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“Christianizing China” or “Sinicizing the Catholic Church in China”? 
The dialogue Rome-Beijing advances so slowly. Why? 

 
Building trust takes time -- Old prejudices and ignorance persist 
Is the Vatican using religion as a tool of imperialistic forces to penetrate China? Is Beijing still trying to 
destroy Catholic religion as it did during the Cultural Revolution? Of course not! All well-informed people 
know that! Still, in the mind of some people inside and outside of China, these opinions persist. That is the 
reason why dialogue between Beijing and the Holy See advances so slowly. But we should not be surprised 
because without mutual trust any dialogue between countries cannot bear fruit. Rome and Beijing must first 
learn to put aside many important ideological differences and grow beyond old prejudices which find their 
roots in historical events that happened centuries ago. Only then can trust grow. We all must learn to be 
patient but positive, flexible but firm. 
 
Why does the dialogue make no progress? Are more complexities discovered? 
Christians and even more so the media are impatient and anxious to hear some news about progress in the 
negotiations. They start to guess and imagine reasons for the delay. Negotiations started in 2014. How come 
that even in April 2017 no agreement on the appointment of bishops has been promulgated? Could it be that 
both sides already secretly reached a partial agreement but decided not to promulgate it yet? Indeed the 
atmosphere seems to be positive. Ever since Francis became pope, China did not ordain any illegal bishops. 
In 2016 five bishops were ordained after agreement between Rome and Beijing. It was said that 3 of the 5 
were candidates of Rome while 2 of the 5 were government candidates approved by Rome. These are signs 
of progress. But then, all through the Holy Year (2016) we were hoping that the situation of 7 illegal bishops 
(among whom 3 are excommunicated) would be legalized soon. Some rumors are even spread that the Holy 
See already legalized them, but it is quite clear now that these rumor is unfounded. We should not be misled.  
 
Cardinal Parolin wisely warned everybody that the road ahead is still very long. Dialogue requires openness 
and that grows slowly, step by step. Only after mutual trust has grown will both sides put more cards on the 
table informing each other about secret steps they had already taken. 40 dioceses in China were said to be 
without a bishop. Did the government not secretly already prepare its own candidate bishops? Did the Holy 
See not secretly appoint even more candidate-bishops or apostolic administrators than was known? These 
secrets must still be revealed. A voice from Beijing signaled that the “unofficial bishops” (appointed by 
Rome only) are not qualified to be recognized by Beijing. Why? Which talents does a priest need in the mind 
of Beijing and according to the Vatican and Church law to qualify as candidate bishop? Perhaps both sides 
have different norms in mind.  Some people still wonder: how many “unofficial (underground) bishops” are 
there really? Could it be that more “unofficial (underground) bishops” than we know were ordained without 
permission of the Holy See? If so then they are ‘illegal’ according to both Rome and Beijing. In his article of 
August 2016 Cardinal J. Tong spoke of 30 unofficial bishops and later he spoke of 40 unofficial bishops. 
Maybe some of these “illegally ordained” bishops have been approved by Rome in the meantime? On both 
sides, we imagine, there remain some unknown questions that are to be revealed. Or did both sides discover 
more issues, more complexities than they had expected?   
 
Do Beijing and Rome have the same priorities? 
More basic even is the question: how do negotiators from both sides look at each other? Those from Rome 
represent the Pope first of all as shepherd of the Universal Church, head of the Holy See. They wish to 
discuss the normalization of the life of faith of Catholics in China. But negotiators of Beijing see them as 
representing the head of Vatican State not the “head of the Holy See”. Their priorities in the negotiations lie 
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perhaps more in the diplomatic field, different from those of the Holy See. Differences in expectations 
together with possible prejudices and ignorance also complicate and slow down the dialogue.  
 
All this does not surprise us because we realize that the ongoing dialogue between Beijing and Rome is the 
first of its kind in the history of Sino-Vatican relations. It happens after one of the most confusing and 
dramatic periods in Chinese Church history: the Cultural Revolution. To pass beyond historical prejudice and 
ignorance requires patience and wisdom. The fact that both Beijing and Rome continue to negotiate in spite 
of internal opposition on both sides is remarkable and shows that there is hope. Moreover we believe that 
dialogue between Beijing and Rome is possible because since Vatican II (1967) and since the Open Policy 
(1978) of Deng Xiaoping both sides have declared themselves as “open to dialogue with all different 
ideologies”.  If we remember some basic principles and if we keep in mind these historical evolutions we 
will see light at the end of the tunnel. We must remember history. 
 
The first task of the pope is to be shepherd of the Universal Church 
When the Catholic faithful today hear the word “Vatican” they do not think of that small little country inside 
the city of Rome. They think of the pope who is for them the shepherd of all Catholic faithful in the world 
and the vicar of Jesus Christ on earth. That is part of Catholic Faith. Whoever tries to understand properly the 
meaning and function of the “Vatican” in the eyes of Catholics has to start from Jesus Christ and the gospel. 
If not he is on the wrong track from the beginning. Misunderstandings between Beijing and the Vatican start 
precisely here: China sees the pope only as the head of Vatican State. But this is only a secondary function of 
the pope. Atheists, even while not believing, should make the effort to understand how Catholics look at the 
pope, based upon the gospel, not on politics. 
 
Jesus Christ preached His gospel which can be summarized in one word: love. All men are born from the 
love of God the Father. Christ appointed Peter to be the head of his apostles and his Church, the first pope. 
That was the beginning of the Church and its evangelization over the world. After Christ had left them the 
apostles started to evangelize in their own country, Israel. Many Jews joined this new community but also 
some non-Jews joined and that already caused a problem. Did the non-Jews have to observe Jewish law? For 
the first time in its history, under the guidance of the Spirit, this young Church showed that it has its own 
gospel-inspired wisdom. Peter, the head of the Church, guided by the Spirit and together with the apostles 
showed flexibility and decided: no, the non-Jews did not have to observe the Jewish law. That was a 
historical decision in Church history by Peter the first pope – shepherd of the Universal Church! All through 
history the Church has been challenged to show that same gospel-inspired flexibility. Today the Church – 
through Pope Francis -- still continues to do that also in China.   
 
In every country and every culture the Catholic Church wishes to acculturate and grow local roots adapted to 
the local society and adapt the way of expressing faith to the local culture. That’s how the local Church 
responds to the call of the government to “Sinicize” Christian faith. That calls for flexibility but at the same 
time the Church wants to be faithful to the gospel of Christ and that calls for firmness in matters of faith. 
Combining the two is a challenge for the Church at all time in all countries, also in China today. 
 
Being head of Vatican State is only a secondary task of the Pope 
As the early Church kept spreading to Rome and other countries in the Mediterranean region another 
historical breakthrough happened under the Roman Emperor Constantine in 313. For the first time in its 
history Catholic Faith was officially promulgated as a religion recognized by the State. That was the 
beginning of Church-State relations. Since the Emperor Constantine the pope obtained a second task, namely 
he is also responsible for the good relations of the community of faithful with the State. This task became 
even clearer when in the early Middle-Ages he became the head of a Papal State. This is an important 
responsibility but it is subordinate to his task of “shepherd”, expressed by the term Holy See.  
 
Today the Universal Catholic Church exists in almost all countries of the world. Thanks to Vatican II the 
Holy See – i.e. the Pope as shepherd of the Community of Faithful – has been able to translate Catholic Faith 
adapting it to modern times. That was the fruit and result of centuries of evolutions, of struggle, failures and 
successes. The care for smooth Church-State relations has caused big struggles and failures especially 
through the Middle-Ages when some popes tended to be more emperor than shepherd of the Christian flock. 
They mistakenly thought that in order to be a good shepherd of the Church they needed to be head of a big, 
powerful Papal State. All this has ended in 1870 when Garibaldi took over the Papal State and when finally 
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in 1929 Vatican State was established. This liberated the pope from the responsibility as head of an 
overextended Papal State and to become the head of the tiny Vatican State. This small State is since then the 
structure through which the pope fulfills his second task as head of State to care for the good relations of the 
Universal Catholic Community with the different countries where the Catholic Church exists. Vatican State 
must not be bigger than it is but the Church leadership needs it in order to function smoothly and 
independently. If there was no Vatican State today we would have to create one. Still it is important for 
Catholic faithful to understand that decisions of the pope in that field of “foreign relations”, taken by his 
administration in the Vatican are not part of Catholic Faith. 
 
What strictly belongs to Catholic Faith – and what is important for Chinese Catholics to keep in mind – is the 
following. The Pope is Christ’s Vicar on earth. He is the head and shepherd of the community of Catholic 
Bishops and of the Community of Catholic Faithful. The bishops of the whole world have each also a double 
function. They are the successors of the apostles and as such they are each in charge of their own diocese – 
Local Church Community – and besides that, they are also, together with the pope, member of the Universal 
Community of Catholic bishops which guides the Church in matters of faith, not in foreign affairs. We must 
keep in mind that this is part of Catholic Faith. The Pope, in order to fulfill well his second task as head of 
the Vatican State promotes dialogue with all civil governments in order to make this point clear. More than 
180 countries accept this and established diplomatic relations with the Holy See. Does China understand and 
accept this important part of Catholic faith? This seems to be one of the main issues in working out an 
agreement between Beijing and Rome. To clarify this issue they need a long dialogue. 
 
Dialogue about these obstacles between Rome and Beijing has become possible 
“Dialogue” is a new word in the history of the Church; in fact also in world history. During the Middle-Ages 
relations between countries were based mainly upon power and authority. One country controlled the other. 
This is what caused some popes to deviate from the gospel spirit by seeking also political power so as to 
control other countries by the power of their own Papal States. Up till modern times the word and the 
practice of dialogue between countries did not exist. Vatican II in fact introduced the word dialogue in a 
more formal way defining it as a basic attitude for the Church in all countries and in its relations with 
different religions and ideologies including atheism. Pope Paul VI launched the word dialogue officially 
after Vatican II in his encyclical Ecclesiam Suam (1968). Since then the Church defines itself as a 
community seeking dialogue with all different ideologies including atheism. A Church in dialogue is a new 
type of Church. The Church has changed. 
 
Is dialogue between the Vatican and China possible? The history of the Church in China is marked more by 
confrontation than by dialogue. There was the Opium War – Unequal Treaties – Boxer Rebellion—Cultural 
Revolution etc. These are the reasons why even today so many on the side of China as well as on the side of 
the Church are skeptical about any initiative to promote dialogue between the PRChina and the Vatican. But 
we believe that in spite of this past, dialogue has now become possible because the Church has changed – as 
we just have shown – but also China has changed. China used to be an isolated country. After it was 
humiliated by the Opium War and the Unequal Treaties (1842-1860), it struggled for decades to find a way 
to build a new China. Feng Gui-fen, Li Hongzhang, Sun Zhongshan a.o. wanted to build a New China on the 
basis of the old tradition of the Wang Dao, the doctrine of Confucius. Others wanted to destroy entirely the 
old China and build a totally new one. They were Liang Qichao, Chen Duxiu, Luxun, Mao Zedong. It 
became the line followed by Communism in China. But it was the Open Policy of Deng Xiaoping that made 
China into the New China which now also calls itself a country open to dialogue with all countries and 
ideologies. I believe that, against this background of a New Catholic Church (after Vatican II) and a New 
China (after its Open Policy), dialogue must be possible. We live in a new historical era. 
 
Pope Francis and President Xi Jinping initiate dialogue in spite of internal opposition 
A first call for dialogue came from the pastoral letter of Pope Benedict XVI to the Church in China (May 
2007). Msgr Parolin (then not yet cardinal) lead a delegation to China in 2009 to initiate a dialogue which 
even produced a draft for an agreement on the appointment of bishops. But Rome decided not to sign it.  
China was disappointed and reacted by ordaining more illegal bishops. That ended that initial attempt 
towards dialogue. 
 
From the day of his election Pope Francis showed himself to be a man of dialogue. Xi Jinping became 
president at the same time and was seen as open to dialogue. But some in China as well as in Rome are 
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opposed to dialogue. The fact that some in the Church expressed doubt did not surprise us. Their doubt was 
based on painful experiences of the past, the Cultural Revolution. One could even say that voicing out their 
doubt had its own merits as they represent a remarkable group of the Church. We agree with their doubts but 
we also know that the pope and his negotiators have the same concern as we all have and put it on the 
negotiating table. We join Cardinal John Tong of Hong Kong who called on all Catholics to rally behind the 
Pope.  
 
From what we shared here above it is clear that Catholic faithful should learn to clearly distinguish between 
on one hand the Holy See and what strictly belongs to our Christian faith and on the other hand the Vatican 
which is concerned with foreign relations and politics, matters that do not belong to faith even though they 
are also important. 
 
Christianizing China – or – Sinicizing the Catholic Church in China? 
Missionaries went to China to Christianize China. In the process they often did not sufficiently respect 
Chinese culture. History rightly blames them for it. Today China proclaims that it wants to Sinicize foreign 
religions, including Christian faith. The question on the table now is whether China is ready to respect 
Christian faith. If not history will also blame China. The challenge of Beijing and the Holy See is in finding 
the answer to the question: how to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God. 
To find a fair answer to this is a difficult challenge for the gospel-inspired Holy See as well as for atheistic 
China. Our experience of the last 60 years has made clear that insisting on organizing an “independent 
Chinese Church” (独立自办教会), as the Patriotic Association promotes, is not a fair answer. Would the 
development of an “autonomous local Chinese Church” （自立自办教会）not be a better principle which 
both sides can honor? It would only require to change one character (一字之差) in the basic principle of the 
Patriotic Association. For all of us it is worth waiting a bit longer for the fair solution to be found and in the 
meantime encourage dialogue for only dialogue on a basis of equality and mutual respect can achieve that. 
 
Dialogue is a constitutive part of evangelization in China – Learn to build bridges 
I was present in Rome when Pope John Paul II addressed the bishops of Taiwan during their five yearly Ad 
Limina visit (1984) and called on them to be a Bridge Church. Since then several religious communities and 
many individual Catholic Faithful of Taiwan responded and visited the Church in China cooperating and 
exchanging in many ways. In recent years Fujen University welcomes priests and religious offering them 
formation programs. This is the most precious and historically the biggest help any Local Church can offer to 
another Church. These are true Bridge Church activities.  But can we truly say that the Church in Taiwan – 
and in fact the Universal Church as a whole -- has well understood and well responded to this historical call 
of the Pope? The answer is not clear. I believe that the dialogue and negotiations initiated by Pope Francis 
offer another chance to develop more Bridge Church activities towards our brothers and sisters of the Church 
in the PRC. We must rally behind the pope in a positive attitude of support. The whole Catholic Church – 
especially the Chinese Catholic Community -- should fully join in this historical evolution. We may not 
underestimate the importance and the difficulty of the challenge faced by the Holy See as well as by China. 
To follow the appeal of the pope to be a Bridge Church we should now learn to make dialogue and flexibility 
but also firmness in matters of faith, a part of our evangelization work. 
 
For 2000 years the emperor in China has been both emperor and pope, deciding about all matters including 
religion. The policy of the Peoples Republic of China still continues in the same line. It is against this 
background that the pope now engages in dialogue with the PRC. Both the pope and China are for the first 
time in history confronted with each other in such a formal way. The president of the PRC in dialogue with 
the pope, the leader of the Catholic Church which Emperor Kangxi called “not fit for China” i.e. “Yang”. 
How will the two find an agreement about the place of the Catholic Faith in the modern State of China? 
What belongs to God and what belongs to the emperor in the future relations between Rome and Beijing? 
Both of them are hampered by ignorance about the other side. Rome hardly understands the PRC and China 
hardly understands the internal logic of the Catholic Faith. Yet it is a historical dialogue! An opportunity 
which both may not fail to honor! 
 
What does that mean concretely for evangelization? 
Ignorance and prejudice are the main obstacles to dialogue. This means first of all that dialogue must become 
a constitutive part of evangelization in the future: developing an attitude of openness towards matters related 
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to the Church in China. We must overcome our ignorance about the Church in China and about Chinese 
society.  
 
Secondly we must read again the letter of Pope Benedict XVI and finally learn from it that there is no 
schismatic Church in China. Stop speaking or writing about the “Patriotic Church” and the “Underground 
Church”. That is wrong. There is only one Catholic Church in China. But this Church is internally divided 
into two communities which both are united with and faithful to the Holy Father. They are divided only on 
the question of how to deal with the government and the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association which wants 
to establish a Church independent from the Pope and that is against our faith.  One community opted to enter 
into confrontation with the government and is therefore not officially recognized. The other opted, for the 
good of the Church, to accommodate and cooperate with the government while remaining equally faithful to 
and united with the Holy Father and the Universal Church. Both are united in the same faith! Therefore 
visitors should avoid to visit exclusively only one community of the Catholic Church in China. That creates 
division and this is against the spirit of the gospel.  Both communities are our brothers and sisters. 
 
We have to learn a pastoral attitude inspired by a spirituality of dialogue. In the spirit of the Holy Year of 
Mercy (2016) we learn to practice dialogue with a Christian attitude of Mercy. Instead of judging and 
condemning we wish to foster unity and reconciliation, crossing beyond our past prejudices and condemning 
attitudes. While learning all this we join Pope Francis showing flexibility but also firmness in matters of faith.  
 

 
Jeroom J. Heyndrickx cicm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 6

 
 

            
Know and support the China Programs of Verbiest Foundation 

 
- The Ferdinand Verbiest Foundation is named after the Belgian Jesuit missionary Ferdinand Verbiest 

who was a famous astronomer and teacher of Emperor Kangxi in the 18th century. The Foundation was 
established by CICM missionaries in 1982 at the Leuven University (Belgium).  

 
- Verbiest Foundation is chaired by Cardinal Jozef De Kesel of Malines (Belgium). Members represent 

the missionary congregations: CICM, OFM, Brothers of Charity. The Foundation sponsors the activities of 
Verbiest Institute at Louvain University (Belgium) and of the Verbiest Institute in Taipei (Central 
Building, 8th floor). Since May 1, 2009 the Foundation also sponsors the Chinese College Leuven. 
Through these institutes it promotes academic research on the history of the Chinese Catholic Church and 
pastoral cooperation with the Church in China. 

  
- The priority concern of Verbiest Foundation is: to develop a new relationship with the Church in China. 

In line with the letter of Pope Benedict XVI it promotes reconciliation and unity inside the Catholic 
Church without prejudice for or against anyone of the two Church communities in China.  

 
- The most efficient way to help the Church in China is to invest in the formation of Church personnel. 

Therefore the Foundation offers support for the formation of ministers (priests, religious, lay catechists) 
for the Catholic Church in China.  The foundation offers scholarships for the formation of priests, 
religious and also lay ministers. Priority goes to supporting formation programs inside China. We invite 
also priests and religious to come abroad for obtaining a more specialized formation in the field of 
evangelization in institutes in Europe, the USA or the Philippines. Scholars are expected to return to 
China and teach in Catholic seminaries and formation institutes. We are in direct contact with the dioceses 
or religious communities in China and we see to it that the money of donations is well used. 

 
- The Foundation also responds positively to requests from China to support (small scale) development 

projects in dioceses of N-W China: Gansu, Qinghai, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia.  
 
- Paul Braeckmans represents Verbiest Foundation in the USA. His contact address is at 624 Washington 

street, Alhambra CA 91801; E-mail: paulbraeckmans123@gmail.com 
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