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Translator’'s Note

iao Yiwu is one of the most prominent and outspoken contemporary writers in China today. His epic poem “Massacre,” composed in 1989 in

condemnation of the government’s bloody crackdown at Tiananmen Square, landed him in jail for four years. His book The Corpse Walker: Real
Life Stories, China from the Bottom Up (2008), which chronicles the lives of those on the margins of Communist society, remains banned in China.
The Chinese leadership deems his writings subversive because they are critical of the socialist system.

Despite the adverse environment at home, Liao is undeterred and continues to give his curiosity full rein. In God Is Red, he turns his attention to
an area hidden from the West for many years, one that remains a subject of immense controversy—the resurgence of Christianity in China. The
World Christian Database estimates that there are seventy million practicing Christians in China. In a society tightly controlled by an atheist
government, Christianity is China’s largest formal religion.

The number will no doubt surprise many Westerners who are more likely to associate China with incense-burning Buddhists and Taoists, or
pragmatic Confucians, or red-flag-waving Communist atheists and spiritually ambivalent converts to consumerism.

Christianity entered China as early as the seventh century, and the scientific exchanges involving Jesuits in the court of Kublai Khan are well
chronicled, but the religion didn’t firmly take root until the nineteenth century, when improvements in transportation and access to the interior made it
possible for waves of European missionaries to work in the Middle Kingdom. Before the Communist takeover in 1949, local Chinese Christian
leadership, trained abroad or tutored by missionaries, accelerated its indigenous growth. According to the China Soul for Christ Foundation, the
number of followers had reached seven hundred thousand when foreign missionaries were expelled in 1949.

Before Mao Zedong's death in 1976, many Chinese Christians were imprisoned or executed. In recent years, as the government began relaxing
its control over religion, Christianity underwent explosive growth, though the Communist Party sought to keep the Christian movement in check by
requiring all churches to belong to either the Three-Self Patriotic Movement or the Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association. The official China Daily
reported in 2007 that there were an estimated forty million professed Protestants and about ten million Catholics—Beijing views Catholics as
separate from mainstream Christianity—in China. While a large number of Chinese chose to recognize the political reality and practiced their
religion within the government’s prescribed limits, others resisted, believing that only God, not the Party, could lay claim to their beliefs. They
eschewed the “official” churches and gathered for worship in their homes—called the “house-church movement”™—despite ongoing persecution by
government authorities. The movement has been gaining momentum.

Liao’s interest in Christianity began in July 1998, when he was visiting a friend in Beijing and met Xu Yonghai, a neurologist-turned-preacher with
an underground Protestant church. It was the first time that Liao came into contact with a Chinese Christian. That meeting is described in a story
called “The Secret Visit™

| gathered from the scraps | could catch from their conversation that they were planning to print some banned materials. Yonghai was tense and
would, every few minutes, raise his head furtively and look outside to see if anyone was there. They had apparently finished their business when
Yonghai moved closer to me and whispered, “We have to be careful. | think Xu Wenli’'s home is bugged.”  nodded, acknowledging his caution.
He wanted Xu Wenli’s help with a publication for China’s underground church members and, warming to me, talked about the concept of
salvation through God. | knew little about Christianity at the time and was interested in what he had to say, but deep down I rejected his
proselytizing. In the end, I said, “l don’t go to the church.” He laughed, “l don’t go to the church either . . . they are all government controlled.”

Having grown up under the rule of Mao, when religious practices were banned and Communism was treated like a national religion with Mao at
its center, deified and worshipped, Liao remained skeptical of any forms of religion. He had scant knowledge of Christianity, which had long been
demonized by the government as “spiritual opium” brought in by foreign imperialists. However, for a writer who had been in and out of jail for his
writings critical of the government, Liao felt strongly about freedom of expression and freedom of religion. He did not share Yonghai’s faith but
admired his courage.

After returning to his hometown in Sichuan, Liao began researching the Christian faith in China and learned about the underground Christian
movement, of which Yonghai was at the forefront.

Liao maintained contact with Yonghai and engaged in long conversations with him about politics and faith until early 2004, when Yonghai’s
telephone was disconnected; Yonghai had been arrested while preaching at a private home in China’s southeastern province of Zhejiang and was
sentenced to three years in prison.

Yonghai’s arrest spurred Liao’s interest in Christian issues. When he traveled to Beijing again in early 2004, his friend Yu Jie, a writer and
prominent Christian activist, gave him a copy of a documentary made by Yuan Zhiming, The Cross: Jesus in China. The film chronicles the history
and growth of Christianity in China and sheds some light on early Christian martyrs and individual believers, who are part of China’s “house-church
movement.” Seeing the extensive footage of large Christian gatherings was an eye-opening experience for Liao, and he felt compelled to include
Christians in his wider project about people living at the margins of society in China today.

An opportunity presented itself in December 2004 when Liao, on the run from government agents who had raided his apartment while he was
interviewing members of Falun Gong, a banned quasi-religious group, went into hiding in Yunnan. In Lijiang, he met a Chinese Christian doctor,
identified throughout this book by only his family name, Sun, who gave up a lucrative city practice to do missionary work in the remote mountainous
regions of southwestern China. Since Dr. Sun’s territory covered a large swath of China’s minority regions, where early European and American
Christian missionaries had been active, Liao asked to join Dr. Sun on several monthlong journeys that took him to villages with large populations of
the Miao and Yi people, two of China’s largest ethnic groups.

In those ethnic enclaves, impoverished by isolation and largely neglected by modernization, Liao stumbled upon a vibrant Christian community
that had sprung from the work of Western missionaries in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Liao was granted rare access for an
outsider.

Liao interviewed Christians at a gleaming white church that “stood proudly among the mountain peaks, with a red cross displayed prominently on
top of the steeple.” He witnessed a prayer session in a crammed courtyard house where “animals and humans lived side by side, forming a
harmonious picture.” At services celebrated like festivals, Liao heard illiterate villagers express their love of God with eloquence.

Many of those Liao interviewed for this book had never opened up to an outsider. They shared stories about “tall and blond or red-haired”
foreigners saving villages during the devastating Third Pandemic of bubonic plague that swept China and much of the world at the beginning of the
twentieth century. They told how the foreigners promoted public hygiene and taught villagers how to protect their water supplies, how they spread
literacy by building schools, improved health through their hospitals, and saved infants and young children abandoned by their parents because of
poverty. Villagers also opened up to Liao and told him tales of brutal suppression and persecution of prominent Christian leaders in the Mao era,



including the tragic and heroic story of Reverend Wang Zhiming, a Protestant minister executed during the Cultural Revolution and honored by
Westminster Abbey as one of ten Christian martyrs of the past century, with a statue above the west entrance to the abbey.

Liao was moved by the sustaining power of faith and the optimistic spirit among the congregations he encountered. For example, after recounting
the tragic story of Reverend Wang Zhiming, his son, Reverend Wang Zisheng, told Liao: “l don’t feel bitter. As Christians, we forgive the sinner and
move on to the future. We are grateful for what we have today. There is so much for us to do. In our society today, people’s minds are entangled and
chaotic. They need the words of the gospel now more than at any other time.”

In the cities, Liao witnessed the political tensions that dog unregistered and government-sanctioned house churches but was refreshed by the
more laissez-faire approach by government authorities to religion in the countryside. Villagers treated politics and religion in a more pragmatic
manner. They might have been baptized at a government Three-Self Patriotic Church but would feel no qualms about praying with and listening to
leaders of a house church. “The holy figure on the cross above the pulpit is my Lord, whether it was above the pulpit at a government church or
inside a living room,” a twenty-four-year-old man told Liao. Moreover, Liao found it common for families to display a portrait of Chairman Mao on
one wall and a picture of Jesus on another.

In late spring 2009 Liao and | started discussing the possibility of developing a book based on his experiences in Yunnan. He wanted to explore
the broader issue of spirituality in China in the post-Mao era, when the widespread loss of faith in Communism as well as rampant corruption and
greed resulting from the country’s relentless push for modernization have created a faith crisis. Though God Is Red takes Christianity as its subject,
its objective is to delve into the past and present experiences of a particular group of people in search of clues about China’s future.

In the summer of 2009 Liao went back to Yunnan and stayed for a month in the ancient section of Dali, a city well known for its diverse and robust
religious culture. There he conducted a series of new interviews to expand the scope of this book. He visited the city's two oldest Christian
churches built by Western missionaries at the beginning of the twentieth century and tracked down local Christian leaders and activists to record
their life stories.

In God Is Red, Liao has brought to readers, for the first time, a collection of eighteen loosely interlinked interviews and essays written between
2002 and 2010. The past, present, and future coexist in the pages of God Is Red. Some stories, while unique and colorful, typify the experiences of
ordinary Chinese Christians and shed light on the social and political controversies that envelop and at times overshadow the issue of Christian
faith in China today. Other pieces capture the dark years of the Mao era, when the claws of political persecution left no place untouched in China
and when thousands of Christians, and numberless others besides, were tortured and murdered. More important, each story puts a human face on
the historical and ongoing political battles staged by ordinary people against what is still a police state.

In God Is Red, Liao’s essays also chronicle his own transformation. He started this project as an outsider—an urban, non-Christian, Han Chinese
writer—thrust into a crowd of rural ethnic Miao, Yi, and Bai Christians, whose language, cultural traditions, and faiths were foreign to him. At times,
Liao felt alienated and confused. At the end of the journey, the villagers’ hospitality, honesty, and sincerity, their single-minded purstit of their faith,
as well as their optimism for the future, melted away any sense of alienation and helped him gain a better understanding of China. He was deeply
touched by what he heard and witnessed. In his story “The Fellowship,” he observes:

Village women, many of whom were semiliterate, had long been deprived of the right to speak and did not so much “tell” their stories as
perform them, articulating their ideas with eloquence, as if each had been a professional trained actress. Their stories were told with vivid
anecdotes. The variation of tone and occasional outbursts of tears enhanced the effect, carrying their performances to a high emotional level.
They were true storytellers. | was a meager scribbler compared with their gift.

Even though Liao remains a “nonbeliever,” the journeys brought him kinship with millions of Chinese Christians who are finding meaning in a
tumultuous society, where unbridled consumerism is upending traditional and inculcated value systems. Liao saw parallels in the perseverance by
Chinese Christians with his own fight for the freedom to write and travel. In September 2010, when the Chinese government finally granted Liao a
permit to present his literary works and perform music in Germany after he had attempted to do so fourteen times in the previous ten years, he e-
mailed his friends: “To gain and preserve your freedom and dignity, there is no other way except to fight. | will continue to write and document the
sufferings of people living at the bottom rung of society, even though the Communist Party is not pleased with my writing. | have the responsibility to
help the world understand the true spirit of China, which will outlast the current totalitarian government.”

Wenguang Huang,
Chicago,
November 2010






Preface
The Mountain Path Is Red

“Every inch of soil beneath my feet was red, shining under the frail winter sun, as if it had been soaked with blood.”

Ijo’rted down this observation in my journal in the winter of 2005 while trekking on a narrow mountain path in China’s southwestern province of
Yunnan.

I had arrived in Yunnan a year before, running away from public security agents who came to interrogate me for interviewing members of Falun
Gong. Fear of arrest prompted me to jump from my second-floor apartment. | fled to the sun-drenched city of Dali, where | took temporary shelter at
a friend’s place. Like a rat sneaking out from a tight-lidded container, in this case, the Sichuan basin, | brushed off the dust, stretched my limbs on
the beach of Erhai Lake, and resumed my life as a writer and musician—performing my Chinese flute on the street and in bars, and interviewing
people and writing about them.

Broke and depressed in a new city, | cut myself off from my friends in Beijing and Chengdu. During the day, | roamed the streets, hanging out with
beggars, street vendors, musicians, and prostitutes, listening to their life stories. In the evenings, | doused my loneliness with liquor, through which |
even made an unexpected acquaintance with plainclothes police officers who had been sent to monitor my activities. Unlike those in Sichuan,
policemen in Yunnan never refused a free drink and felt no qualms about being my drinking buddies. Even in their highly intoxicated state, they
didn’t forget to toe the Party line by saying how hard they tried to protect the Communist system, and that it was good for China. But drinking was
not an effective escape and even worsened my sense of loneliness.

Then, at the end of 2004, | met a Christian, known among local villagers as Dr. Sun, a medical doctor. Following his conversion to Christianity, he
quit his position as the dean of a large medical school near Shanghai and came to the rural areas of Yunnan, healing the sick and spreading the
gospel. On that day, he was performing a cataract surgery inside my friend’s shanty house in Lijiang. The patient was an old lady who was too poor
to pay for the procedure at the government-run hospital.

The bespectacled Dr. Sun, in a casual green jacket and a white T-shirt, looked more like a schoolteacher than a surgeon. With thin hair on top, he
reminded me of Xu Yonghai, a neurologist-turned-preacher whom | had met six years before in Beijing. Yonghai, an activist with the government-
banned “house-church movement,” had been imprisoned a few months previously for preaching in the southeastern province of Zhejiang. On this
particular day, Dr. Sun did not proselytize.

To my surprise, he said he had read my books—pirated versions that he had managed to purchase on the street. As he politely complimented
me on my literary efforts, | was beginning to wonder what it was in Christianity that had driven these successful medical doctors to abandon their
lucrative careers in the big cities to pursue a life filled with risks and hardships.When | asked Dr. Sun for permission to interview him, he initially
declined. “I've led an ordinary life,” he said humbly. “If you are interested, come with me to the mountains. You will discover extraordinary stories in
the villages there.”

Of course | was interested. | had spent the better half of my life capturing extraordinary stories from ordinary people.

One year later, in December 2005, Dr. Sun and | met in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan and set out on a monthlong journey that took us deep into
the mountains, first by bus and then on a small tractor, along perilous mountain paths paved with small rocks, which the locals call “hard candies.”
We passed Fumin and Lugquan counties, both of which I had never heard of, and then Sayingpan Township, where the paved roads ended.
Trudging along on winding red-mud trails, we reached a cluster of small villages hemmed in by tall mountains. According to Dr. Sun, there was a
vibrant Christian community there.

The place reminded me of an old Chinese saying: “Heaven is high above and the emperor is far away,” which refers to regions that are so distant
and isolated that they seem to fall beyond the reach of both divine and secular powers. | wondered how it was possible for Christianity, a foreign
faith, to find its way and grow in such isolated locations, where the vast modernization that was sweeping other parts of China had not yet reached.
Peasants still eked out a meager living by plowing tiny plots of terraced land with hoes and shovels. Television was still a luxury, and many had
never heard of refrigerators, not to mention computers or the Internet. Medical care was almost nonexistent—for example, when one of the villagers
fell sick, it took his relatives six hours to carry him to the nearest hospital. En route, on the bumpy road, he expired. The itinerant medical service of
Dr. Sun was the only hope for the inhabitants of those remote villages.

In the subsequent days after | started talking with some of the villagers, my initial assumptions gradually changed. It was true that people in the
cold, high plateau of Yunnan were cut off from the developed urban centers and were destitute. However, on a deeper level, the region was never
immune from both the political and cultural influences of the outside world. In fact, this region was well within the grasp of both divine and secular
powers.

In the village of Zehei, inhabited by China’s ethnic Yi people, locals led me to the muddy hut of Zhang Yingrong, an eighty-six-year-old church elder
whose peaceful and benevolent looks made me think of my late father. Zhang Yingrong talked fondly about the London-based China Inland Mission
that had sent its first group of missionaries to Shanghai more than 150 years ago. At that time, several of these nineteenth-century missionaries set
their sights on the Yi villages hidden up in the mountains. Because modern transportation was lacking, these foreigners, with “blond hair and big
noses,” rode on donkeys, journeying for many days to reach the region, just in time to save the mountain people from a devastating bubonic
epidemic, using Western medicine and their knowledge of modern hygienic practices. They also brought with them, in their inexact Mandarin
translations, copies of the Shengjing—the Bible. The Word of God, Zhang Yingrong said, gradually penetrated the whole region by winning the
hearts and minds of villagers who for generations had found solace in the chanting of local shamans and the worshipping of pagan gods. Zhang
Yingrong's father was among the early followers and then brought his whole family along. The missionaries eventually established schools and
hospitals. At an early age, Zhang Yingrong attended the Southwestern Theology Seminary, and before he reached twenty, he was ready to follow in
the missionaries’ footsteps.

Zhang Yingrong’s captivating stories piqued my interest in Christianity about which | knew very little. | grew up in the era when Western
missionaries were portrayed as “evil agents of the imperialists,” who enslaved the Chinese mind, killed Chinese babies, and ruined indigenous
cultures. | decided to talk with some local Christians, and under Dr. Sun’s guidance, | ventured deeper into the mountain valleys.

Another Christian leader, Reverend Wang Zisheng, an ethnic Miao, lived in a village across a river. He recounted a similar tale about the blue-
eyed missionaries who saved lives and spread the words of the gospel. So did Reverend Zhang Mao-en in Salaowu. As the interviews
progressed, | found a pattern—Ilocals had inherited their Christian faith from their parents and grandparents who had benefited from the teachings
of a certain foreign missionary. Was the missionary English, French, German, American, Australian, or New Zealander? They didn’t know. To them,
it was not important. Through the efforts of that foreign missionary, who had found a fertile ground in which to plant the seeds of faith, Christianity
had taken root earlier than it had in other parts of China. Three or four generations later, Christianity was part of the heritage of each individual



family and anintegral part of local history.

It was a path filled with strife and blood.

“Sometimes, devils often follow the footsteps of God to undo his work,” a local Christian whispered to me, referring to the period in the 1940s
when the Communists forced their way in there and Mao Zedong’s atheist ideology clashed violently with the Christian faith. Zhang Yingrong, who
was a preacher in training when the Communists initiated the land redistribution campaign in 1950, was labeled a “landlord” even though he had no
properties in his name. The ruthless beatings, the forced kneeling on broken tiles in the pouring rain, and the near starvation reduced him to a state
of near paralysis for a number of years.

Another preacher, Wang Zhiming, led the Christian movement after the Western missionaries had retreated from China. In the 1950s, local
Communist officials closed the church and sent him to work in the field to be reeducated. He quietly accepted the reality of being under
Communism and temporarily ceased his church activities. During the Cultural Revolution, when the Party infringed on his bottom line—that is,
denied him the right to pray—he acted in defiance and was willing to give up his life. As expected, he was arrested while leading a prayer session
inside a mountain cave and was brutally executed following a public condemnation meeting, with his tongue cut out of his mouth to prevent him from
preaching.

In the Mao era, local Christians were not allowed to pray and attend church and were forced to accept the Communist ideology. They complied,
but only a few openly denounced their faith. In order to protect their faith from being totally suppressed in that region, some brave Christians
gathered for services inside mountain caves. As a result, Christianity survived, and a few years after Mao Zedong’s death, it came back again with
a vengeance. Village after village became Christian territory.

On that journey to the Yi people, | attended a Eucharist celebration, which locals celebrated like a holiday, slaughtering pigs and chickens for a
sumptuous feast.

I grew up in the cities, where Christianity has also revived and flourished in the post-Mao era but with a distinctive foreign identity. Many new
converts are highly educated and well-off professionals or retirees. They have embraced Christianity the way they do Coca-Cola or a Volkswagen
—believing that a foreign faith, like foreign-made products, has better quality. Many younger urban Christians have been throwing themselves at the
feet of Jesus because it is considered hip to wear a cross and sing a foreign-sounding hymn.

In the Yi and Miao villages, Christianity is now as indigenous as giaoba, a special Yi buckwheat cake. A majority of the Christians | met were poor
illiterate farmers who had nothing to share with a visitor, but a wealth of stories. Like giaoba, Christianity is life-sustaining to the Yi. For Reverend
Wang Zisheng and church elder Zhang Yingrong, faith enabled them to survive the brutal persecution during the dark years under Mao. For Zhang
Meizhi, who lost her husband, brothers, and sons to Mao’s political campaigns, a recent conversion to Christianity lifted her anger and finally gave
her some peace. For a villager who had been ostracized after killing a snake, which the locals believed could cause leprosy, his newly acquired
Christian faith put him in the midst of a large and welcoming community.

In the urban metropolises of China, will Christianity provide a spiritual haven that calms the restless populace caught up in the relentless pursuit of
wealth and material comfort? It has certainly changed the lives of Dr. Xu Yonghai and Dr. Sun. Or will the Christian faith, like Buddhism and Taoism,
make people more submissive to totalitarian power? There is an ongoing debate among Chinese scholars as to whether some Christians forgave
the murderous government as a genuine display of God’s benevolence—or as an excuse for cowardice. As the Party continues to persecute
Christians, and keeps a wary eye on any spiritual movement that might challenge its authority, the willingness of Christians to forgive, however, is
not universal. When | asked a centenarian nun if she was willing to pray and forgive the Communist government, which had destroyed her church,
she jumped up from her seat and stamped her feet emphatically, “No, certainly not! They still occupy our church property! | refuse to die! | will wait
until they return everything back to the church!”

After | came back from the trip with Dr. Sun, | became preoccupied with the topic. To continue my research of Christianity in Yunnan, | went back
to Dali again in 2009 to trace the footsteps of early Christian missionaries, many of whom had settled there and used the city as a launching pad for
their missions in places farther away. These trips have exhilarated me, lifting me out of my drunken depression. The stories of heroic Christians like
Zhang Yingrong, Reverend Wang Zhiming, and Dr. Sun have inspired me, prompting me to write a book during a time when East and West are
meeting and clashing on many fronts. In these remote corners, | have discovered a center point, where East met West, and although there has been
a collision of cultures, there is now a new Christian identity that is distinctively Chinese.

The circuitous mountain path in Yunnan province is red because over many years it has been soaked with blood.

Liao Yiwu,
Chengdu, Sichuan province,
November 2010
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Chapter 1
The Cemetery

e Yu looked like one of those smiley, big-bellied Buddhist statues found in restaurants all over China—benevolent, round face, shaved head,

rotund, and triple chinned. He’s a monk and knows all the jokes. And when | suggested he could be the Maitreya, the Buddha yet to come, he
responded with a good-humored laugh and said that we, that is, my mother and |, were just in time for lunch and led us into the old part of Dali City
in the southwestern province of Yunnan. My watch showed just past noon. It was August 3, 2009, and we had traveled two days and a night from
Chengdu in neighboring Sichuan province to stay at a courtyard house lent to us by my friend, the avant-garde poet Ye Fu, in a rural village at the
foot of Cangshan Mountain.

We ate in a Muslim halal restaurant. A painting of pilgrims in Mecca hung in the main serving hall. We ordered beef and lamb while Monk Ze
extolled its range of vegetarian dishes. As we chatted, we talked about “Charter 08,” the manifesto to promote political reforms and human rights in
China, of which he is a signatory. | saluted his courage but wondered whether a monk shouldn’t stay out of politics. His happy face became earnest:
“Without democracy, Buddhism won'’t survive here.”

As we walked off lunch in the old city, Ze pointed out little details, missed by the average tourist, that brought to life Dali’s thousand years of
history. The old city was small by Chinese standards—only three or four kilometers from one end to the other, with a permanent population of thirty
to forty thousand. But concentrated here were worshippers of many gods and deities. The indigenous Bai people venerated thousands of them in
their temples, from the legendary Dragon King of the Eastern China Sea and the Queen Mother of Heaven to ancient emperors and warriors. He
showed us Muslim mosques and Buddhist temples and Christian churches, both Catholic and Protestant. Less conspicuous, he said, were the
practitioners of Baha’iand Falun Gong, who used their homes, as did those Christians who refused to recognize government-sanctioned churches.

Since it was the Christians who had stirred my curiosity, Ze wanted to show me a well-known cemetery for Western missionaries who had
journeyed into China more than a century before. He believed | might learn something. And so, a few days later, after much walking along mountain
paths and several bus rides, Ze and | reached Wuligiao Village. After more walking, mostly uphill, we stood under a blazing sun at the edge of a
cemetery. “Here?” | asked, but Ze shook his head. This, he said, was for Muslims, primarily ethnic Hui. | knew about the Muslim rebellion against
Chinese rule in the mid-nineteenth century and the violence that swept Dali. Many Han and Bai were slaughtered. The Qing emperor sent troops
and brutally suppressed the Muslim uprising with thousands of casualties. The cemetery was bounded by a stone wall. “Only Muslim ghosts are
allowed in here,” Ze said. With suppression of the Muslim rebellion came a period of calm, and it was during the lull that missionaries from, among
others, the China Inland Mission, poured into the area.

“We are close,” Ze said and kept walking. After about three hundred more meters the road dead-ended in thick waist-deep cannabis plants and
fragrant herbs. We found a side path that led to a tall ridge, and from that vantage point Ze swept his arm to take in five plots of corn in the middle of
which stood an excavator, its metallic arm conwulsing like the leg of a giant cockroach. “There,” he said, “is the missionary cemetery.”

We zigzagged our way down on a steep path, arms outstretched like birds to keep our balance, but | could yet see no sign of a cemetery. The
excavator lifted its arm and struck the earth, lift and strike, lift, strike. “Are they renovating the cemetery?” | asked. Ze gave me a cynical laugh. “You
may wish. They are extracting the headstones. High quality rock, much sought after by property developers.” As | looked down at the uneven ground
beneath my feet, | could see broken and jagged pieces of stone and, as | focused on the pieces, groups of letters from the Roman alphabet and
then whole words, in English, and crosses.

We found the foundations of the cemetery wall and managed to pace out two equal squares, each of about half an acre. Space enough for the
bodies of many foreign or Chinese Christians, but no complete records have survived to say just how many.

My research told me this: British missionary George Clarke purchased the land and built the cemetery. Clarke’s Chinese name was Hua
Guoxiang, which means fragrance of blossom and fruits. An active member of the London-based China Inland Mission since 1865, Clarke left
England in 1881 with his Swiss wife, Fanny, and reached the ancient city of Dali via Myanmar and Guizhou province.

George and Fanny Clarke were almost certainly the earliest missionaries in the region. Initially, they printed Christian pamphlets and gave them
out at markets and along the roadside. They also distributed candies to children. But they soon realized that their pamphlets were largely useless
because most Bai villagers were illiterate, and their own Mandarin Chinese was of little use in communicating with people who spoke only Bai. So
they set about learning Bai while initiating literacy programs in the villages and teaching people to sing hymns in Chinese. They also learned how to
imitate the Bai ancestor-worshipping dances and incorporated some of that culture into their Christian teachings. Soon, the Clarkes dressed up in
Bai costumes and danced to the rhythms of gongs and drums on the street to attract people and spread the gospel. They wrote up hymns using a
popular form of local ditty. | heard stories about how the Clarkes would visit the Bai villages to spend time with musicians and were seen dancing
on moonlit nights near Erhai Lake.

The Clarkes lived in Dali for two years but had limited success. They set up a boarding school but attracted only three students. Fanny became
pregnant and gave birth to a son. They named him Samuel Dali Clarke.

Two months after giving birth, Fanny became seriously ill. News of her illness spread quickly among her Chinese neighbors, who came to console
her. They were deeply touched by her beautiful voice and by the optimism she showed during her illness. She had left instructions with her husband
that she be buried in Dali so she could be part of Cangshan Mountain and Erhai Lake. Her devotion inspired people around her and after her
death, many of their Chinese friends and neighbors flocked to the church and were baptized.

So began the Christian cemetery at the foot of Cangshan Mountain. On the walls that fenced the cemetery, craftsmen engraved crosses and
biblical verses in both Chinese and English. George Clarke buried his wife on the morning of October 30, 1883. It was the first such funeral the
indigenous people had ever seen—to them, sending off the dead involved incense burning, sutra chanting, and shaman dancing. They were now
being asked to understand that Fanny’s soul was ascending to heaven, where she would be with God.

In the ensuing years, at least fifty foreign Christians served the communities in Dali. According to The History of Christianity in Dali, written and
self-published in 2005 by Wu Yongsheng, between 1881 and 1949 the city became an important Christian base in southwest China. In the beautiful
land dotted with lakes and hemmed in by mountains, churches sprung up across the countryside, attracting more than a hundred thousand
followers. Missionaries built hospitals, orphanages, and schools.

I was struck by the dedication of the missionaries. One such story relates to a Canadian missionary doctor, Jessie McDonald. She came to
China in 1913 and worked at a hospital in China’s central city of Kaifeng, Henan province. In 1940, when Kaifeng fell to Japanese forces, she
moved the hospital southwest to Dali, where she established the Gospel Hospital. Her work came to an abrupt end on May 4, 1951, when
Communist officials seized the hospital and its equipment and ordered McDonald out of China. A big Red Cross symbol on the front wall of the
hospital was painted over with a slogan: “Kicking imperialists out of China.” Many Christian followers became scared; they either quit the church or
publicly renounced their faith. McDonald is said to have been the last foreign missionary to leave China, and on her last day she ignored the threats



of soldiers and went to pray at what is now the Old City Protestant Church, built by missionaries in 1905. She was alone in the church, surrounded
by empty pews.

At the top of the church’s dome was a clock weighing 150 kilograms and modeled on London’s Big Ben. lts bell was commissioned by Richard
Williams and William J. Embery, who personally delivered the bell via sea to Saigon, Vietnam, from where it was taken along the Mekong River to
Yunnan and on to Dali. The entire journey took three months.

McDonald made for the bell and struck it for the last time. The sound rippled through the city. Three old men drinking tea in the old city remember
it. “The chiming came in waves, resounding waves, one after another; people in Xiaguan could feel the vibration,” said one.

On the afternoon of January 28, 1998, a couple from France, descendants of George and Fanny Clarke, were met in Dali by Wu Yongsheng. The
couple had been inspired after reading Alvyn Austin’s history of the China Inland Mission, China’s Millions, and wanted to visit where their great-
grandparents were buried.

That story reminds me of lines from a poem by Paul Valery, “The Graveyard by the Sea”:

But in their heavy night, cumbered with marble,
Under the roots of frees a shadowpeople
Has slowly nowcome over to your side.

The poet returns in his imagination to the cemetery of Séte, his hometown on the Mediterranean. He is sitting on a tombstone at noon, staring out
on a calm sea, contemplating life and death. But things are rarely as we imagine them to be, and though the French couple may have been
expecting a slice of China’s natural beauty, the scene they came across in 1998 was much the same as the one | encountered a decade later. No
cemetery, no garden, just an empty, albeit rocky, field plowed for planting. Wu told me the villagers gathered around the French visitors and
attempted to recount what had happened to the graves. One said that during the Cultural Revolution the Red Guards often used the cemetery as a
target in their fight against foreign imperialists, waving red flags, shouting slogans, and singing revolutionary songs. They ransacked the cemetery,
again and again, claiming that they would wipe out the ancestral graves of imperialists. Another villager recalled that the Red Guards had used
explosives on the gravestones and blown them into pieces. Another said destruction of the cemetery started way back in the 1950s; with each
political campaign, the cemetery became a target of hatred toward foreign imperialists. That didn’t take into account local pillaging; headstones
and markers were recycled as pigsties, courtyard walls, and the footings for numerous houses. Even before the Cultural Revolution started, half of
the graves had been leveled. The missionaries’ cemetery was one more desecration in the name of Communism that trashed China’s treasure
troves of history.

The French couple didn’t find the grave of Fanny Clarke. But they had to have been heartened that she survived in the stories the local villagers
told from one generation to the next. 'm moved to quote Paul Valery again:

The wind is rising! . . . We must try fo live!

The huge air opens and shuts my book: the nave
Dares to explode out of the rocks in reeking
Spray. Fly anay, my sun-bevildered pages!

Wu says the couple picked wildflowers and wove them into a wreath, which they placed in the middle of the cornfield. They had with them a small
accordion, and the woman began to sing a song she said was Fanny Clarke’s favorite. When Wu told me about the song, | recognized it right away.
It was from an 1805 poem by Thomas Moore that has remained popular with singers and composers and even Hollywood:

Tis the last rose of summer
Left blooming alone;

All her lovely companions
Are faded and gone;

No flover of her kindred,

No rosebud is nigh.

To reflect back her blushes,
To give sigh for sigh.

Here | was at the same place eleven years later. It was approaching dusk. The song was in my head, and | swayed to the rhythm of an unseen
accordion. “It's time to go,” Ze said. We retraced our steps, back aboard buses, back through cannabis bushes, back to the highway. | could see
the steeple of a church, and a new crescent moon had risen with the stars. | could hear hymn singing off in the distance.






Chapter 2
The Old Nun

hang Yinxian was fast for someone who was more than a hundred years old, and as | caught up with her in the churchyard in the old section of

Dali, it occurred to me that she looked every bit like a piece of fresh ginseng, slightly crooked but full of life and energy. She ignored me as |
followed her around, trying to ingratiate myself, and finally declared in words | found hard to understand that she was too busy to talk. “She’s quite a
celebrity around here,” said the friend who had invited me and two other writers in August 2008 to Weibo Mountain to visit the old Roman Catholic
church on Renmin Avenue, where an old school chum of his was a priest.

Sister Zhang stuck in my mind, and a week later | tracked her down again at the church, but it was soon apparent that her heavy Yunnan accent
and partial deafness was going to make any meaningful conversation impossible. My shouting and gesturing drew the attention of some other nuns,
the youngest | guessed to be in her seventies, and she began to interrogate me: Where are you from? What do you want? Are you a parishioner?
Are you a Christian? | told her | was a writer and wanted to interview Sister Zhang. “Do you mean you are a journalist or something?” she asked and
told me | would have to leave and get a letter of approval from the local Religious Affairs Office. Chastened, | left.

| visited Dali again the following year and, having learned my lesson, took a more cautious approach, spending a couple of days gathering more
information about the church and Sister Zhang. | also enlisted the help of my friend Kun Peng, who was a Christian and well versed in theology. Kun
had a contact, Sister Tao, who was in her midthirties and had bright eyes that beamed kindness. She took care of Sister Zhang and said she would
try to arrange my interview and act as interpreter.

Kun and I returned the following Sunday after morning Mass and were directed to a conference room, where, after about an hour, Sister Tao
appeared with Sister Zhang, serving as a fluent and necessary interpreter; | found it hard to understand Sister Zhang. “Sister Zhang has lost all her
teeth,” Sister Tao said. “She is quick tempered and has a loud voice. For people from out of town, it does sound like she is yelling in a foreign
language.”

Throughout the interview, Sister Tao sat close to her charge, a little behind and to her right. Sister Zhang was deaf in her left ear and the vision in
her left eye was impaired, but it soon became clear she possessed an amazing memory, and on topics about which she had particularly strong
opinions, she would stand and stomp her feet, reminding me a little of Shakespeare’s King Lear railing against the elements. Sister Zhang was
mad, yes, but not from any madness.

Our conversation was fast paced, but when | suggested we take a break to let Sister Zhang rest, Sister Tao said it was unnecessary. “She’s much
tougher than you think. Sister Zhang cooks her own meals and has a very healthy appetite.” At one point, when we were talking about her state of
health, Sister Zhang went over to a large heavy flowerpot and moved it across the room. We all laughed and | noticed that Sister Zhang’s laugh was
like that of a child, flowing freely, and the wrinkles on her face almost vanished.

Sister Zhang showed me three crosses that she carried with her, one she’d had for some sixty years. We spoke for two hours, at which point
Sister Tao suggested we wind things up because it was time for lunch. Sister Zhang did not want to leave. When we tried to lift her out of the chair,
she brushed us off and continued talking, repeatedly sweeping her hands through the air. | couldn’t understand what she was trying to say and
turned to Sister Tao for help. “She is still pouting about the fact that a large plot of the land that had belonged to the church was seized by the
government during the Cultural Revolution,” Sister Tao said. “She wants it back. She wants to witness the return of the land before she leaves this
world.” One of those old sayings came to mind: “People with a quick temper have a short life.” | thought Sister Zhang was clearly an exception.

Liao Yiwu: I've been looking forward to talking with you for quite some time.

Zhang Yinxian: 'm here in the church every day, praying, cooking, exercising, gardening, loosening up the dirt for ants and worms. If I'm not
around, it means I'm out buying vegetables at the market.

Liao: When were you born?

Zhang: lwas born on August 3, 1908 in Qujingcheng, Yunnan province. | don’t even remember what my parents looked like. They died when |was
only three. Iwas an orphan. | had a brother. He was taken away by a local warlord. | think he died on a battlefield. | was sent by an uncle to
Kunming to serve the Lord.

Liao: Your uncle?

Zhang: He was a priest. In the Qing dynasty, under Emperor Tongzhi [1856—75], Catholic missionaries came to Yunnan from Vietnam. When |
was growing up, there were many foreign missionaries, from France in particular. | was taught to read and write. | learned the Bible, attended
Mass, and said prayers. Sometimes, | would do odd jobs. Around that time, people suffered terribly. The small monastery sheltered me from the
chaos outside.

When | turned thirteen, | followed my aunt to Dali. Back then, the city’s old section had several churches. Then more Catholic missionaries
arrived. They represented many different religious orders—Jesuits, Paulists, Franciscans, and so on. Our diocese expanded fast, into the
Lijiang, Baoshan, Diging, Lincang, Dehong, and Xishuangbanna regions. At its peak, we had more than eighty thousand parishioners from alll
ethnic groups—Han, Bai, Tibetan, Yi, Dai, Jingpo. Did | leave anybody out? Anyway, to accommodate the growth, the Missionaries of the
Sacred Heart bought a large swath of land in the 1920s. They put a French bishop in charge. His Chinese name was Ye Meizhang. Under his
leadership, the organization built a monastery, an orphanage, and this church here.

At that time, we had about four hundred people living inside the church, and on Sundays, local residents flooded in for Mass from all over. The
church couldn’t hold that many people. Some ended up standing or kneeling outside in the yard. Children came with their parents. When they
became bored, they would climb up the trees.

Since |joined the church at an early age, | knew all the hymns, and when the priest quoted a Bible passage, | could immediately tell you
chapter and verse, and | knew all the stories associated with that reference. People always complimented me, saying how smart | was, but my
aunt would give me a stern look and say, “Hey, don't be such a show-off.”

Liao: 1grew up in the 1960s. My generation was told that religion was the tool employed by the imperialists to enslave people and that the nuns
conducted medical experiments on children in foreign orphanages.

Zhang: Lies, lies. At public denunciation meetings during the Cultural Revolution, we were accused of murdering orphans. They said the priests
were vampires.

In times of famine or war, poor people would abandon their children on the roadside. Some would pick a nice moonlit night, cover the baby
with layers of clothes, and leave it at the church entrance. When the nuns found the baby, they would take the child in, no matter whether the baby
was healthy or ill. Some parents were quite shrewd. They would leave their child with us and come back after the hard time was over. But the
maijority of the children here were never reclaimed. Back then, people were poor, and it was common for one family to have many children.



Parents treated their babies like little animals. If they were strong and survived, they would keep them. If the babies were sick, parents would
abandon them to strangers or just leave them to die.

| have seen many such cases, especially baby girls. They were abandoned by the side of the mountain path or on the beach. Lucky ones were
picked up by passersby, but many became the victims of wild animals, like dogs. For baby boys, if they were born with deformities or iliness,
they were subject to the same fate as girls. When nuns saw an abandoned baby outside, they would bring her to the priest or bishop who knew
Western medicine. If the baby had been left out for a short time, there was hope. Those who had been left outside for a long time, their arms or
legs would have been ripped apart by wild animals. The chances for survival were quite small. When a baby died, we would say prayers and
then bury him or her in the Catholic cemetery. It's on the south side of Wuligiao Village, the one that has been destroyed.

Liao: 1 visited the cemetery. It's a cornfield now.

Zhang: Actually, there used to be two cemeteries there, one for the Catholics and the other for Protestants. The two were located next to each
other. Both have been destroyed now. We can’t even get the land back from the government. Many local Catholics were buried down there. So
were the abandoned children we weren’t able to save. Those poor babies! We would hold a simple ceremony and give them a proper burial. In
the cemeteries, we set up grave markers for everyone, whether you were a bishop, a priest, a nun, a monk, a parishioner, or an abandoned
baby. On their tombstones, you would find inscriptions of their names, dates of birth and death, that sort of thing.

Liao: How would you find out the names of those abandoned babies?

Zhang: If it wasn’t with the baby, the nun who found it would come up with a name, be it Chinese or French. Then we would list when and where we
found her.

By the 1940s, our church had adopted more than two hundred orphans. The majority of nuns became full-time nannies. Those who had
medical training turned themselves into pediatricians. My job was to work in the kitchen, heating up milk, cooking rice congee. Sometimes, we
would have four or five abandoned babies brought in on one day. They were so hungry. | think a couple of the former orphans still live around
here. They'd be in their seventies or eighties now. But despite the changing political environment, they still won’t admit their relations with the
church.

Liao: Why is that?

Zhang: They renounced the church during the Cultural Revolution, afraid they would be accused of colluding with foreign imperialists. Even now,
despite the situation having made a turn for the better over the past decade, they are probably still afraid of being persecuted.

Looking back on the first half of my life, | was truly happy. Every day, the church would be hustle-bustling with people. In the fall, when the
breezes blew the leaves off the trees—dear God—the ground was covered with a layer of gold. During prayers or Mass, the church was packed
with parishioners, but at other times this whole yard was quiet, a place of happy tranquility. In the old days, our church was big, and | was so busy
every day that my back hurt all the time. My favorite job was to clean the inside of the church, dusting the altar, the pews, and the statues. We
had over a dozen priests from France, Switzerland, and Belgium. If | did something wrong, they would tease me by saying: “As punishment, you
need to sing three hymns—solo.” They would join me, and we would have a hymn-singing contest.

Liao: What about the second half of your life?

Zhang: In August 1949, on the eve of the Communist takeover, a Swedish priest, Father Maurice Toruay—I can’t believe | still remember his
name—traveled to the Cizhong region [near Tibet] to preach the gospel. He was shot and killed. The news hit us hard. It was like hearing the
sinister caws of dark ravens. We could sense the danger lurking ahead of us. We all knelt and prayed for protection in the new era. During a
special Mass, we braced ourselves for the suffering we knew would come. We were ready to follow the steps of Father Toruay and sacrifice our
lives if necessary to glorify the work of the Lord. We knew the road ahead wasn’t going to be easy, but we were prepared.

Soon, the Communist troops moved into the city. People waved red flags and beat drums and gongs to welcome the soldiers. The whole
country turned “red.” The mountains and the Erhai Lake turned “red.” Even the church was decorated with red flags and Chairman Mao’s
portraits. Foreign missionaries were segregated in a row of small rooms with curtains drawn. The soldiers guarded their doors, and nobody
was allowed to get close to them.

Liao: What year was that?

Zhang: It was in 1952. By February that year, all the foreigners had gone.

Liao: Did you hold a last Mass or something to see them off?

Zhang: No. The chapel was sealed and no one was allowed to enter. After the foreigners left, everyone at the church had to go through a political
review process. Both laity and clergy were scared and quit in droves. They answered the government’s call and went home to farm. Some
openly renounced the church. They said, “I will listen to the words of Chairman Mao and cut off all my ties with the Catholic Church which
enslaves people.” The government targeted church assets all over China. Foreign bishops were forced to hand everything over to the new
government, to sign documents prepared in advance. They said church property had been obtained through the exploitation of the masses. Just
like that, all the assets were seized.

I can never forget 1952, the year when the church was left empty. It used to be so glorious. Overnight, everything was gone. Rats took over the
place. We used to have four hundred people working at the church. Only three were left—me, my aunt, and Bishop Liu Hanchen. We were
ordered out. Bishop Liu argued and refused to leave. “The church is our home and we don’'t have anywhere to go.”

Initially, they allowed us to stay. At the end of the year members of the local militia came with guns and took us to a village at the foot of
Cangshan Mountain. Local officials held a public meeting, announcing that we would be put under the supervision of villagers there. They
ordered us to engage in physical labor and reform our thinking. They built an elementary school and a high school on the land they had taken
from the church and converted the monastery into housing for government officials.

Liao: So, you became a farmer.

Zhang: A low-class citizen trampled on by the masses.

Liao: For how many years?

Zhang: From 1952 to 1983. That's thirty-one years, isn't it?

Liao: How did you manage to survive?

Zhang: We grew our own crops and vegetables to support ourselves. When we left the church, we weren’t allowed to bring anything with us. We
walked all the way to the village, and before we even had a drink of water, the local leaders dragged us to a public denunciation meeting. They
paraded us around in the village, along with some Buddhist monks and nuns, Taoist priests, and several leaders of the local Protestant
churches. We were ordered to stand in three rows in front of a stage. We faced hundreds of villagers with raised fists shouting revolutionary
slogans. Some spat at us. Such hatred. As the leader worked up the crowd, a peasant activist came up and slapped Bishop Liu on the face. My
aunt stepped forward. “How dare you slap him.” The activist used to be a poor farmer, and when the Communists confiscated the property of



landowners, he was one of the beneficiaries. He pointed at my aunt and yelled back, “You are a counterrevolutionary and we have defeated you.
You are the lackey of the imperialists who exploited us.” My aunt said, “We are not. We came from poor families and we’ve never exploited
anybody.” The activist shouted again, “You are still stubborn and won’'t admit your defeat. You need to be punished.” Fists were raised and the
crowd began chanting, “Down with the counterrevolutionary nun!” My aunt wouldn’t back down. She said to her abuser, “Slap me if you want. If
you slap me on the left side of my face, | will give you the right side too.”

Liao: Turning the other cheek . . .

Zhang: Those guys had no idea what my aunt meant. We had to endure many more political meetings, but after a while the humiliating remarks or
beatings didn’'t bother us anymore. We became smarter. We learned how to protect ourselves. All of those campaigns, whether to denounce the
landowners, Buddhists, Catholics, or intellectuals, were all the same. People would shout slogans—*‘Down with so and so!” “Beat Liu so he can
never stand up!” “Long live Chairman Mao!” “Long live the Communist Party!” “Long live the victory of whatever!”—and each time, we were
made to confess. It got so we knew it by rote; all we did was change a few words.

Liao: What was it like living in the village?

Zhang: The village put us in a stone house with two rooms, which were very drafty. It was more like a pigsty than a house. The new life was really
hard for Bishop Liu and my aunt; they were both quite old. | was relatively young. So | went to the village leader and asked for pots and pans,
some grain, and bedding. He made me sign a piece of paper, saying | would pay them back after | earned enough money.

What followed was hard labor. The farmwork wasn’t that difficult, but you had to have enough physical strength. | did most of the farming. My
aunt and Bishop Liu assisted me. When there were no public denunciation meetings, we were allowed to live our life quietly. The village lent us
an ox so we could plow the field. We also raised pigs and chickens and grew vegetables. We pickled surplus vegetables and would sell them,
and eggs, at the local market. With the money we got, we bought vegetable oil, soy sauce, that sort of thing. Life was hard, but we got by, and
soon we could breathe a little more easily.

Liao: Then, of course, came the Great Leap Forward . . .

Zhang: We all went up on the mountains to cut down trees to fuel the backyard furnaces making iron and steel. We were all told that if we worked
hard, China could become an industrialized nation in two to three years. In the village, we had to hand over everything, including our cooking
utensils. But nobody took care of the crops. Famine arrived. So many people died—it was really, really horrible. We lived on thin corn broth,
almost as clear as plain water. Under the sun, you could see its reflection at the bottom of the bowi; it looked like an egg yolk. Bishop Liu used
to joke that a drawing of an egg was better than no egg at all, and my aunt would cup the bowl in her hand and say, seriously, “We are eating the
sunny egg broth offered by the Lord. I'm sure the broth in this bowl has more nutrients.”

Pretty soon, there was nothing left. We had to search for food in the mountains. We looked for wild vegetables, grass roots, moss, even tree
bark. Some of the villagers were so desperate, they dug up dead bodies and feasted on the flesh. Even Buddhist monks hunted and ate rats.
Let me tell you, there was chaos everywhere. Had the famine lasted much longer, 'm sure the villagers would have eaten us. Thank the Lord we
survived.

We prayed—on the road, climbing a hill, at home. We had all spent many years reading the Bible, and God’s words were etched, stroke by
stroke, on my mind and in my heart. No matter how hard the government tried, those words couldn’t be erased. When we felt dizzy from hunger,
we never asked for help, because they couldn’t even save themselves. We prayed that the Lord would grant us peace.

One day, | joined other villagers combing an area in the mountains for food. Almost half a day had gone and | hadn’t found anything. | was
exhausted and fell to ground and could not get up again. That's when | noticed some colorful wild mushrooms near me. Those were the
poisonous ones that nobody dared to touch. Hunger weakened my will and judgment. | snatched the mushrooms and put them into my mouth. |
grew up in the region and knew the terrible consequences of swallowing poisonous mushrooms. Oh well, if | had to choose between death from
hunger and death from poisoning . . . | simply picked the latter and prayed for God’s forgiveness. Several minutes later, | had a severe
stomachache. | poked my fingers deep down in my throat, hoping | could throw up. But because there was nothing in my stomach, the poisonous
mushrooms were digested and absorbed very fast. My hands and feet began to tremble. My whole body began to shake. | wrapped myself
around a tree and kept praying. If | was going to die, | wanted to die in prayer.

When | woke up, the moon was out. | managed to stand. | was still very hungry, but my stomach pain had gone. “Amen,” | murmured to myself.
“Amen. Thank you, Lord, for your protection.” | was alive when | know | should have been dead.

Liao: All three of you survived.

Zhang: During the Cultural Revolution, Bishop Liu was taken to somewhere in Haidong for more interrogation. He was beaten many times. His
health deteriorated a lot. In 1983, when the Party reversed its policy on religion, we were reunited. The local Religious Affairs Bureau found us a
two-bedroom house across the street from the old church. So the three of us moved in there and tried to persuade the residents and the school
authorities to give us back our church and the church’s property. Bishop Liu cited Party policy in his negotiations and told them, “Even though we
are old and feeble, we are not giving in—this is God’s church.” The residents told him, “To hell with your God.”

Next we tried to persuade officials at the local Religious Affairs Bureau. Carrying my aunt on my back, we went to the Dali Prefecture
government building, but nobody wanted to talk with us. So | walked out of the building and put my aunt down on the stairs outside. | sat next to
her, fasting and staging a sit-in protest.

Liao: How old were you then?

Zhang: 1think | was seventy-five or seventy-six. My aunt was close to ninety. We would come home in the evening and go there againin the
morning. My aunt had asthma and could hardly breathe. I told her to stay home, but she refused. “The Lord belongs to all of us, not to you alone,
she said.” In the 1980s, the road from the old section of Dali to Xiaguan, the prefecture capital, was really bad. Every day, | would get up at the
crack of dawn. lwould pray first, then sweep the yard and cook breakfast. My aunt had become a nun at the age of twenty-one. She was a
beautiful woman and kept herself up really well. She would scold me for being a tomboy. Well, | had to act like a man. | had to do farmwork in the
field, raise pigs and chickens. | never had any time to myself. On the first morning of our official sit-in protest, my aunt told me to change into my
new clothes: “We are staging a protest in the middle of the street. Don't dress up like a beggar and embarrass the Lord.”

| carried her to the bus terminal outside the city’s south gate. Two hours later, we were outside the prefecture government building. I laid out a
quilt on the ground and had my aunt lie down. | sat next to her and began praying. Soon, we were surrounded by a curious crowd. | told them
what had happened. We were there every day. Rain or shine, we didn’t care.

All we knew was that there was a large crowd every day. Sometimes the crowd was so thick it was like a human wall. | felt a little uneasy. So, |
would stand up, raise the cross above my head, and ask them to disperse. But more people would stop and watch. Some would get close to my
aunt and whisper back to the crowd, “The old woman is still breathing. She is mumbling something to herself.” | would correct the person by
saying, “She’s not talking to herself. She’s praying.” And they would ask, “What is she praying?” And | would repeat her words loudly, “Dear
Lord, you put me here to test me in this secular world. Please forgive my sins and correct my thoughts. Please rescue me from the evil forces of



this world. Amen.”

Liao: Did people understand?

Zhang: No, they didn’'t. Many people said we were crazy. Some kindhearted people suggested we give up. “You should think from the
government's viewpoint,” they'd say. “They have a whole prefecture to run. It's not easy. You should be patriotic and love your country.” | didn’t
argue with them. We stayed outside the government building for twenty-eight days. During the day, | fasted. | would only drink some water.
Considering my aunt’s poor health, | would feed her some noodle soup around noon. When the sun started to set, | would carry her to the bus
terminal and we’d return home in Dali.

As time went by, | found it harder and harder to carry my aunt since | only ate breakfast and fasted all day long. | was losing weight. My legs
were weak. So we simply stayed overnight on the street. The building guards and the police tried to kick us out. We ignored them. Nobody
dared to arrest us. We were two old ladies. 'm sure they felt bad for us.

After a while, people on the street became used to our presence. Some would say hi to us when they passed by. There were no longer any
crowds. A couple of children would hang out and play with us. But I think our presence must have reflected very badly on the government,
because, on the twenty-eighth day, a senior official with two assistants showed up. He stood there for several minutes, then squatted down next
to me, “Are you Zhang Yinxian?” “Yes,” | said. “And this is my aunt, Li Huazhen.” He was a bit sarcastic, and | said, “We don’t mean to make
trouble for you. We just need a place to live.” He was puzzled by my answer and said, “You have a place. Isn’t the two-bedroom house big
enough for you?” | said quickly, “We are not those childless old people who are on welfare. You can't just throw us a house and shut us up. We
want our church back. We need a proper place to worship the Lord.” He backed down a little bit and said, “Well, we will return the church assets,
eventually. It takes time.” | became impatient. “Time? We’ve been waiting thirty-one years. 'm only seventy years old, so | can still wait, but what
about my aunt? She is over ninety. She has many health problems. | don’t think she can wait.” The official became upset. He raised his voice:
“Who do you think you are? You can’t threaten the government and tell us what to do. We’ve been working hard to make it happen for you, but it
takes time. You will have to wait at least three or four years more.” My aunt was listening, half asleep, and now asked me to help her sit up. She
said, “If that’s the case, 'm just going to die here, right on the street.” | added, “And so will |; the two of us are ready to die right here, in front of
the government building.” The officer responded, “Do whatever you want.” He was angry, and before he left, he turned and railed at me, “Are you
threatening the Communist Party?” | said calmly, “All Iwant is to get the church back. | won’t hold you responsible for our lives.”

Liao: What happened next?

Zhang: A couple of months after that confrontation, we were told we could have our church back—the old chapel, two rows of houses around the
chapel, and the two courtyard houses. People in the old section were shocked. They would say, “Those two evil old women. They were so tough.
Even the government caved in.” Well, it's not enough. We’ve only gotten back one quarter of the church assets. The two schools across the
street used to be part of the church. That property is as big as three or four football fields. We’'ll never get that land back.

Liao: The three of you living in this big place; wasn't it like a dream come true?

Zhang: The church doesn't belong to us. We only look after it for the Lord.

Liao: How did you support yourself in those days?

Zhang: By then, the other two were old and sick. I raised pigs and chickens, grew vegetables. We could make ends meet. We were happy. My
aunt died in 1989. She was ninety-three. Bishop Liu died in 1990 at the age of ninety. They are buried on Cangshan Mountain. There is a spot
next to their graves for me. The day before Bishop Liu passed away, he told me that he wanted to hold a Mass in the church, but he had barely
put on his robe before he fell down. | prayed over him, and as he took in his last long breath, his eyes closed. He was smiling. Dusk was
approaching. | could feel the angels outside, flying into the setting sun. | felt a gentle breeze.

Now | was alone and felt very sad. | would sometimes catch myself looking for them inside the church, in the courtyard, and in places where
they had spent time. One day, | closed my eyes. | felt that they were touching my hands. | was so happy. | woke up and saw it was a dog, licking
my hands.

In 1998 things changed. We had a new bishop. A new generation of nuns, such as Sister Tao, arrived. | feel more relaxed now. | will continue
to press them to have the government return the remaining church property. Even if we can’t get it back, we need to record it in the church
history. Future generations should know what happened.

I've been waiting for the Lord to take me. 'm looking forward to reuniting with Bishop Liu and my aunt. While | was not looking, another ten
years have passed. 'm going on 101 now. People around here are thirty, forty years younger than am. What can | do?

Liao: What would you like to do?

Zhang: would like to continue to praise the Lord. I would like to continue to make sure that our church gets back our land. I would like to continue






Chapter 3
The Tibetan

ars and nightclubs on Foreigner Street in Dali look different in the daylight without their flattering neon signs and the hypnotic thump thump thump

of their music; limagine a model woken up too early, without her makeup and glamorous outfits. The smell was different, too, in the fresh morning
air: body odor and stale marijuana smoke. Beyond were the vegetable vendors, Bai women in their colorful dress calling attention to the fruits and
vegetables from their land, their displays smelling earthy and real, leaves unusually lush and thick. | stopped to admire the bok choy and, out of
mischief, asked if it was genetically engineered. The Bai woman looked at me through narrowed eyes, smiled toothlessly, and scolded: “You damn
ghost from Sichuan.”

At a little after nine o’clock on August 3, 2009, I turned right on Renmin Avenue into a small stone-paved lane, following the directional signs for
“The Catholic Church.” The door to one courtyard was open, and, from the lane, the “church” within appeared at first glance no different from any of
the other old residential houses in the neighborhood. Though its eaves were carved with the birds and animals of Bai legends, reaching into the sky
was a steeple topped by a cross painted gold. Inside, the ceiling arched several stories high, and the building took the shape of a butterfly, its
wings stretched ready for flight.

Sunday Mass had just started as I slipped quietly through the waves of singing from the hundred or so parishioners and eased along a pew to join
my friend Kun Peng. Not knowing how to sing hymns, | hummed the melody. At the altar, against the background of four big Chinese characters
proclaiming God Is Love, a middle-aged priest and two young acolytes were immersed in an ancient ceremony. “For Jesus had known from the
beginning which of them did not believe and who would betray him,” the priest intoned. I felt a little self-conscious about my presence in the church,
a nonbeliever here to observe the behavior of believers. | knew the passage the priest was reading and hoped they did not think the betrayer was
me.

The service had a rhythm of rising and falling, like the wash of the tide against a beach: standing to sing the hymn, sitting to hear the sermon,
kneeling to pray, standing again to sing another hymn. Kun Peng had told me that with the repetition of each act, the heart became purer, more
pious and more passionate. We all stood again when the organ began to play, and the congregation made a line in the aisle to receive Holy
Communion, the wafer and wine that were the body and blood of Christ.

I was not alone in remaining seated; there was a smattering of other nonbelievers here out of curiosity or simply to enjoy the music. By eleven
o’clock, the Mass was over, and Kun Peng took me to see the monastery next door. High walls divided the views of two traditional Bai-style
courtyard houses, where plants and flowers grew in the garden, lush and in full bloom. The houses looked dilapidated. Nuns and monks shuffled in
and out, some in robes, others not, going about their Sunday business. Among them was a young man who said he was twenty-four, Tibetan,
Catholic, and a seminarian. Like most Chinese, | was under the impression that every Tibetan was a devout follower of Tibetan Buddhism.

Jia Bo-er was squatting under the eaves, washing his robe in a basin, his shiny, black, curly hair bobbing up and down in the sun as he pressed
and kneaded the black cloth. He said his Christian name was Gabriel, and when he was done with his washing, we found some shade to talk. He
said he was from Shangri-La:

Liao Yiwu: Shangri-La? Isn't that the famous paradise described in James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon?

Jia Bo-er: Yes, yes. Most of my friends have read the novel. It was written in 1933, | think. The paradise that Hilton described in the book was
supposed to be in the Cizhong region, Diging Prefecture, part of Yunnan province. In the 1990s, leaders of the prefecture officially certified that
our village was the “lost Shangri-La.” I think it was a stunt to attract tourists. I'm quite proud that my hometown is so well known.

Generations of my family have lived in the Cizhong area. In the old days, we were all Buddhists. About two hundred years ago, soldiers from
the Lamaseries constantly engaged in fights against the Chinese troops. The war lasted many years and left many villages in poverty and
chaos. Old folks would tell me that in the war-torn region, people died all the time. In the mid-nineteenth century, several priests with a Catholic
organization called Foreign Missions of Paris arrived. They changed the lives of many ordinary people.

Liao: Are there more Buddhists or Christians in the Cizhong area?

Jia: 1think it's half and half. We all live in the same village, share the same skin color, wear similar goatskin coats, and herd goats and farm
together. So it's quite harmonious. When we get together for dinner with our friends or neighbors, they chant their Buddhist sutras and we say
our prayers to seek God'’s blessing. Then we toast each other with liquor. Occasionally, we would take off our necklaces and compare whose
pendants are prettier, the cross or the miniatures of Buddha. You have probably read about the meeting between Pope John Paul Il and the
Dalai Lama? They praised each other warmly during their meeting. It is good to promote interfaith harmony, don’t you think? Four generations of
my family have been Christians. I've been a Christian all my life.

Liao: Your name doesn’'t sound Tibetan.

Jia: You are right. It's a Western name. | was baptized in a church. The priest named me “Gabriel.” Gabriel is one of God’s angels, and the name
means “man of God.” As you know, we Tibetans name our children quite spontaneously. A father is supposed to come up with a name
immediately upon the birth of his child. Many times, he gets his inspiration from whatever he sees first when he steps outside the house. fit's a
Kalsang flower blooming on the grassland, he will name his baby girl Kal Sang, or Ge Sang. Ifit's a windy morning, he’s very likely to name his
baby boy Anil, which means “wind” or “air.” | like my biblical name a lot.

Liao: Where were you baptized?

Jia: In the Cizhong church, which was built by French missionaries about 150 years ago.

Liao: Is it the oldest church in Yunnan province?

Jia: Probably. When you are in the valley area, you can see from a distance its Western-style steeple against the snow-covered mountain peaks,
surrounded by Buddhist temples. The Lancang River flows by and then curves around the villages there. Old folks in my village used to say that
Cizhong was a borderland for Christian missionaries. From the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries, missionaries hoped that the
gospel would filter into Tibet, but the lamas didn’t like religious competition and many priests were killed. The Kashag, or the governing council
of Tibet, placed thousands of troops at key mountain passes to prevent outsiders from entering Tibet. It didn't matter whether you were a Han or
a Westerner, and it didn’'t matter if you carried a gun or a Bible. The troops would arrest you or kill you. Many people went and never returned. In
the end, the missionaries established bases in Cizhong from which to serve the Tibetan villages.

Liao: Are there many Christians in Tibet?

Jia: No. | think there are only about seven hundred or so. In Cizhong, the Catholic missionaries were the first to arrive, but as travel has become
easier the Protestant churches have also been expanding. In recent years, Cizhong has become a popular destination for tourists from France,



America, Britain, Canada, Australia, Sweden, and New Zealand. On their way to climb the Meili Snow Mountain, many stop and worship at the
Cizhong church.

Liao: Have you heard any stories about early Western missionaries in the region?

Jia: Yes. I've seen their tombstones. Some of them were damaged during the Cultural Revolution, but now they have been restored and are
protected. I've also seen trees planted by foreign missionaries at the beginning of the last century. The missionaries picked mountain slopes
that faced the sun to plant grapes. We call them “rose honey.” They have a strong, thick, and sweet taste. They are part of an ancient variety in
France. The missionaries brought winemaking techniques to the region.

Liao: I have tasted rose-honey wine. It is red and mild.

Jia: t doesn’t scratch your throat like barley wine does. The French missionaries originally intended it just for Holy Communion. But after they had
settled in our village and built a church there, people easily overcame cultural difference and treated them like family. The Tibetans would offer
highland barley wine to their French friends, who offered their red rose-honey wine in return. Tibetan traders and farmers would go to the church
not to pray or sing hymns—they were still Buddhists—but to visit their French friends and drink wine with them. I'm told that sometimes a local
farmer would enjoy too many glasses of wine and the priests would find him a bed to sleep it off.

During harvest seasons, the French priests would bring their wine to the barley field and help farmers with harvesting and planting. They also
tried to teach them how to sing hymns. You know, Tibetans are good at bellowing out loud mountain tunes. They open their mouths and howl.
The priest would stop them, saying: “Amen; God bless your voice. But you don’t have to howl. God is not deaf. He can hear you.” The French
priests made lots of adjustments to the hymns. Nowadays, psalms are sung with Tibetan highland melodies. Sunday Mass will sometimes
feature a dance around a bonfire. Christmas is celebrated with dancing around bonfires.

Relations between local Tibetans and foreign missionaries have not always been easy though. We Tibetans suffered deeply, sometimes
ravaged by war, other times by pandemics, at times both war and pandemics.

I was told that in my great-great-grandfather’s time, the region was hit by a severe drought. For several consecutive years, there was no rain or
snow. The riverbed lay exposed. Goats and cattle died of starvation because there was no grass to feed them. Crops withered to sticks.
People’s lives were in danger. The lamas chanted and prayed for rain. It didn’t help. People burned incense to local gods and deities. Nothing.
Some Tibetans began to vent their frustrations on the foreign missionaries. Some claimed that Tibetans had offended their ancestors because
they had invited foreigners to their villages and allowed them to change their faith. In one area, local villagers surrounded a church and captured
the lone priest. They tied him up and carried him up to the mountains where they planned to sacrifice him to their ancestors. When the knife fell
on the priest’s neck, his head turned into a piece of blue rock. From his neck spurted not blood but milk, which streamed down the mountain and
into the village. Everyone hastened out. They jumped into the stream to drink the nurturing liquid. Just like that, the blighted land was rejuvenated.
People were grateful and carried the priest’'s body down the mountain and buried him at the back of his church. Ever since, they pray in front of
the priest’s tomb to seek God'’s protection when disaster hits.

Liao: History and legends are only separated by a thin wall. Sometimes, it's okay to climb over.

Jia: Let me share with you another one, “The story of the golden needles.” Bubonic plague and cholera struck our region many decades ago. A
large swath of the population died. Survivors escaped to other places. Village after village became empty. Even the Han and Tibetan troops
had to stop their protracted war against each other. There was silence everywhere. Fortunately, the missionaries arrived with many golden
needles. It was vaccine for the plague, and they had pills for cholera. Some recovered fast, some more slowly, but soon everyone became
better.

Liao: T've heard many stories about how Western missionaries saved lives through their medical services. They played a big role in stopping the
spread of epidemics in many parts of China.

Jia: As a child, | remember seeing adults sitting around a bonfire at night. After downing shots of liquor, they would start telling such stories, but |
was too young to remember them all. My parents had seven children; several of my siblings have much better memories than 1.

Liao: Seven children?

Jia: I have three elder sisters and three younger brothers. 'm in the middle, but the eldest son. 'm very lucky they sent me to Chengdu to study
theology. I've always been attracted to the church. Whatever the Lord wants me to do, | obey his plan.

But sometimes I'm not as determined as | should be. Many of my elders, such as Sister Tao and Father Ding, are much more devoted. Many
of my fellow seminarians renew their commitment vows every three years. Three times three is nine. After nine years, they will make a final vow
to remain celibate and serve the Lord for the rest of their lives. I'm still hesitating and pondering my future. 'm not as devoted as my elders.

Liao: You are only twenty-four. Are you still hesitant about your future with the church because you want to get married?

Jia: No. 'm not thinking about the issue now.

Liao: Are you planning to go back to Cizhong after seminary?

Jia: No.

Liao: Why not? Cizhong is your hometown and it's a great place.

Jia: 1belong to the church. I will go wherever the church sends me. The Bible says that Jesus left his hometown and wandered around the world for
many years. So since I've already left, Fm not going back. 'm ready to travel the country and serve God.

Liao: The Catholic Church holds you to the rule of celibacy. The Protestant churches are different.

Jia: Some people think the Catholics are more conservative. It might be true. That's why the secular government feels more threatened by the
Catholics.

Liao: Really?

Jia: Let me give you an example. There’s a poster at the entrance about a missing person who lived more than two thousand years ago. It says:
“Jesus from Nazareth, 1.80 meters tall, with brown curly hair, bright piercing eyes brimming with vigor, his voice sonorous and forceful. He
doesn’t bow to evil forces and he detests hypocrisies. God is the path. He represents truth and life. If you find Him, please follow Him.”

Liao: Do you pledge loyalty to the Vatican?

Jia: Not really. Bishops and priests who have relations with the Vatican are being monitored closely by the government. They try very hard to block
any contacts with the Vatican. The Communist Party has planted many of its people inside the church. The government constantly reminds the
clergy not to stray or do anything to violate the Party policy. Before any kind of large-scale Mass, the government has to approve the contents of
the sermon.

Liao: Do you bow to evil forces?

Jia: I have not been tested yet.

Liao: What about your parents?



Jia: They went through the destructive Cultural Revolution. The only thing they mentioned was that they didn’t give up on God. They prayed
secretly. They don’'t want to dwell too much on the past. | think most Catholics in China feel the same way.






Chapter 4
The Elder (1)

\n the course of my research | came across a copy of Wu Yongsheng's The History of Christianity in Dali, which outlines the work of early
missionaries in southwest China. | was determined to talk to the author about the past and present spread of the Christian religion.

The OId City Protestant Church, or “Fuyintang,” was built in 1905. Occupying more than three hundred square meters, Fuyintang is architecturally
mixed—Bai ethnic residential meets European gothic. Its facade is exposed stone, and a cross painted in red stands prominently atop a traditional
Chinese roof tower that resembles an eagle flapping in flight. Old courtyard houses and Bai buildings in the vicinity are dwarfed by its presence.

The chapel was empty when | called on the afternoon of August 11, 2009, with my monk friend Ze Yu. We stepped out and turned into a small
quiet lane near the chapel. Based on the address provided by the church staff, we knocked on the door of a small courtyard house. An elderly lady
with gray hair popped her head out, looking stern and annoyed. When she heard we were friends of the church, she mulled it over for a few seconds
and led us to a spartanly furnished house, inside of which were hung crosses and scrolls of Bible proverbs and a family portrait | took to be of Wu
and his wife, Zhang Fengxiang (the gray-haired lady), and their offspring—some twenty in total.

Wu Yongsheng was bornin 1924. An elder at the Dali Old City Protestant Church, he was highly respected in the Christian community. Three
months before our visit, he had a stroke and fell. He received timely treatment and, though his movement was impaired and he walked with a cane,
had retained all his faculties and was articulate, his mind lucid. He presented me with a copy of the Book of Psalms. | accepted it, saying that |
would “study up on it.” Wu corrected me, saying, “You should use it as a mirror to confess your sins and reform.” He urged monk Ze to abdicate his
pursuit of enlightenment through Buddha and look to Jesus for salvation. Ze responded with a smile.

During our interview, Wu was guarded, even evasive, when | asked about his views on the past political campaigns, though the reason for his
reluctance to discuss such questions became clear toward the end of our visit.

Wu Yongsheng: | was born in the provincial capital of Kunming. In 1937, when | was finishing up elementary school, my mother’'s younger brother
returned to Kunming from Dali and told me to quit school. “The whole country is in chaos,” he said. “Disasters are imminent. What's the point of
attending school?” This uncle asked me to apprentice with him and become a carpenter. Even though the war [with Japan] had not officially
started, you could feel it. There were sirens all the time. Food prices went up dramatically and people hoarded goods. Our family lived in
constant fear. My uncle’s offer made my parents happy, and | returned with him to Dali on an old-style bus that carried both people and
merchandise. We spent four days on a road that was paved with rocks as big as potatoes. It was such a bumpy ride. I felt like my whole body
was falling apart. Nowadays, when you come from Kunming, it takes half a day.

Liao Yiwu: Did your uncle have his own business in Dali?

Wu: Yes. He ran his own shop in Dali’s old section. As an apprentice, at first | only helped him with some simple errands. He was a Christian and
knew many foreign missionaries in town. Each time they needed some work done, they would look for him. He treated me as his own child and
took me to Sunday services every week. Soon, | learned the Bible and knew how to sing hymns. In 1940, an American couple arrived in Dali.

Liao: Do you remember their names?

Wu: Let me see . .. Mr. and Mrs. Harold Taylor. They rented a small courtyard house on Foreigner Street. They put up a sign on their door. It said
“The Christian Church.” They asked us to renovate the house. During the renovation, we lived on the second floor. The Taylors would leave the
house in the morning and come back late at night. They treated us very nicely. They requested that we say a prayer or read the Bible before
starting work every day. We followed their advice. By June 1941, | felt inspired by God and was baptized. | was seventeen.

On the day of my baptism, my uncle woke me up at dawn. “It’s the day of your rebirth today,” my uncle said. The old city wall was still in good
shape back then, and you could see all of the four tower gates from the town center. We went through the western gate and waited near a
stream that poured down from Cangshan Mountain. A water mill had been built there to grind grain. The mill had two big wooden wheels and
operated day and night. In the 1940s, the water mill was a novelty. Reverend Taylor was only in his thirties and liked technology. He thought the
stream at the mill an appropriate place to baptize me. He had me step into a pond on the right side of the waterwheel and recited some verses.
His big hands held my small thin body. Slowly, he submerged me in the water, from head to toe. | kept my eyes open and could see the top of
the city wall, Cangshan Mountain, and then the white clouds and blue sky. | thought | would see my creator residing high up in heaven but was
content to feel surrounded by beautiful white clouds.

Liao: t must have been a wonderful feeling.

Wu: After the ceremony, Reverend Taylor held my hands and said in his broken Chinese: “Brother Wu, thanks for taking over.” | didn’t understand
what he meant until the Taylors had to leave Dali. The Japanese troops had moved in from Myanmar and occupied the nearby city of
Tengchong. They were bombing Kunming and Xiaguan. Many Americans decided to leave.

Liao: Were there a lot of foreigners in Dali?

Wu: Quite a lot. Some didn’t stay long though. They just came and went.

Liao: Were the Taylors well known in the region?

Wu: Not really. They stayed in Dali for no more than two years. They built a small church and had a limited number of followers. The most famous
missionary couple was Mr. and Mrs. Liang Xisheng. Their English names were, let me see, Mr. and Mrs. William Allen. They were very well
known in the region. They served in the Dali region for more than ten years and were known for their generosity, both material and spiritual.
Unlike the Taylors, they were successful and had gathered a large following. Many high school students took English lessons from them at
home. One night, as Mrs. Allen was saying her nightly prayers, she suddenly noticed a man'’s foot sticking out from under her bed—one of her
former students had snuck into their house to steal food. Before he had time to run away, Mrs. Allen walked in. He hid under her bed, hoping to
escape after she fell asleep. Mrs. Allen jumped up and screamed with fear. Scared by the noise, the thief crawled in farther. Reverend Allen
rushed in from the living room. He bent down, trying to persuade the thief to come out by saying, “You don’t have to worry. We are not reporting
you to the police. I know your family is poor. Just come out and take whatever you want. | don’t care.” The thief started crying and promised to
crawl out if Reverend Allen would step away from the bed. Meanwhile, Mrs. Allen said, “My dear, | will pray for you. | will ask the Lord to forgive
your sins.” The thief answered, “No thanks, | don’'t need you to pray for me. 'm not a Christian.” After he finally got out, the thief saw something
shining in Reverend Allen’s hand. Thinking it was a weapon, the thief pulled out his knife and stabbed at Reverend Allen’s thigh. It turned out
Reverend Allen was holding a glass of water for the thief. The stabbing shocked Mrs. Allen, who ran out and screamed, “Help, Help.” The
neighbors heard commotion and helped catch the thief.

Liao: What a story. What happened to the thief?



Wu: The next day, Reverend Allen went to the police station and bailed the thief out. He knew the poor kid was driven to burglary because of
poverty. He never pressed any charges. For a while, it was big news here and spread fast in the region. People were really moved by their
generosity. When people saw Reverend Allen on the street, they addressed him as a “saint.” He would wave his hands and reply in his Dali
dialect, “Idon’t deserve that honor. 'm merely doing the Lord’s work.”

Since ancient times, Dali has been fertile ground for all types of religion. Gods and deities fill every inch of the land here. Buddhism and Islam
were already here when Christianity arrived, but it spread fast because we have had many wonderful Christians like Rev. Allen, who, through
their behavior, demonstrated the benevolence of God.

Liao: Do you consider yourself one of them?

Wu: T'm just an ordinary Christian. | was a carpenter, nothing worth mentioning. Anyway, after Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, the United States
entered the war. Some Westerners working in the Japanese-occupied territories were arrested and murdered. Many were forced to escape
south. A lot of them came to Dali. The China Inland Mission had established a Christian hospital in Henan province around 1906, and the
hospital moved to Dali around that time.

Liao: Iread about the China Inland Mission, a British missionary organization that was founded in London in 1865 by James Hudson Taylor. From
your own book, | learned that Reverend Taylor and sixteen other missionaries arrived in Shanghai in 1866. They were probably among the
earliest Christian foreign missionaries in China.

Wu: Probably.

Liao: Please, go on with your story.

Wu: In 1942 the Japanese troops moved in from Myanmar. Cities like Wanding, Tengchong, and Baoshan fell one after another. Kunming and
Xiaguang were frequently bombed. The Christian hospital was open to all people. Doctors were busy treating wounded civilians and soldiers.
There was an outbreak of cholera. It was really busy there. | did carpentry work for the hospital and became a regular employee. | became
interested in medicine, took classes, and became a doctor at the hospital and stayed there until | retired in 1988.

Liao: Doesn't that rather oversimplify your life in the past sixty some years?

Wu: 1don’t want to dwell on the past. Besides, after | had my stroke, my memory is no longer good. Our Christian hospital was the best in the
whole southwestern region. We helped thousands of patients.

I still remember the names of many missionaries. People like De Meichun (Jessie McDonald), Bao Wenlian (Frances Powell), Shi Airen (M.
E. Scott) and Ma Guangqi (Doris M. L. Madden) had moved to Dali from Henan province at the end of 1941. They devoted their lives to serving
the people here. But when the Communist troops came, they forced all foreign missionaries to leave. | still remember the date, May 4, 1951,
when the troops took over the hospital. They reviewed the asset inventories, then ordered our hospital president, Jessie McDonald, to sign over
all the hospital's assets. Then they kicked her out.

Liao: Were you condemned?

Wu: Comparatively speaking, the attacks against me were minimal. After all, | was only a staff member at the hospital. At that time, we had about
fifty staff members; only ten of us were Christians.

Liao: Did you attend public denunciation meetings?

Wu: Iwasn't singled out, but we had to attend many political study sessions.

Liao: Did they question your close relations with foreign missionaries?

Wu: The foreign missionaries had all left. There was nothing left to question. I did have to write many confessions. I've written hundreds of
confessions in my life.

Liao: Did they allow people to attend church services?

Wu: We were allowed at the beginning. Then all religious activities were banned. Many people were too scared to go. Some attended services at
the beginning until they openly renounced their beliefs. | persisted throughout. In the end, | simply prayed at home.

Liao: Did it feel strange to attend Communist study sessions during the day and pray to God at home in the evenings?

Wu: 1would do whatever the authorities wanted me to do at work. However, secular politics couldn’t replace spiritual pursuits.

Liao: Inthe 1950s, Reverend Wu Yaozong in Beijing established the Three-Self Patriotic Church, which was then endorsed by the government.
Did you support the Three-Self principles?

Wu: When the Westerners left, the churches already followed the principles of self-governance, self-propagation and self-support. In Dali, we also
established the Three-Self Patriotic Committee. Reverend Duan Liben was the director. | supported the tenets laid out in the Bible.

Liao: Did you openly state that position in the Mao era?

Wu: Oh, Iwouldn’t dare. In 1952 the Dali United Front Department ordered Christian churches of different denominations to merge. We had the
Catholic Church, the Episcopalian Church, and the Old City Church. We held services together until the political campaigns became really bad.
The revolutionary masses had been mobilized to attack Christians. The slogan was “hurting their flesh to change their souls.” As a result, people
left the church in droves. In the end, the only open Christians in Dali were Reverend Hou Wuling and his wife, Li Quanben, and Yang Fengzhen

Liao: What happened to them?

Wu: They all died tragically. Reverend Hou Wuling had been publicly denounced several times. He died during a public study session, an
aneurism . . . but please, let’s not talk about him. It breaks my heart to even think about it.

Before the Cultural Revolution ended, all open religious activities had been banned. Churches and church assets had been seized. Only in
silence could people pray and read Scripture. It was a treat just to move our lips and shape the name of God.

I couldn’t bring myself to openly boycott the government policies. | didn’t dare reveal my true faith in public. When I realized that | couldn’t do it, |
asked God for forgiveness. Thanks to the merciful Lord, | was able to survive the political campaigns of the 1950s.

Liao: Did you suffer during the Cultural Revolution?

Wu: The Red Guards wanted to sweep away all sorts of “snakes and demons.” My wife and | couldn’'t escape. Our home was ransacked; we were
interrogated. They put dunce caps on us and paraded us through the streets. They burned our precious collections of biblical books. Oh, so sad
... butthe past s like passing clouds. | just let it go.

[Zhang Fengxiang, seeing howaffected her husband vas, intervened at this point in the interviewand offered to continue his story. “The past is
too traumatic for my husband,” she said. “He doesnt want to revisit it, especially after his stroke.’]

Zhang Fengxiang: 1was born into a poor family in 1933 in the city of Chuxiong, Yunnan province. There was a Bethel Church near my home.
When | was five, | began joining many children in the neighborhood to attend free classes at the church. Our teachers were foreigners with blue
eves and big noses. Thev smiled all the time and were very patient. They taught us how to read and write in English. Then we learned to pray



and sing hymns. A few years later, we started learning Bible stories. | loved going to the classes because the teachers would distribute candies
and toys to us if we came up with the right answers to their questions. Under their influence, | became a Christian and was baptized at the age
of fifteen. In 1950 Iwas enrolled in a nursing school affiliated with the Christian hospital in Dali and became a nurse after graduation. In 1953,
when | was twenty, | married Wu Yongsheng in a local church. We both worked at the same hospital.

At the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, we became the primary targets at the hospital. We suffered all sorts of tortures. The Maoist rebels
accused us of being spies. They gathered all of us in front of our church, beating drums and gongs, and sang revolutionary songs. They held a
public denunciation meeting there. First they piled up all the biblical books and documents, and then they set them on fire. They cheered and
danced. Several Christians, including my husband and |, were forced to bend down at a ninety-degree angle by the fire.

They were still not satisfied. They smashed the windows, the pews, the bookshelves, the furniture, old scrolls of paintings, and even the pipe
organ that was brought there by Western missionaries. You know, there used to be a gigantic bell installed inside the church’s top tower. They
took it down and tried to break it but couldn’t make a single crack. In the end, they took it away. Nobody knows where it is now. Such a shame.
The bell was made in London and transported to Dali in 1905.

They were thorough. Nothing was left. One of them thought that because we were spies we might have hidden a telegraph machine or
weapons. My husband insisted we were not spies. But their leader wouldn't listen. “When those imperialists left, they planted you here. They
assigned you special tasks. You'd better confess if you want lenient treatment.” | stepped up and explained on behalf of my husband, “We are
not allowed to hide anything illegal in the church. It is a holy place.” They scolded me for being as stubborn as granite. They got hold of some
shovels and electric drills. Within a few hours, they destroyed the floor and had dug a big hole in the middle of the chapel.

Liao: They must have seen too many spy movies.

Zhang: Later, the church was occupied by a dozen or so local residents who decided to live there. The chapel was converted into workshops for
blacksmiths, stove makers, pottery makers, and carpenters. We were detained and tortured. Each time we were released, we went back to
work at the hospital and continued to take care of patients. One day, a group of peasants put up a poster saying “Thank you.” The poster was
next to a bunch of slogans: “Smash the dog heads of Wu Yongsheng and Zhang Fengxiang.”

We tried to make the best of a bad situation. We accepted the humiliation without resistance.

My husband mentioned Reverend Duan Liben, who headed the local Three-Self Patriotic Committee. In 1956 he traveled to Beijing for a
national conference on reforming the Christian churches in China. In July 1966 the local government ordered all the local Catholic and Protestant
leaders to attend a “religious conference.” It turned out to be a trap. For forty days they were detained for interrogation. Then, Reverend Duan
was sent to the countryside to “reform his thinking through hard labor.” He suffered a lot, more than ordinary Christians like us. He’s no longer
with us.

In 1980 the United Front Department notified us that we could hold Sunday services. The worshipping service had been banned for more than
two decades. They did not return many of the church’s assets, and we doubt they ever will.






Chapter 5
The Episcopalian

In 1937, after Japan invaded China, Cai Yongchun and Wu Shengde, two professors from Huazhong University in the central city of Wuhan,
relocated to Dali and founded the Dali Episcopalian Church. In 1943 the two founders received funding from the dioceses in Shanghai and
bought twenty buildings and houses on one and a half acres of land. They converted the properties into a chapel, an orphanage, and an
elementary school to accelerate the spread of the gospel. In 1948 Hou Wuling, a young priest, took over the church. In 1964, during a political
study session, Reverend Hou took out a cross hidden in his breast pocket and slipped to the ground. He died of an aneurism.

Wu Yongsheng, The History of Christianity in Dali

Who was this young priest, Hou Wuling? His mention in Wu Yongsheng’s book was so brief that it didn’t shed much light on the man'’s life or the
circumstances surrounding his death. How could such a religious leader, for he clearly was that, pass like a meteor, flashing momentarily and

then disappearing with scarcely a trace? What happened to him under Communism? What prompted him to bring out the hidden cross at that

political study session? |was intrigued; | like a good mystery. | began by examining existing church records but could find nothing about Hou.

In Wu's book, I also found a brief mention that when the government reversed its verdict against Hou, Wu was responsible for reaching out to
Hou's family. Wu had told me that Hou headed the local Episcopalian church in Dali but refused to give me further details. Was he dodging a
political landmine?

| contacted Kun Peng, who seemed to know everyone who mattered. | needed more information and hoped Kun could point me in the right
direction. | particularly wanted to find Hou's family members. Kun called me back a few days later. He hadn’t managed to trace Hou's daughter but
found three other elderly Christians who might know something about Hou's life. linterviewed all of them and obtained some details.

Hou did take charge of the Dali Episcopal Church in 1948, a time when the country was embroiled in civil war. He was responsible for the assets
that the church had accumulated over the years but was mainly concerned with ministering to the thousands of followers who lived in constant fear of
the war. He was in his prime and diligent in his duties. Wu remembered that Hou had tried to keep the church neutral in the war between the
Communists and the ruling Nationalists and divorced from politics after Mao Zedong'’s victory in 1949. But the new Communist government
considered foreign missionaries as hostile forces. Religious networks of all faiths crumbled. Christians renounced their faith at public meetings as
“a shameful chapter” in their lives. Hou was devastated by the turn of events. His refusal to renounce his faith made him a political target. At a
conference held by the United Front Department, one official confronted Hou: “Are you trying to challenge the power of the revolutionary masses?”
He remained silent; his answer lay in his actions—he continued to follow the Lord and was guardian of his church. He was nicknamed “The Silent
Lamb.”

With each successive political campaign, Communist officials made him a target. In 1953 the government wanted him to surrender the Huiyu
Elementary School, which had been founded and operated by the Dali Episcopal Church. Officials proposed changing its name to Dali No. 2
Elementary School. Hou refused to let government officials enter the school. They countered by sending him a bill for the school’s utility fees and
repair costs. With all funding sources cut off under the new regime, Hou couldn’t pay, so he disconnected the electricity and told students: “Our
hearts are open and lit by truth; we don’t need electric lights.”

While Hou was praying by candlelight in the school’s chapel, local militiamen broke in and took him away. They accused him of sabotaging
school facilities and engaging in counterrevolutionary actions. After the government raided his church and reviewed his finances, they charged him
with counterrevolutionary corruption. Soon after that, the government brought another charge against him—raping underage female orphans. With
one accusation after another directed at him, Hou was arrested and held for a year, but there was insufficient evidence for a conviction, so he was
released.

As Hou stood watch over his flock, he remained in conflict with the Party. One day a Christian woman named Li Huijun showed up at his door with
her ten-year-old daughter. They were escaping from her rural village, where her family had been persecuted as members of the “evil landlord class.”
Hou and his wife took them in. A few months later, Li’s daughter, who had tuberculosis, died. Subsequently, the street committee noticed Li’s
presence in the church and, having ascertained her family background, sent her back to her village. Li escaped again. The local militiamen hunted
her down and brought her back. In 1954 she ran away for the third time and hid in the church. Her captors followed her to Dali. She was found in a
room next to the church library. Li had hanged herself.

In the same year, Hou was asked to support and join the newly formed Three-Self Patriotic Church. He refused, calling it “collective surrender.”
Local progovernment religious leaders held a conference and “unanimously” voted that he be stripped of his title and barred from participating in
any religious activities. In 1957 he was labeled a Rightist. In 1958 the local government in Dali officially seized the Dali Episcopal Church land and
converted it into a chemical plant. Hou was threatened with imprisonment if he refused to move out. He was assigned a bed in a dorm for factory
workers. His wife and a daughter went back to Chengdu to live with her parents.

Hou was a regular at public denunciations, which continued even as famine swept China in 1959. A Christian survivor told me that people were
too weak to beat up class enemies, so instead, the masses would pinch and bite them. He remembered seeing Hou covered with bruises.

In 1963 the government under President Liu Shaoqi adopted a series of policies to curb Mao’s radical industrialization and nationalization
programs and help alleviate the famine situation. Mao retreated. Persecution of Christians abated, and there was more food. In 1964 Mao
countered with his “Socialist Education Campaign,” and Hou was called to attend a weeklong political study session with forty other Rightists and
counterrevolutionaries at a segregated building guarded by soldiers. He was forced to answer question after question until he simply stopped
talking and dropped to the ground, dead. There is no official record on the specifics of his death, and those in attendance suffered collective
amnesia. All  have to go on are the lines from Wu’s book: that Hou took out his cross, slipped to the ground, and died of an aneurism. The
interrogations, public denunciation meetings, and political study sessions were over for him.

We know Hou's body was cremated several hours after he died. No autopsy was performed. Several days later, Hou's wife arrived from Chengdu
and took an urn of his ashes home. According to Mr. Wu, she never dared ask how her husband had died. Maybe it was good that he had died
before the Cultural Revolution, Wu said.

In 1980 the United Front Department of Dali issued a notice officially exonerating Hou of any wrongdoing. Wu accepted the notice on behalf of the
Hou family and then mailed it to Hou Mei-en, the daughter in Chengdu. He is certain that Hou's wife and daughter are still alive, though he has heard
nothing from them in thirty years. | asked if the government had compensated the family for its suffering, and Wu shook his head, “Not a single
penny.” Church assets were sold off by the government to private developers. The state-run chemical plant built on the church property went
bankrupt and was closed. The land is now occupied by the Internal Medicine Department of Dali’s No. 2 People’s Hospital.






Chapter 6
The Cancer Patient

tripes of light from the setting sun occupied a corner of Li Linshan’s tiny courtyard. As Li was talking, he massaged a large lump of flour dough to

make shells for dumplings. His pale face turned crimson from the effort; sweat beaded his forehead. | had heard he was a singer and urged him
to give me some local Shanxi opera tunes. He straightened his back and took a deep breath, exhaled. He said the opera required that the singer
howl in a higher register but he no longer had the strength and that the best he’'d be able to manage would be a lower octave. “I might sound like a
woman,” he warned. I really liked his version; | thought it mixed in some styles of hymn singing. | applauded enthusiastically.

When the steamy dumplings were put on a low table in the courtyard, we sat and Li led a prayer of thanks, which went on for some time. “Today is
Praying for World Peace Day. Lord, you have brought Brother Kun Peng and Mr. Liao over to listen to my humble life story. They are prominent
intellectuals but are willing to be friends with me. | thank you for your blessing and hope you bless them with good health . . .” Heads were bowed in
silence around the table. | watched the dumplings grow cold. Having experienced the famine of the 1960s, | never refuse food and am somewhat of
a glutton, but | ate slowly and smiled throughout the meal. | smiled when we finished our interview and shook hands to bid our good-byes. | smiled
for about half a mile along the road. | didn't want to smile, and my face hurt from faking it;  had been in a house of great suffering.

A gathering thunderstorm finally broke, with torrents of rain and strong winds, but soon the moon rose, and the clearing clouds looked like
dangling shreds of wet mountain moss against the lunar light.

[first heard of Li Linshan from my friend Kun Peng in the spring of 2009. Kun urged me to visit Li immediately. “Otherwise, it will be too late,” he
said.

Arrangements were made, and at about noon on August 16 | set out along a narrow muddy path through a vast expanse of grassland. | could see
cows and packs of dogs to the far left of me in the meadow. As | approached the foot of a mountain, | heard the booming of a distant thunderstorm.
Clouds as big as ships floated overhead. There had been a big storm the night before, and my dreams had been filled with disturbing images of
rising waters that submerged the town and reached a mountain peak, leaving me the only survivor, jumping from mountaintop to mountaintop like a
monkey.

Li lived in the old section of Dali, and Kun Peng met me at Renmin Avenue to guide me the rest of the way, down narrow alleyways, turning left
and right until we reached Guangwu Street, where we stopped outside a doorway, horizontal red poster atop the faded wooden doorframe
proclaiming in four prominent Chinese characters: The Blessings of God.

Kun shouted for Li from the street. A tanned woman opened the door. She was Li’s current wife. They had been married for five years. Kun led me
to the middle of the tiny courtyard and introduced me to Li, who was squatting in a corner, a kitchen knife in each hand. “So nice to meet you,” Li
said. “Sorry, | can’t shake hands; 'm making dumplings for you.” He went back to his chopping and slicing, and Kun took my arm, whispering,
“Brother Li is little more than a bag of bones.” Surprised by Kun’s blunt remarks, | said, “He’s a little thin, but he looks quite energetic.” Li heard me
and laughed. “Im energetic because it's a special day today. 'm very excited about your visit. That's why 'm making dumplings. This is the first
time I've cooked since | became ill. Who knows, it could also be my last.” Li said he was using a traditional recipe from his native Shanxi province.
“l have to cut the meat and vegetables very finely. | want to treat you to an authentic Shanxi dumpling feast.” Li was soon done, and as he wiped his
hands on an old cloth, we began our talk:

Liao Yiwu: How did you get sick?

Li Linshan: Hmm . . . actually, | don’t know. | think F've always been sick. | was bornin 1963, at the tail end of the three-year famine. While she was
pregnant, my mother couldn’t get enough to eat in the city. She returned to her native village in Shanxi province. According to my grandma, when
Iwas born, [ looked like a tiny pussycat, clutching myself, too weak to even cry. My parents didn’t think | would survive and had decided to
abandon me, but my grandma stopped them. She said, “He’s breathing. If we wrap him up near the fire, we can probably warm him up and save
him.” My father sighed and said, “We haven’'t been able to feed ourselves for three years. How are you going to be able to raise this kid?
Besides, he doesn’t seem to have the lungs for singing.”

Liao: Your parents were singers?

Li: They were professional singers with a local Chinese opera group. They were quite well known in Luoz opera. My parents performed with the
opera group for several years, but the times were hard so they returned to their home village in Danshan Township. They thought farming would
provide a stable income, but they had never been lucky. A major source of their misery was my health. I've been constantly tortured with all sorts
of illnesses. But poor people can't afford a doctor.

Liao: And now?

Li: I have what the doctor calls “carcinoma gastric cardia.” The cancer is here, where my throat meets my stomach. When the doctor diagnosed it
in 2007, it was still at an early stage. But now, the cancer has spread. Surgery, radiation, chemotherapy—that would cost at least twenty
thousand yuan. | mend clothes, one yuan to patch a hole or sew on a button. There was no way | could get that much money. Even with the
surgery, the doctors said | might only get five years or so. We didn’t have money. | didn’t even have a place to borrow money. And even if | had
been able to borrow enough money to extend my life a little bit, it would take my family generations to pay it off. 'm a Chinese and | was bornin
a poor area. What can 1 do?

Liao: Your hometown served as a base for the Communists in the early revolution era. Chairman Mao mentioned the contributions of your
hometown to the revolution in several of his articles.

Li: You are right. In the early days, folks in my hometown joined Mao in his guerrilla warfare and supported the Communist troops in the hardest of
times. When the revolution succeeded, people were supposed to become masters of the nation, but their lives were even worse than before.

You see, we had no water. We dug wells, as deep as two people, but they were always dry. Water was like gold. Rainwater was free, but that
didn’t last long. It tasted like muddy soup with lots of bugs init. If you filled up a scoop, you could see the bugs wriggling in the water. In the dry
season, every puddle was precious. Unfortunately, we had a very long dry season. During that time, everyone drove a donkey-drawn cart with a
big bucket on top. We would climb hills to get water from five or six kilometers away.

Things have changed quite a bit now. The government has initiated a few water projects to help alleviate the situation. But, you know, before |
left my village at the age of thirty, | had only ever washed in pouring rain, stark naked in the courtyard, our annual cleansing. After my first
daughter was born, the midwife cleaned my wife and the baby with only a small basin of water.

Liao: Didn’t you worry about infection?

Li: We never considered infection as an iliness. People with cancer couldn’t afford treatment, not to mention an ordinary infection. It would heal
itself. In my hometown. there was a high incidence of stomach or esophaqus cancers. If | remember correctly, the only person who could afford



treatment was a respected teacher who used to work in the city and had since retired. After he got cancer, he was hospitalized and had surgery.
All of his medical bills were covered by the government. The surgery was a success. It was such big news, almost unheard of before. When he
came back from the hospital, the village had a huge celebration planned for him. The retired teacher contributed six hundred yuan. Local opera
groups put up a stage and performed for three days. People came from faraway to watch the operas.

Liao: What was the average lifespan for people there?

Li: About sixty or something. There were exceptions. My grandpa lived to be eighty, but he had no idea how he had managed to live that long. My
father was the healthiest in my family. In the fields, he was like a big bull, working from morning to night without a break. He died at the age of
fifty. Poisoning. Before he went to work in the field, he sprayed insecticide all over his body to kill fleas. It was a hot sunny day. Soon, he was
sweaty all over. | think the insecticides seeped into his skin through the open pores. He began to have a stomachache first. Then, the pain
became unbearable. He stumbled back home and lay down in bed. | remember he let out a couple of screams first and then passed out. Before
the stars came out that night, his body twitched a couple of times and then he was gone.

People usually used DDT or “666” powder. The insecticide my father used was more potent; the itching fleabites drove him nuts, and he
wanted quick relief. Without water, people never showered or washed their clothes or bedding. Perfect for fleas.

Liao: Did many people get killed by insecticides like your father?

Li: it was pretty rare. We started to mess around with insecticides when we were kids. We first had some burning sensations, and some of us had
patches of purplish scars. Then the skin would flake off. In some serious cases, the skin would be red and irritated. You might experience some
wooziness. You could get over it in three or four hours. Gradually, your body would become accustomed to the poison. Besides, in the summer,
after we sprayed the insecticide, we normally waited for it to dry before leaving the house. My father was so impatient and dashed out into the
hot sun when he was still wet.

Liao: What did you do before you came to Yunnan?

Li:In 1988 | saw a newspaper ad about a school for tailors in the provincial capital, Taiyuan. | left the village and traveled to Taiyuan, using up alll
my savings to pay for the tuition and living expenses. After graduation, | returned to the village. | was the “famous tailor” who had seen the bigger
world. It was right before the Chinese New Year. Many families would show up at my door, bringing new fabrics and asking me to tailor some
outfits for them. You can’'t imagine how nervous | was, a new graduate without any experience at all. | had to improvise. But | survived. A few
years later, my skills had improved somewhat, and my stuff became presentable. In 1994 an uncle on my mother’s side came home for a visit.
He lived in Chuxiong, Yunnan province. It was right after my divorce, and | was feeling miserable. This uncle of mine urged me to come to
Chuxiong and even paid my train fare. Still, the journey took four days.

Liao: Like the Chinese saying goes: a tree will die if it is replanted, but a person will thrive when he moves.

Li: I can use water that flows freely out of a tub and shower as much as | want. Sometimes, | feel guilty for being too extravagant. One night, | had a
dream that | was sitting inside a bathtub. Then my fellow villagers popped up around me, swearing and cursing: You bastard! How could you
waste so much water that can feed generations of people here? Then they started to bite me. Iwoke up in a sweat.

Liao: So, did you continue with your tailor business here?

Li: Yes. Initially, | worked for a tailor on Foreigner Street. Eventually, | started my own shop. There were lots of foreigners and foreigner wannabes
in the city. You could spot all sorts of exotic and weird outfits around. It was really quite cosmopolitan. But | was a hick from Shanxi, and there
was no way | could compete with the other tailors, so | decided to specialize in mending clothes—hemming, fixing zippers, and patching holes,
that sort of thing. It was small money but it all added up. Just like that, | thrived. | arrived here when | was thirty-one. In fifteen years, | saved up
quite a bit of money and was able to send some home.

Liao: Who is taking care of your business now?

Li: Idon’t have to worry about my business anymore. | closed it down. 'm too weak to handle the sewing machine. | don’'t have a lot of days left.

Liao: Do you feel lost?

Li: No, 'm not lost. God will make plans for me.

Liao: When did you start to believe in God?

Li: I had heard about Christianity when I was a child. | don’t know whether it was from textbooks or from newspaper reports, but we were told
foreign imperialists enslaved the Chinese people with Christianity, that it was a type of spiritual opium. We were atheists. There were no
Christians in my village. Some old folks would light incense and worship Buddhist and Taoist gods at some temples during holidays. | used to
look down on them, even condemning them for being superstitious. After | arrived in Yunnan, my mind was opened. | saw people of all colors
and countries. | started to hang out with some of them. We have Protestants, Catholics, Muslims, Baha’i believers, all sorts of faiths here.

I was a victim of the Communist atheist ideology. | had nothing to cling to spiritually. | had no idea where the end would be. Each time things
started to trouble me, | planned a way to escape, either through smoking or drinking, or simply burying it down inside. My eldest daughter
suffered from a severe fever, which turned out to be meningitis. We didn’'t get her treatment right away. She ended up having epilepsy, and later
on she became deaf and mute. She died before she turned nine. At that time, my heart was bleeding all the time, but I didn’t know what to do
and where to seek help.

When I first found out that | had cancer, | had a very hard time thinking it through. | would count my days with my fingers and say to myself: “|
hardly have any happiness in life. What is the meaning in life?”

Liao: If you had twenty thousand yuan, you could have had treatment. Things might have been different.

Li: if Ihad the surgery, it might have prolonged my life another five years. But what's the point? It would be like waiting for death. Cancer is a blunt
knife, poking me and slowly cutting me to pieces. The pain is unbearable; it was all | could do to endure it. | didn’'t even have the strength to
commit suicide.

Liao: What changed?

Li: There was a person, Brother Yang. He was born in Baoshan, Yunnan, and lived near here. He used to pass my store all the time. As we got to
know each other, he would come in and chat with me, asking me about my life and business. One day, | told him about my cancer. He was very
shocked. He sat down and heard my story. He was really worried about me. He said, “It will cost you lots of money to treat the cancer.” | told him
that | didn’t have money. All | could do was wait for death to take me. He didn’'t agree. He said, “Don’t give up too easily. Come to believe in
God. God will offer a cure.”

I didn’t take him seriously. He visited me many times and would say things like: “Old Li, with your current condition, having faith in God is your
only way out. The hospital can't help you. Your relatives are helpless. The government can’t help you. For ordinary people like us, especially poor
people like us, we have to have some spiritual support and have faith. You are on the verge of death, so why are you hesitating? Give yourself
over to God.”



At that, tears welled up in my eyes. To tell you the truth, | was a pathetic living ghost but had been quite snobbish, worrying about being
corrupted or getting bad luck from others. But God reached out to me again and again through Brother Yang. So | said loud and clear: “God,
take me.”

Brother Yang said a prayer of deliverance for me on the spot. The hustle and bustle on the street remained the same. The sun continued to
shine on the city. The tiles stayed on the roof, and the birds perched on them, chirping as they always do. Nature continued its way. | was the one
who changed.

| followed Brother Yang, clutching both hands in front of my chest, tears streaming down like raindrops. I tell you, | wasn’'t overcome with grief. |
felt grateful. For the first time in my life, | didn’t think about myself or about human beings. | was thinking about God, who is above us, above all
living things, above the highest mountain and above Erhai Lake. My parents gave birth to me, but God gave me life. | didn’t know that before.
Cancer helped enlighten me, giving wings to my heart, which had been downtrodden in the mud, and made it fly and feel the bliss of heaven.

Liao: 'm touched by your poetic description. Tell me more about Brother Yang.

Li: He’'s a minister from a local house church. He believes that going to church doesn’t necessarily make one a believer of Jesus. But as you
know, the government doesn’t recognize the legal existence of house churches. During Easter in 2008, | was baptized at an old church here,
which has over one hundred years of history. Many Christians in the region are like me. We do both, attending services at the church as well as
at individual homes.

Liao: Since you were converted, has your health improved?

Li: The iliness has probably worsened. It's harder and harder for me to take food. | can feel the tumor stuck in here. For every meal, | have to rely
on luck. lwould have some water first and then take the food bit by bit. If 'm lucky, the passageway would open up a bit and some food could go
down smoothly. Sometimes, water can't even go down. When that happens, | have to go hungry. But | feel more relaxed and in high spirits.
When I first started praying, | used to harbor selfish thoughts. | was hoping for a miracle, as if God owed me that. As a result, | was always
distracted. | would think that God was probably helpless. God wouldn’t save me. In the past forty-some years, | had lived in misery, nothing but
total misery. It wasn’t easy to change completely. My minister instructed me to pray for friends and relatives, and pray for those who are caught
in the disasters that are happening in the world every day, and pray for individuals and nations that are deep into crimes of injustice, greed, and
murder and refuse to acknowledge their crimes. We should pray to the Lord to forgive those individuals and nations and give them another
chance for redemption. | should pray for others and, if 'm deeply committed, the Lord will help me without my knowing it.

Liao: You mentioned suicide before; would you still try to do it if you could?

Li: Now I think it's a sin. All lives are given by God. Only he has the right to end them. l used to have all sorts of illnesses, and | had surgeries. |
lived in a village without water. | thought life was unbearable and | wouldn’t be able to survive, but | did. | think a natural death will be much more
bearable than going through a surgery or living in a village without water. Death will be like a leaf falling onto the ground. My soul will float into the
arms of angels.

Epilogue

Liao published this story on an overseas Chinese language website. John Zhang, a pastor at the San Mateo, California—based Bay Area
Reformed Evangelical Church, was deeply moved by the patient's courage and raised funds through his nonprofit organization, Humanitarian
China, to cover the surgery. Li Linshan was able to undertake surgeries. At this time, the patient is on the path of recovery.






Chapter 7
The Fellowship

i Linshan, the cancer patient, wanted me to go with him to a Christian service so | might better understand what God had done for him. It was dusk

on August 18, 2009, as | left the house | was staying at in Dali and made for a nearby intersection where Li said he would meet me. lt was a
pleasant evening, with a warm southerly breeze and the sky smeared pink with clouds. The streetlights came on. | could see shadows of human
activity flickering in the windows of low-ceilinged houses. Li was waiting for me, and we headed toward a suburban village through the east side of
Dali’s old town.

I was becoming used to the messy alleyways that connected the city with its rural suburbs. A mismatched mixture of new buildings and old houses
lined the way. Gigantic machines spewed out dust from a stone quarry. Trucks and tractors ran amok on the narrow roads, squeezing pedestrians
into single file along the sidewalks. Li Linshan seemed oblivious to the noise and bustle around us, shuffling along with ease. He began humming a
hymn, which lifted my mood. The setting sun cast rich layers of purple shadow. | thought for an instant we were inside a half-finished oil painting.

Li said we were going to Ganijia Village, near Erhai Lake, though the chaotic mixture of tall buildings and low houses along our route gave no
indication of where one village ended and another began. | simply followed Li, who said the area used to be a cornfield, but had recently been
converted into pig and chicken farms. That explained the permeating stink in the air. It was not until we walked past a family-run grocery store and
turned into a courtyard that | realized we had reached our destination. On the stairs to the house, two shabbily dressed women greeted us. They
shook our hands enthusiastically and ushered us into the house, which was already so crowded with people that | imagined being submerged in a
pot of steamy hot soup bubbling with noise and laughter. It was a sparsely furnished room, maybe ten square meters, with an extremely low ceiling.
A double bed, an old Chinese-style armoire, and a pile of cardboard boxes filled half the space; squeezed into the other half were eighteen or so
people occupying a small sofa and scattered benches and chairs. People stood up to make room for us, handing us candies and fruits. | found a
seat against the wall, next to a tiny coffee table with a pot of plastic violets and a vacuum flask. Li was engulfed with greetings as soon as he
entered, and a woman ushered him to the sofa, which someone jokingly referred to as “the throne of our honored leader.” After maybe ten minutes
the chattering died down and Li was asked to lead the hymn singing. He chose “God exists here . . .”

Li stood before his audience, hymnbook open, took a deep breath, and began what sounded like a howling song, but as everyone joined in with a
distinctive mixture of accents, the cringing dissonance that reached my ears gradually resolved itself into harmony, like blending water with milk.

I had heard some Western hymns in movies, where church choirs of men and women, boys and girls, sang beautifully with trained voices to the
accompaniment of organ or piano. Certainly, | could understand why some would call it divine. But what | was humming along to were secular
Chinese folk songs, easy to follow and easy to remember. Some tunes reminded me of those songs of the 1980s when the Chinese public had just
started to embrace pop music. | presume the hymn was by Xiao Min, a young farm girl from the central province of Henan. Featured in a
documentary called The Cross: Jesus in China, which I had seen recently, Xiao Min claimed to be inspired by God and, with no musical training,
created and sang hymns while working in the field. She continued to write melodies and lyrics after she was imprisoned. In a matter of a few years,
she composed more than 1,200 hymns, which spread all over China. At my friend Wang Yi’s house in Chengdu a few months before, they also
sang a hymn by Xiao Min: With tears and laughter, with songs and silence, / WeVe gone through ups and downs, / We ve walked through the
darkest valley, / Weve climbed upon the highest mountains. / Year after year, the gospel, the salvation, the happiness and the elevation, /
Blessings all over China.

During Li’s hymn singing, | noticed two women and a man merge into the crowd, and one of the women slid in next to me. She was young and had
beautiful long dark hair, like those models in shampoo commercials. Her fragrance unsettled me. She smiled and asked to share a hymnbook with
me, gesturing to her open mouth, urging me to sing louder.

During a break between the hymns and the testimonials, | struck up a conversation with the young woman. She said her Christian name was Ruth
and revealed she was a preacher and leader of this particular Christian fellowship. She declined to tell me her Chinese name.

Ruth was dressed like an urban fashionista. She told me she was a member of the Bai ethnic group, that she used to engage in ancestor
worship, and bowed to a variety of deities and gods. She had owned a store in the old section of Dali and set up a minialtar for the Taoist god of
fortune. She burned incense every day, hoping that her business could prosper. She was married but grew worried when, after several years, she
was unable to conceive:

Ruth: 1visited a Buddhist temple, seeking blessings from the Guanyin bodhisattva. But life still didn’'t work out the way | wanted. My husband left
me. Our family was broken. | totally lost myself