
Bulldozers,  Human  Walls:
China  Church  Conflict  Not
Black and White
It had all the appearances of a brutal government crackdown.
Bulldozers were stationed at the perimeter of Sanjiang Church
in  Wenzhou,  China.  Hundreds  of  church  members  formed  a
protective ring around their house of worship. The headlines
were dramatic:

“Their Gov’t Wants to Curb Spread of Christianity,” The Blaze
website blared. “Chinese Christians Form Human Shield to Save
4,000-Seater  Church,”  the  Catholic  Tablet  said.  “Chinese
Church  Faces  Forced  Demolition,”  Christian  News
Network announced. “Faithful Rush to Protect Church With a
Cross Deemed Too Tall,” wrote a New York Times blogger.

Upon closer examination, the reality may not be as black-and-
white as the headlines.

“Nothing is this straightforward in China,” says Brent Fulton,
president of ChinaSource, a Hong Kong-based nonprofit that
collaborates  with  hundreds  of  China-oriented  churches  and
organizations  through  conferences,  publications  and
consulting.

Government authorities plainly were unhappy with the size of
the church, but Fulton and others told World Watch Monitor
it’s also plain the congregation erected a building far larger
than  they  had  permission  to  build.  Last  week,  both  sides
appeared to have compromised and saved face. And that, the
China sources said, may have been the desired outcome all
along.

One of the few certainties about the Sanjiang standoff is that
it is an example of how difficult it can be to determine
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exactly what’s happening to the Christian church in China.

As the dispute between the church and the government moved
toward  its  climax  last  week,  the  burst  of  news  coverage
concentrated, though not always uniformly, on a few pertinent
points:

1. Affiliation with the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. Most
news  accounts  reported  the  church  is  part  of  China’s
officially  sanctioned  Protestant  umbrella.  At  least  two
accounts, however, reported the church does not belong to the
movement.  The  distinction  is  important  because  Three-Self
churches enjoy standing to seek building permits and other
government services. However, many nonofficial underground or
house  churches  prefer  independence,  even  at  the  risk  of
prosecution.

2. Notice served to the church. News accounts were unanimous
that Wenzhou authorities served notice on April 3 that the
church would be demolished in 15 days. It was less clear,
however, why. Some news accounts said the building had been
deemed unsafe; others said it violated unspecified building
codes. Christian sources were quoted as saying Sanjiang was
caught  up  in  a  wider  government  campaign  to  scale  back
churches  in  the  region  that  had  grown  larger  than  their
permits allowed.

3. The cross on top of the church. Much of the reporting on
Sanjiang Church speculated whether it had been singled out by
the provincial Communist Party secretary, Xia Baolong, who had
toured the city and took offense at the large cross looming
over  the  city’s  commercial  district.  Such  speculation  was
attributed  to  church  members.  Neither  Xia  nor  any  other
government official was quoted criticizing the cross, which
one report said Xia considered “ostentatious.”

Some of the reporting said the Party wanted the cross removed
or covered. Some of it quoted church supporters saying the



complaint about the cross was a pretext for Wenzhou officials
to bulldoze the entire church.

Amid that swirl of speculation, one undisputed fact stood out:
pictures and videos of hundreds of church members standing
guard in and around the church, and of government demolition
equipment  stationed  nearby.  Behind  the  dramatic  scenes,
however, there were signs that both sides were seeking a way
out of the impasse.

“A local government official, who was not authorized to speak
by name to the media, said authorities were trying to resolve
the impasse peacefully and had never threatened to demolish
the structures by force,” reports The Washington Post’s Xu
Yangjingjing.  The  Telegraph  notes  the  “days  of  intense
negotiations between Sanjiang church leaders and officials”
during the standoff.

Last week, the two sides reached a deal: The church would
remove two levels of a newly built seven-story annex. The main
church building and its prominent cross would remain. As it
turned  out,  the  government  removed  four  floors,  not  two,
angering church members.

“Both sides gave way on something. It is very common that
Chinese officials do not want to be seen incapable by their
seniors and they try to avoid making trouble,” says a China
coordinator for Open Doors International, a global charity
that provides aid to Christians who are pressured because of
their  faith.  The  coordinator’s  name  is  being  withheld  to
prevent government retaliation.

“We’ve heard about a number of conflicts between churches and
the authorities, and eventually they compromised and saved
face to each other,” the coordinator says. “‘Saving face’ in
Chinese culture is more important than abiding by the law.”

The  coordinator  says  Sanjiang  Church  overplayed  its  hand.
Granted permission to build a worship space on 20,000 square



feet—about  half  an  acre—the  congregation  instead  built  a
church and an annex on 100,000 square feet, or more than 2
acres. Even then, the coordinator says, authorities turned a
blind  eye,  calling  the  massive  Gothic  structure  a  “model
project”—until the provincial governor toured the city in late
2013 and complained about the cross.

“The local government was afraid and initially only asked the
church to take the cross down,” the Open Doors coordinator
says. “When the Christians refused, the authorities threatened
to demolish the entire church building.”

That was in November. Church members began to take up watch at
the church in small numbers at first. Then the final notice
was  served  April  3,  the  crowds  mushroomed,  and  the  news
reporters arrived to find the made-for-TV scene of defiant
Christians staring down government demolition crews. But the
actual story was more complex.


