) a medium, who enters a 
trance and incarnates 4) a tutelary deity. The medium’s utterances or 
actions are interpreted by 5) a manager or interpreter. The entire drama 
unfolds before 6) an audience composed of family members, residents of 
the community, or members of a sect. (Teiser 1995: 382) 
 

Although serving as a communication channel between the non-dual supernatural and 

natural world is important, perhaps a spirit medium’s central role concerns embodiment 

and healing. 

Embodiment 精神治療 

 The presence of both benevolent and malevolent ghosts and spirits affects the 

material world, able to bring about either blessings or afflictions. Reflecting on his 

fieldwork, Goossaert says, “[O]ne very successful spirit-medium I have observed in 

Hong Kong not only heals individuals, but also seeks occasions to address society at 

large on how to lead a good life and do good. He is thoroughly and spectacularly engaged 

in large charity programs, thereby establishing himself as a benefactor of society and a 

model of selflessness that followers admire and try to emulate” (Goossaert 2008: 22). The 

supernatural and material worlds are embodied in the life of the spirit medium, where she 

or he gives spiritual services while also modeling how to live in the physical world. The 
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description appears dualistic––spiritual versus physical––but it is important to remember 

that these spaces are integrative, and the spirit medium embodies this non-dualism.  

 Goossaert suggests that the plethora of religious specialists “all share the common 

point of establishing themselves through bodily practice” (Goossaert 2008: 14). Religious 

“doing,” therefore, is experiential and emotional, inextricably entangling humans and 

spirits. Discussing qigong, Palmer adds, “The interest of qigong in relation to charisma 

lies in its embodiment of the extraordinary through what the actors themselves describe 

as the experience and circulation of a mystic power called qi between masters and their 

followers” (Palmer 2008: 76). As mentioned above, embodied spirituality is often 

experiential, producing mystical, trance-like states, where the spirit medium might even 

utter glossolalic speech and physically move in ways that are atypical: shaking, dancing, 

and beating drums.  

Another embodied expression is “spirit writing,” also called fuji (扶乩), which 

Graeme Lang and Lars Ragvald describe saying, “Fuji-writers offered consultations with 

spirits and deities on a wide range of problems, including illness, family troubles, and 

career decisions. They also occasionally expounded on contemporary social and political 

conditions and crises, passing along the gods' prescriptions for reforming society and 

their threats of disasters if their exhortations were ignored” (Lang and Lars 1998: 314). 

Embodied by the spirits, fuji-writers communicate the supernatural through text, 

responding to questions and providing commentary on social and political events. Fuji 

can also serve in an official religious capacity by supplying the supernatural in formal 

disciple initiation ceremonies (Goossaert 2008: 16). The key point is that fuji is not 

sourced through the “intellect” but rather through an embodied experience. 
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These embodied actions are understood to be supernatural and therefore able to 

produce the miraculous. Those who serve as mediums to the miraculous are at times 

referred to as yiren (異人) or “wonder-workers” because of their supernatural mediation 

(Goossaert 2008: 20). The perception, according to Lin, is that capable spirit mediums 

“can increase and expand the deity’s power and authority: word of the deity’s miracles 

spread, devotees increase, and the temple prospers” (Lin 2015: 68). Spirit mediums, by 

this explanation, are not fully passive because they are able to “increase and expand” the 

supernatural realm’s abilities to influence the physical world. Thus, they enact and 

perform miracles through the supernatural.  

Although these embodied practices are notable, perhaps the most important 

Chinese “popular” religion practice is healing. Examining shamanism in China, Haiyan 

Xing and Gerald Murray say, “The most frequently reported activity of shamans is 

diagnosing and healing illness, whence the term ‘medicine man’ or ‘medicine woman’ 

used by sympathetic observers, and ‘witch doctor’ by hostile missionaries” (Xing and 

Murray 2018: 6). Many people visit mediums “out of concern with long-term illnesses 

that have been unresponsive to other treatments” (Wu 2019: 298), exemplifying the 

specialist’s miraculous ability.  

There are various rituals that are used for healings. Fengshui, which directs the 

flow of qi, has healing components, as specialists organize space to affect qi connected to 

illnesses––both physical and mental (Bruun 2011: 5-6). Qigong specialists are also 

pursued for healing, where people have reported that qigong practices are able to heal 

“incurable illnesses” (Palmer 2018). Indeed, qigong master Xiao Changming (蕭昌明
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1895-1943)324 “taught a meditation and healing technique, called ‘spiritual healing’ 

(jingshen zhiliao), which involved the emission of qi to patients” (Palmer 2008: 86).325 

Other specialists, however, “use charms and prognostications along with incantation-

water to cure diseases” (Cohen 1977: 12). Consequently, embodied spirituality is present 

in both the specialist and recipient, where both parties are physically involved in the 

ritual––moving objects to help qi flow better, participating in qigong exercises, and 

interacting with charms and other supernaturally-infused objects.  

The underlying reason for Chinese “popular” religion specialists to intervene is 

because the cause of illness and disease is regularly attributed to the supernatural: “[T]he 

loss of one’s ‘soul’ is an extremely common explanation for many kinds of diseases and 

aberrations, both mental and physical, that are analyzed and treated by Chinese ‘sacred 

medicine’” (Harrell 1979: 519). This statement ties together all three topics on Chinese 

“popular” religion. First, ling are present throughout the world, providing fortune and at 

times misfortune in the form of bad luck, relational and business turmoil, and sickness. 

Specialists like spirit mediums are able to communicate with ling, which is an embodied 

experience, giving needed advice and at times healing. When possessed, these religious 

specialists are believed to have the ability to cure sickness and exorcise demons (Teiser 

1995, 382), typically viewed as the cause of the sickness: “As soon as someone 

encounters a situation where medicine does not cure the illness, then they or their 

relatives will suspect interference by a ghost” (Wu 2019: 298). The supernatural and 

natural worlds, overlapping and integrative, exist in mutuality, where neglect by the 

 
324 David Ownby gives a slightly different date for Xiao: 1897-1943 (Ownby 2016: 571).  
325 Palmer provides an example saying, “Mr. Liu, an engineer in the Karamay Oilfield in Xinjiang who had 
been sent to the Division for training at its Petroleum Cadres’ Collee, excitedly exclaimed that the back 
pains he had been suffering from were now cured!” (Palmer 2008: 71).  
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physical world can create “hungry ghosts” in the supernatural world who then in turn 

terrorize the physical world. Specialists like spirit mediums mediate amongst these 

realities, resolving conflict and providing healing along the way.  

4 Congruence and Difference 

 Pentecostal missionaries were not trained ministers. They did not study the Bible 

in any sort of formal setting let alone study Christian theology. Their only qualification 

for international missions was that they had a profound religious experience, believed to 

be instigated by the Spirit, which inspired them to leave behind everything they knew in 

order to share their Pentecostal spirituality. Hence, their primary evangelistic tactics were 

neither teaching nor instructing––they were, instead, “doing” religion, expecting the 

Spirit to work through them as they lived amongst the people. This integrative, 

experiential spirituality accorded well with Chinese “popular” religion, enabling 

Pentecostal spirituality to find space within Chinese religious thought and practice.  

Congruence 

 Goossaert states that there are two terms that are often associated with religious 

specialists in China: “[1] fashi, masters of dramatic exorcism who work with spirit-

mediums and local gods, who are wonder-workers, and [2] daoshi, the performers of the 

solemn, ‘pure’ classical ritual, who are scholars” (Goossaert 2008: 16). The division 

between fashi and daoshi is clearly demarcated––fashi are practitioners, often classified 

as “superstitious,” while daoshi are lauded for their scholasticism and purity.326 The term 

“superstitious” is a powerful tool, able to quickly discredit entire religious communities 

 
326 Goossaert, however, adds that some specialists can occupy both titles simultaneously (Goossaert 2008: 
16).  
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without further discussion. Indeed, the Chinese government has opposed “superstitious” 

religions that do not neatly fit into one of the preapproved options: 

The People's Republic of China has long defined religion (zongjiao) as 
organized traditions such as Buddhism, Daoism, Islam and Christianity 
that have their own founders, institutions, doctrine and scriptures; only 
these traditions are legally recognized; all else is not religion, but "feudal 
superstition" (fengjian mixin), which includes all popular religious 
activities. Thus, the religious traditions of the great majority of the 
population have been ruled to be illegal and unworthy of protection. 
(Overmyer 2001: 106) 
 

The Chinese government’s anti-superstition position, which occurred “after the founding 

of the Republic of China in 1911” (Overmyer 2009: 13), coincided with the arrival of 

Pentecostal missionaries, although it was not directed at them. Furthermore, as Bruun 

explains, “The young Sun Yat-sen, inspired by both the Gospel and his impressions from 

his stay in Hawaii, where the white man's assault on local 'superstition' made a major 

contribution to his obsession with the idea that the breaking of Chinese 'superstition' was 

a condition for progress” (Bruun 2011: 72).  

 Although pentecostals were and still are often also derided as “superstitious” and 

“folk” religious,327 it is likely that the “Western” Pentecostal missionaries’ acceptance 

and furtherance of Chinese “popular” religion’s practices was encouraging and 

empowering. Indeed, Daniel Bays, describing modern Christians in China, says, 

Most [Christians] sought a return to primitivist Christianity, and put stress 
on direct spiritual experience of conversion or supernatural acts such as 
healing or prophecy, as well as practising considerable autonomy for local 
congregations. Today, many in the autonomous Christian communities 
preserve the theological traditions and practices of these independent 
churches, especially Pentecostals, whose overt manifestations of being 
moved by the Holy Spirit (such as speaking in tongues, praying loudly en 
masse, healing practices) are frowned upon in most TSPM churches 
because in their view they appear too much like superstition rather than 
religion. (Bays 2003: 494-495) 

 
327 See Payne 2016; Robbins 2004: 119; and Muñoz and Fernández 2018: 9. 
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Emphasis on experiential, embodied Pentecostal spirituality––or “doing” religion––

would have been appealing to Chinese people because it moved with Chinese “popular” 

religion rather than trying to uproot it and replace it with something entirely different, 

which the government was attempting to do. With the support of the Pentecostal 

missionaries, seemingly representing “Western” rationality and progress, Chinese 

“popular” religion followers were able to maintain their religious practices while also 

conforming to the governmental program to “Westernize.” Consequently, Chinese 

“popular” religion followers might have used Pentecostal spirituality to mask their 

“superstitious” beliefs behind the facade of “Western” religion. In other words, the 

relationship between the early Pentecostal missionaries and Chinese people was most 

likely mutually beneficial. 

 Another area of congruence between Pentecostal spirituality and Chinese 

“popular” religion was in the structure, or lack thereof. While the Pentecostal 

missionaries in China were aware of each other, even visiting with one another at times, 

there was no discernable structure either in their individual ministries or in a shared 

vision across their ministries. For example, though all professing Pentecostal spirituality, 

the Garrs, Junks, and Berntsens had vastly different ideas about the source of their faith: 

God. For the Garrs, the Trinitarian God worked to bring salvation to people otherwise 

condemned to hell; however, for the Junks, everyone was already saved through Jesus 

(universalism), and for the Berntsens, God was not Trinitarian but rather Unitarian.  

Interestingly, the lack of shared values and structure actually helped Pentecostal 

spirituality grow in China because it accorded with Chinese “popular” religion’s model, 

which Chau explains saying, “It is utterly impossible to control or predict the many 
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different encounters, experiences, sensations, pleasures, or frustrations of different 

worshipers. This absence of structure [in Chinese Religion]…allows one person’s 

trajectory through the time-space of the temple festival to be quite different from that of 

another” (Chau 2019: 68). Each community in China was believed to contain specific 

local spirits and ghosts, causing followers to participate in their religious practices 

differently. Solidifying a standard structure, therefore, would have done damage to 

Chinese “popular” religion’s fluidity and adaptability. Pentecostal spirituality affirmed all 

local spirits while also presenting the Holy Spirit as the true source for life, whether that 

meant spiritual efficacy, prognostication, or physical healing. The spiritual flexibility in 

“doing” religion was present in both Pentecostal spirituality and Chinese “popular” 

religion. 

Spirit mediums and these Pentecostal missionaries also shared many common 

features. They both claimed to be able to communicate with the spiritual realm, which is 

believed to be immanent. Within that practice they also both asserted––and continue to 

do so today––that many spirits are active in the universe, bringing either blessings or 

curses. The Chinese people who came in contact with these Pentecostal missionaries 

must have recognized the missionaries’ Spirit-centered or spirits-centered practices, 

which caused the missionaries to be “possessed” by the Spirit, at times producing 

glossolalia that required interpretation and regularly (at least according to the 

missionaries’ letters) including healing. Furthermore, it likely helped that the Pentecostal 

missionaries often referred to the Holy Spirit as the Holy Ghost, reinforcing Chinese 

cosmology. The Pentecostal missionaries were not concerned with maintaining an 
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“orthodox” position, enabling them to adopt all local spirits and practices while 

redirecting them to the “True” or “Holy” Spirit/Ghost.  

Lastly, both Pentecostal spirituality and Chinese “popular” religion professed 

utopian visions for the world. According to the Pentecostal missionaries, Jesus was 

returning soon and would liberate the world from all suffering and pain––it was this 

grand vision that fueled pentecostals in their missionization efforts. That same narrative 

powered Chinese “popular” religion as well: “Among Chinese religious specialists, one 

seems peculiarly important: an expressed willingness to ‘save the world’ (jiushi, a 

keyword in most if not all Chinese charismatic movements), that is, not only produce 

extraordinary events for individuals, but to reach out and explicitly address the 

transformation of the community. It is one thing to heal a few people; it is quite another 

to promise to heal everyone” (Goossaert 2008: 22). Discussing qigong, Palmer says, 

“[C]harismatic masters were those who were able to trigger embodied experience, and, 

through the adroit combination of strands of mythical and Utopian imagination, to make 

that connection for masses of people” (Palmer 2008:87). Thus, Chinese “popular” 

religion and Pentecostal spirituality had a shared understanding of spirits (ling), of 

interaction with spirits, and a shared vision of the world, which they both claim is on the 

brink of restoration and salvation.   

Difference 

 Although the similarities are clear, the differences are as well, particularly in two 

areas. First, Pentecostal spirituality claims that the Spirit can and does use everyone 

without reserve––nothing disqualifies or qualifies a person for Spirit baptism and service. 
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Spirit mediums in China, however, often possess a special “calling” or “selection” that is 

not available to everyone. Giving one example, Lin says, 

There are three stages in this [spirit medium] ritual: ‘informing the deity to 
select a medium’ (guan jitong), ‘placing the spirit medium in 
confinement’ (shoujin), and then completing the process with ‘fire-
crossing’ (guohuo). Generally speaking, in the first stage one appropriate 
person is chosen and experiences a symbolic death. He is reborn when 
placed in confinement as the son of the deity. Finally, the rite of fire-
crossing confirms the integration of the deity, the spirit medium, and the 
community. (Lin 2015: 55).  
 

Cline provides another example, recording Mr. Lin’s account of when his wife 

discovered that she was a medium: “We finally took her to a spirit medium and asked 

what was wrong with her. That medium told us that there was a god (shenming) trying to 

choose her to be his medium and that was why she was sick” (Cline 2010: 525). 

Consequently, not only is spirit mediumship restricted to a select few, it is also 

involuntary at times, causing physical harm or at least discomfort to the medium. For 

pentecostals, the Spirit is for everyone and is always comforting. This depiction of 

spiritual interaction, which is comforting and open to all, was likely appealing to Chinese 

“popular” religion followers. 

 Second, pentecostals and Chinese “popular” religion followers disagreed on the 

nature of spirits and ghosts. For pentecostals, the world is integrative, containing both the 

natural and supernatural; however, the supernatural is typically (if not always) attributed 

to evil, which can influence the natural but is strictly supernatural. This division creates a 

duality between the supernatural and natural world, even though pentecostals view them 

as overlapping. Chinese “popular” religion, however, is non-dual, where the supernatural 

is not entirely different from the natural: “After one dies, if one’s soul receives offerings 

from family members or descendants, it is not regarded as a ‘ghost.’ In the eyes of 
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believers, ghosts are souls that do not receive regular offerings from descendants––even 

the souls of one’s own ancestors” (Wu 2019: 301). As a result, what might be considered 

“evil ghosts” are actually deceased family members who were not cared for sufficiently, 

causing them to “haunt” the natural world (Wu 2019: 302). Outcomes from being 

haunted can include mental oppression or physical illness. This difference, nevertheless, 

produces a shared value between pentecostals and Chinese “popular” religion followers: 

healing through the supernatural. 

 Pentecostal spirituality and Chinese “popular” religion do not align seamlessly; 

yet, they do share important values on how to “do” religion. These areas of congruence 

would have enabled Chinese people to adopt Pentecostal spirituality without having to 

abandon their established religious practices. Furthermore, Pentecostal spirituality’s 

differences were possibly attractive: anyone can be “possessed” by the Spirit, which is 

always comforting and healing. Consequently, Pentecostal spirituality moved with the 

religious landscape in China rather than trying to uproot it. 

Conclusion 

 Attempting to trace religious development and growth is wrought with challenges 

because innumerous factors are involved. This project does not exhaust the topic of 

Pentecostalism in China––or perhaps better stated, “Chinese Pentecostalism”––but it does 

stake out a new research horizon: religious interaction and adaptation between 

Pentecostal spirituality and Chinese religious thought and practices. Prior research on 

why Pentecostalism has grown in China tends to focus either on anthropological research 

or theological inquiry. My project takes both approaches seriously, while not being 

restricted to either, through an interreligious and interdisciplinary analysis. Indeed, 
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anthropological and theological accounts are informative, but alone they do not provide 

an explanation for how and why Pentecostalism fit within the Chinese religious 

landscape. By examining the Mengzi, Zhuangzi, Platform Sutra, and Chinese “popular” 

religion, one can begin to understand why Pentecostal spirituality was familiar enough to 

work with the established religious values and practices while different enough to adopt 

as an (slight) alternative. Thus, the Pentecostal wind bends rather than uproots the grass 

in China, using the Chinese religious roots to enrich its spirituality.  
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