CHINA’S MODERN MARTYRS: FROM MAO TO NOW
By Anthony E. Clark, Ph.D. (CWR January 2014)
Part 3, Resistance
“Our greatest success is not in never falling, but in rising again every time we fall.”
Confucius
In 1952, the young and energetic Catholic students of Shanghai addressed their
bishop, Ignatius Gong Pinmei (1901-2000): “The battle demands sacrifices,” they
asserted, “even if the battle and sacrifice were painful, the depth of the heart is filled with
joy.”1 For his part, Bishop Gong continued to encourage his flock to remain loyal to
Christ and the Church as China’s new Communist government intensified its campaign to
destroy the Catholic faith. China’s Catholic youth were undaunted. They composed a
statement – written with a brush soaked in their own blood – in which they vowed their
resistance to Communist pressure. “We have daily marched down a sure path in a set
direction: we now maintain out position: steadfastly and resolutely Catholic, come what
may.”2 China’s Catholic response to its new government was simple – resistance. The
historical pattern for Catholics in China after Chairman Mao Zedong (1893-1976)
became the “Great Helmsman” was straightforward; Communist persecution and
Catholic resistance produced decades of suffering and martyrdom. Several years ago
during a visit to Guiyang’s magnificent cathedral I met with Bishop Wang Chongyi (b.
1919). After sitting down beside him he told everyone to leave and close the door, and
then he leaned over to whisper in my ear: “I was in prison during the Maoist era; I
watched my fellow Catholics suffer. No one will ever know how many people were
tortured and killed. I saw it. They were saints.” He asked me to tell their stories, and in
this third installment of my series on Catholic martyrdom “from Mao to now,” I will
fulfill my promise to address Catholic suffering during the rule of Chairman Mao, from
1949 to 1976.
Mao’s Media Campaign and the Wave of Arrests
In his inspiring study of Catholic resistance in Shanghai, Fr. Paul Mariani, SJ,
recounts the Party’s early strategies for confronting the presence of religion in China.
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Anti-Christian militants in the new, Communist China, “were not above using
antireligion campaigns and terror . . . everything from burning churches to killing
religious leaders.”3 In one early Communist document related to the “religious problem”
in China, it is affirmed that: “Marxists are absolute atheists. We believe that religion is an
impediment to the people’s awakening.”4 What followed this assertion of the Party’s antiChristian position was a sustained newspaper and poster crusade of slander and
harassment against the Church. While working on my upcoming book, I spent some time
at the Shanghai Municipal Library thumbing through copies of 1951 newspapers, and I
discovered that anti-Catholic articles and cartoons were a national priority for Mao’s new
regime. In one article, Catholic nuns were villianized as “baby killers,” in another
Catholics were accused of secret plots to overthrow the “People’s Government,” while
full-page features highlighted vitriolic cartoons depicting Catholics as “unpatriotic” and
“imperialist agents.”
In one cartoon, which appeared in the Jiefang ribao, 解放日報 or “Liberation
Daily,” a European bishop is depicted with a banner of the Virgin Mary above the
American and Korean armies, then considered the enemies of the Chinese people. The
side caption reads: “The people resist America and support Korea’s patriotic movement –
as they [Catholics] assert: ‘The Holy Mother watches above the American and Korean
militaries’.”5 Turning Catholic images and actions into iconic “enemies of the people”
was common; in this cartoon Mary, the Mother of God, is shown as the protectress of
China’s rivals. In another cartoon, a Chinese priest, mistakenly depicted with the pectoral
cross of a bishop, is shown being beaten out of a Catholic church by a massive fist with
the words, “Patriotic Catholic,” 愛國天主教友 inscribed on his arm. He is accused of
being a collaborator with “imperialist powers,” and his priestly habit is adorned with Nazi
swastikas.6 Such articles and cartoons were the first stage in a calculated operation to
summon the people against Catholics, and these efforts were largely successful. Soon
after their publication in the early 1950s, massive rallies of Socialist Youth marched
through city streets with anti-Christian banners calling the government to suppress
Catholic groups such as the Legion of Mary.
Before the peak era of Catholic martyrdom during the 1960s, the Party initiated a
wide scale arrest of Catholic clergy and hierarchy; as St. Mark wrote in his gospel, “I will
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strike the shepherd and the sheep shall be scattered.”7 On 9 September 1955, Shanghai’s
police were dispatched to raid and arrest priests and faithful at all the city’s Catholic
parishes, schools, convents, and other Church-related properties. As Msgr. Stephen
DiGiovanni writes, “They arrested Bishop Gong, a number of priests and hundreds of lay
Catholics.”8 Immediately after the wave of arrests, the Catholic newspaper overseen –
and controlled – by the local government, The Courier Dove, announced that Bishop
Gong was detained for spreading “anti-revolutionary rumors with evil intent; sheltering
anti-revolutionary elements in the cathedral and other places,” and for “praying to God
for Catholics who had been condemned by the Communists.”9 Any Catholic who had not
denounced his loyalties to the pope, and who had not made his intentions clear to place
the Party above his religion, was targeted as un-Chinese, counterrevolutionary, and
unpatriotic. Bishop Gong and all other priests, nuns, and lay Catholics who did not follow
this line were accused of undermining the people’s revolution under a subversive “cloak
of religion.” Bishop Gong remained in prison for over three decades; he was offered
release if he denounced the pope, though he never did.
Conditions in Communist prison during the Maoist era were extreme for foreign
priests, but much worse for native Chinese Catholics. Fr. John Casey, an Irish Columban
missionary, was arrested in 1952 and suffered agonizing symptoms from maltreatment. In
addition to recurring cases of dysentery, Fr. Casey contracted one of the most painful
diseases caused by malnutrition, beriberi. “I experienced a swelling of the legs and severe
jabbing nerve pains, especially at the joints, toes and fingertips. Some of my toenails fell
off.”10 His sight began to fail and he frequently collapsed as he tried to stand. The Jesuit
Father, Zhang Boda, SJ (Beda Chang, 1905-1951), serves as an example of how much
more intense the situation for Chinese Catholics was in Communist prison during the
Maoist era. He was arrested on 9 August 1951 while playing chess with his fellow Jesuits
in Shanghai. Fr. Jean Monsterleet, SJ, recounts that Zhang was asked by Shanghai’s
Communist authorities to “lead the ‘reformed’ Church of Shanghai,” and when he
refused he was subjected to relentless torments.11 During his interrogations, Fr. Zhang
simply repeated, “Jesus, Mary, Joseph, save me!”12 On 30 October, Fr. Zhang was
transferred to a nearby hospital; his abuses were so severe that he had fallen into a coma,
from which he died on 11 November. When a Chinese priest went to retrieve the martyr’s
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body, he discovered that the, “filthy, emaciated, naked and almost unrecognizable corpse
had simply been flung down on the concrete floor on one of the rooms in the hospital.”13
Local newspapers published creative slanders against Fr. Zhang’s character, and his death
was falsely reported to have been caused by “apoplexy.”
Mao’s “Destroy the Four Olds” Campaign
Bishop Wang Chongyi and many other Chinese Catholics have suggested that the
most intense era of Catholic persecution and martyrdom was during the ten year’s of
Chairman Mao’s Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Some accounts of church closure and
destruction, anti-Christian attacks, torture, and martyrdoms have been already published,
though most of the government-sponsored atrocities against Catholics in China remains
“too sensitive” to discuss in China. Gerolamo Fazzini’s, The Red Book of Chinese
Martyrs, has exposed several attempts by the Chinese government to repress – or erase –
Catholicism in China, but this work, too, serves only as an introduction to the sweeping
violence of the Cultural Revolution.
During a recent visit to Beijing I returned to my favorite church there, Xishiku
Church, 西什庫教堂 more famously known as North Church 北堂. As I stood admiring
the monumental façade, I noticed a groundskeeper giving particular attention to an area
beside a nearby tree; it was as if he was attending to a sacred site. After considerable
effort to earn the man’s trust, he confided a stirring account of a Red Guard attack against
an elderly priest on that very spot during the summer months of 1966. When a large
crowd of teenage Red Guards, encouraged by Mao to confront and destroy the “Four
Olds” (Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits, and Old Ideas), arrived at the church, an
elderly Chinese priest met them near the church entrance. The priest was forced to kneel
beside the church while his arms were contorted above his head in what was called the
“airplane position”; in this painful state he was subjected to ridicule and commanded to
denounce his religious belief. He refused. The Red Guards threatened to bury him alive if
he did not apostatize. He still refused. The groundskeeper, a member of the North Church
community, informed me that he was attending to the location where the old priest was
buried alive by Chairman Mao’s radical Red Guards; events such as this were common
during that era, and retelling them is still a risk.
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During the “ten year catastrophe,” as the Cultural Revolution is commonly called
in China, Catholic churches were desecrated, destroyed, or seized by the government for
secular use. During that time Beijing’s Catholic churches were all emptied and reused:
North Church was used as a middle school; South Church was a processing factory; and
West Church was a warehouse for Chinese herbs. While it is difficult to locate images of
Red Guard attacks against Catholic churches, I have been able to acquire a few
photographs taken during the most violent months of 1966. Two photographs taken in
front of Beijing’s South Church show a characteristic Red Guard attack against a
Catholic property. The church, which marks the original location of Matteo Ricci’s, SJ
(1552-1610), chapel during the final years of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), was emptied
of all its religious objects (statues, art, relics, tabernacle, and so forth), which were
gathered near the church façade and burned before a large crowd of radicals. In one photo
we see a banner suspended from the church roof that reads, “Long live Chairman Mao!”
毛主席萬歲 while onlookers crown around a rising flame. And in another image, Red
Guards smile and laugh as they destroy statues of Jesus and Mary with hammers and
clubs; the figure of Christ crucified lays headless among the broken statues. Another
photograph taken in front of Tianjin’s Xikai Cathedral 西開教堂 depicts images of
Chairman Mao and anti-Catholic slogans pasted around the church’s front door. The
tabernacle rests on the front steps as Red Guards burn and destroy sacred objects from the
cathedral interior.
More distressing than the destruction of churches during Mao’s Cultural
Revolution were the arrests, beatings, and executions of Chinese Catholics. The story of
Fr. Wang Shiwei, OFM (1910-1970), remains largely unknown outside China; he is
among the countless Catholic martyrs who suffered cruelty and death while Chairman
Mao orchestrated events from his Beijing residence. In an unpublished manuscript by an
elderly Catholic villager in central Shanxi, Wang Jingshan, Fr. Wang’s suffering is
outlined in bitter detail.14 In the 1960s, all the Catholic bishops, priests, sisters, and
seminarians around Taiyuan were summoned to an assembly at the city’s cathedral; the
meeting was convened under the typical Maoist slogan, “Eradicate Religion,” 消滅宗教
and during one of the sessions Fr. Wang exhorted the Catholics to “resist cowardice” and
remain faithful. He was later arrested and “struggled against” by large groups of Red
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Guards. They were merciless. “His prison was popularly called the ‘prison of death’,”
writes the author of Fr. Wang’s biography; his feet and hands were shackled in chains so
that he was unable to stand erect, and another chain linked his body to a beam above his
head so that he could not lie down to sleep. He was restrained in this fashion in his
prison cell for several years. In January 1969, Fr. Wang Shiwei was sentenced to death
for defying the government and for resisting “intellectual reform”; in short, he refused to
deny his Catholic beliefs and support Communism. On 15 February 1970, Wang was
beaten in his prison cell, and then taken to a public stage where he was shot and killed.
Throughout the era of Mao’s “Destroy the Four Olds” campaign, during the first
year of the Cultural Revolution, China’s Catholics were targeted as “enemies of the
people.” Priests like Fr. Wang were ordered to trample on crosses while nearby Red
Guards shouted, “Down with God!” Lian Xi describes this era forcefully: “Throughout
the country, church leaders were dragged into public ‘struggle meetings’ to be humiliated
or beaten; countless were sent to ‘cowsheds’ (improvised places of confinement for the
‘ox demons’) and labor camps or driven to suicide or apostasy.”15 And as Vincent
Goossaert and David Palmer have said, “The Cultural Revolution produced the most
thorough destruction of all forms of religious life in Chinese and, perhaps, human
history.”16
Mao’s Death and the End of China’s Hard-line Against the Church (?)
At 11:15 pm, on the evening of 9 September 1976, Chairman Mao Zedong drifted
into a coma, and a few minutes after midnight the following day he passed away. One
million people gathered later at Tiananmen to hear Mao’s successor, Hua Guofeng (19212008), who praised the chairman’s “great accomplishments.” He did not mention that
among Mao’s accomplishments was the suffering and death of tens of millions of
Chinese people from persecution and administrative policies; many of these people were
Catholic Christians. Mao’s views on Christianity were never a mystery. In a speech he
gave in 1939, he informed his comrades that “missionary work” was aimed at “duping
the people,” and was an ally of “imperialist powers” that “poison the minds of the
Chinese people.”17 The Maoist era marks one of the darkest hours of the Church’s history
in China, and I have been asked time and again by Chinese Catholics to tell others about
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the sacrifices that many holy men and women have made to retain their faith and witness
to the love of Jesus Christ. “If prudence results in the loss of their memory,” they tell me,
“then put prudence aside for the sake of the Church.”
On my desk I have a signed copy of a book written by Br. Peter Zhou Bangjiu,
OSB, who now lives at St. Andrew’s Abbey in Valyermo, California. On August 1960,
Communist officials tightened bronze handcuffs to his forearms, and because he refused
to “reform,” they were left on his arms for four weeks. A photograph of his right arm
reveals a permanently crippled hand – his arm is deformed from the maltreatment.18 Br.
Zhou was forced to remain in prison for thirty-three years because he refused to deny the
Holy Father and openly approve the Communist government. After his long years in
prison for the “crime” of being a Catholic monk, he composed a beautiful poem of
gratitude: “Throughout an endless night, in a tenacious fight, I see the dawn at last” 漫長
黑夜頑強戰鬥終見黎明.19 As Bishop Wang Chongyi has recalled, many did not survive
the “tenacious fight.”
In my next, and final, installment of “China’s Modern Martyrs: From Mao to
Now,” I will trace the Church’s efforts to remain alive after Mao’s death. Many are
surprised to learn that since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 the
number of Chinese Catholics has grown by at least ten million. This growth has occurred
during an era of unrelenting persecution of Christian believers, Catholic and Protestant.
Chairman Mao’s expectation that China would “grow out of Christianity” was little more
than wishful thinking; his attempts to eradicate the Church ironically resulted in its
expansion. I shall turn to the post-Mao years in the next “Clark on China,” an era of
growing freedom for Catholics, but also a time of continued harassment and antiChristian discrimination.
Envoi: Our Lady of Donglü
In 1900, a Vincentian priest named Fr. Wu prayed to the Virgin Mary, asking her
to protect his community of Catholics at Donglü village from attacking Boxers.
Traditional accounts assert that when the Boxers approached the village a “beautiful lady
in white” appeared in the sky surrounded by a formation of lights. The Boxers shot their
rifles at the emanation, but eventually fled in fear. The village was saved. In thanksgiving
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the priest commissioned the construction of a new shrine dedicated to Our Lady, and a
painting of Mary wearing imperial robes (modeled ironically after an image of the
Empress Dowager Cixi [1835-1908]) was to be displayed inside. During a 1925 synod
held in Shanghai, the collected bishops decided to use the Donglü painting as the official
image of “Our Lady of China,” and in 1932, Pope Pius XI (1867-1939) consecrated the
village as an official Marian shrine for pilgrims. Devotion to Our Lady of Donglü China
sustained the faith of countless Catholics during the Maoist years of severe persecution,
and after Mao’s death Chinese faithful restored the tradition of making annual
processions to the Lady at Donglü who had protected them through both the Boxer
Uprising in 1900 and the Maoist era, from 1949 to 1976.
100,000 Catholics from the unofficial community (“underground Catholics”)
formed a long processional line in May 1995, carrying banners and praying the rosary as
they approached Donglü village. On May 23, more than 30,000 Catholics reported a
miraculous vision as the priest began to offer Mass at the shrine. The sun was seen
spinning from right to left, while various shades of light emanated from different areas in
the sky. Some claimed to have seen the Our Lady of China image in the sky, the Virgin
holding her Divine Child. The apparitions lasted around twenty minutes, and afterward
the bishop of Baoding approved the vision as verifiable.
The following year, in 1996, the Chinese government was so exacerbated by the
popularity of the Marian shrine at Donglü that it illegalized future pilgrimages to the
village, and to assure an end to the renewed Catholic devotion to this site 5,000 troops
were dispatched to the shrine. Accompanied by around thirty armored vehicles and
military helicopters, the village was sealed off, the shrine was destroyed, and the local
police confiscated all the statues and images of Mary. I have visited Chinese Catholics in
several provinces and dioceses, and one of the recurring themes I hear from the Catholics
I speak with after Mass is their sense of an antagonism between Mary and the current
government. There were not many opportunities for pilgrimages to Marian shrines during
the Maoist era; they were all closed. Now, however, even as churches are reopened and
China’s Church continues to grow, the destruction of the Marian shrine at Donglü
functions as a reminder that Catholic freedom is still not complete. When China’s bishops
met in Shanghai in 1924, the pope’s apostolic delegate to China, Cardinal Celso
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Costantini (1878-1958), proposed that the synod fathers consecrate China to the Most
Holy Virgin Mary. As Fr. Jeremy Clarke, SJ, has describes this important event, “The
consecration meant that the church leaders were placing the needs, the hopes, and the
prayers of their communities (and the whole of the Chinese people) at the feet of Mary in
a special way, seeking her intercession and help.”20 When Bishop Gong Pinmei faced a
crowd of young Catholics as the Maoist era began, he told his flock to turn to Mary and
the rosary. This, he said, was how they would win their battle to survive, and this is how
they are winning this battle still.
____________
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