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Social network analysis has been key to much sociological
investigation for at least sixty years since its explicit
development by Barnes (1954) and later by Bott (1957),
Epstein (1969), Mitchell (1969; 1974) and Boissevain
(1974). 1t was preceded by the work of Simmel (1955/1922)
and Moreno (1934). The concept offered a way of studying
details of social organisation that could not be captured
through the study of bounded corporate groups and
structures. Social networks were seen to cut across
different group memberships and depended more on
the actions of individuals than on those of collectivities.
They were also used to differentiate densities of social
interaction and to trace patterns of communication and
transaction between actors making up a network. While
networks can become relatively bounded and so can begin
toresemble groups, they are more commonly seen as open-
ended and extendable chains of social relationships. They
vary according to the nature of the activities around which
they are built, but are intrinsic in some form or other to
all societies. As a phenomenon networks are thus socially
universal. But, as a concept, we have to take account of
the particular problem and of the kind of society we are
addressing.

The problem addressed in thisarticleis the development
of Christian networks in China, expressed through what
have come to be known as house churches in the rural and
urban district of Linyi, Shandong Province. Although China
is one of a number of post-socialist societies in the world,
it is highly distinctive and perhaps unique in ways that do
not obtain, at least until present, in Russia, East European
and Southeast Asian countries. It has undergone very
rapid economic growth, urbanization and an explosion
of capitalist-style urban consumerism to a far greater
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extent than those other post-socialist societies. Although,
like them, it has constrained religious practices, it has
regarded Christianity especially as a ‘foreign’ religion and,
formerly, as a tool of western imperialism. Its solution of
how to control Christianity has been to establish the official
Three-Self Church. But most Christians in China prefer to
organize themselves independently through the informal
house churches. They have even been called ‘underground’
Christianity, which is a misnomer and exaggeration
but conveys something of their special status. It is the
interpersonal networks linking these house churches
which are the subject of this article. I want to show that,
unlike the formal, visible and bounded formal churches
sponsored by the state whose activities are easily surveyed
by local and central governments, the house church social
networks have been able to spread almost unnoticed and so
to recruit over wide areas.

How do they do this? Boissevain proposes that
“A social network is more than just a communication
network, for the messages are in fact transactions. By
transaction I mean an interaction between two actors that
is governed by the principle that the value gained from the
interaction must be equal to or greater than the cost (value
lost)” (Boissevain 1974:25-26).

But this view that networks operate and expand
through transactions and not just communication has to
be modified in the case of the Linyi Christian network.
Believers areindeed expected to help each other charitably,
that is to say, to exchange help and kindness. But they are
expected to do so in a spirit of self-sacrifice and without
consideration of gain. It is therefore too crude to say that
they seek only to profit from such interactions. On the
other hand, it is true that individuals do seek recognition
and even prestige and enhanced status by drawing on
relationships within the Christian network. Indeed, the
attempts on the part of preachers (Chuandaoren 1%ig \)
to become pastors (Mushif{Jifi) , are part of this quest
for recognised status, as well as confirming the sincerity
of their beliefs. As we shall see from case material in this
paper, this kind of status transition is made possible by
drawing on resources available in the network.
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Modern adaptations such as Latour’s so-called actor-
network-theory (ANT) (2005) include the idea that the
interpersonal relationships making up a social network
are mediated by material objects acting as a resource. As
well as material assets or capital, the concept of social
capital is central to that of networks. It is mainly developed
by Bourdieu (1985). Echoing Boissevain, it is defined
by Portes on the basis of an extensive literature review
as “the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of
membership in social networks or other social structures”
(Portes 1998:6). So, just as people draw on material assets
to advance or defend their social positions, they may also
strategically draw on an accumulated repertoire of useful
relationships in their networks. They convert material
resources into social capital, and vice versa, e.g. just as
money or goods buy favours, so special relationships
may provide opportunities for securing material benefit.
It is this mutual exchangeability of material and social
capital, set within a network of relationships that allows
individuals to move within society and through different
statuses and conditions.

As this article shows, in the case of Linyi, urban and
rural churches themselves undergo different material,
physical site and organizational changes in response to
rapid urbanization. During the changes, churches draw
on but also create material and social resources, such
as the size and layout of church buildings and the size,
composition and leadership of worshippers and the
strength of their beliefs. The churches’ use of material
and social capital can, then, only be understood by
seeing actors, such as believer, preacher and pastor and
their various churches, as playing roles within a network
of relationships. They do not act within pre-established
groups with fixed identities, but within flexible networks
of individuals that are dependent on active preaching.

All this might at first seem to be a far cry from the
situation described long ago by Fei Xiao Tung (1939:
83-94) for a village in Yunan before communism. At that
time it was kinship, broadly defined and metaphorically
extended to include ‘pseudo-adoption’, that was the
idiom in which extensive relationships were recognised
within and with respect to the village. Particular terms
such as chia & (a patrilineal extended family including
wives’ relatives) and tsuj% (a larger patrilineal grouping
comprising about eight chia) helped make kinship and
affinity the salient bases of what we would now call the
ego’s social network. Since the time of Fei Xiao Tung’s
fieldwork, extended families have become smaller and
were replaced in their role by communist work units. This
has lessened the importance of the idiom of kinship for
identifying and acknowledging extensive social relations.
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Yet, despite his emphasis on patriliny as the basis of
social affiliation, Fei Xiao Tung described the spread of
these and maternal and affinal ties beyond the village, Fei
Xiao Tung’s approach in fact anticipated the later focus
on social networks as a counterpoint to the then current
concerns with territorial groups demarcated by kinship.
He argued that this networking process was a distinctively
Chinese one, though not unique to China. He developed
the idea that, notwithstanding the significance of the
kinship idiom, an individual stood at the centre of a social
network of relations. This network was dense immediately
around that individual but less so further out.

In this article I take into account this feature of
networks as containing areas of social density. I describe
relationships clustered around particular churches as the
most interactive but note that the more thinly dispersed
relationships beyond them remain significant. This is
because such thin strands can connect different and
perhaps distant clusters within the network. But for this
to happen, and for us to understand the consequent
spread of Christianity, we need to distinguish two broad
types of social network. It is that between formal and
informal networks. Formal networks are those whose
lines of communication are defined and used by formal
institutions, such as government, commercial and
educational bodies, as well as those of formal organised
religion. By this I mean that there are certain acceptable
and legitimate ways in which members of these
institutions can communicate, transact and interact with
each other. If they break the institutional rules defining
such communication and interaction, then they may
be subject to penalties and other sanctions. We are well
aware, for instance, of politicians, financiers or members
of the professions being accused of improperly providing
or receiving advice, information or assets from each
other. Of course such people can and do still engage in
informal contacts and transactions but, if discovered,
they will be judged as doing so illicitly and even illegally.
The extent to which this happens varies internationally:
what is accepted as informal practice in some countries’
institutions (where in extreme cases the line between
formal and informal is negligible) is ‘corruption’ in
other countries. Formal networks are, then, indirect
dimensions of ‘governmentality’, because ultimately the
state sanctions the way they operate.

Informal networks escape formal institutional
rules. They operate, or try to operate, out of the reach of
governmentality. They are created through activities and
interactive clusters of belonging such as kinship, clanship,
ethnicity, common territory and common faith or common
ideology. These provide the basis of interaction which may



DE GRUYTER OPEN

spread to new situations, such as migration from county
to town or to another country altogether.

Seeing church identities and inter-connections in
terms of networks is therefore a much more complicated
picture than can be presented by classifying churches
into types. Nevertheless, Yu Jianrong (2010) does classify
house churches into three types in his “Research on
the Legality of the Chinese Christian House Churches”,
based on a year-long study of twenty provinces. His
definitional criteria are: church size; relationship to the
Three-Self Church; gathering locations; openness of
churches; and management modes. His three types are
traditional house churches, open-style house churches
and urban emerging/new house churches. According to
Yu the traditional house churches are generally small in
size with a relative stable group of followers. They are
a typical small group of acquaintances and relatives
who communicate with each other on an oral, face-to-
face and loose organizational basis and who have no
relationship to the Three-Self Church and are closed to
the public. They generally do not set up any priesthood
and normally adopt a paternalistic management. The
open-style house churches are not organized on the basis
of relationships among family members and relatives,
but on the regulation of churches set up by church
workers according to church statutes. The management
of this type of house church is more transparent,
standardized and institutionalized, and uses electronic
communication equipment. Some of these house
churches have even managed to construct church
buildings where followers gather and pray. Its resistance
against and hostility towards the Three-Self Church is
less, though it still does not maintain any contact with
the Three-Self Church. Its governance model is based on
a separation and balance of power. Yu’s third type, urban
new house churches, are even more independent and
free of the control of the Three-Self Church, and have no
affiliation with traditional house churches. They are very
open to new members, most of whom are well-educated,
young white collar urban workers.

Yu’s analysis outlines some possible tendencies in
the overall situation of Chinese house churches from
an outsider’s viewpoint. But, based on my personal
observation and insider analysis, the house churches
in Linyi, Shandong province, particularly with regard
to rural and urban connections, do not fit into the
three categories. First of all, the small traditional house
churches with a stable group of followers, or the open-
style house churches whose development is pretty much
institutionalized, all maintain some sort of lingering and
complicated relationships with the Three-Self Church.
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This is due to the peculiar history of church development
in Linyi, since many of the house churches evolved from
or grew out of the Three-Self Church and many of their
leaders were originally from the Three-Self Church. This
has not so much to do with the sizes and management
models of the house churches themselves, but more to
do with the way house church leaders have used their
previous organisational experience and interpersonal
relationships in the Three-Self Church to set up house
churches.

Secondly, in Linyi, the vast majority of house
churches are not completely independent, but instead
have formed local or trans-regional church fellowships
involving an international missionary network. In the
same fellowship, there are both house churches with
traditional gatherings and the more open house churches.
The preaching arrangements are decided uniformly by
the leaders of the fellowships, with preachers rotated
between different house churches. House church
organizational management, worker allocation and
other aspects are all intertwined and overlapping and
preclude clear-cut classification of churches. Even if they
have different locations, church sizes, forms of service
and groups of followers, house churches of the same
fellowship share the same group of preachers and are
subject to a common organization of church work and
functions.

Thirdly, due to the relatively less constraining
political environment in Linyi, compared with Beijing,
the house churches do not try to keep their locations of
services or gatherings secret. Just as their activities are
transparent and open to public view, so are the locations
where they hold their services. Some villages have
built their own church buildings, while others indicate
“Christian church” at the entrance to where their
gatherings meet. While open in this way to outsiders,
the composition of staff and followers and the way they
congregate are not much different from the traditional
churches.

Finally in Linyi there is a branch of what is known
as Wenzhou Church, a consortium based in the city of
this name in Zhejiang province whose leaders include
successful businessmen. They have set up branches
in other areas of China to which they migrate, and are
often closely linked to government officials in the city.
Wenzhou Church has indeed some features of the urban
new house churches, such as an absence of secrecy
and followers who are young and long settled in town,
with some of its branches registered and therefore a
kind of semi-Three-Self Church. The Linyi branch is
called Wenzhou South Church. In view of this overlap,
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therefore, we cannot refer to Linyi Wenzhou South
Church as just a house church because of its nature and
form. If it is to be considered a house church, it should
be regarded as an exception among the house churches.

In summary, then, Yu’s classification into three
types of church at best identifies three tendencies or
models but is not a hard and fast distinction. There is
in fact so much overlap of the criteria he uses among
churches, such as size, service, and gathering site, that
it is hard to see many as conforming consistently to any
one of his types, even as Ideal Types in the Weberian
sense. Moreover, if one focuses too much on churches
as separate in this way from each other, one may miss
seeing their interconnectedness and inter-relatedness.
That is why I analyse them as making up a network.
Based on my research in Shandong and in Beijing, I have
discovered that the network of relationships spreading
across churches has a tremendous impact on their
development.

In the following, I will elaborate on the way church
networks play a role in church development by focusing
on the break-up and splitting into two of a rural church
in Li Jia Town in Y County in Linyi and by describing the
network of relationships of local churches in rural and
urban Linyi, of churches and seminaries in Beijing, and
the inclusion of South Korean missionaries.

The more socially detailed approach of network
analysis means that we can also focus on central
concepts in the language that people use to describe
their interrelationships. This is important because,
through use of indigenous terms, we can better
understand the nature of ties within a network and the
way parts of it encompass other parts. A network is not,
after all, a spread of relationships of even social density
and social distance. It also includes internal boundaries
though these do not demarcate clearly distinguished
groups. One term which indicates some of this internal
separateness and varying social density is Xitong &4t
which can roughly be translated as ‘system’. Church
leaders belonging to a system were trained in the same
theological seminary, and their followers identify with
that seminary. For instance, I was a member of a system
because it was generally recognised that I had been
‘adopted’ by my pastor in Beijing and introduced to other
pastors in his system. I could only belong to their system
and not another, and yet I was also part of an on-going
chain of people who share a common seminary or who
sponsor each other. Yet, in other respects there is contact
between people of different systems such as invitations
to give sermons, collaborating in setting up children’s
summer camps, and sharing Bible training. A ‘system’
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is large and, as in my case, can extend from Linyi to
Beijing, and is of recent origin. As more people graduate
from theological seminary, a system gets larger. A second
key term is tuangi (fellowship [4]32) : people here are said
to “belong to one ship”. A ‘fellowship’ is older and was
once more extensive but now is localised, for example
within and around Linyi prefecture in Shandong
province. The data in this study are drawn from mainly
two fellowships (Shandong Linyi Fellowship Il 4132
and Urban Fellowship of Linyi it 3% [X #132) and one
system, but there exist many instances of both in Linyi.

The notion of ‘fellowship’ has been in use in Linyi
since the early 1990s at a time when there was very little
theological training and many rural preachers were
hostile to theology. The concept of ‘system’ came into
being more recently and, as explained, rests on common
theological seminary training. The concept came into
being when churches made clear their theological basis
and differentiated themselves from churches not wishing
to identify with theology. In this way they gradually built
up their distinctive ‘system’.

Conscious planning does go into the building of a
system and fellowship. This occurs through meetings
of church leaders once a month. They discuss how to
expand churches and church membership and how to get
certain existing churches to conform to their view of the
importance of theology. The current model of fellowship
building is therefore different from that of the past,
when they did not promote full-time pastors nor group
Bible study and lacked organizational support from
Beijing and more distant connections. As it is put, they
have more stable organizational guanxi 5% Znowadays.
The current model derives from Korean missionaries,
via developments in Beijing, but is adapted to local
conditions.

ThesystemwhichIobservedhasstrongdenominational
leanings towards so-called ‘Calvinist reformed theology’.
Fellowships of my acquaintance outside my system do
not have such strong denominational or theological
preferences. They call themselves ‘trans-denominational’
(kua zongpai #5%R) or ‘syncretists’ (hunhe zhuyi 18 &
). In the past, the Donglin fellowship contained some
churches which did not have a Calvinist theological
background, such as Wenzhou Church, which in fact
withdrew from the fellowship. The reason given by their
church leader for this withdrawal was that some leaders
in the Donglin fellowship had become ‘hyper-Calvinistic’

(jiduan Calvinism A% i /R SCFE 30

I thus use the concept of network to illustrate
Christian churches’ connections with each other in Linyi,
Beijing and internationally. The churches are neither
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organized hierarchically nor around a ‘central point’ but
constitute nodes or knots insofar as they are each related
to a number of other churches. They are points marking
the interconnections which make up the network. It is true
that theological seminaries do each bring together church
leaders who then set up and manage churches, but the
seminaries do not act as centres. They ‘set up a platform’
(jianli pingtai & 37.°F & ) which creates a zone within which
churches, as nodes in the network, can be contacted.
At the inter-regional level are the more dispersed yet
interconnected sets of churches known as the system or
xitong. At the most local level particular groups or sets of
nearby churches are gathered together and make up what
is referred to as the fellowship or tuanqi. Within a locality
as a whole neighbouring churches may belong to different
fellowships and different systems, in the manner of cross-
cutting relationships. It is these levels of interrelationship
of churches as nodes in the Christian network which
has enabled Christianity to grow in Linyi and in China
generally. The term guanxi is used more for denoting
interpersonal contacts and communication, both between
individuals but also in an individual’s relationship with
God. Tuangi and xitong refer to institutionally organized
relationships within and between churches. It is said
that if each node in the network has a good guanxi with
God, then the tuangi and xitong will also each have well
connected relationships. In this sense, God is in fact at the
centre of the human network. A widely used example of
this is the image of a husband and wife surmounted by
God. They form a triangle with God at the top or apex and
the man and woman at each of the bases, separated from
each other. As each of them moves up towards the apex,
they together come closer to God, and themselves come
closer to each other.

In summary, network is an analytical concept, for
which the term wangluo M #%is used by academics and
IT personnel but not by local Christians themselves.
I similarly talk of a Christian social network as an
outsider’s concept. But Christians in Linyi talk mainly of
the older, local tuangi (fellowship) and the more recent,
inter-regional xitong (system), with guanxi used generally
for divine connectedness. It should be remembered that,
although each fellowship sees itself as belonging to a
system, it is not the case that neighbouring churches
necessarily belong to the same fellowship, nor that they
belong to the same system. Fellowships and systems thus
cross-cut each other within localities. Church leaders
and followers of different fellowships and systems do
however interact with each other in Christian and non-
Christian contexts and this reinforces the strength of the
informal Christian network of relationships.
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Cooperation, Conflicts and Splits Among
Local Churches

As in the history of the development of Western churches,
the rural churches in Linyi manage to grow and expand
through conflicts and divisions, and cooperation and
alliances. In Linyi, the churches are open and receptive to
preachers from other areas. Therefore, it is safe to say that
the rural churches are a system open to others, and at a
certain period, may have strong absorptive capability. This
feature makes the networks among churches from different
areas extremely active. Both followers and preachers have
many contacts, interactions and exchanges, gradually
forming a relatively stable entity which holds gatherings
and services, seminars and trainings regularly, and has
church staff meetings as well. Inevitably a fellowship of
cooperative relations is born.

Meanwhile, this tradition of being open to
relationships with followers of other churches inevitably
allows the churches to come in close contact with various
types or schools of beliefs. Prior to 2000, the local house
churches had few members with theological training
or with deep biblical knowledge. Their understanding
of God was not derived from set or codified scriptural
description and exhortation but was diffuse, with
heightened emotional expression, and argued on the basis
of individuals’ intuitions and feelings. When preachers
from other areas were invited to preach in such churches,
many of the congregation were easily and quickly touched
and accepted the viewpoints of outside preachers, such
as those belonging to the Charismatic Movement or the
Shouters, Lighting from the East. Nevertheless, there
were those who were not so moved and who rejected such
preachers, and it was this difference that caused churches
to split. Such fragmentation added to the numbers of
churches, widening the outreach of the church network.
For instance, W Church is located in A village and broke
away from a ‘parent’ and formed an alliance with another
group. Li Jia Town in Linyi currently has five villages
A, B, C, D, E. Three of the villages have four churches,
which have split off from the same church X. All belong
to different factions, such as the Charismatic Movement,
the Sola fide!, the Truth Christian Church? and the Calvin

1 Alocal church leader told me that Sola fide means “as long as you
believe in it, that is enough. It does not require actions, therefore do
whatever as pleased.”

2 Iwas told that they have only a limited number of followers, start
their gatherings from five to six every morning and go to the fields for
work, believing that only what they believe is the truth while other
churches are impure.
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Reform Church. The original mother church has a history
of thirty years and was set up by an old preacher. It was a
part of the Three-Self Church. The followers in and around
Li Jia Town all went to this church X for services. But after
the preacher died, the church started fragmenting owing
to different belief perspectives. The W church was started
in the early 1990’s by some followers wishing to leave the
church. Pastor Liu Endiang told me, “I stayed with the
X church for three years. Afterwards, in view of the fact
that I had some contact with the Charismatic Movement
3| the sister who served the Lord, which means the church
was set up at her house, thought that I had accepted
some heresy and kicked me out of the church. Back then,
it was a very painful thing. We had eight families who
left the church and started to hold gatherings at Elder
Zhang’s house, which is the location of the present-day
W church. And this church became the first church that I
shepherded.”

Actually, such splits were commonplace in the area.
Liu had earlier left his own village’s church in F Village
due to some differences of view before he came to the
gatherings at the X church in Li Jia Town. Everybody
in Liu’s family is a believer, but as they have different
viewpoints regarding belief, they go to different churches.
His elder brother is with the Three-Self Church, his younger
brother and his wife are in the Sola fide while his sister
is with the Shouters. What is interesting is that while we
can witness such factions, divisions or schisms in belief
in one area or even in one family, the house churches are
forming trans-regional, trans-provincial, trans-city and
even trans-national alliances.

House Church Fellowships

The local church fellowships in Linyi area serve as a
link among the churches. They were originally formed
among churches in the same district or county on the
basis of geographical proximity and convenience. It was
after having developed trans-regional, trans-provincial
and trans-city links, that they later even became part of
international Christian networks. By themselves, rural
village churches, particularly if they are not affiliated with
the Three-Self Church, are normally very weak with few
followers, compared to the urban churches in Beijing.
These days, most young folk in the villages are leaving
or have left for cities as migrant workers. Those staying
behind are mostly seniors and women with children.
Seniors are used to participating in gatherings and services

3 Hemeans that he went to listen to the preaching given by preachers
from Henan Fangcheng and Tanghe Fellowship.
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every day, listening faithfully to the preaching. Faced with
such routine religious practice and followers, preachers
remaining with one particular church find personal and
church growth difficult without outside support to change
the status quo. But when these tiny churches without
organizational structure are formed into one alliance,
often triggered by a split from one church followed by a
link with another of similar disposition, the preachers are
no longer alone and without outside help. The churches
become active nodes in the fellowship networks, sharing
and contributing resources and keeping small village
churches alive. While church fellowships in this way meet
the needs and demands of rural churches, there is also
competition for power, since the larger a fellowship grows,
the more power it will assume and more resources it will
get. In urban areas, churches expand their influence by
setting up new churches or gathering places. But in rural
areas, it is achieved by making alliances among already
established churches or with or between breakaway ones,
in this way setting up a part of the church network in the
form of fellowship. The basis on which the fellowships
are formed is clearly fluid and changing. From the 1980’s
to 1990’s, there were inconsistent beliefs and uneven
personal relations among preachers. After the late 1990’s,
there was a shift to founding the fellowships according to
the different theological backgrounds. The organizational
structure of fellowships thus changed from that of church
workers in the same area to schoolfellows who had
graduated from the same seminary.

Pastor Liubegan establishing church fellowshipsin the
early 1990’s, the original fellowship being formed mostly
with the churches in Li Jia Town and the surrounding
villages. Liu said, “At the beginning, we started the
relationship between this village and that village, then
this town and that town. We set up a seven-person church
worker fellowship. We selected seven persons because we
felt seven is a perfect number. There were ten churches
involved. Once a fellowship was formed in one place, the
place then had an organization.” The purpose in setting
up fellowships was to provide connections between
churches, compensating and complementing one another
in various respects and offering preaching in rotation. The
fellowship gradually expanded into what is called the Y
County Fellowship with a total of six sub-fellowships. Li
Jia Town fellowship is one of the sub-fellowships.

It was after Liu Endian graduated from the Beijing
Grace Seminary in 2000, that he started preparations to
establish a branch of the Grace Seminary in Linyi, the
Glory Seminary. On the basis of the branch seminary,
he then formed a church worker fellowship with the
graduates of the seminary as its core. They named their
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fellowship the Donglin Fellowship, meaning that it
emphasizes the setting up of such a fellowship network
in the three districts and nine counties in Linyi, Shandong
Province. Again, we see in this creation of a localised
fellowship and sub-fellowships the same process of
expanding interconnectedness as in the creation of the
more extensive ‘systems’. The Christian network thus
reaches out at a local as well as a national level. The two
levels are of course themselves connected but, while
the system is aimed at more widely dispersed contacts
within the network, the fellowship and sub-fellowships
are directed at believers who are more likely to know and
interact with each other.

We can say that, increasingly, church leaders lean
towards seeing affiliation to a fellowship as a vital
condition of church development, which many wish to
see, despite the evident difficulties of stable organization.
In fact, most churches in Linyi now belong to a certain
fellowship, which may be large or small. Several large
scale fellowships may have several dozen churches across
the entire Linyi area and even Shandong province, while
the smallest are centred only in their own towns with a
few small churches as members. Lacking the centralised
administration of fellowships and their creation, it is
not surprising that these fellowships are generally not
established according to detailed plans and organizational
or geographic structures. Therefore, churches in the same
county are often affiliated in a cross-cutting way with
different fellowships, between which there exist tensions
and competition.

International Networking

It is well known that South Korean missionaries have
exerted great influence in China. They arrive in China
through various channels and conduct missionary works
in all walks of life. They normally bring their families
with them, starting with a regular job in a certain field,
such as teaching or medicine. After their missionary
work takes root and gradually unfolds, they then become
full time missionaries. South Korean missionaries have
demonstrated strong dedication and commitment to
their cause. Some of them died in China due to various
reasons, but chose to give their life to China, becoming
acknowledged martyrs for Christianity in China. They
asked their families to bury them in China instead of in
South Korea. They make this declaration that they are
willing to die for the spiritual well-being of the Chinese.
Their reputation for selfless dedication and spirit of
sacrifice is regarded as having inspired many Chinese
Christians, who refer to the South Korean missionaries as
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loving China more than the Chinese themselves.

In South Korea, a Korean pastor encouraged the
Chinese house church leaders by saying that God revived
the South Korean churches in the 20th century and would
revive the Chinese churches by spreading the gospel back
to Jerusalem taking the route through China. He said that
owing to the enormous size and population of China,
this gospel revival in the country would have a major
impact around the world. The Korean pastor stressed that
this hope for the gospel lay in Chinese house churches
and that through them China would be blessed. He saw
the Chinese church revival as coinciding with China’s
economic miracle over the last twenty years, which was
similar to what had happened in South Korea: and that
God’s whole purpose and will was for economic growth
to be for the better development of churches. In the minds
of the South Korean missionaries, therefore, they are to
awaken China, the sleeping lion, for then it will spread the
gospel to the rest of the world.

The impact of Korean missionaries in Beijing has been
tremendous in setting up seminaries, graduating many
theology students and training scores of full-time and
professional pastors for house churches in China. They
have formed student fellowships in various universities
and colleges, making the younger generation of believers
the reserve force for the cause of Christianity, established
churches and places of gatherings, participated in the
ministry of Chinese house churches and supported their
growth. They have set up a Christian conservatory of
music, training professional music talent to serve the
Chinese house churches. But the most effective impact is
seen as not by establishing these entities or schools, but
through the sacrifice of their own lives.

Conclusion

This article began by suggesting that informal networks of
communication, interaction and exchange could expand
more fully than networks which are constrained by
institutional rules and procedures. Government-sponsored
Christian authorities have tried but have not succeeded
in significantly preventing intercommunication between
people making up the informal Christian network linked
by house churches. Moreover, the informal network’s
expansion in China and beyond rests on more than
Christian and missionary zeal. It has also been driven by
the needs of people who have moved from rural to urban
areas, who encounter interpersonal problems as a result
of settlement in town, and who turn to house churches for
help. So, while the Christian informal network develops
under its own momentum it is nevertheless premised on
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a fundamental feature of modern China, namely its rapid
rate of urbanization and depletion of young people in
rural areas.

A dominant feature of the rural house churches
remains their openness to different Christian points of
view. Their persecution during the Cultural Revolution
introduced tension between them and the rest of society.
Nevertheless, internal relations remained active within
their own Christian trans-regional and international
network. Earlier, the rural areas were relatively closed off
and lacked resources, so that church followers expressed
themselves as being like a herd of hungry sheep,
longing to be ‘shepherded’, open to all outside Christian
missionaries and absorbing them completely, without
regard for selection or choice. This hunger served in fact as
the necessary pre-condition for the development of rural
house church networks. Thus, in recent years, the current
development of the rural churches, in terms of pastoral
training and routine functions, the missions and training
for new believers, and financial resources, is dependent
on the help and cooperation of urban churches, so
reinforcing the rural-urban network of activities.

The urbanization of some rural areas and the
increasing number of rural Christians migrating to cities
and joining urban house churches has the consequence
that these believers become bridges linking churches in
the two areas. Missionary teaching claiming and aiming
for the universality of Christianity provides theological
justification for the ever-growing trans-regional
networking and expansion by the churches, encouraging
dedicated and ambitious Christians to look beyond
their own regions and pursue missions in other places,
believing that they are ‘universal’ Christians, a part of the
big Christian family in the world.

However controls imposed by national government
religious policies exacerbate the tension between house
churches and society, forcing them to operate with small
congregations. The smaller they get, the more committed
they become and the more easily they can exercise
internal control (Stark and Finke 2000). This has added
to an emphasis on the purity of religious organization,
obliging churches to build their internal network relations
in secret and strengthening their closeness and trust in

DE GRUYTER OPEN

one another. All these factors enable the house churches
to grow rapidly and develop within trans-regional but
closely linked networks.
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