



November 18, 2005
REVIEW & OUTLOOK
Prayers for Beijing
November 18, 2005
If President George W. Bush genuflects during his visit to an "official" Beijing church this weekend, he'll have a lot to pray for. China's communists keep a devilishly brutal grip on domestic religious groups, fearing the freedom of thought they foster. Despite Mr. Bush's public appeals, there are few signs that repentance will come anytime soon.

This isn't a new, or undocumented, problem. Mao abolished religious freedom, replacing God with the graceless communist party. For six years now, the U.S. State Department -- the only Western, government-sponsored organization that puts together a comprehensive annual report on religious freedom, as far as we know -- has ranked China as "a country of particular concern." That plunks "the people's republic" in the same company as Burma, North Korea, and Iran.

In a report released last week, State politely noted that "respect for freedom of religion and freedom of conscience remained poor" in China. What it documents is somewhat less polite, citing cruel beatings, "credible" reports of murders, labor camp sentences, intimidation and the burning of church property, for a start. Groups as diverse as the outlawed Falun Gong to the "underground" Catholic church were targeted. And that's only in the areas that the Americans were allowed to see.

Take, for instance, the plight of Zhang Yinan, an intellectual from China's underground Protestant church who tried to track and document the unofficial church movement on the mainland. Sentenced in 2003 (without trial) for subverting China's government, Mr. Zhang spent two years in a labor camp, where he was reportedly beaten. He was released in September.

President Bush has loudly lobbied for change since taking office. At a speech at Beijing's Tsinghua University in 2002, he declared "faith gives us a moral core and teaches us to hold ourselves to high standards, to love and to serve others, and to live responsible lives." But in today's China, that kind of transparency of belief is discouraged.

After State released its report, Beijing's apparatchiks sniffed indignantly. "We express our strong dissatisfaction and firm opposition," said Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Liu Jianchao at a Beijing press conference. "On this issue the Chinese people have their own voice and say we ask the U.S. side to stop interfering with China's internal affairs with the excuse of religious issues."

Make your own assessment: Outside of China, State's report can be accessed at http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/1.

It's not just the U.S. that's complaining. Tibetan spiritual leader Dalai Lama has been a consistent voice for religious freedom on the mainland, and would be inside it, too, were he allowed to set foot there. (Good on Mr. Bush for granting him an audience before he left for this trip.) The Vatican lodged a formal protest with Beijing last year after many of its clergy were beaten and abused, even though the Holy See hasn't had a representative in mainland China since 1951. (Beijing doesn't like the fact that the pope has a relationship with democratic Taiwan, it seems -- so much so that it didn't even bother to send a representative to the late Pope John Paul II's funeral.)

There's irony at play here, too: before the Communists came to power, China had a long history of religious expression, ranging from its homegrown Taoism to the 19th century spread of Christianity to its coastal cities by Western missionaries. Modern day China is a sprawling country which encompasses numerous ethnic groups with diverse beliefs. The Chinese government itself reckons China has over 100 million believers. Savvy observers, reluctant to speak on the record, tell us that's a gross understatement, and that the underground church movement is gaining legs.

For its part, China has endeavored to put a good face on its state-endorsed subjugation. It recognizes five "official" religions, Protestantism, Catholicism, Buddhism, Islam, and Taoism. Officially, China boasts around 300,000 clergy. The Party even ponied up money for two new churches in Beijing, just in time for the 2008 Olympic Games. But by law, every party official must be atheist, and all churches are still registered and monitored by the bureaucracy.

Last late year, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao signed new regulations that "protect" the rights of religious groups to own property and train clergy, among other things. It would be better for everyone if he put some actions behind those words. Perhaps Mr. Bush's calls for freedom will do some good, someday.
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