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I. Introduction

I completed my project on “Folk Hymn Singing in China’s Congregational Churches” from May 23 to July 12, 2004.  The Avery China Adventure travel funding has provided for 45 days of travel within China to visit about 19 churches in 11 cities.

On May 23, 2004, I left my home in Glendale, Los Angeles and flew to Beijing, China via Tokyo.  I arrived at Beijing airport on the evening of May 24, and began a journey of 50 days in central China.  During this period, I took 19 train rides and one short roundtrip plane travel and I visited 17 official churches, 2 theological seminaries in 12 cities: Beijing, Shijiazhuang, Xingtai, Handan, Zhengzhou, Zhumadian, Luoyang, Xian, Kaifeng, Shangqiu, Wuhan and Kunming.  I attended twenty-some services that included regular church services, song-learning sessions, special singing-and-worship, and home worship services.  I made 5 visits to interview a song leader, a folk singer/composer, and three composers/conductors who taught in seminaries, and a seminar professor.  I met people from all walks of life and had conversations with different them on a large range of topics including the present phenomena of rising believers and hymn singing among them. These people include officials of Christian Councils and Three-Self Patriotic Committee; professors and presidents of seminaries, and preachers; lecturers of universities and research institutions; a deputy county mayor; housewives; translators; businessmen; white-collar workers, film students, high school students, taxi-drivers, and retired soldiers.  Some of these people I met during visits to churches, seminaries, and homes, others were fellow passengers in the long train rides between cities.   On July 12, I took a train from the city of Shenzhen and entered Hong Kong Special Administration Region in southern China.  A few days later, I attended the 83rd birthday party of a Chinese musician and composer who was once branded a “leftist” and sent to the countryside during the early years of the Cultural Revolution.  In Hong Kong I stayed with my brother’s family and visited my mother.  Before returning to Los Angeles on July 27, 2004, I held meetings with media professors from universities in Hong Kong and also completed some archival research for my own work.

II. Hymn Singing in City Congregational Churches

A. Beijing

I arrived at Beijing Airport in the late evening on May 24, 2004.  Along airport bus ride and a short taxi-ride took me to a two-star hotel in the southern part of the city.  From the years 1986 to 1994, I had come regularly to Beijing and stayed in the northern part of the city to visit the Beijing Film Academy, the Beijing Film Archive, the China Film Art Association, and Beijing University.  The hotel in southern Beijing ran a hostel for international students and was a favorite place for budget overseas travelers in the mid-1990s. The next day, at an electronic department store nearby, I bought a mobile phone that helped me keep in touch with contacts in China. Having a cell phone number in China helped me get acquainted with some contacts and get on their schedules rather quickly.

Sun was a researcher in the Chinese Academy of Art who gave me an excellent orientation to the subject of hymns.  She has an acoustic piano in her bedroom and had started researching on the history of Christian hymns in China.  Her research had taken her to many places, including hard to reach villages.  This visit was extremely helpful as an excellent orientation for the journey.  Sun showed me some of the materials she had collected, including sacred song cassette-discs (CDs) and video cassette discs (VCDs) that churches and composers had made.  A composer and musician, Sun played the hymns she had composed on the piano and I recorded them.  The visit lasted from morning till early afternoon.  According to Sun, there was a  small avenue called “Yesu xiong” (or, Jesus pathway) in the Communist “sacred site” of Yan’an.  The conversation with such an expert was extremely enlightening and helpful.  We briefly considered the possibility of visiting some distant villages together but had to forgo the idea after she discussed this with her husband.    

The next day I visited an English teacher and her family.  We knew each other while doing research as a doctorate student in Beijing.  The family living conditions continued to improve in the last few years after they went through the anxious period as the whole country tried to adjust to commercialization.  Now, with stable teaching jobs, the middle-age couple bought a car and a small vacation house in a village two hours outside Beijing.  Their single daughter graduated from the university two years ago and is a journalist working for an Internet paper.  They heard the purpose for the journey and after a phone call, obtained a friend’s permission for me to take away a copy of a recent student film festival screenings on VCD.  On that VCD was a student documentary film about folk hymn singing in a village and my hosts and I watched together on their large, flat-screen TV in the living room.  We also discussed the short film afterwards about how Chinese students traveling to villages to complete their documentary film class assignments.  As my travel itinerary was largely limited to cities reachable by train, and because the stipulation of interactivity meant that I would not be videotaping any visits, I was very glad to come upon this film which appeared as a divine gift for my project right at the very beginning.  This film exposed me to the first folk hymn singing in the countryside.  An unnamed village women sang lyrics in a local dialect at a home serfice and in a tune that sounded indigenous.  They might have made up the songs themselves.  


The next day I held a long telephone conversation with Wei, the student filmmaker whose documentary film had won critical acclaim in this year’s student festival. Wei was a graduating senior at the Beijing Normal University. The film was a class project which took him about a year to complete.  He returned to the village where he grew up to make this project.  Wei has no religious beliefs and his said this film tried to establish the relationship between material life and “mental state” (a term that would equal to spiritual life for the village women in the film).  The village folks are peasants who make fried dough (youtiao) to sell in the village.  As believers they hold regular services at their homes that started with their own hymns.  Wei said he found his relatives’ beliefs pure and lovely. After screening his film at the student festival, he felt rather depressed after hearing fellow student audience laughed at the rural women on screen with the superior attitude of urban residents.  He told me that because of their urban upbringing, the self-contented fellow college students had little knowledge of and interest in rural China.  As a student coming from a rural background, Wei had a small budget and he borrowed equipment to finish the film since it took too long and he could no longer use the school’s equipment.

  
In Beijing, I also visited friends whom I had known in the mid-1980s. They are now professors and administrators in film and media studies departments in the university and research institutions.  My friends told me about the increasing workload in the academy with emphasis placed on increasing productivity. They also joked about the grant that I received as carrying a kind of “socialism” that they once enjoyed.  To them, our fortunes seemed to have reversed –they were working hard in the summer while I traveled with a non-academic project.  Among the friends, Li was particularly supportive and offered to have someone to accompany me to the next city.  Later that day, Li called and confirmed that he decided to send a student to come along with me (!). This student, also named Li, has almost finished his thesis research and he could help me to reach a village nearby Shijiazhuang.  I saw that my friend Li has made a very considerate arrangement to help me reach a place that otherwise would be hard to get to.  It was unimaginable to him that a single woman would go by herself to a strange city, and one that he had not visited before.    


The first four days in Beijing turned out to be fresh, fruitful and filled with moments of friendship with new and old contacts. Two persons that were on my original plan of contact turned out to be too busy, but I had an excellent orientation to help me get a nice start on the road.   I had also walked around the neighborhood, visited the Tiananmen Square, and took bus rides that helped me see the changes on the streets of Beijing.  New commercial spaces seemed to be taking over many neighborhoods.  On every large  building sites, gigantic billboards of real estates with luxurious looking houses and elegant (often western European) names not only drew potential buyers but announced to passers-by what they should dream about.  I could feel the seduction and pressures of a new way of life coming upon me as it would upon residents young and old.  Conversations with educated friends showed that people living in Beijing felt more integrated with the commercial and media cultures of globalization than ever before. At the same time, these friends sought ways to keep life peaceful.  Their ways of coping are not much different from what residents do in large cities, including those of Los Angeles and Hong Kong where I have spent most of my lifetime.  

B. Shijiazhuang

Li and I took a two-hour train to Shijiazhuang.  Li’s brother-in-law, Chang, is a deputy county major who lives in this city and he commutes to his office in the county.  Chang received his education in Shenyang’s agricultural university and returned to work in this region after graduation. He and his wife picked us up in his car at the train station and took us to dinner.  Sometime during the dinner, he decided to practice English with me while the others listened on.  Chang had studied with a Canadian professor in Shenyang.  His fond memories of that experience still showed, and I was a beneficiary of that positive experience.  Chang is cosmopolitan in outlook and very forthcoming with his knowledge of local and world affairs.  In his early thirties, Chang is a young official who seems to be working comfortably within the system.  He talked about his role last year during the SARS (Severe Respiratory Syndrome) breakout as well as the people from the Center for Disease Control from the U.S. last year.  Village residents in the region held sentry stations and they refused to let anyone coming from Beijing return to their home villages during that time. Our conversation topics moved from Chinese affairs to American politics, including the election of Arnold Schwarzenegger as head of state in California.  The dinner took place in a private room inside an exquisitely decorated local restaurant and Chang brought his own special tea to brew in the restaurant’s pot.  Upon our departure, we found out that the furnishing of this most visited first-class restaurant cost 10 million RMB, a gigantic sum for a restaurant.

The next day was Sunday, May, 30.  Li and I met in the hotel lobby and we took a taxi to go to the church as there was no direct bus route to get there.  We arrived before 8.30am to find that the whole church was almost already filled.  The tall church building was completed in the late 1990s.  Before the Sunday service, a song leader taught the congregation to learn to sing the hymns of the service from the official hymnbook The New Hymnal (or zhanmeishi, hymns of praise).
  Before the sermon, the choir of over thirty members offered a hymn. Among the hymns sung during that service, two were unidentified translated hymns from overseas. The lyrics of the third hymn, “Zhu xing xinshi ge” (the Lord does a new act) was written by Jia Yuming (1879-1964), a Chinese theologian and preacher who had served as the President of the Nanjing Jinlin Women’s Theological Seminary before the second World War.  Its music was composed by a F. Horton, whose identity was unknown. The fourth hymn, “Fill Me Now,” was a translated hymn written by E.H. Stokes (1815-1895) and composed by J.R. Sweeney (1837-99); both were Americans.  These hymns were chosen to reinforce the theme of the sermon titled “The Holy Spirit Has Come.”  The announcement of the woman speaker’s name was too quick and I simply missed writing it down when I was captivated by the large congregation and a spirit of togetherness in the room.  This woman spoke for about an hour in the Beijing accent of the standard Putonghua.  Her powerful and compelling way of delivering her talk reminded me of another young woman teaching at University of California who could match such a remarkable presentation. Later I found out that she had received theological training from Nanjing Theological Seminary, the top official seminary in China.  The congregation recited The Apostles Creed with gusto, and at the very end, the choir sang the threefold Amen canticle.  The service impressed me as fresh and coming from a vibrant religious community with people of all ages. This was rather unexpected, and my experience of Sunday service in an official church in the 1980s was obviously outdated.  People told me later that this church was large and still growing and it drew many people from that area. 

At the end of the service, we heard that a wedding ceremony would take place in the same church, we waited while an old preacher came onto the stage and started speaking. He preached the Christian gospel to the small congregation that was waiting for the ceremony to take place. Then he started singing an old folk hymn in the traditional Chinese tune!   The tune of this hymn was familiar, what I heard as a child growing up in Hong Kong, though the lyrics were different and I could not find out its author and composer.  I took down the musical notation but it was so sudden that I did not turn on my recorder.  Almost 40 minutes later, we heard that the wedding would not take place.  People began to leave and we left too.  We found a restaurant across the road from the church and saw character posters and picture posters that said the owner was a Christian.  This was a public statement of religious belief time that neither Li nor I had seen before. Li was quite impressed with the speaker and wanted to know how she compared with the church speakers overseas.  I told him that she a very strong speaker by any standards.

During lunch, we talked about his upbringing in Lanzhou in western China and the strong physique that minority peoples have in comparison to the Han Chinese.  We also talked about his thesis and his interest in mass media. 

Later in the afternoon, we met with Chang and his family at the museum of Norman Bethune.  A well-documented and well-illustrated exhibit with the theme of international friendship has been made a few years ago to tell the story of this Canadian surgeon who was born in a deeply religious family and who dedicated himself to healing Communist soldiers during the early years of the revolution.  Bethune was surely one of the “doctors without borders” and in the exhibit he was a humanitarian whose spirit of absolute selflessness had moved Mao Zedong to write an essay on this man with moral integrity.  He died in 1939 after being infected while operating on a wounded soldier in the remote countryside in China.  A Chinese feature film, Dr. Bethune, had been made in the 1960s and another one made in north America in 1989 to honor him.  This museum was situated within the Garden of the Revolutionary Martyrs (lieshi lingyuan) featuring very young Chinese Communists who died in the early 1930s and the 1940s.  From the Museum, the whole group went on to visit an old temple in the country side.

The next day, Chang took Li and I to the county where he worked. In his deputy mayor’s office, there was a framed calligraphy with the characters “Nei Fan” (patience for troubles, or patience for trivial things), an appropriate reminder of the myriad things that would come through this office. With a translator, Li and I went to a nearby village and found a Catholic church situated in a large garden yard.  Inside the church, there were many religious decorations and pictures that celebrated the Passion, and in the upper balcony, there was an old painting of “The Last Supper.”  The hard benches in the church were quite narrow, and many hymnbooks were piled at the end of them.  In them are pages after pages of handwritten notations of sacred songs as well as long passages for incantation and worship.  The doorkeeper who was in his eighties told us through the translator that the church building suffered destruction during the Cultural Revolution and was mended in the 1980s with new additions.  He also told us that the congregation usually filled the hall during worship services. 

We went on to visit two rural families in the presence of the translator.  We first stopped by a house with a nice gate.  A woman was cooking lunch for her family and we conversed directly with each other after the translator introduced us as visitors from the  county office.  All the time, her husband did not stop working on his carpentry as he made sofas in the large yard where they still kept a few groves of vegetables in the middle.  The family has a daughter and a son, one going to junior high and the other to elementary school.  It owns two newly built houses that cost about 67,000 yuan when they were built about 3 years ago.  From farming they have moved onto sofa-making and the family truck helped them to run business errands. We were invited to join the family for lunch but we declined.  Then we identified a less prosperous village home along a small, unpaved country road.  A woman in her early fifties was working in the yard in front of the family well, and she took us into the first room with some chairs, a dresser, a sewing machine and a large bed.   She has two sons and her husband is making a living as a construction worker.  Her first son has gotten married and the family spent about 30,000 yuan for the marriage.  The daughter-in-law has recently borne a son and they lived in another room within the same yard.  

During lunch we showed the pictures taken the digital camera to Mr. Chang.  He also used a digital camera and was interested in finding out whether the village situation was better or worse than I had imagined.  He also wanted to know what Chinese brand-name product was best known overseas or in the United States.  We had a pleasant lunch conversation.  

In the afternoon, we visited a private-own residential school with both elementary and high school students.  The principal was a teacher with over thirty years’ experience and had also worked in the state school as a principal for over a decade.  She retired from that job and with her husband’s assistance, ran this private school with two tall buildings.  .  We visited the dormitories for the school children, the dining hall, and the computer room where we saw students learning to use the Internet and creating homepages. The principal’s husband appeared very friendly and relaxed and he told us about obtaining loans to build the school.  A later conversation with someone else indicated to me that this man was a retired party official and thus much more effective in putting the project through the bureaucratic process.

C. Xingtai (and Shijiazhuang again)

Xingtai is a small city south of Shijiazhuang.  I had planned to visit the city during the weekday without attending any services.  An early morning train on June 2 took me into  Xingtai.  The church gates were locked and after waiting and several calls from my mobile phone, someone answered and they received me into the church premise.  The pastor returned later and I introduced myself with a Chinese letter that explained my project in learning about hymns.  Rev. Su then gave me some information about the church which was begun by American missionary efforts over a hundred years ago.  Now, it has a regular attendance of about 800. He mentioned large congregations in the rural churches in many locations in Hebei Province.  He often went to preach in rural locations with sermons that lasted for an hour and a half long.  As in some urban churches, the rural congregation seat themselves in a gender divided manner, with men on one side and women on the other.  During Christmas time in Xingtai, young students and many people flooded into his Church and he had to ask the regular members not to show up so as to make room for the newcomers. During this time, the meetings became gospel meetings rather than celebrations.  


Xingtai church adopted The New Hymnal for its Sunday services.  They regularly sang the threefold Amen and ended the services with “Lord, Dismiss us with Thy Blessing.” The latter’s tune was the well-known Greenville, taken from the opera written by Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778).
  Among the young people, selections are usually broader and they simply photocopy songs that they have found and liked, regardless of the source.  When I asked him if he liked hymn singing, Rev. Su smiled and said he did but he was not a good singer.  He also replied seriously that hymns were important as praises “before the throne of God.”  Two years ago, the descendents of American missionaries returned to attend a church celebration and they stayed in the hotel next door.  Afterwards, I walked by the hotel complex and saw that it was one operated by the Army Committee.  This raised questions in my mind, and I wondered if this were the hotel he referred to. If so, then perhaps the fact that American missionary families staying in a Chinese Army Committee operated hotel as the guests of a local church is a contemporary situation that displays a logic counter to that of the Cold War. 

The old city of Xingtai was located in another section of town.  It bore the name, Old City of Xunde (xunde gucheng), but the area was actually a “theme-city” and a simulacrum in the postmodern sense. There was a reconstructed city gate leading to a  main thoroughfare with a traditional looking façade with stores on both sides selling tourist memorabilia and small goods for visiting tourists.  On top of the rebuilt city tower, there was a small room that exhibited a simple model of an old city.  On the wall opposing its entrance were hung the portraits of three previous political leaders, Mao Zedong (the Chairman), Zhou Enlai (Premiere), and Hua Guofeng (who briefly succeeded Mao). None of the reform leaders (Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin) had portraits inside that room.  In front of this small room was a sculpture of a “fire bull” and a short description of the city’s history.  Under the reconstructed city gate was a Buddhist temple with a yard and a tree that was said to be over three-thousand years old.  It was very hot and bright in the early afternoon.  Several women came into the yard as if they were doing it on a daily basis. Some burnt incense in front of the thousand year old tree and a few went up the temple steps to say their wishes.  


During the train ride back to Shijiazhuang, I sat next to two young women who was eighteen and twenty in age.  Both came from a village in Shaanxi Province. One of them worked for two years in a shoe factory in Guangzhou and left as she saw no prospects.  After a month, however, she and her friend became restless and now they were on route to the city of Baodin to look for work.  I said some words of encouragement as she sounded very worried but we both knew that life ahead would be tough for her.  The man sitting on the other side was a business agent for a heat-conductor factory and he seems to be happy about his prospects as he traveled through many cities making business contacts.  


An evening meeting at the same Shijiazhuang church that we visited on Sunday featured a talk on communication techniques with one’s spouse.  The meeting took place in a small chapel in the same premise and about 100 people, mostly women, attended.  A female lay speaker gave an hour and fifteen minutes’ lecture and told us that she prepared this series on her own.  At the end, she announced the lecture title in the following week as, “How to handle marital affairs?”  Not only has the content of this lecture resembled the family life series in many overseas Chinese churches, the issue of marital infidelity discussed in the lectures revealed that Chinese women who attended churches were seeking counsel and help to keep their families intact.

The city of Shijiazhuang was famous for one of the revolutionary battles fought before the Communist took over the city of Beijing in the year 1949.  The battle site was quite far away so a visit would be time consuming and costly.  Instead, I visited the Museum of Hebei Province on the last day and took pictures of an exhibit on Hebei’s efforts in the Sino-Japanese war.  The Saturday before, the Museum hosted a special exhibition of classical Chinese painting and in the activity hall, children’s art were on display.  Engaging residents in art appreciation and art making, the Hebei Museum seemed to have made itself a lively and favorable place for families on the weekends.

D. Handan

Handan was the capital city during the Warrior States that lasted 158 years and 8 generations.  According to a local tourist book, it was also the originating city for Jian-an literature during the dynasties of Wei and Jin, as well as an important location during the dynasties of Tang and Song. 


The entrance to the official church in Handan was hemmed in by buildings on both sides. The church building had a weathered appearance on the outside and had simple decorations and long narrow benches inside.  In the evening song session, women sat on small stools facing a portable blackboard.  They copied the musical notation of a song done in numerals as well as its lyrics. Then for about two hours, a woman in her fifties taught everyone to sing this ten-line hymn, phrase and phrase and line by line.  The song leader was very conscientious, and the group, made up of mostly women and several men had a very good learning attitude.  I followed their example and introduced myself to the song leader afterwards while a few other women joined the conversation.  Ms. Wang said the song was taken from the “Spiritual Song Collection” (linge ji) that was published in 1997. She was friendly and talkative and she agreed to see me again the next day afternoon.  

Early in the morning of June 4, I took a long ride on a hired taxi to Yongnian county outside Handan where the old “Nan Guangfu” city.  The woman taxi-driver owned the car, and her husband drove the night shift and cooked lunch for their three children while she ran the day shift. Both parents contributed to the family economy.  I did not ask her about one-child policy, for I have already met at least three families with more than one child. I wondered.

The countryside was neither very prosperous nor too poor.  The paved road stopped somewhere and the dusty roads were well traveled by rural residents.  Residents of the old city tried to establish a tourist attraction but it seemed to have failed. Instead, it served as a weekend market town for nearby villages.  Not far away from the city’s east gate, there was a narrow street with new houses on both side that led to a large factory compound.  At another nearby market, peasants gathered to sell their produce piled on trucks.  We saw ball-like eggplants and the taxi driver told me that it seemed a new variety different from the elongated Chinese eggplant.

We stopped by the gates of a Christian church at Xihuang zhuang on the way back. It was located about a half mile away from the tollgate for cars entering or leaving Handan.  The church building looked rather new but no one could be found.  On the walls of the gate and the small building leading to the church, many calligraphy decorations written in the style of New Year couplets were posted over several walls  The characters are declarations of the members’ Christian beliefs, including one which said, “Jesus is the Lord of All Things and the King of All Kings.”

  
Ms. Wang decided to take me to her apartment home.  In the most rewarding visits during the trip, Ms. Wang opened her life to me and told me how religious faith sustained her when circumstances were unfavorable.  Her husband had diabetes and died a few years ago.  Her second son who still lives with her was looking for a job.  She prayed for him for days and had the resume ready when she heard someone was looking for an employee.  She saw an answer from God when the employer hired her son.  Later, during the breakout of the SARS epidemic last spring, the church was closed for service so she and other women met at 4am in a local park for prayer and before 7am they each went on to do their own daily business.  In answer to my question how she learned music and singing, she briefly alluded to her experience in a musical troupe during the Cultural Revolution and compared the experience to Moses living the Egyptian palace that gave him the hard to obtain education before he worked amongst the Israelites.  Dur9ng this visit, she sang thirteen songs for me to record which she had chosen from her photocopied collection of Chinese hymns.  Ms. Wang presented herself as a serious singer and took up a formal posture when the recorder started working.  

The authors of the Chinese hymns that Ms. Wang selected were unidentified in the songbook.  Presumably they were all native writers since these were not translated hymns.  She started with the songs “Ba rensheng jiage zhangguan”(Give one’s life to the Lord in charge) and “Liangren he wo” (My lover and I). At first the recorder would not work no matter how I tried.  Ms. Wang asked us to bow in prayer and said that we ought to depend on the Lord if one were doing the Lord’s work. After the prayer ended, the recorder started working and never gave us any more problems.  As she sang the third song, “Ganan de lei” (Tears of gratitude), Ms. Wang broke down into tears and came to a complete stop.  She asked to erase the broken part of the recording. We started recording another two hymns before she returned to sing “Tears” again. The other songs include, “Dahai zhong de chuan” (A ship in the ccean); “Shiming”(Commission); “Jintian women yao zhang chulai”(Today we shall stand out); “Zhongguo shuyu shangdi”(China belongs to God); “Zai Zhongguo de daide shang (In the vast land of China); “Zhanmei”(Praise); “Women yao chuanching zhanmei ni”(We shall praise thee with complete devotion), and “Zhu-a, wo duoxiang”(Lord, I long so much).  Ms. Wang identified the author of this last song as a female instructor named Liu Baoying.  Ms. Liu taught at music workshop at the church in Handan.  We had lost the sense of time and the singing and recording session lasted for a few hours until we were both exhausted. 

Before she walked me to the street and found a cab for the train station, Ms. Wang sang  “Xizai women xintou”(Happy in our hearts) that had a strong jubilant beat and traditional melody like a New Year’s celebration song with religious lyrics.  She also graciously gave the gift of the hymnbook that was her favorite and hard-to-get collection.  Her hope was that this would benefit the people I would reach overseas.  This generous attitude of sharing regardless of her own need and interest would show up in some other believers during the journey.  One could think of the deeply embedded sense of sharing that came from agrarian communities and which made the socialist revolution possible in the early 1930s.  With disillusionment with official doctrines and erosion of traditional values as well as socialist beliefs, it seemed that Christian values are helping the believers and practitioners to sustain their own communities in the midst of an increasingly individualist and atomizing social formation.

E. Zhengzhou

A friend in the States had offered her relative’s home in this city for my stay.  This family of three has moved into a spacious and nicely decorated condo in the western side of the city not long ago.  An older sister and her teenage daughter had come from the countryside while this teenager prepared for her high school entrance examination.  I lived in their daughter’s bedroom and the relatives in the third bedroom. They asked me many questions about life in the United States during the first dinner and in subsequent conversations.  They also answered many of my questions about everyday life in contemporary Zhengzhou. 

On Sunday Yin and I went to the Zhutun church in what used to be the city’s countryside (xijiao) and what now looked like a borderland district between the city and the country.  The church premise was large with a tall building, and it was situated next to a large marketplace area.  Shortly after 8am, the place was already filled with a large congregation. The first hour, from 7 am to 8am was taken up by hymn practice, with a woman song leader teaching the congregation to sing. The service lasted from 8 to 9.30am. There were over a thousand people in the congregation and a small choir of mostly women sang a hymn at the beginning. Then a male preacher gave a sermon using a passage from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians that addressed problems in the early church. While he spoke, several women began walking from their seats to another section of the room, and their activity continued until the preacher told them to postpone dealing with whatever matter on their hands after the service.  The look on the preacher’s face appeared to be that of a somewhat wearied administrator. Yin saw someone she knew and this woman was so happy to see Yin that she gave her own hymnbook to her.  Yin was quite moved and said that Christians were good people.  


The next day I visited the Renmin Lu Church near the city center. A small blackboard inside the small downstairs had a Chinese hymn called “Rensheng de xiaobei”(Life’s small cup) written on it with an unknown author/composer.  The small blackboard with chalked written hymns struck me as an essential site of contemporary hymn teaching and learning in the Chinese congregational churches.  It is a portable site open to weekly selections and different tastes.  It also has the feature of simplicity that matches everyday folk hymn singing.  There was no service that day and women managing the church’s bookstore said that they had large attendances and people often sat in the open yard area during the service when the seats upstairs were filled

Other than a short day-trip to the city of Zhumadian, which will be described in the next section, I joined several services during the week. This included an afternoon choir practice session with women in the countryside Zhutun church, an evening choir practice at the west Taikang Lu Church, an early morning service at Remnin Lu church, and an afternoon meeting at the small chapel in the same church.  

The afternoon choir practice session had about thirty women in attendance. The young female leader started by having the group do vocal singing of scales from low to high and in various beats together with piano accompaniment.  Attention was paid to breathing correctly and training the ability to sustain one’s voice for the right duration.  The adult choir (or, elderly choir) was preparing for singing during Sunday service and also for the Christmas celebration. The songs were picked from The New Hymnal.  One song was entitled, “Bozong biyu ge” (Song of the seed-sowing metaphor). The composer, Zhao Zichen (aka, T.C. Chao, 1888-1979) had served as the chaplain of Yanjing University (the predecessor of Beijing University). He held presentations in mission conferences in Israel, India, Canada and in 1947, was given an honorary Doctor of Theology by Princeton University.  

I interviewed briefly Ms. Song under the auspices of a well-dressed, official-looking woman Ms. Li who identified herself as the “head of class” (banzhang).  Song learned music and hymns on her own.  Song said the housewives were joyful when they got to sing hymns, and her words were proven correct as we heard a late-arriving woman practicing singing with a sense of pride and fulfillment after the session was over. Li was rather guarded and formal and she looked relieved when the conversation ended.  Even now,  conversations with foreigners that did not have prior approval from the unit leader or regional leader in official territory was still filled with caution if not alarm.  It was out of politeness that people would accept a conversation but would proceed in a very guarded manner.  The situation would be different if one were introduced through friends and relatives at home.  

The high attendance at the Thursday morning service at the Renmin Lu Church caught me by surprise.  The service started at 7.30am, and I arrived at 7.45am to find not only the main hall upstairs filled with congregation, but the people had seated themselves on stools in the hallways upstairs and downstairs, filling the small chapel and surrounding the church yard.  The open courtyard was orderly with many people sitting on small stools, some under direct sunlight.  A pulling cart parked in shade carried a sleeping child, and people who needed to go to the washrooms at one corner of the yard did so quietly. I sat on a stool downstairs at the entryway from the open yard along with women of all ages.  The talk upstairs were broadcasted through a speaker for everyone, including those sitting in the yard.  It was a sermon on the topic of prayer and Brother Yan (as he called himself) integrated his life experiences into the talk.  As a young man, he had promised God to preach to the minority peoples. He got married with children. Then, his home was ransacked during the Cultural Revolution and he was sent to Zhengzhou’s countryside to live with the peasants.  He became aware how reluctant he had been to serve by leaving family members and material possessions behind.  The talk was personal and engaging with lively examples.  Yan gave clear explanation to the topic of prayer and used a dialogic style that kept the attention of many during the long sermon.  

At the end, the congregation sang a hymn and interceded for another church. They sang “Shipian ershisan pian” (Psalm 23) taken from The New Hymnal.  The hymn has a traditional Chinese melody and it was written by Dr. John Su (1916-) who was born in Hong Kong. Su composed the hymn in 1934 when he was studying in North China Theological seminar.  He had composed over 500 songs, and “Psalm 23” was among the most popular and best known.  Su was the composer of Dashan keyi nuokai (The mountains shall depart) which I learned as a child in Hong Kong.

The old people’s choir practice started in the small chapel after the morning service ended.  The choir learned a new song written with simple musical notation and printed on a handout.  Once again the writer and composer was unidentified.  The next afternoon I returned with Yin’s sister to attend the women’s meeting in the small chapel downstairs. The session included a brief hymn singing time of the song written by W.T. Sleeper and G.C. Stebbins (see below), followed on a talk to explicate the Christian faith.


That evening, I went to a choir practice at the Xi Taikang Lu church that was the subject of the morning service’s intercession.  It was another hour and half session, with vocal training in the beginning and breaking into groups for practice singing in parts.  The song leader was a man who used a recorded vocal practicing tape to lead the choir.  The song was a translated American hymn, written by W.T. Sleeper (1819-1904) and composed by G.C. Stebbins (1846-1945) that was included in The New Hymnal together with nine other pieces.  This well-known hymn was entitled “Jesus, I Come” or “Out of Bondage, Sorrow, and Night.”  In the Chinese historical exposition on The New Hymnal, the notes said that Sleeper was a Methodist pastor and hymn composer, and Stebbins had traveled in Indian, Pakistan, and Egypt. This hymn first published in 1887 was considered by the Chinese editors as a “masterpiece” from the perspectives of literary writing, doctrine, and spirituality.  The man left soon after the choir practice and I identified myself to a young woman and we talked briefly.  

F. Zhumadian

I took a short day visit to Zhumadian and visited the church in the daytime.  The city was small and the church was located in a commercial district that sold house construction wares and not far across was a Muslim mosque.  The preacher had gone out for a meeting so I held short conversations with the women who worked in the bookstore.  As in other churches, this one had good attendance with people from within the city and from nearby countryside.  The church bookstore had copies of the “Canaan Hymns.” Written by a young woman of the house church known as Xiao Min who has been regarded as the most prolific contemporary composer (known to have written over 800 hymns), the collection was a good find. It would normally be excluded from the official churches but perhaps there was less inhibition in a smaller city.  The weather was hot that day.  With a train ticket that does not have a seat number, I stood most of my way during the two-hour train ride back to Zhengzhou.    

G.  Luoyang

The slow train to Luoyang was filled with local travelers, including laborers and small entrepreneurs. My hosts tried to dissuade me and mentioned heat, slow speed, and  laborers (min gong) as reasons for not taking the slow train.  They finally consented when they knew I wanted to go through an experience (tiyian shenghuo) that they had years ago when all people traveled in the same class of.  Yin took time to make a nice homemade dumplings lunch at home, and her sister accompanied me to the station and left only after she was sure that I had a seat.  The slow train passed through some caves in the mountains alongside the railroad. Two garrulous fellow passengers, a man in his early forties who said he was a member of the People’s Liberation Army, and a woman from a nearby town running her own fashion business, began to get to know each other through palm-reading.  Another woman was going to the town of Xining with her son. They had bought an 80-yuan (RMB) ticket for a slow, 27-hour ride on the train.

The Church at Xing Jie was a huge tall building that looked just finished not long ago. I arrived in the evening to find out that there was a group of young women and men that gathered outside.  They went through a program of singing, praying and listening to a young woman speaker while sitting by the roadside right outside the church premise.  What they did appeared unusual, if not against public security rules.  A man in a straw hat walked around, spotted me, and scrutinized me for a long time before he came over and asked me to take a photograph of him.  He was vaguely threatening and I did not pay any attention to him at first. Then I answered his questions carefully and also asked the same questions back.  He left soon and other women began talking to me and wanting me to join the service. I sat on the periphery for a while before two women started questioning me on the tenets of their religious faith.  When they heard something different from what they expected, they decided that I looked like a harmless outsider and  suggested that I entered the church.  At the doorway, the man in the straw hat let me in by talking to a young woman who sat on a chair guarding the gate.  As we walked up the stairs to enter the large church building together, Ms. Gan told me that she was the pastor and the group that gathered outside was not welcomed into the church. This group had been asked to leave the church because they held different ideas about the religion and was causing trouble to other members.  The public security bureau knew about the unresolved matter and so these people were tentatively allowed to gather and hold their meeting outside the church. This was as much about the controversy that she could tell me.  At the end of the service, I found a collection of local hymns among the literature for sale at the doorway.  

The Sunday service at this church was attended by over a thousand people. Female presence was about 93 percent. The pastor was a woman and so were the choir members.    The choir sang a well-known translated hymn, “Blessed Assurance.”  It was written by an American composer, Fanny J. Crosby (1820-1915), and composed by Mrs. P.P. Knapp 1839-1908), Crosby’s friend. The congregation then sang “Shengming huoshui ge” (Living water song) written by Jia Yumin, taken from his collection of 530 hymns written during the Sino-Japanese war.  Rev. Gan gave an hour-long sermon on the living water.  At the end, the congregation sang the translated him “Fill Me Now” (chongmun wo) written by Stokes and Sweeney. This was a song also adopted by the Sunday service at Shijiazhuang.

H. Xian (and Luoyang again)

There was no service on Monday, and I took a side-trip to the city of Xian.  I visited ancient Buddhist temples that were built during the Tang dynasty, and went into the largest and oldest Muslim temple in Xian.  There were regular worship times in the Muslim temple in the afternoon after the tourists left.  I also visited the Terra Cotta Warrior site in Emperor Qin’s burial site which showed the Chinese emperor’s futile attempt to achieve eternal life and eternal youthfulness despite his unusual intelligence and grand ambitions.  There was a YMCA in Xian and also a church in the city.  The Islam temple and ancient Buddhist pagodas have been well advertised in tourist maps.  

Back in Luoyang, the Tianen church in the town of Guanlin south of the city was far from the river and it had some interesting foreign-looking features.  At first it seemed an ancient building and only later did I know that it was built in the 1990s.  I attended two meetings, a straightforward service with a long exposition on John the Baptist. The service ended with the singing of Huochu jidu ge (A song on living as Christ). During this trip, I sang this song for a few more times.  The writer was Zao Weizhen (1884-1970), China’s female evangelist and founder of two theological seminaries who had worked among Thai Chinese during the Second World War. The composer was Pei Weizhen, (1941-), a woman who teaches music in the Gueizhou Province and who adapted the tune from the Buyi minority.  

The second meeting was a vocal practicing session led by a woman in her thirties, with electronic piano accompaniment played a man of roughly the same age.  During vocal practice time, women were asked to stand in pairs and sang to the whole group.  The room had about fifty persons and only a handful of men sitting at the back of the room.  At the end, the session was taken over by another woman to discuss matters of the church.  No one attended to my presence and everyone were involved in singing very intently.  The atmosphere was also quite relaxed and many women had a similar nice-looking notebook where they copied songs onto.  Later someone told me that the notebooks came from a music learning workshop that the church had organized some months ago.

The name Zhao Yongxin as a writer and the name Luonan xinyue tuan (southern Luoyang choir) printed in the songbook was a good clue for contacts.  I made some inquiries and phoned Mr. Zhao who agreed to meet me at his village house. Mr. Zhao was a prolific writer/composer who had published two hymn collections and was working on others.  He also used the ground floor of his house as a small officially approved congregational church.  After knowing the purpose of my visit, he immediately invited me to participated in a singing worship meeting at his church in the evening and even insisted that I sing a hymn and spoke to his congregation.  I tried to decline and when I showed him the Chinese letter that explained my project, Mr. Zhao became cautious and immediately phoned someone at the official “lianghui” (the “two committees” or the city’s Three-Self Patriotic Church Committee and the Christian Council).  He obviously did the right thing to obtain official approval before receiving an outsider. This call led to an immediate invitation from the Chair of the city’s TSPCC to have lunch with him!  The officials were keen to find out who this visitor was and it was good that I had made contact with them before attending this evening gathering.

Zhao and I went into the city and met the committee officials at a restaurant.  Rev. Gao, the Chair of Luoyang Christian Council and Rev. Li, an official of the Henan Province Christian Council, were both in their early thirties, appeared very friendly and talkative. Mr. Li brought his wife and child, and Mr. Zhao also brought along his son who was twenty years old.  They found out that I had followed the rules by not speaking at any meetings and that I was simply a traveler interested in learning about hymns.  The conversation then started with their answers to my questions that said there were over two million Christian believers in Henan Province and about five thousand (!) congregational churches approved by the government.  About one-tenth of these believers lived in Greater Luoyang of nine counties and six districts.  According to the current official statistics, Christian believers who were members of the official churches (sanzi zhaohui) amounts to about 15 million, with about 25 million people attending unofficial or home churches.  The unofficial estimates were much higher, with 25 million official church members and 40 million unofficial church attendees.  Whether one takes the official or the unofficial numbers, the amount of Christian believers had risen considerably to become a substantial population.  As there were mostly women and older people in the church, I asked them how Reverends Gao and Li became Christians which led to their stories of conversion.  The group took a picture after lunch and everyone seemed satisfied that I was someone who would not be preaching around without permission.  Rev. Li suggested that I visited the Provincial “two committees”  in Zhengzhou.  The implication of this suggestion was not very clear and I decided to follow the suggestion which turned out to be a meeting with the head of the provincial committee to ensure that my activities were known and that they had followed the proper procedure as well.   Their friendly attitude and the suggestion appeared to be the manifestation of what Chinese people understood as the phenomenon of “waixong neijin”  or the impression of relaxation on the outside and tight monitoring on the inside.   At the beginning of lunch, they sounded critical of Mr. Zhao’s publishing efforts, and towards the end, they approved of Mr. Zhao hosting me in the singing-worship session at his local church.  

On one wall inside the small village church at Mr. Zhao’s home, the official church policy was posted in big red print.  It seemed a clarification and possibly a way of ensuring protection from potential harassment from anyone.  For an hour and a half in the evening, a small congregation of about forty people sang seven hymns based on Psalms that Mr. Zhao composed, and also five other songs taken from another collection of Hymns that I have not seen before.  Ms. Han, a local teacher, led the congregation to sing some popular hymns that came from overseas sources including “The Bond of Love” (Ai shi women zai yiqi) (1971) written by Otis Skillings.  The program was rich with solos, group singing performances, and collective singing.  When Mr. Zhao sang in solo some of his own works.  As he did so, he seemed to become a much younger man and evoked the Chinese countryside as a folk singer had.  This talent and a passion for music explained his prolific hymn writing.  

The main hall of Tianan Church was completely filled with people when I arrived and others began walking into the small chapel.  A man upstairs at the front doorway gave me a small chair to sit close to the door. Soon afterwards, a young woman who identified herself as Ms. Xiao and the head preacher of the church welcomed me and said that Rev. Gao had shown her my name card. She arranged for me to sit properly in the front pew. I had become a guest of the church because of yesterday’s meeting with the young officials.  The choir sang the translated hymn, “I love to tell the story” written by a British woman, K. Hankey (1834-1911) and composed by an American named W.G. Fisher (1835-1912). This was followed by the congregation singing “I’ll go where you want me” written by M. Brown and C.E. Pryor (1856-1927) and composed by C.E. Rounsfell (1861-1930). Rev. Gao gave a very well-prepared sermon on “One Must Preach the Gospel.”  Before the service ended, the congregation sang Zao Weizhen’s “Huoqu jidu ge” (Song on Living as Christ) that was sung a few days ago. 

Lunch after the service took place at a local dumpling restaurant.  The hosts were Mr. Du and Ms. Xiao (the preacher) and the guests included Rev. Gao, Mr. Zhao and myself plus a couple other young preachers and workers of the church.  Mr. Du had served in the Army in the western region in China before he retired. As I heard recently that my ancestors of many generations ago came from the Henan Province, it seemed that Mr. Du and I came from a similar region yet they had never heard of our family name in that region.  We took a group picture after lunch.  Instead of taking up their invitation to visit a family, I rested in one of the rooms that Ms. Xiao took me to, and then went with Mr. Zhao to an afternoon meeting of praise that he had arranged in another church nearby.

The Christian Church of Guanlin Zhen was only five minutes’ ride away from Tianan church.  It was smaller and plain looking. As we went into the church office while beautiful voices flowed from the church’s main hall.  Finally, we went into the fall to hear to the choir getting ready for the afternoon worship. There were thirty-five women led by a young female conductor in her thirties, and a pianist accompanied the choir with a large Yamaha electronic keyboard.  The quality of the singing was high and the voices sounded well trained.   The practice went on for almost an hour.  We were introduced to and Mr. Zhao invited me to sing a hymn and then he sang one of his psalm hymns afterwards. The service was like a home concert with scripture reading and prayer. It was arranged for me together with a few guests and the choir members also enjoyed their own performance.  The program began with two hymns of praise, followed by two other hymns sung collectively and three hymns performed by smaller groups. Finally, the whole congregation responded by singing “Wei zhongguo daogao” (pray for China). Most of the hymns were new to me.  I copied onto my notebooks two songs, “Xiangqi zhu de endian” (thinking of the Lord’s blessings) and “Zande jia da, ren ye duo” (our house is large with many people) that had unknown Chinese authors and which were among the choir’s favorites.  The afternoon concert was another “singing extravaganza” following the previous evening’s worship singing session.  Mr. Zhao’s organizing ability was impressive and he was in love with hymn composing and singing.  The meeting was well programmed and after thanking Mr. Zhao and everyone, I went back into the city by bus. By that time, I had taken several bus rides and taxi rides into the southern part of the city.

After a week’s stay in Luoyang, I visited the Longmen Grottoes on the day of departure.  The long walk to visit grottoes on both sides of a river took quite some time on a hot morning.  I took a bus ride back into the hotel and barely made it to the station on time to take the long distance bus ride back to Zhengzhou. Mr. Zhao saw me off at the station and I traveled with Rev. Li.  In Zhengzhou, a young woman picked us up in a van and took us to a hotel where Rev. Li had booked a room for me. I took them to dinner and we had a pleasant evening. On the way back, a storm broke out almost suddenly and tree trunks fell onto the road.  This was a brief experience of Zhengzhou’s variable weather.    
The next day, Rev. Li met me at the impressive-looking Henan Theological Seminary in the new development district.  I had wanted to meet the music lecturers at the seminary but did not find any opportunity to do so.  Instead, I met Rev. Tang, the Vice President of the Seminary and the Head of the Secretariat of the Henan Christian Council.  Rev. Tang told me that construction funds for this building came from donations from churches in Germany, England, Hong Kong and Singapore.  Our conversations on Chinese hymns were interrupted from time to time as Rev. Tang was in charge of the everyday operations.  Rev. Li took showed me the classes in session.  There were thirty to forty students in each room and they wrote notes on desks filled with reference books while the lecturer spoke. The seminary students were mainly in their twenties and thirties, and they came from nearby cities and villages.  Their dormitories were right above the classrooms. 

H. Kaifeng
There were two churches in Kaifeng in my contact list but the one that was nearby my hotel could not be found.  Calls made before leaving Los Angeles had told me that the numbers no longer worked but my local contact gave me the same number.  I walked past the address several times and talked to a man who looked like a doorkeeper but he had no knowledge of the church.  The other church was located in a different part of town and the weekday morning service was filled with retirees and women.  In the small chapel I copied another song written in chalk on a blackboard. The song “Shen yi wo tongzai” (God’s with me) has an unknown author and a simple tune. The morning service included a sermon on “A Great Debate” on Jesus as living water.  At the end of the service I chatted with a couple women on their access to folk hymns.  

The Museum of Judge Bao was also a Temple situated inside a traditional garden and courthouse.  Refusing to succumb to the lure of bribery and influential merchants, Judge Bao was a legendary figure of impeccable integrity and astute discernment of right and wrong, and he exacted severe punishment on evil-doers.  A legal official, he was the embodiment of popular desire for absolute justice to the ordinary people who must struggle to survive within a hierarchical system in which justice often vanished before power and money.  Public knowledge of rising official corruption following China’s economic reform had given rise to a collective desire for an impartial legal system.  The framed photographs posted at the corridors the courtyard of Judge Bao’s temple showed China’s national leaders as well as Singapore’s ex-President Lee Kuang-Yew paying tribute to this legendary figure as a form of self-declaration of celebration.  Ordinary people who visited and prayed at the feet of Judge Bao’s sculpture, on the other hand, expressed their desire for justice and peace in their lives.  My visit to Judge Bao’s Temple and Museum after visiting the church inevitably created a connection between the desires for ultimate truth and absolute justice, sought through the Creator in one and a deified judge in the other.  In the afternoon, I stood at the edge of the Yellow River with an elderly couple, and watched a fast-moving current pushing hard against a torn branch that was stuck under the bridge where I stood.  The river looked muddy and powerful.  Not far away, a pair of young students took photos of their visit, their faces lit up by a hot, bright sun.     

It was the thirtieth day in my journey when I reached Kaifeng.  I had traveled several thousand miles, saw many places, and heard many people singing hymns together with me.  I saw rising prosperity and cosmopolitanism in large cities and desperate efforts to keep up and move ahead in small cities.  I had experienced the generosity of barely known acquaintances and relatives of friends, as well as first-time contacts who received me within their limited resources.  I stayed with hardworking men, women, and students who enjoyed the current stability yet they did everything to make sure that nothing wrong would happen to them, including making an application to join the Communist Youth League. I found myself negotiating and bargaining with small entrepreneurs, including the driver of a small vehicle who would transport me and an elderly couple from another city to the very edge of the Yellow River when a sign posted at the entrance of the only road said it was closed.  A traveler and native visitor, I felt a sense of tentative belonging that made me reflect on the strange transformations in my identity as someone whose movements had given me a certainty about mobility while taken me away from the certainties of a native, perhaps in anywhere in the world.   As the midday hours became more intolerably hot each day, I began staying indoors during the afternoon hours and ventured out to the streets mostly in the mornings and evenings.  When I went out in the afternoon, I usually took taxis instead of buses.

I. Xiangqiu
From Kaifeng, I  took a day visit to the city of Xiangqiu during the week.  The Xiongai Church in Xiangqiu was a large and modest building, with another four storied building next to it used as theological training center.  A woman at the bookstore received me and then introduced me to the female pastor.  Rev. Li was rather distant and the young woman who took me to the office told me that since I did not bring the name card of Rev. Tang from the Henan Christian Council after alluding to this official approval, she had dismissed what I said as a lie.  Afterwards, Ms. Li, a dedicated member, invited me to have lunch on the premise and talked about her experience of the music workshop that occurred two weeks before.  The workshop took place from 8am to 5pm on for six days with about forty participants and it was taught by two professors from Zhongnan Theological Seminary in Wuhan.   Ms. Li showed the songs she learned and we sang together in the bookstore.  In the afternoon, a singing session for women took place upstairs. I joined the meeting and learned a new song “shengai ge” (Holy love) which had an unknown author.  As in other places, the new song was written on a blackboard placed in the front middle of the large hall and a woman song leader taught the song. Afterwards, Rev. Li led another meeting and I left soon after realizing that my presence had made her uncomfortable.

J. Wuhan

 
On June 26, I took a six-hour train ride on soft seat to Wuhan.  The landscape began to look more lush and mountainous as the train passed into the Province of Hubei.  The passengers all seemed to be around the age of thirties and forties and rather well off.  Their physical build and style seemed to be sending a message that many were southerners.  The transition into the south seemed as subtle as an ambience that a group of people set around themselves yet it seemed unmistakable for someone who has grown up in the south.  The train first stopped at Hankow and then at Wuchang where I alighted. The city of Wuhan, with Hankow on the north and Wuchang in the south separated by the Yangtze River, looked like twin cities connected by three main bridges.  They were both undergoing enormous changes with a growing urban population.

On Sunday morning, Zhou, a young student of my contact accompanied me to the Yongguang Church at Hankow.   The Church was filled with people before 9am when the service started, and we found two seats in the first row.  This was the first time during my visit to be given a Sunday bulletin (Zhuri zhoukan). On the front page of the bulletin were the times and types of meeting each week as well as the address, phone numbers and e-mail address of the church.  Inside the bulletin, the morning and evening program of the Sunday services appeared on one side and a short prose explication of verses from the Book of Esther appeared on the other.  A small section announced the advice that the congregation should remain quiet, not take over unoccupied seats, and not keep their children inside the hall but take them to Sunday school.  It also announced the availability of spiritual books, Biblical dictionaries, cassette tapes, crosses, rings, and earrings in the bookstore for sale.  On the last page was printed the famous prayer of St. Francis of Assisi, followed by a five-item announcement.  A small section on the bottom announced the names of four people who made a special offering.  There were twelve Chinese characters printed in the same ancient calligraphic style at the very bottom as the four Chinese characters of Zhuri zhoukan printed on the first page.  

At 8.30am, the church service began with time to learn to sing hymns that would be used that morning.  Two of these hymns were taken from the Psalms. Composed by John Su (1916-) using a traditional Chinese tune, “Shipian ershusan pian”(Psalm 23) was the most popular hymn embraced by rural and urban residents alike.  “Shipian yibailingsan pian”(Psalm 103) used ancient Chinese instrument music, with its tune adapted by composer and seminary professor Chen Zemin (1917). Chen learned to play guqin (an ancient instrument). In 1956, he took a tune possibly composed a Buddhist monk named Pu An in the south Dynasties for this Psalm.  Four hymns were sung during the service and all were taken from the New Hymnal. The first one, “The Lord is in His holy Temple” (zhu zai shengdian zhong) was taken from the book of Habakkuk and its music had the Latin name of “Quam Dil Ecta.” A well-known American composer, G.F. Root (1820-1895) wrote the tune.  Before Root turned to hymn composition, he was known for composing two famous Civil war songs, the famous “Battle Cry of Freedom” and “Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!” The second hymn was also a translated hymn, written by T.O. Chisholm (1866-1960) and composed by W.J. Kirpatrick (1838-1921).  The composer and writer of the third translated hymn, “Humble Thyself to Walk with God” (qianbei xuizhu ge) was speculated to be J. Montgomery (1771-1854).  The final one, “Blessed are They that Do His Commandmants” (Junming youfu ge) was written by P.P. Bliss, (1838-1876).  The choir also sang a hymn that sounded like a translated hymn but I could not identify its source.

In Wuchang’s Ganan Church, I attended a fellowship meeting for university students on a Sunday afternoon.  The Timotai tuanqi (Timothy Fellowship) service started with the singing of contemporary Chinese hymns printed on sheets and collated in sky-blue colored folders.  This collection of hymns included most of the contemporary ones used in overseas Chinese churches and churches I visited in the cities of Henan Province.  Their composers include Xiao Min and other Chinese composers, as well as young men and women who migrated from Taiwan to the United States.  The song leader was a young university graduate in his early twenties, and he selected songs that were all written and composed by contemporary Chinese women and men with tunes that carried traditional music features as well as tunes that mixed contemporary and traditional features.   Besides some first time student visitors from various universities in Wuchang, there was a group of American students who attended together with Chinese students.  Before the service began, I talked briefly with the speaker who was a university lecturer and we left before the sermon ended to visit two music composers as that was the only time they could see me. 

The music studio and office space of Professors Cheng and Wang was located in a high rise building and it had a great view facing the famous Yellow Crane Pagoda (Huanghe liu) on a hill not far away.  An active couple in the scene of hymn composing and publishing, Professors Cheng and Wang teach music at Zhongnan Theological Seminary and they regularly travel around the country’s churches to teach musical workshops, including the one in Xiangqiu’s Xuangai Church where I first heard their names.  Professor Cheng talked to Ping and I about using a computer program to do musical notations for the hymns and he gave me three nicely printed contemporary hymn collections that they published for teaching and training purposes at the seminary and in the churches.  They had worked on many projects of publication and musical performances together and most often used income from the musical classes that they taught to finance these activities.   

Wuhan was known as one of the “furnaces” of China for its high temperatures.  Still, it did not seem to discourage many overseas visitors from staying in the city.  I moved around mostly in the mornings and evenings, even though the location where I stayed was at a long distance away from most of everything. I spent an evening at a coffeehouse where I met a couple American women who were teaching English in a local international school for children. The coffeehouse regularly held social gatherings for young students interested in meeting foreigners and visitors from outside Wuhan.  I took lunch at an Italian restaurant and talked to its female owner who returned from New York to Wuhan to offer good pizzas and salads to local residents.  I also met a young Korean student getting ready to enter a local university and his relative who was tending a young child at home.  I visited their home and held long conversations about Koreans doing business in southern China.  I also attended a home worship on a Sunday with hymns and service all held in the Korean language.  Another day I ran into a Chinese woman from Hong Kong who was with her husband and family looking after a friend’s business in town.   In one afternoon, I paid a visit to the parents of a friend who is living in Los Angeles.  One parent recently recovered from an operation for her cancer and I had been asked to carry some vitamins as well as taped greetings to this family.  She looked well and in good spirits.  Among other things, my hosts and I talked about life in Los Angeles, graduate study in the United States, and religious beliefs in China.  Later in the summer after I returned to Los Angeles, my friend told me that she was hospitalized again and her health conditions were worse than before. 

In the original plan, Wuhan was the last city of stay and I would take a train to Shenzhen afterwards.  Because there were remaining funds and the high temperatures in Wuhan were rather discouraging, I wrote to Pam Logan, our Avery coordinator, for permission to go to the Province of Yunnan.  An e-mail message from an acquaintance said that they heard of great choral singing in the national minorities in Yunnan.  With Pam’s permission and encouragement, I booked a roundtrip flight to Kunming, the capital city of Yunnan.  My plan to leave from Wuhan remained unchanged. I left in my contact’s home a heavy luggage of hymnbooks and art books that I had acquired and gathered from previous cities and flew to Yunnan.  Six days later, I would return to Wuhan with stomach fever and tried to recuperate in the home of my contact for two and a half days before taking a thirteen hour southward train at night to go to Shenzhen.

K. Kunming

The plane to Kunming stopped by the highland city of Guiyang that was situated in a mountainous region.  We reached Kunming in the evening and my contact picked me up in a 4x4 vehicle.  He spoke Putonghua and identified himself as a Naxi minority.  Besides being responsible for public relations for the Kunming Three-Self Patriotic Committee, he was the pastor of the St. John Church that had a large church building project in process.  I had written an e-mail message to a contact whose name was given to me through another contact, and as a result, had received a very hospitable reception that enabled me to reach a well-visited Miao minority church in the countryside during this trip.  Later on, I found out that this vehicle was bought to facilitate visits to the mountainous regions where the local churches of the minority peoples were located.

On Saturday morning and afternoon, I visited the Xian (or Zion) church close to my hotel.  On the top floor of the church a room was set aside for the meeting of foreigners.  On a wall outside this room, the regulations for foreigners attending religious activities in China were posted in two glass frames.  In the morning, seven to eight young Koreans in the late teens and early twenties had their choir practice for the Sunday Korean service in that room.  Neither teacher nor conductor was present and they sung in Korean.  They used a hymn collection with five hundred and seventeen long and short hymns that were printed in Korean, with a few including Chinese characters.  I asked some questions while they took a break from a long practice, which lasted for over an hour. In the afternoon, I went to the same church building expected to join a fellowship meeting in the big hall and instead, attended another full service meeting with choir and communion service.  There was about two to three hundred people of all ages in the congregation for this Saturday afternoon meeting.  The choir comprised of teenage and young women, and it was the first time I saw very young children sitting with their parents.

On Sunday morning, I traveled with a small group comprising of four other visitors and the Dean of Faculty from Yunnan Theological Seminary.  We drove in a van for two hours in an unpaved road up a large mountain and reached a Miao village with a primary school and a church.  Along the journey, Uncle Zheng who drove the van told me about his son who was training for his Divinity degree in a Lutheran Seminary in St. Louis.  Professor Huang, the Dean of Yunnan Seminary, was a Miao minority. His areas of specialty are New Testament overview, the Hebrew national history, and Christian intellectual history.  Fellow travelers included an interracial family with John and Joanne, an American father and his interracial daughter, together with the brother and sister in law of John’s wife, a Chinese woman who was traveling with them but already left for Beijing to return the States.  John spoke English only and Joanne  spoke minimal Chinese.  

Before the service we walked along the village road and gained an understanding of the Miao minority and their village life. We also saw a few Han Chinese college students who resided there to find out more about rural life.  The church building was completed in the year 2000 and a Korean donated the piano.  The whole group had lunch in the churchyard with Miao choir members seated around tables by themselves. There was also a table with about ten urban visitors who had paid to have a weekend countryside experience.  This tourist service possibly brought some modest additional income to the village.  While we ate, some older members watching a video of hymn musical programs inside the church hall.

The Miao minority choir gave an impressive performance for visitors.   There were 49 members that morning, including 29 young women and 17 young men.  A man conducted the choir, and a young man played the piano accompaniment while another played an accordion.  They sung several sections from Handle’s Messiah in four parts (soprano, alto, tenor and bass) and then they sung the Hallelujah chorus.  The choir conductor, who was a peasant in his thirties, told me that the young men and women practiced for four times each week at night from 9pm to 10.30pm.  They sounded like a very well practiced choir and Professor Huang told me that the choir had won the second place in a televised provincial singing competition.  The quality of singing excelled that of the choirs of I have heard so far in China and it easily matched if not superceded the choirs in overseas Chinese churches.  The choir members put on minority costumes but they did not choose to sing minority Miao songs.  When Professor Huang sang an old Miao tune for me, some young women giggled, as if this was something very unnatural for him or them to do.

Professor Huang invited me to visit the Yunnan Theological Seminary.  I met with the President and vice- President who were from the Yi and Naxi minorities.  That evening I was invited to attend a graduation celebration that was in actually a singing extravaganza that lasted for over three hours and attended by many friends and relatives of the graduating class as well as seminary students. For a whole evening, all of the church choirs in Kunming showed up, each with a lively program of hymn singing led by highly practiced conductors demonstrating individualized styles.  

Before leaving Kunming, I visited with a prolific composer of folk hymns. Mr. Dao Peiliang just retired from teaching music in the Seminary and he continued to conduct musical workshops in urban and rural churches as well as composed hymns.  He gave me the music CDs that he had produced in his workshop the night after the seminary concert.  Later, after I recovered from the first day of illness, he gave me time to do a long interview at his home, introduced me to one of his daughters, and gave me hymn collections that he has written, composed and published under the name of Yunnan Theological Seminary. 

III. Conclusion

At dawn, the south-bound train passed through the town of Dongguan in Guangdong.  The land was still half asleep, bathing in a light warm glow.  After a 13-hour long night ride, it was wonderful to wake up to the passing views of south China's countryside outside the train window.  I had traveled for over a month while completely protected from all harm and severe illness. All I could think of was gratitude to God for the faithful protection and good experiences during this long solo journey.  The early night hours gave me the happy and interesting times throughout this 50-day journey and all of the encounters that showed me what it meant for the Chinese Christians to with and live up to their religious faith in the changing times.  The memories of this rich experience kept my spirits up despite of a lingering stomach flu.  The land outside the window was dotted with small fishing ponds surrounded by rising buildings.  Nature has not fully disappeared even though the rhythms of city life have encroached on everything everywhere.  I knew the journey was quickly coming to an end. 

Throughout the journey to find folk expressions of praise in hymns in Chin, I have received the kindness and helping hands of strangers came when I needed them most.  The journey has been a learning experience; indeed everyday was a learning experience.  I am glad to have taken steps outside of one's familiar territory.  It gave me precious opportunities to learn to depend less on oneself and to be more open to the goodness that are sometimes invisible to the active individualist keen on reaching the goals but more or less inaccessible to fellow humans who came from various walks of life.  In every place I visited, there were many people who were lovers of hymns and who spent their own time and resources writing and sharing them with others who were seeking words of comfort and guidance through the lyrics.  

Traveling through eleven cities/towns in the China confirmed one thing. The God that the vast numbers of urban and rural residents have began to accept no longer the distanced, merciless Lord of the imperialists.  The Chinese people, including myself, are coming to the understanding that God must be the vast, compassionate, caring Creator whose love is big enough for everyone in China and the world.  Regardless of each person's background, nationality, personality, education, social standing, economic status, cultural upbringing, and individual differences.  The pure in heart (as well as those practicing their talents in art) have been blessed in their creative work for the communities.  In a country where strict political doctrines have given way to intense capital accumulation, those who followed Christian beliefs can still be treated as either superstitiously illiterate, or as cosmopolitan followers of a Western practice.  Yet, the flourishing of folk hymns written and sung by the Chinese themselves was a notable cultural phenomenon, within another noteworthy statistic that today there are close to 60 million Christians in China, a fact that would puzzle everyone familiar with the half century of Communist education in twentieth century China.  Perhaps, as the prophets and psalmist would have said, the humble and the least educated have been raised amidst the ruins to sing some of the most beautiful hymns of praise, not to glorify themselves, but to sustain hope and faith amidst confusion and cynicism.  Thus, I saw the living out of a truly amazing grace in this journey to the beautiful places that gradually changed the landscape of my dreams.


Esther C.M. Yau

Los Angeles

September, 2004
� The bilingual English-Chinese version of The New Hymnal was edited by the New Hymnal Editorial Committee and published in 1999. It contained 400 translated and Chinese hymns.


� References to the hymn writers and composers are based on Wang Shenyin ed., Zhanmeishi (xinpian) shihuo (A historical account of the New Hymnal), published by the China Christian Council in 1993.
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