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Abstract  
 
 

Advocates of Chinese Christianity are very interested in the topics of government regulation over 
the Three Selfs Protestant Church and the growth and persecution of unregistered, so-called 
‘underground’ churches. My research aims to shift focus to another potentially influential group in 
Chinese Christianity, foreign missionaries, and particularly Baptist Protestant missions. Researching 
missionary work in China is especially difficult, because of the potential threat that missionaries may face 
in being caught proselytizing in a ‘closed’ country. The assumption is that missionary efforts must remain 
clandestine in order to avoid persecution by the government for the sake of both missionary and host-
national Christians.  

My study looks at a peculiar counterexample to this presumed narrative. Under the support of the 
Vision Baptist Church in Alpharetta, Georgia, American Baptist missionaries under the name “Project 
China” have been sending missionaries to work in China for nearly a decade and have openly blogged 
about their experiences on the World Wide Web. Numerous monthly postings from seven members of the 
Project China team, as well as separate blogs from their families and a radio blog from the lead pastor at 
Vision Baptist Church have providing fascinating insight into their Baptist missionary world in China.  

Three key findings emerge from this research. First, the Project China team’s experience suggests 
that the perceived need for clandestine missions in China in order to avoid persecution is overestimated. 
Second, the impact on Chinese Christianity by Protestant missionaries is mixed, while the continued 
growth in Chinese Christianity seems to favor Charismatic and Pentecostal brands of Christianity. Third, 
the Project China blogs are an example of an invaluable, digitally-based historical record that is currently 
being overlooked by historians and missiologists in academia today.  

There are implications for mission studies and scholars from this work. From a historiographic 
standpoint, the contribution of online blogs and resources to historical missionary narrative cannot be 
overlooked, lest those resources disappear before they can be preserved. From a missiological standpoint, 
this research should challenge missionary sending groups to test the justification for and the impact of 
clandestine missions. Critical research on long-term missions, their strategies, and their effectiveness 
should rival the current critique on short-term missions, not only in understanding how well they serve 
their purpose of spreading their faith, but also how their experiences and environments affect them in 
return.   
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Chapter 1: Introducing Chinese Missions and “Project China” 

China’s ‘reopening’ to the West in the 1980s has allowed for the American expatriate community 

to grow in number and diversity throughout the country. By 2005, over 100,000 Americans living in 

China had pushed their numbers to historic highs (MacLeod 2005). The purpose for their presence has 

also expanded in breadth, intensity, and duration as demonstrated by the single collection of 540, English-

language expatriate blogs about China, that range in topics among 15 searchable categories including 

“Business, Chinese View, Culture, Current Events, Diary, Expat Life, Food, Language, Media & 

Advertising, Photography, Politics, Student Life, Teacher Life, Technology and Travelogue” on the China 

Blog List.org website (www.chinabloglist.org). Not explicitly listed among these categories is an 

expatriate group perhaps playing a more bifurcated role of ‘foreign expert’ cum Christian evangelist 

found in nearly every major community and in nearly every region of the country, the Christian 

missionary.  

Evangelism is a cornerstone of Christian Protestant missions, and is believed to be quintessential 

to the fulfillment of the “Great Commission” as commanded by Jesus of Nazareth to his disciples in the 

Gospel of Matthew 28:16-20 (discussed in Neils 1990: p.4). Skeptics, including CCP officials, assume 

this worldview is applicable to a group of believers who think themselves ‘special’ (Hunter and Chan 

1993: 28) and that religion’s role has diminished in a more secular, modern world. Some scholars suggest, 

as Peter Berger does, that “evangelical Protestantism, especially in its Pentecostal version, is the most 

important popular movement serving as a vehicle of cultural globalization” (in Berger and Huntington 

2002). American evangelical interests in China continue today because it remains a fountainhead for 

‘unreached peoples’ (discussed in International Missions Board 2012) as it was when Protestant 

missionaries such as Robert Morrison began their quest to ‘save’ China in the early-Nineteenth Century. 

http://www.chinabloglist.org/
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For many evangelists, the need to fulfill the Great Commission is nothing short of millenarian, meant to 

trigger the return of Jesus Christ and portend the end of the world (Neils 1990, Lian 2010).  

Scholarly focus on Chinese Christianity and on American missionaries in China are not new 

topics (Varg 1958; Forsythe 1971; Fairbanks 1974).  However, the interaction and relationship between 

these two topics in contemporary China presents an ‘old is new’ opportunity, since the emphasis in 

missionary history is almost entirely focused on the pre-Communist Revolution era (ex. Bays [ed.] 1996; 

Neils [ed.] 1990, Sweeten 2001). In the contemporary period, the focus is almost entirely on the 

experiences of everyday Chinese people at the hands of the Chinese state, with a special focus on the 

potential violation of religious rights among the so-called ‘underground’ churches (Aikman 2003; Hunter 

and Chan 1993; Lim 2013). Foreign influence on China and Chinese Christianity is considered an 

afterthought to these internal developments (Yan in Berger & Huntington 2002) or ‘fading fast’ (Fallman 

in Lim 2013). What has been lost is the inquiry into a potential relationship between contemporary 

foreign missionary presence in China and the continued growth in popularity of the Christian faith. 

Aikman (2003) suggests that the Chinese Christian revival that ‘caught fire’ in the 1980s was “entirely 

Chinese” and that “China's Christian transformation was and is a native Chinese phenomenon“ (p. 265). 

However, Aikman also concedes that “foreigners did play and continue to play a major supportive role” 

(p. 265), and therefore, it is possible to ask if the thousands of missionaries who have embedded 

themselves in Chinese society, especially at sensitive social and cultural junctures including schools and 

universities could be overlooked for their potential role in influencing Chinese Christianity? (discussed in 

Wan 2012 and General Office of the State Council 2011). As a result of the association between 

missionaries and foreign imperialism, proselytization by foreigners in China was forbidden after the 

Chinese Communist Revolution (discussed in Aikman, 2003: pgs. 150-152), reemphasized after China’s 
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‘reopening’ in the 1980s (discussed in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: pgs. 41-44, 51-53; Hunter and Chan 

1993: pgs. 49-55; Aikman 2003: p. 171), and those prohibitions remain in effect to this day. China is 

referred to as one of the ‘closed’, ‘restricted access’, ‘limited access’, or ‘creative access’ countries 

among Christian missionaries (example Culbertson in Missions Mobilizer), a membership which includes 

other Communist nations, strictly pro-Islamic states, and other governments hostile to Western influence 

or Christian faiths. They are all viewed as sharing efforts to create barriers that necessitate missionaries to 

enter these countries under non-missionary visas in order for them to ‘witness’ and convert new disciples 

(Culbertson 2002). In China, fear of state surveillance, religious persecution, and deportation leads 

foreign missionaries to use clandestine methods to enter and preach the Gospel to the Chinese people. 

Clandestine missiological approaches are viewed as necessary in order to avoid government and police 

sanctioning of their works (Kindopp and Hamrin 2004). I was also witness to these individuals working 

on college campuses during my time living in China with the U.S. Peace Corps. The missionaries I 

encountered shared this perspective of Christian persecution and the need for secrecy in their efforts. I 

found this narrative to be compelling for my research, and through it, I learned their viewpoint was 

common theme of discussion among the missionary bloggers I followed for this work.  

The purpose of my research is to draw attention to the stories of a single Baptist mission that 

sharply contradicts the dominant narrative among these ‘clandestine’ mission organizations and their 

followers. The group upon whom this study focuses was a group I essentially stumbled upon while doing 

secondary research on the topic of Protestant missions. After experiencing enormous difficulty reaching 

out to Baptist mission organizations in hopes of interviewing current or former missionaries to China, and 

after having requests to research closed archives among Baptist mission organizations rejected due to 

their ‘sensitive nature,’ it seemed almost nonsensical to find any missionary group which would be so 
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bold as to post weekly blogs to the World Wide Web and blatantly disclose their real names, the names of 

their churches and the names of the places where they were working in China. Nevertheless, the Project 

China team with their support from the Vision Baptist Church based out of Alpharetta, Georgia provided 

not only one such missionary blog, but an entire missionary team, a senior pastor, and even immediate 

family members including wives and children; making their stories broadly known online and in real 

time. I elected to make these stories the focus of my research, not only to better understand missionary 

roles in contemporary China, but to also bring light to their counter-narrative, challenging this need for 

secrecy in missions.  

The key figures in this research were two missionaries with nearly ten years’ experience working 

in China. Through their efforts they also trained others who came to join them in their mission. Among 

the team members, they shared a narrative supporting open service. They address many concerns of 

missionaries to China, for example, in one such post they create a list asking, “What do you do when 

things like these happen?: 
 

• Police want to meet up with you or your friends for unknown reasons. 

• Your name and church was supposedly turned over to the cops by someone mad at you or 

acquaintances. 

• Hear stories of persecution in your country taking place in other parts of the country. 

• Others spread fear to you and your wife. 

• People reject your invitation to church. 

• You offer a police officer a Bible and he rejects it. 

• Stories of “suspicion” start to fly around. 

• Cops seem to be on the street more, you see them more often around your place. 

• There is a reported “crackdown” for house churches in the internet news. 

• A police officer looks through your Pastor training resources. 

What should you do? Stop? Move Locations? ‘Take a Break’? Leave the Country?” (China 

Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [3 of 4]”).  
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The response to this inquiry is that missionaries should continue to push forward in their work. The post 

concludes in bold font, “The preaching of the gospel should never stop when persecution starts but 

should be proclaimed in spite of the end result” (China Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an 

Occupational Hazard [3 of 4]”). This example sets the stage for much of the conversations raised within 

the Project China blogs.  

BACKGROUND ON THE TOPIC 

Missiology is the study missionary work and methods incorporating a multidisciplinary approach 

that includes a theological background as well as social scientific insight, but frankly can also stand as an 

‘umbrella term’ for just about anything mission-focused (Hogg 1987). The theological aspects of 

‘spreading the Word’ and ‘saving souls for Christ’ leaves missiology outside the scope of normal 

inquiries of the social sciences, even though many of the same challenges presented to religious 

institutions, such as globalization, post-modern relativism and its critique, and effective (read as cost-

saving) messaging in a complex digital world, are the same challenges faced by secular institutions as 

well (discussed by “ccv2012” [username] 2012). Interdisciplinary social sciences are actively discussed 

by some missiologists (Lim, 2013; Ybarrola in Priest 2008; Yip 2014); furthermore, concern for missions 

carried on without knowledge of social scientific methods, especially in short-term missions, are an area 

of concerns within the missionary community (Park in Priest 2008).  

Research on missiology requires numerous caveats and qualifications. Foremost is the subject of 

Protestant denominations. Somewhat unlike their Catholic brethren, not all denominations within the 

Protestant Church have an institutional head nor a magisterium from which to mediate disputed practices 

and Biblical interpretations. Some of the questions challenging missionaries originate within the various 

interpretations of Protestant denominations. As explained in Hunter and Chan (1993), “It is easier for 
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Protestants to accommodate to the surrounding environment. They have no need to seek authorization for 

their personal interpretations of scripture or doctrine, and may form independent sects. No ecclesiastical 

authority can legitimately criticize or control them, even if they engage in practices considered by some to 

be heterodox” (p. 254). The subjects of this research are American independent Baptists, which provide a 

good ‘middle road’ among Protestant organizational extremes. The denomination is perhaps not as 

broadly united under a single international body as Methodists, Lutherans, or Anglicans, which are all less 

likely to try to run afoul of state control mechanisms, but also not so disaggregated into individual 

parishes as one would expect to find among Pentecostal and Charismatic denominations (discussed in 

Kindopp & Hamrin 2004: pgs. 46-48).  

Several missiological questions are the result of developments among the more charismatic 

branches of Protestantism, in which the influences of the Holy Spirit and the literal or ‘fundamental’ 

interpretation of the Bible play a much greater role in leading the individual parish than the clergy or 

magisterium. Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity are among the largest and fastest growing branches 

of Christianity, including in China, which provides stiff competition for missionaries in more structured 

organizations, including Southern Baptists (Jaffarian 2002). Practices are often the result of practical 

considerations rather than of doctrine, and mission methods are certainly openly debated and critiqued 

(discussed in Baker and Hayward 2010). As a result, a rapid evolution of missionary efforts has been 

occurring over recent decades, just as domestic church services in the United States have been evolving as 

well.  

Missionary Methods 

Gaining converts to Christianity in a world filled with competing ideologies, spirituality, and 

atheism has only grown more complex with globalization, and is very similar to the challenge of gaining 
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market share in a hypercompetitive and open economic environment. Additionally, Western missionaries 

are more often than not saddling Christian values with democratic and free-market principles that are also 

cornerstones of their culture and therefore ethnocentric worldview (discussed in Baker and Hayward 

2010; Berger and Huntington 2002). For American missionaries, this means promoting values such as 

individualism, self-determination, and the use of reason and rhetorical devices in their appeals to each 

prospect, in order to encourage that individual to find their own salvation through Christ even at the 

potential cost of coming into conflict with family members or their broader community (discussed in 

Baker and Hayward [eds.] 2010). In exchange, missionaries point to the reasonable costs to converts, 

simply washing one’s sins away through baptism and earning eternal life through prayer, echoing Pascal’s 

wager. 

Appeals for Christian conversion among millions of people who have never heard of the religion 

and who do not have a strong domestic religion may superficially seem simple and straightforward. As 

such, there has been a ‘laiticization’ of missionary efforts, especially in Protestant circles. No longer do 

most missionaries believe they are in need of seminary instruction, either in missiology or in cross-

cultural training (discussed in Hamrin 2003). The relative and absolute number of short-term missionaries 

has also skyrocketed in recent decades. These ‘short-termers’ are also perceived to offer many benefits to 

churches and mission organizations in terms of increased participation, lower costs per participant, and 

quick returns (see Smith 2012). Many churches choose to travel and evangelize on their own; either 

sending groups on their own or by sending self-supporting ‘tentmakers’ (Weber 2007, Priest 2008). Even 

mission organizations have moved away from denominationalism in order to broaden their market of 

potential missionaries. Finally, there is a bifurcated effort among missionary groups to focus on either 
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evangelism or on service and aid, with the understanding that overemphasis on one of these areas will 

limit the ability to achieve the other (Weber 2007). 

Mammon is always a concern among religious institutions as well. Missionary efforts are a multi-

billion dollar industry for American sending institutions alone (Priest 2008). Maintaining revenue sources 

and supporting ongoing missions is a constant challenge. How to best utilize funds available, whether 

they are spent strictly on evangelism and discipleship or to apply them towards service, disaster relief, 

education, and leadership development are all major questions that require discernment. Long-term 

missions must also compete with trendier short-term missions and ‘tentmakers’, which give churches a 

sense of achieving more with less, despite the more questionable returns as demonstrated through the 

research (discussed by Doss in Baker and Hayward [eds.] 2010).  

Push-Pull Factors, including Unreached Peoples 

What internal psychological factors and external social factors create the motivations for 

American missionaries to work in a ‘closed’ country such as China? Simple limitations of human and 

financial resources makes missionary efforts, especially short-term missions, among the approximate one 

billion non-Christians in China appear to offer the greatest ‘bang for the buck’ (Smith in Priest 2008). 

China is also home to 55 other recognized ethnic minorities or minzu, many of which qualify as 

‘unreached people groups’ for missionary efforts. ‘People groups’ are a complicated notion, and some 

evangelical Christian groups seek to spread ‘the Word’ to all nations or people groups in fulfillment of the 

Great Commission. Making ‘the Word’ available to these groups can be done through making Bibles and 

other educational materials available in native-languages. The effects of these efforts is ‘amateur 

anthropology’ as mission groups try to determine the make-up and needs of each ‘people group’ (see 

Johnstone 2007; Parks 2007; Long 2007), but these efforts can open those efforts up to post-colonial 
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critique as data is sometimes collected and interpreted without direct input from those groups being 

categorized themselves (discussed by Hayward and Langenwalter II in Baker and Hayward 2010).  

Finally, there is the intergroup and intercultural relations components of missionary work in 

China. Do the Chinese people and Chinese culture create an environment that is more welcoming for 

American missionaries than other missionary fields? Certainly. We know that China is also host to many 

other expatriate groups who are not actively seeking to evangelize. Does the American experience in 

China make itself more or less conducive to welcoming missionary efforts than other mission fields? The 

official status as a ‘closed’ country may suggest not, but China’s popularity and American fascination 

with Chinese culture may provide evidence to support the notion that it is a welcoming destination after 

all. Additionally, are there push factors from negative perceptions of evangelism within the United States 

or in other ‘closed countries’, such as those in the Middle East, that lead missionaries to choose to do their 

work abroad in China (See Turner in Braaten and Jenson [eds.] 2002).  

Clandestine Missions/Entering ‘Closed’ Countries  

‘Closed’ countries for Christian missionary groups fall under two primary categories, religiously 

or politically closed. For religiously closed countries, the primary opponents to Christian missionaries 

appear to be Muslim countries, particularly those in the Middle East. Whether for legal or cultural 

purposes, missionaries seemed least inclined to enter these countries for purposes of evangelical work. 

Islam also represents one of the fastest growing religions on Earth, meaning that this potential list of 

closed countries may grow as conservative Islamic parties come to power in various countries. However, 

as the number of Muslims around the world reach 1 billion people, the potential prospects for conversion 

also grows. In China, this includes approximately 20 million Muslims, primarily in cities and the Western 

provinces of the country. From time-to-time, the Chinese government has run afoul with its Muslim 
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minorities, particularly the Uyghur of Xinjiang Province. Some evangelizing missions focus on these 

disenfranchised minority groups in hopes of stimulating anti-government sentiments into pro-Christian 

associations (discussed in Bays 1996: 117-118, 121).  

Countries politically closed to missionary work focused primarily on Communist countries in the 

mid-to-latter-half of the Twentieth Century. China remained a centerpiece of this category since the rise 

of the Chinese Communist government there in 1949. Other countries include dictatorships opposed to 

Christianity outright or by association with Western imperialism. Comparatively, none of the other 

countries closed to Christianity match the population, size, and notoriety of China. The presumption of 

the totalitarian nature of the Chinese Communist Party has lead to the perception that there must be a 

persecution of millions of Chinese Christians (discussed in Fulton 2013), evoking zealous support for 

those Christian groups through financial support, smuggling Chinese language bibles and religious 

teaching materials, and the sending of missionaries through various unofficial means to preach the Gospel 

to the Chinese people (as discussed in billionbibles.org). Tracking the exact number of Chinese Christians 

or Western missionaries to China remains contested, as there are no official ways to count the unofficial 

churches or members.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The roles of Christian missionaries in contemporary China is an understudied topic area among 

researchers. Social scientists and theologians are interested in Chinese Christianity, though the focus is 

primarily limited to the interaction between Chinese Christians and the Chinese state. Any foreign 

influence, while clearly present, is not being accounted for or acknowledged. Historians in previous 

generations likely over-emphasized missionaries’ roles as change agents (Ng in Lim 2013), but it is 

possible that today the opposite has become true. Evangelical and charismatic Christian missionaries are 
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putting great emphasis on expanding Christianity in China. It is necessary to increase research in order to 

understand their influence, efficacy, and lasting impact. To assume that American missionaries’ efforts in 

China as solely the subject of seminary studies and no longer worthy of ‘Asian Studies’ misses a few key 

intersections and opportunities. First, regarding human agency: are contemporary missionaries effectively 

able to propagate their beliefs and religious values in Chinese society? Are the relationships between 

missionaries and Chinese meaningful in other ways if conversions do not necessarily occur? Are attempts 

to spread Christianity related to efforts to see China become a more democratic society? Compared to 

previous generations when food, medical aid, and social services were primary focus of their missions, 

has that mission changed significantly and do those institutions matter? Do missionary institutions’ efforts 

avoid the post-colonial critique of their academic, economic, and political counterparts (discussed by 

Lederleitner in Baker and Hayward 2010)? Do political factors, including China’s status as a ‘closed’ 

missionary nation significantly influence the push-pull factors leading to an increase or decrease in 

missionary presence? Is the assumed need for ‘clandestine’ missions truly appropriate or necessary for the 

propagation of the faith?  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of my research study was to investigate the stories of how a group of American 

missionaries to China understood and portrayed their efforts to evangelize in China’s unique economic, 

political and spiritual landscape. The personal reflections by Euro-American travelers “unveiling the 

legendary culture of the Far East” is a long-standing process linking today’s blogs with letters and 

writings of those in the past (Tang and Chao 2010). I focused on a group of Baptist missionaries who had 

lived in country and engaged in the process of training and proselytizing in China over an extended 

period. As more and more churches and mission groups appeal to ‘save’ China, scholars must consider 
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the roles and impacts of these groups and individuals on both seekers and the sought-after. By learning 

more about their experiences, I hope that my findings inspire continued research into critiquing and 

improving mission efforts to determine the best path forward for missiological practices in a 

contemporary globalized world. I hope my research also inspires missions to consider their own efficacy 

and to understand better the motivations of their missionaries, as well as the impact their experiences will 

have on them and their communities.  

Research Design Overview 

Qualitative research approaches help us to understand the lives of people, making it a 

quintessential aspect of social science works (Jones, Torres, & Arminio 2014). By exploring the self-

narratives both of lived experiences and their interpretations, as well as self-expression of philosophical 

and spiritual reasoning, a window is opened through which a multidisciplinary lens can be used, including 

the psychological, sociological, and anthropological (Maloney & Southard [eds] 1992). My study 

included seven key missionary bloggers, all members of the ‘Project China’ team, as well as additional 

reflections from the lead pastor at Vision Baptist Church in Alpharetta, GA and other family members 

and family friends. All used online blogs to share their experiences through the Internet. I collected data 

from current and historical blog posts, transcribed podcasts, and comments sections all made available 

through open weblinks available to the public. Looking at the topic of “China blogs”, Tang and Chao 

(2010) note that, “weblogs are evolving into a meaningful cultural space where stories about the country 

are told from the perspectives of a group of foreign nationals” (384).  

Significance of the Study 

Calvicanti (2005) asks readers to seize the opportunities to use religion and sociology as a means 

to learn more about questions regarding human agency. Montgomery (1999) echoes this emphasis on 
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using missiology as a subject of inquiry in order to understand better sociology and anthropology, later 

extending that to include all social sciences. Montgomery does not definitively answer how these subjects 

are interdependent; rather he suggests a theoretical foundation upon which he hopes future research will 

build. The questions raised in this study of mission methodology used in China, such as to ask why 

evangelical Christians emphasize church-planting or even clandestine Christianity versus a myriad of 

other options. 

Looking at missiology from the multidisciplinary approach, also allows for questions of 

psychological effects, personal values, cultural values or political values, which might also be perpetuated 

through the spread of Christianity by American missionaries. Finally, as Madsen (2014) posits, there is an 

opportunity through our research in China to ask about the possibility of not the study of Christianity, but 

the study of ‘Christianities’ (also discussed in Ling 2010). To make a distinction between Christians, and 

more specifically American independent Baptist missionary Christians, as opposed to other Christian 

groups, is perhaps to begin with the conclusion to this question already in mind. 

The first void, which my research begins to fill in, is the question about contemporary missions in 

China. A significant portion of the literature focuses on contemporary Chinese Christians vis-a-vis the 

Chinese state. Outside actors, such as American evangelical missions are barely mentioned, except in the 

context of their clandestine efforts, related to the need for secrecy among Chinese nationals’ own 

‘underground’ churches. The presence of American missionaries is widely known, but their impact is 

largely ignored. It will take numerous additional studies of missionary efforts to better grasp the impact of 

their presence throughout Chinese society, including to validate or invalidate the accusation that ‘religious 

exchange’ is an innocuous title for ‘religious penetration’ which has the underlying goal of undermining a 

political system. Asking why we should care about a small group of American Protestants working in a 
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place as large and dynamic as China is legitimate. I would posit that the intercultural intersection created 

by this group is uniquely interesting and counterintuitive given the common narrative around missionaries 

in China.   

Researchers must also contemplate the roles missionaries play in a post-colonial world. Given the 

ease with which the Chinese Communist Party is able to minimize dissent, it seems unlikely that 

American missionaries’ clandestine efforts could truly be clandestine at all. If by demonstrating that 

missionaries ‘openly’ evangelizing in a ‘closed’ country are nevertheless permitted to continue their 

efforts, it begs both the question of what benefits missionary efforts bring that offset their otherwise 

illegal activities and the question of whether or not ‘clandestine’ efforts are realistic or necessary after all. 

Mission churches and agencies will have to reconsider their rationale for emphasizing the clandestine and 

explore the material and moral opportunities they are missing by failing to operate in the light of day. 

This would seem to be a missiological question alone, but the scholarly interest focuses on the politics 

and economics of such large institutions and their behaviors in the contemporary world. As the outcomes 

of this research will show, not all missionaries agree that there is a need for the methods and attitudes 

driving this multi-billion dollar industry.  

Overview of the Study 

This work is in five chapters. This first chapter was created to contextualize the work, exploring 

the purpose and justification for the study. The second chapter offers an overview of the secondary 

literature, on the questions of missiology and the relevant social scientific resources available to 

understand better the study and its questions. In the third chapter, I will raise the question regarding the 

relevance and importance of the online primary resource and its preservation for research and historical 

purposes. I will overview how I came to identify and archive my primary research materials and methods 
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to apply those materials to this study. In the fourth chapter, I will present the study’s major finding. The 

final chapter will provide analysis of those finding and set up questions for future research and analysis.  
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CHAPTER 2: Two Centuries of Progressing Mission Exchange to China 

The purpose of my study is to understand how missionaries perceive their role in expanding 

Christianity in contemporary China. Specifically, I focus on the online reflections through blogs of 

American independent Baptists working in China as long-term, church-planting missionaries. To provide 

context for my study, I completed a literature review of key resources related to three topic areas: 

historical missions in China, budgets, security and secrecy in modern missions, and missiology.  

HISTORY OF MISSIONS IN CHINA 

China’s mission history can be viewed as a microcosm of Christianity’s expansion into the world. 

A past narrative existed in the European colonial period, in which White European and American 

missionaries were given outsized roles in introducing Christianity to nations and cultures on every 

continent, regardless of the strength and popularity of that place’s indigenous religions, practices, and 

social norms. As Latourettes’ (1929) summary of the grand history of mission in China explains:  

We have watched pressure from the West continue and have seen how, as the nineteenth century 

wore on, missionaries rapidly increased in number, and under the aegis of treaties, established 

themselves in even the remotest provinces. We have witnessed, with the collapse after 1900 of 

the resistance of the old culture before the ever more aggressive West, the expanding missionary 

body began to reap the fruits of the preceding century and the churches grow rapidly in number 

and influence” (p. 823).  

The modern version of this Western-centric narrative, which Ng (in Lim 2013) credits to John K. 

Fairbank in the 1950s as the “‘impact-response’ paradigm”, suggested “the arrival of Western 

missionaries caused an impact on China and that subsequent changes in China were China’s response” (p. 

31). The challenge to that paradigm arrives in contemporary scholarship, as native churches grow and 

develop indigenous Christian characteristics, and as Berger claims (in Berger and Huntington 2002):  
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...evangelical Protestantism, especially in its Pentecostal version, is the most important popular 

movement serving (most inadvertently) as a vehicle of cultural globalization…. While this form 

of Protestantism is clearly of Anglo-Saxon origin (modern Pentecostalism originated in the 

United States some one hundred years ago), it has been successfully indigenized everywhere it 

has penetrated. It does not typically use the English language, and its worship (especially in its 

music) takes over many indigenous forms.” (p. 8)  

This ‘indigenization’ leaves contemporary White European and American missionaries’ role in 

continuing the expansion of their faith more and more sidelined, despite their own worldview as to the 

importance of their works in carrying out ‘God’s plan’. As James Chancellor writes, “Certainly one of the 

greatest challenges of the twenty-first century mission is for the American church to find the heart to 

continue spreading the gospel across the world, while having a reduced expectation that the result of that 

effort will be churches that look like ours, or Christians who think and act as we do” (1997: p. 77).  

Narrative and influence are powerful components in the history of missions in China, for both 

Chinese Christians and Western missionary alike. Divergent narratives, or the “complex tensions between 

narrative as story and narrative as representation of social reality” (Hall 1999, p. 74) set the foundation for 

the second section of this chapter on security and secrecy. This section will discover these divergent 

narratives through 1) historical background of missions in China, 2) contemporary data on missionary 

presence in China, and 3) contemporary mission strategies and their known influences on Chinese 

Christianity, if any. In order to keep my review of literature focused, I do not concentrate on Catholic 

experiences, as the Catholic Church, its apostolic tradition, and institutional hierarchy make for 

significantly different experiences and expressions of narrative in the Chinese context. 

On an important and unique aspect of this topic area, it should be noted that missionaries and 

missions experts have produced large portions of scholarship for their own areas of interest; therefore, 
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missiology could be considered a unique subcategory of social science unto itself, or at least a unique 

blend of theology and other social sciences. While this is discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 3, it is 

worth noting in this chapter, there are numerous authors who are missionaries, seminarians, or mission 

allies producing literature designed as dialogue within their own community. Some sources are from 

myriad of theological and missionary journals, such as the International Bulletin of Missionary Research, 

Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, Global Missiology, Sociology of Religion, Mission Frontiers, and 

Missiology: an International Review. A few sources, including Brent Fulton (2013) and Ruth Siemens 

(1997) are from even more partial sources, such as China Source and Tentmakers International 

respectively, with distinct pro-Christian agendas.  

The obvious downside of this spectrum of sources is that internal missionary dialogue may not be 

sufficiently ‘critical’ of itself, thus raising the complaints of a few over ‘objectivity’. However, these 

dialogues do provide helpful insights into the internal concerns and conversations within the mission 

community and are, thus, no less helpful than other ‘scholarly’ and peer-reviewed journals. In this 

chapter, I occasionally reference a source as affiliated with mission efforts when I think it’s relevant to the 

commentary, though usually I do not choose to point this out, because I believe that noting ‘this source is 

in a missionary journal’ would suggest that I’m questioning its reputability compared to my sources that 

are in another social science journal.     

Historical Background of Missions to China 

Christianity and missions are not new to China. Early Nestorian Christians arrived during the 

Tang Dynasty in the 7th century but faltered under suspicion of the imperial courts (Lim 2013; Miller 

2006; Standaert 2001). The Jesuit Catholics, with Matteo Ricci the most famous among them in the late-

16th century, marked the beginning of stronger European Christian presence in China (Mungello 2009; 
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Standaert 2000, Stark and Wang 2015). Like the Nestorians before them, Jesuits, followed by 

Franciscans, and other Catholic groups emphasized “the proselytization of the Chinese people, such that 

Christianity came to be considered by many as a heterodox religion and hence an ethnic-political threat” 

(Lim 2013, p.3). Only with the arrival of Protestant missionaries in the early-19th century, coinciding 

with the shifting military balance of power favoring European imperialist nations, did a stronger 

missionary foothold take place (Latourette 1929; Fairbank 1974; Bays 1996). With the Protestants 

missions came the more direct focus on fulfilling the “Great Commission” (Neils 1990, p.4), 

corresponding to the more zealous evangelism of Protestants; especially among American evangelical and 

charismatic groups working throughout the New World as well (Hutchinson 1987). This section will 

consider four major periods within the American Protestant mission history in China. The first period 

includes the introduction and expansion period, which essentially begins with the arrival of Protestant 

missionaries in the treaty city of Canton in the 1830s (Fairbank 1974, p.1) through the Boxer Rebellion in 

1900. The second period continues in the aftermath of the Boxer incident through the Republican period 

until the foundation of the Communist government in 1949. The third period includes the founding of the 

Communist government until the conclusion of the Cultural Revolution, and the fourth period begins with 

the ‘reopening’ of China to the West in the late-1970s until present.  

The period of introduction and expansion coincides to the height of European imperialism and 

‘gunboat diplomacy.’ With each failed military response from the Chinese, additional demands and 

burdens were added, so that the first treaty port at Canton quickly had expanded to the ‘five treaty ports’ 

by 1844 (Stark & Wang 2015, p.15). European, American and Japanese great powers competed to access 

territory and gain concessions, including rights for missionaries, allowing them to spread Christianity and 

to purchase land (Bays 1996). From major urban centers, mission organizations could establish offices to 
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help support missionaries travelling further into China’s interior. One historical perspective suggests close 

juxtaposition of privileged missionary to peasants and local magistrate created numerous challenges, as 

Tsou Mingteh (in Bays 1996) characterizes: 

After 1842 many missionaries, with their treaty rights, felt themselves as saviors of the nation. 

They attacked Chinese traditions at will. What is worse, they went to the interior, proselytized the 

natives and set up churches, and harmed the interests and wounded the pride of both the elite and 

the common people. As a result, missionaries became devils in the eyes of the Chinese, and 

antimissionary riots broke out everywhere (p. 88). 

For magistrates, especially lower-level officials whose centers of power were often rural-based, 

missionaries presented competing sources of power, culture, and ideology (Fairbank 1974, p.10; Neils 

1990, p.6). Citing James Thomson: “The legal provisions of extraterritoriality gave the agents of alien 

culture a cocoon of inviolability. They also gave foreigners a class status most of them had never known 

at home. After 1860, the Westerner in China was the automatic recipient of most of the prerequisites of 

officialdom” (as cited in Neils 1990, p.8).  

Cohen (2010) challenges the narratives of earlier historians as ‘ethnocentric distortion’ in which 

the West was portrayed positively and the Chinese resistance negatively (p.2). Other important challenges 

raised by Cohen include that Chinese experiences with “westerners” were likely with atypical, rather than 

“average” westerners, that the Chinese response was hardly unified, and that western missionaries’ roles 

in undermining the Qing were relatively limited when compared to four broader insurrections and 

rebellions among Yunnan Muslims, Xinjiang Muslims, the Nien, and the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-

19th century (2010: 13, 15-16). Accordingly, Cohen suggests that by the late-19th century, even while 

certain actions among the Chinese were in response to the West, this was also a response, and perhaps 

more so, to other Chinese (p. 43). Sweeten offers an alternative perspective on this period compared to 
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older generations of scholars, explaining that the ‘impact-response’ narrative of historians such as 

Latourette, later with John K. Fairbank, and even with contemporaries such as Cohen were likely 

overstated (2010: pgs. 1-5). Rather than a significant challenge to magistrate power, which incited 

Christian ‘rabble’ to the frustration of local peasants and officials alike, the reality was likely that 

Christian groups were not well-received for their aggressiveness and self-segregation, making them easy 

targets and scapegoats for broader social ills. Additionally, problems arising among various groups were 

far less likely to be religiously based, and those problems were also less frequent and rarely resulted in 

such high-level political responses as the ‘impact-response’ narratives would lead to believe (Sweeten 

2001: pgs. 6-13).  

Resentment towards those Chinese who turned to missionaries for legal protections or other 

social services were seen as motivated by selfishness and were derogatively referred to as “rice 

Christians” (Sweeten 2001; Goossaert & Palmer 2010). Not all Protestant missionaries were compelled to 

use economic and social services as incentives, as was the case with Baptists, who focused on 

evangelization over works and attempted to stay clear of politics (Neils 1990: p. 8). This is more 

thoroughly discussed under a later section, but is a relevant point here in the historical narrative because it 

also points to the lack of unity among missionary efforts. In addition to interdenominational competition 

and competition in missionary methodology, missionary lifestyles were fraught with other dangers. 

Nearly half of all Protestant missions who worked in China prior to 1891 were either forced to return 

home in ill health or died in the field from illness, accident, or violence (Stark and Wang 2015: p. 20). 

Nevertheless, by the 1890s, the growth of Protestant missionary numbers and Chinese Christians was 

significant, numbering 1,243 of the former and more than 55,000 of the later (Stark and Wang 2015: 

p.18).  
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Only at the end of the century did hostilities flare to such a degree that significant numbers of 

American Christians began to question their presence, particularly in the wake of the Boxer 

Incident/Massacre of 1900 (Stark and Wang 2015: pgs. 22-24; Fairbank 1974: pgs. 273-280). The 

response among some American Christians to the final cable from the Boxer’s siege, which stated, 

“Arouse the Christian World Immediately to Our Peril. Should This Arrive too Late, Avenge Us!” (cited 

in Fairbank 1974: 273), was to heed that call. Because of the Boxer violence, over 200 Christian 

missionaries and family members were killed, along with at least 30,000 Chinese Christians (Stark and 

Wang 2015: p. 22). The retaliating European armies exacted harsh revenge and the political and economic 

ramifications of the Boxer event was such to put the imperial dynasty into its death spiral (Fairbank 1986: 

p.158).  

The second phase in Protestant missionary presence in China, from 1900 to 1949, was distinct 

from the prior period in that the institutions of government were no longer as strong of a barrier to the 

spread of Christian missionaries, and in the Republican period, those institutions even encouraged 

missions to help with social goals related to modernization and development. As Goossaert (2011) notes, 

the first national parliament in 1912 was disproportionately Christian (60 out of 274) relative to their 

small overall percentage of the population, yet this was overwhelmingly due to the influence of foreign-

educated Chinese elite whom were tapped to lead the new government (p. 70). Two of the paramount 

leaders in this period, Sun Yatsen and Chiang Kai-shek, both had Christian ties, with the former baptized 

in Hong Kong in 1884 and the latter in 1930 (Fairbank 1974: pgs. 218, 310). Western Christian groups 

and institutions, such as the Young Men’s and Young Women’s Christian Associations and others 

received considerable support through the 1920s for social movements (Goossaert 2011: p. 71). Major 
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institutions, included notable Chinese colleges and universities, got their start with support from 

missionary efforts (Fairbank 1986: p. 193).  

The initial dip in missionary numbers following the Boxer incident quickly gave way to a new 

wave of American Protestant missionaries and Chinese conversions. By 1910, there were nearly ½ 

million Chinese Protestants and in 1914 almost 5,500 Protestant missionaries (Stark and Wang 2015: p. 

22). By the 1920s, foreign-influenced Chinese Protestantism and Catholicism was reaching what Stark 

and Wang (2015) referred to as its “Glory Days”, as China received by far the greatest number of 

missionaries compared to other countries (Pierson in Abrams 2001: 161). 

During this same period, however, there were other changes to Chinese Christianity and politics 

that would cause the missionary successes to unravel. The first Chinese Christian institution independent 

of foreigners was the Independent Church of Shanghai, founded in 1906, which had a constitution 

emphasizing three reasons for autonomy: 1) Eliminating “foreign coloring” and the “charge of being 

foreigners’ slaves,” 2) to “reconcile believers with their fellow Chinese,” and 3) a promise to “conduct 

more effective evangelism in China” (Hunter and Chan 1993: p. 119). This and other independent 

churches began the process of emphasizing their need for self-sufficiency and rejection of foreign 

dependence, to which they received the scorn of missionary groups (Hunter and Chan 1993: p. 20). May 

4th, 1919, known as the “May 4th Movement” was also pivotal to the development of Chinese 

nationalism, urging the political conscience of the nation to look for modernization without the influence 

of foreign imperialists, including Christian missionaries, and these events also helped to fuel the rise of 

communist ideology among young, educated Chinese groups (Stark and Wang 2015: pgs. 28-29; Fairbank 

1974: 14).  
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This period also saw changes in Chinese Christianity that were in some cases reflections of world 

Christianity but were in other ways unique to the development of Chinese Protestant identity. In order to 

maximize their efforts, Protestant missionary groups at the turn of the 20th century had begun to organize 

into non-denominational faith missions, such as the China Inland Mission, and also began to incorporate 

more fundamentalist theory, with missionaries who were more and more often the product of product of 

“Bible institutes” rather than seminaries (Pierson in Abrams 2001: 157). The more liberal denominations, 

which focused on providing services (like education and healthcare), began to give way to more 

evangelizing-focused conservative groups, and as a result, liberal demoninations’ overall percentage 

of  missionaries, which had begun the century at more than 90 percent world-wide, had dropped to 25 

percent by 1948 (as cited in Stark and Wang 2015: p. 34).  

Pentecostal-style practices among Chinese Christians became more popular, for example, with 

the Jesus Family Chinese movement founded in 1921, which rejected foreign influence (Hunter and Chan 

1993: 121). Millennialism was another byproduct of the fundamentalist Protestant theology that came into 

favor during this period, and the Chinese embraced a form of millennialism similar to premillennialist 

expectations, in which the Chinese saw themselves playing a major role (Brandner 2009: pgs. 321-322). 

The “Back to Jerusalem Movement” aspires to conclude the “Great Commission” by having Chinese 

Christians complete the expansion of Christianity throughout the world after they return the faith across 

the Asian supercontinent, returning it to the Holy Lands. This “BTJ” Movement, which still influences 

Chinese Christianity today, was originally the product of independent Chinese churches of Shandong 

Province in the 1920s (Brandner in Lim 2013: pgs. 79-80). Like the ongoing spirit of BTJ, post-

denominationalism, which accounted for only 1.3% of Chinese Christian churches in 1900, accounted for 

more than 20% of Chinese churches in the year 2000 (Jaffarian 2002: p. 23).  
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The byproduct of these various religious and political factors on the roles of foreign Protestant 

missionaries in this period was significant. The responding rise in nationalism coincided with a 

flourishing of anti-foreign and anti-Christian sentiments (Miller 2006:178-179). Violence and antiforeign 

demonstrations began to push American missionaries out of posts in Sichuan, Yunnan, Guangxi, and 

Hunan as early as the 1920s (Fairbank 1974: p. 283). Despite numerous efforts to reestablish themselves, 

these efforts began losing ground. In 1934, with widely publicized news reports of the gruesome 

beheadings of John and Betty Stam, two American missionaries, by Communist rebels, and whose infant 

daughter was saved from the same fate by a Chinese Christian family, the outcry from the American 

public and the condemnation of the Communists in Christian circles was severe (Stark and Wang 2015: 

pgs. 29-31). Support for Chiang Kai-shek and Nationalist forces against the Communist rebels in the 

ensuing Chinese Civil War was generally supported by the vast majority of Christian groups (Fairbank 

1974: 317-320). In World War II, even Canadian missionaries and leaders, some of the more successful 

and influential among foreign missions took pro-Japanese stances, simply because of the Japanese 

response to Communism (Austin 1986: p. 257). By 1937, the total number of Protestant missionaries had 

already been halved from its total in 1910 (Stark and Wang, 2015: p. 35). In the aftermath of World War 

II and the conclusion of the Chinese Civil War, Americans as a whole, and American Protestants in 

particular, found themselves on the wrong side of the outcome. Land confiscation by the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) in 1948 swept up much of the church lands and assets, leaving only a few 

churches behind who supported the Communists (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: p. 147).  

The changes that occurred in the period that followed were significant in two ways, 1) the roles of 

foreign missionaries and their presence dissipated, and 2) what role they did play was mostly spectre of an 

imperialist past that the communists utilized in campaign after campaign in an attempt to consolidate 
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ideological hegemony. In the lives of missionaries in that moment, Bays (2012) notes, “Both Protestant 

and Roman Catholic missionaries and Chinese Christians in 1949 faced something they had never 

encountered in their lifetimes: a powerful central state that was capable of demanding their compliance, if 

not their allegiance” (p. 159). Bays continues by explaining that the new government in Beijing had not 

only inherited the attitudes towards foreign missions that had persisted in the imperial past, but that it was 

further compounded by Marxist influences and the belief that religion was “doomed to eventual 

extinction” (2011: p. 159). However, immediate eradication of religion was not the immediate goal of the 

CCP, which was instead focused on unification, meaning that the CCP was forced to respect the religious 

freedoms of Chinese Christians, while at the same time cutting them off from foreign influence (Hunter 

and Chan 1993: p 21; Goossaert and Palmer 2011: p. 158). With nearly 4 million Christians in China (3 

million Catholics, 1 million Protestants) in 1950 (Stark and Wang 2015: p.39), their population was 

significant, and since there was accommodation for freedom of religion in the Chinese constitution, urban 

Christians and even missionaries had hoped for a workable relationship with the new government (Bays 

2012: p. 160). 

In the early years, Chinese Protestants worked feverishly to prove their loyalty to the nation and 

the Party. An early leader in this movement Y.T. Wu (Wu Yaozong) collaborated closely with Party 

leader Zhou Enlai to draft the “Christian Manifesto” (full title, “Direction of Endeavor for Chinese 

Christianity in the Construction of New China” [as cited in Bays 2012: p. 162]), which a year later had 

collected 180,000 signatures of Protestant Chinese church leaders and advocates throughout the nation. 

Language within the “Christian Manifesto” highlighted the Chinese Christian churches and organizations 

were unified against imperialism and in support of the new state, including under its ‘Fundamental Aims’ 

section, where it stated:   
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Christian churches and organizations in China should exert their utmost efforts, and employ 

effective methods, to make people in the churches everywhere recognize clearly the evils that 

have been wrought in China by imperialism; recognize the fact that in the past imperialism has 

made use of Christianity; purge imperialistic influences from Christianity itself; and be vigilant 

against imperialism, and especially American imperialism, in its plot to use religion in fostering 

the growth of reactionary forces (as cited in Aikman 2003: p. 150). 

Within that same period, Protestant leaders came together under the old banner of the National Christian 

Council and reorganized themselves into the Three-Selfs Protestant Movement (TSPM) (Bays 2012: p. 

162). Chinese Protestants hoped this reorganization would insulate them from the excesses of the 

government, even as Western missionaries were being deported or were withdrawing (Stark and Wang 

2015: p. 35).  

Concurrent with these events was the lead up to the Korean War. What hopes American 

missionaries had for reconciliation with the Communist government were dashed by the events of the 

war. Due to missionary exile and reports of the political struggle sessions and even executions among 

Chinese Christians, the U.S. government responded by freezing funding to China, but this included the 

knock on effect of strangling all of the mission-funded hospitals, clinics, schools, and universities, which 

were all forced to nationalize or shutter (Bays 2012: p. 163). Within a short period, the last remaining 

influences of American Protestant missions were no longer present in the People’s Republic of China. 

The role of managing Chinese Protestant Christendom was wholly in the hands of the Chinese 

themselves. In the immediate aftermath of the formation of the TSPM, the leadership was integrated into 

the government structure, and any churches that tried to maintain independence were decapitated. 

However, with the Great Leap Forward, almost all remaining churches were closed and their leaders were 

swept up in the anti-rightest campaigns of their day (Bays 2012: p. 178; Goossaert and Palmer 2011: p. 
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162). With the transition to the 1960s and the Cultural Revolution, hardly any church records of the era 

have survived, and as Bays (2012) explains, the communists “nearly criminalized religion itself”, forcing 

the remaining believers underground and into forced labor where they shared a ‘bitter draught’ alongside 

non-Christians ,setting the stage for the Christian revival that was soon to come (pgs. 176-179).  

Following the passing of Mao Zedong and the end of the Cultural Revolution, China engaged in a 

series of events that caused its ‘reopening’ to the world. It is with this ‘reopening’ that China made 

significant social and economic policy changes, moving away from communist-socialist principles to a 

more nuanced neo-liberal, free-market economy ‘with Chinese characteristics.’ For purposes of this 

paper, this begins what is defined as the ‘contemporary’ period that expands to the present day. In terms 

of missionary history, this period marks a return of the Protestant missionary to China, and the revival of 

Chinese Christianity as a whole. 

Bays (2012) describes the Chinese Christianity which survived the cultural revolution in some 

general terms: “It was millenarian, looking to the imminent return of Christ, and it was to an extensive 

degree Pentecostal, that is, highlighting ‘gifts of the spirit’ such as speaking in tongues, prophecies, and 

miraculous healings…. Thus Protestants emerged from the Cultural Revolution after 1976 in a dynamic 

mode, spreading rapidly and naturally” (p. 186). Hunter and Chan (1993) similarly accounts for 

widespread ‘traditionalism’ among the Chinese Christians due to their isolation from the global Christian 

movement during this period (p. 78). It was with the package of reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping at the 

end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s that permitted a public reentry of Christianity, including the 

reestablishment of the Three Selfs Protestant Movement and Religious Affairs Bureau that had all been 

essentially abolished in the previous decade (Bays 2012: p. 187).   



36 
 

On March 31, 1982, a major policy document on Chinese Christianity, known as “Document 19” 

(actual title “The Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Question during our Country’s Socialist 

Period”) succinctly addressed the issue of the period previous and set the tone for the period ahead (Bays 

2012: p. 190; Fulton 1999: p. 55; Hunter and Chan 1993: p. 49). Regarding the period of Cultural 

Revolution, it highlighted that leaders had “forbade normal religious activities by the mass of religious 

believers.... They used violent measures against religion which forced religious movements underground. 

It should be emphasized that the crux of the policy of freedom of religious belief is to make the question 

of religious belief a private matter, one of individual free choice for citizens” (as cited in Hunter and Chan 

1993: p. 49). The document is credited with continuing the “Marxist-Leninist interpretation of religion” 

while rejecting “coerced suppression” and stating, “Religion will continue to exist under socialism for a 

very long time” (Bays 2012: p. 190). In theory, the application of “Document 19” would have been a 

major advancement from the previous era in which religion was criminalized, but as Mickey Spiegel (in 

Kindopp & Hamrin 2004) highlights, following its passage, “instances of abuse of clergy and influential 

lay religionists had surfaced” (p. 44).  

The difference between the previous period’s apparent arbitrary imprisonment, forced labor, and 

restrictions and the new policies were the justification for those activities now falling under “rule of law”, 

which “allowed them [China’s government] to claim that people were being detained or otherwise 

punished not for religious belief or practice but rather for breaking the law. This fiction made it easier to 

isolate the die-hard religious elements while ‘reeducating’ the bulk of believers and reintegrating them 

into the social mainstream” (Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 44). A turning point for Chinese Christianity 

was also arising in the late-1980s, as urban intellectuals began to turn towards Christianity, particularly a 

wave of converts following the 1989 Tiananmen demonstrations (Goossaert and Palmer 2011: p. 324). 
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These demonstrators and urban intellectuals were drawn towards the ideological alternative of 

Christianity in a moment during which backlash had refused them other liberal-democratic ideals (Fulton 

1999: p. 56). Fulton, claims that Chinese studying abroad and a new generation of evangelizing foreign 

English instructors on Chinese campuses helped set the stage for the wave of interest, but through “rule of 

law”, the Chinese government worked to keep freedom of religion in the ‘individual sphere’ and the 

foreign influence out (1999: p. 57).  

Continued concern over rising foreign influence, including a new generation of foreign Christians 

in China, as well as a new generation of foreign congregations and organizations offering money and 

material support to small Chinese Christian congregations popping up, led to additional state documents 

in the early 1990s. In 1991, “Document 6” forbade foreign support for religious buildings or mission 

work, while the State Council rules in 1994 forbade foreign attendance or preaching at religious services 

without official sanction. Again in 2000, the Religious Affairs Bureau spelled out extensively the 

methods of evangelization by foreigners which would not be permissible, including through the 

distribution of religious materials (Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 52; Goossaert and Palmer 2011: p. 325).  

The emphasis in these instances was consistently in opposition to the foreign influence of 

religion, which was viewed as a challenge to Chinese unity. Spiegel (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004) 

contends that policies are less likely to infringe on the faith of Chinese Christians, because they “do not 

want to antagonize millions of China’s citizens” despite the somewhat untenable religious policy that 

“individuals may come together to worship but may not form an autonomous community” (p. 54). 

International challenges to China’s religious policies were particularly pointed among American 

Christians, who saw the imposition of the state on religious practices and the persecution of Christians in 

particular as human rights violations (Fulton 1999: p. 61). Additionally, Bible smugglers, congregational 
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support for “house churches”, and other surreptitious practices by foreign, and especially American, 

Christians only reinforced the concerns and response of the Chinese government. This is addressed in 

more detail under the next section, discussing contemporary missionaries and their practices.  

CONTEMPORARY MISSIONS AND PRACTICES  

Elements of the historical debate persist today between the liberal Protestant camp, emphasizing 

works and service, versus the fundamentalist Protestant camp and the focus on evangelism. This section 

focuses on the discourses surrounding missions and missiology in the present, including the reiterations of 

debates from the past, as well as challenges of security and secrecy, which define the experience of 

missions in China for many Christians in the present. 

William Hutchinson (1987), writing about a foundational figure in the mid-19th century 

American evangelical movement named Rufus Anderson, explains that Anderson’s faith in the Holy 

Spirit to facilitate conversions in foreign lands was such that it was incumbent upon the missionary to 

leave their cultural influence behind and allow the spread of the native church to occur organically (pgs. 

80-81). The agricultural metaphor was that the missionary was the planter, but harvest would be by God 

alone, thus “it is, consequently, not the missionary’s business to export or advocate either his own forms 

of civilization or the peculiarities of doctrine and church organization that form the integument of his own 

faith” (Hutchinson 1987: p. 79). The discussion of mission philosophy was necessitated by the significant 

growth of missions in the period, with the number American missionary societies jumping from sixteen to 

about ninety between 1860 and 1900. Described as the “impatient generation,” those working in this time 

had hopes to spread Christianity and evangelize the world in their own lifetime (Hutchinson 1987: p. 91), 

a goal that would be echoed a century later with the Joshua Project 2000, which had hoped to reach all of 

the ‘unreached peoples’ of the world before the new millennium (Radcliffe 1998).   
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The awareness of the cultural component of missionary work and its potential damage (through 

cultural imperialism) has been widely recognized (Fairbanks 1974: p. 18), as is seen with Anderson’s 

arguments, as far back as the 19th century. According to Hutchinson (1987), missionaries recognized 

their part in imperialism, some embracing it, and others condemning it while at the same time 

participating in hopes of curtailing its excesses (p. 92). The liberal Protestant theology, focused first on 

improving the social conditions through education and service, was the foundation for missiology more 

likely to embrace the colonial model. The critique from the evangelical wing, as Henry Frost of the China 

Inland Mission argued, was that scriptural motivation had given way to humanitarian motivation. He 

stated, “while it is always true that Christianity civilizes, it is never true that civilization Christianizes” 

(Hutchinson 1987: p. 115). 

In 1921, W. H. Griffith Thomas echoed this criticism, when he expressed the complaint that 

missionary efforts in China were subordinating belief in the Bible to social services, and that Chinese 

pastors, “shaky in their theological convictions and who [held] loose views about the authority and 

inspiration of the Bible” were being left to spread the faith (Hutchinson 1987: p. 139). But purely 

evangelical missions bore their share of critique as well, such as the Baptist’s efforts in India, which tried 

an approach that focused less on education and more on evangelism. In the wake of the movement, it was 

discovered to have created Christian communities where children were incapable of reading the Bible 

(Hutchinson 1987: p. 98). So neither the liberal Protestant or the evangelical Protestant movement could 

claim clear victory. As all Christian missionaries were expelled from China in the years following the rise 

of Communist government in 1949, it would not seem to matter whether they were service oriented or 

evangelical; the associations between Christianity and the Western imperialism were inextricable. 
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World missionary efforts were forced to regroup in the wake of the rising Cold War and the end 

of the colonial era. The 1974 Lausanne Covenant was considered a foundational document to Evangelical 

Christian unity and reflective of many of the values of the American Evangelical movement (Hunt 2011: 

p. 81). Within the document, attempts to reconcile the dueling emphases on evangelism versus social 

development included language such as: 

(W)e express penitence both for our neglect and for having sometimes regarded evangelism and 

social concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation with other people is not 

reconciliation with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, 

nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part of our 

Christian duty. For both are necessary expressions of our doctrines of God and man, our love for 

our neighbour and our obedience to Jesus Christ (Lausanne Covenant 1974: section 5). 

Section 6 reaffirms the language of Anderson a century earlier stating, “The church is the community of 

God's people rather than an institution, and must not be identified with any particular culture, social or 

political system, or human ideology,” which is affirmed again in Section 10 stating, “The gospel does not 

presuppose the superiority of any culture to another, but evaluates all cultures according to its own 

criteria.” The section goes on to explain that exporting culture has often resulted in ‘bondage to culture’ 

(Lausanne Covenant 1974).  

In the contemporary history of American missionaries in China after the ‘reopening’ in the late-

1970s, the collective memory of missions prior to 1949 had already changed, or at least suffered a form of 

amnesia. As Madsen (1995) writes, “Americans do not like to think of themselves as being products of 

history and certainly not victims of history. But they do like to think of themselves as making history, 

even when such an aspiration seems naïve to people who sense keenly the burden of the past” (pgs. 89-

90). Madsen explains that one motivation for Americans entering China in this period was the opportunity 
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for them to “make” history. Mission critiques will argue that American missions are capable of deluding 

themselves with the ‘universal’ Gospel, as Cooper notes, “Christianity as represented by Americans has 

been shaped by essentially American cultural influences. American missions are thus both products and 

purveyors of American culture” (2005: p. P. 8).  

Using an “institution of self”, many individuals missionaries today determined their own mission 

strategies rather than submit to the mission societies of years past, especially among evangelicals. As 

Glasser notes, evangelicals in China were criticized as cultural imperialists in the past yet “pioneered 

many great social contributions”, and today it is important to move past the “polarization within the 

church” (1981: pgs. 270, 275). Madsen notes that improved China-U.S. relations began pushing mainline 

and evangelical churches apart, with the former seeking to heal relations and embrace “opportunity for 

reconciliation with a China already filled in some mysterious way with the presence of God” while the 

latter “saw it as an opening for a new divinely mandated initiative into a godless territory” (1995: p. 108). 

He notes that evangelicals, especially on the ‘fundamentalist end’ were more likely to “blame for their 

setbacks on the diabolical stratagems of atheistic communists” (1995: p. 107). As evangelical missionary 

numbers to China grew (35,000 in 1985 versus 8,000 in 1953), mainline groups “warn against 

ethnocentrism and self-righteousness” echoing the evangelical critique of liberal Protestants generations 

earlier (Madsen 1995: 111, 112). Today, mission strategists note that cultural “baggage” can make 

introducing the Gospel more difficult, and strategies from ‘individualist’ cultures like the United States 

might struggle to gain traction among ‘communal’ cultures such as China (Goodman 2006).  

It is also in the latter half of the 20th century that the conversation surrounding evangelicalism 

begins to bifurcate and splinter between traditional or ‘mainline’ denominations and agencies versus more 

fundamentalist evangelical churches and pastors, including charismatic and Pentecostal groups. Jaffarian 
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(2002) dedicates a lengthy discussion to the distinction between “capital-E” Evangelical and ‘small-e” 

evangelical. Capital-E Evangelicals suggest “denominations, organizations, or affiliations” or structural 

institutions, while small-e evangelicals is a broader term to encompass “all traditions, who hold to many 

of the same priorities as capital-E Evangelicals-especially a strong commitment to evangelism and 

missions-but who may or may not be part of the capital-E Evangelical movement” (Jaffarian 2002: p. 24). 

Jaffarian goes on to explain that the challenge arises because “In the ordinary conversation of many 

Evangelicals, those who are not Evangelicals are not ‘Christians,’", meaning that a broader swath of 

evangelicals are not recognized (2002: p. 25). Hunt (2011) describes how the Lausanne movement, in the 

Second International Conference on World Evangelization, Evangelicals were for the first time including 

“significant involvement of evangelicals associated with the charismatic movement and global 

Pentecostalism”, but that the results of the conference were a “lack of recognition for the ways that 

Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement were shaping evangelism” (pgs. 83-84). Small-e 

evangelicals are also recognized as the “Great Commission Christians”, which by a 2000 measure 

accounted for approximately one-third of the world’s Christian population or 648 million in total. With 

the Pentecostal/charismatic members of the evangelical world outnumbering Evangelicals 2.5:1, having a 

significant proportion of this group go unrecognized or undervalued suggests a broad division (Jaffarian 

2002: p. 25). 

Also in the wake of the Lausanne movement, the focus of evangelical movements turned to the 

topic of ‘unreached peoples’ and how to understand these groups (Hunt 2011: p. 83). The aforementioned 

“Joshua Project 2000” was one iteration of this movement in the 1990s, along with the “Adopt-a-People” 

project (Radcliffe 1998: para. 3). Radcliffe cites the stages to reaching new groups as determined by a 

1982 Lausanne committee as, “reported, verified, evaluated, selected, adopted, engaged, reached. In the 
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original schemas, ‘selection’ by a mission agency committed to reaching the group was assumed to 

precede a local church’s ‘adoption’” (1988: para. 11).  

Yip points out that the diversity of most countries, and urban areas particularly, make the 

distinction of people groups “fuzzy,” thus ‘traditional’ anthropological assumptions of culture as 

integrated, homogenous, and discrete are inadequate to situational realities  (2014: p.400, 408). The 

adoption of social scientific methodology in missiology should allow mission agencies to focus their 

efforts, but as Radcliffe points out, the movement has been challenged by local churches who have sought 

to bypass the administrative authority of these agencies to determine for themselves which ‘peoples’ 

should be prioritized (1988: paras. 19-20). There is also, “the re-amateurization of mission”, which 

Radcliffe cites as prevalent in both the ways young groups seek to change mission without reference to 

past lessons, as well as in their attempt at social science in “an appalling trivialization of the academic 

disciplines of anthropology and missiology. Long-term field research, the pursuit of anthropological 

understanding, and the reputation of legitimate missionary anthropology are being sacrificed for the sake 

of pragmatism and promotion” (1998: paras. 26, 40). Another perspective suggests that this “people group 

fixation” (Radcliffe 1998) is a flawed worldview for missiology and the strategy may even become 

‘extinct’ (Yip 2004: p. 408).   

A debate also exists between what will here be called ‘evangelism’ versus ‘proselytism’. The 

nuances between these terms are more broadly discussed in the Evangelical movement, but broader 

judgment was suggested in the Lausanne Movement’s third world gathering in 2010, which produced the 

Cape Town Commitment, stating: 

We are called to share good news in evangelism, but not to engage in unworthy proselytizing. 

Evangelism, which includes persuasive rational argument following the example of the Apostle 

Paul, is 'to make an honest and open statement of the gospel which leaves the hearers entirely free 
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to make up their own minds about it. We wish to be sensitive to those of other faiths, and we 

reject any approach that seeks to force conversion on them.' Proselytizing, by contrast, is the 

attempt to compel others to become 'one of us', to 'accept our religion', or indeed to 'join our 

denomination'. 

A) We commit ourselves to be scrupulously ethical in all our evangelism. Our witness is to be 

marked by 'gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience.' We therefore reject any form of 

witness that is coercive, unethical, deceptive, or disrespectful (Lausanne Movement 2011: sec. 

IIC.1, paras. 2-2A).  

“Scrupulously ethical” is where the rub remains in this discussion, since reconciling intrinsic and 

instrumental good remain as elusive an ethical process in missiology as anywhere else.  

A news article by Eric Fish discusses this in the context of China, where despite proselytism 

remaining explicitly illegal, “missionaries never felt so welcome” (2012: para. 3). Fish discusses one 

particular missionary who under the pseudonym “Hallelujah” attends weekly, public English language 

speaking gatherings called ‘English corners’, where he “preaches the Ten Commandments, decries 

abortion, blasts evolution, mocks Buddhist idol worship and discusses ‘the gift of speaking in tongues’” 

(2012: para. 2). This missionary, who worked as an English teacher for kindergarten students, when 

detained by police after one English corner where Buddhists complained, noted, “It ended with them (the 

police) basically saying, ‘Well you’ve got to be careful, but you’re welcome back.’ When they said that I 

was like, ‘Goodness, that’s it? That’s the dragon’s bite?’” (Fish 2012: para. 6). In this instance, the lesson 

for the missionary was that ‘creative access’ and preaching outweighed any legalities or other ethical 

consideration, especially since the negative personal consequences were minimal. Newell (2016) analyzes 

this perspective as self-serving, unscrupulous, and insensitive ‘sins’ in evangelism. Ruth Siemens looks at 

this and other questions in great depth from the missionary perspective, making the distinction between 
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proselytizing, which she calls “hunting” with a “reaping” mentality, versus evangelism or “fishing” with a 

“seeking” mentality. She explains” 

Christians who fish focus on a godly lifestyle where they work or study — a place where non-

believers can scrutinize their lives…. This verbal and non-verbal bait causes spiritually hungry 

people to ask questions. The Christians then answer the seekers’ initial questions, win their 

friendship and gradually lead them to put their trust in the Lord Jesus Christ. (Siemens 

“Workplace...” 1997: sec. I.1, para. 1) 

This method, she explains, is not as simple as the “myth of Christian presence” which suggests simply 

being a Christian missionary in the society is enough (Siemens “Workplace...” 1997: sec. I.5.3), but says 

it is helpful for “hostile environments” such as China (sec. I.3.3). In Siemens (“Workplace…” 1997), she 

discusses those missionary leaders who “search scriptures for loopholes”, particularly in contexts of 

working as tentmakers in “hostile countries” and when asking, “When is it acceptable to lie?” (para. 2). 

One potential explanation for these shortfalls is that “most Christians don’t know how to evangelize” 

(Siemens “Workplace…” 1997: para. 108). Her conclusions focus on the argument that it is not justified 

to seek biblical justification for behavior that would otherwise be considered wrong (Siemens 

“Workplace…” 1997: paras. 127-132).  

In light of these contradicting visions, it is difficult for evangelicals across the spectrum to agree 

on missionary priorities and methodologies in the contemporary period. As Aikman notes, the Southern 

Baptist church, operating clandestinely in China today, leaves its missionaries in the field today with the 

following: “If there is one lesson that virtually every serious foreign Christian in China has internalized, it 

is that foreigners may evangelize, train, encourage, and nurture ordinary Chinese, but that is where it 

stops: China's Christian leadership, everyone agrees, must remain Chinese” (2003: p. 280). While this 

perspective leaves missionaries open to the criticism of cultural imperialist, its supporters argue that what 
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easily overlooked is the perspective of Christians as a persecuted population. Allen (in Abrams 2001) 

notes, “Richard Land of the Southern Baptist Convention argues that these images [referring to cultural 

imperialists] contribute to an anemic Western response to persecution: ‘Too often people in the West, 

reflexively think of Christians as persecutors rather than the persecuted’” (p. 75). Pierson (in Abrams 

2001) also suggests that letting the perfect stand in the way of the good would be a mistake, writing that: 

Mission, defined in terms of both reaching those outside the Church with the Christian message 

and doing works of compassion for those in need, is inherent to the Christian faith, though many 

in the Church fail to exemplify this. Like every other institution in any society, the Christian 

Church is inextricably entangled with the values and presuppositions of its society; it must 

constantly try to distinguish the essentials of its faith and action from values and assumptions that 

are simply part of its culture (p. 153).  

Determining what are the best practices may not prove very helpful in this area of study because what is 

working at one point may soon fall out of favor, and as Hanciles (2014) notes, “Scholars of missions have 

a dismal track record forecasting trends” (p. 134).  

Baptists have learned these lessons more acutely than other denominational groups in China over 

their long history of missions to the country. From their earliest endeavors in China, they attempted to 

remain focused on issues of the spirit, as Neils notes, “the Baptists differed from some of the other 

missionary groups in a number of ways, including their efforts to keep themselves free of political 

involvement, their emphasis on evangelizational work over social work, their insistence that religion be 

taught in Chinese rather than English, and their quest to establish an indigenous and self-supporting 

church of devout Christian believers” (1990: p. 9). Their fates were no different than others during the 

rise of Communist rule, but they returned in large numbers in the contemporary period. However, the 

Southern Baptist Convention ran afoul of the Chinese Christian Council (CCC), part of the Three Selfs 
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Protestant Movement (TSPM) by applying a ‘dual-track’ approach in which they were attempting to 

coordinate with the official Chinese Protestant church but also support the ‘underground’ Protestant 

churches through ‘clandestine’ activities as well. CCC president Han Wenzhao’s statement highlights the 

critique: “[SBC’s International Mission Board] will try to give major attention to a clandestine track, 

through which church workers from abroad are secretly sent to China to carry out 'missionary' work as 

dictated by the IMB” (Walker 1998: para. 6). Han’s prescient statement from the late 1990s seemed to 

have been confirmed a decade later, when the International Mission Board was the largest among mission 

sending agencies, with nearly a quarter billion dollar budget supporting thousands of overseas long-term 

missions (greater than 1 year). In China, the IMB did not claim to have one missionary, but does support 

over 4,000 missionaries in ‘unspecified’ destinations (Weber and Welliver 2009: Appendix).  

Budgets 

By International Bulletin of Mission Research estimate, the value of world missions in 2007 was 

US$22 billion dollars financing upward of 450,000 missionaries, up from US$200 million in 1900 (as 

cited in Bonk 2007: para. 2). Throughout the modern and contemporary history of American missions, 

concern for the role and impact of money on both missionary and mission fields was acute. As Ott 

explains, “A careful study of the history and theology of missions will, however, reveal that financial 

support of national pastors and evangelists is fraught with dangers. In fact, such well-intended subsidies 

often weaken receiving churches and undermine world evangelization in the longer term” (1994: para. 4). 

This section explores the discussion around missions and budgets.  

The new model for evangelical mission agencies, including the nondenominational missions, 

such as the China Inland Mission, dated back to the late-19th century. By the 21st century, only 16-18% 

of agencies refer to themselves as denominational (Weber and Welliver 2007: p. 48). Their model 
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differed from traditional denominational organizations particularly through their financial support coming 

through individuals and laypersons (Pierson in Abrams 2011: p. 157). This propensity for grassroots 

support and the desire to avoid the political allowed and continues to allow such agencies access to a 

broad spectrum of localities, as Amstutz explains:  

Evangelicals emphasize biblical authority, personal conversion, evangelism and personal witness. 

As a result, evangelical Protestant humanitarian NGOs… focus on spiritual motivations and give 

less attention to structural change through social and political justice. Because their theological 

perspective minimizes politics, evangelical groups have generally worked in a complementary, 

cooperative manner not only with U.S. government officials but with host governmental 

institutions” (in Abrams 2011: p. 181).  

Combined with an awareness of globalization and internationalization, churches and theological schools 

supporting missions today avoid the ‘myopic and parochial’, while striving to achieve world 

evangelization (Thomas 1990: p. 14).  

Globalization and internationalization also increased the opportunities for NGOs to re-enter the 

Chinese sphere of influence. Weber and Welliver point out that worldwide, the bulk of growth in mission 

agency funding has shifted away from evangelism and towards relief and development projects (2007: p. 

22). Overseas Chinese Christians are credited with providing support and resources in the Chinese 

Diasporas (Chan in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 67). A new element in the Communist Chinese system 

is the willingness of Chinese authority to accommodate the social services provided by humanitarian 

NGOs, known as the ‘third sector’, which includes Protestant groups (Chan in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: 

p. 71). However, as Kindopp notes, along with the services these groups bring, more direct foreign 

financial influence and missionary activities occur as well, particularly for activities of Chinese churches. 

While ‘mainline’ churches attempt to work through official channels, evangelist churches and groups 
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embolden house churches and send waves of English teachers doubling as missionaries (Kindopp in 

Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: pgs. 137-138).  

These changes with foreign funding run counter to the ‘three-selfs’ principles. The consequences 

of foreign money and influence are contentious among mission studies. Kindopp notes that influence 

from foreign money has been significant for “China’s large house-church networks, which have been 

shaped by the materials, training, funding, and even strategic advice of overseas mission organizations,” 

and goes onto note that “mission groups’ competing theological orientations and financial resources have 

created competitive pressures among the house-church networks” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 139). 

In the Mission Frontiers online journal, missionary Frank Roy (1997) notes that “Western money and 

mission methods have helped produce a growing church in many countries” (para. 1), but at the same 

time, the ‘cultural baggage’ makes their methods and messages inefficient and ineffective, including: 

...the power that comes from money allows some well-intentioned agencies to control the 

organizations and people they associate with in less wealthy countries. The result is that the local 

organizations closest to the situation (the developing world organizations) are having to change 

their vision and purpose to match the more wealthy partner (para. 7).  

Other concerns include the reduced influence of local leaders and dependency (Roy 1997: paras. 5 & 11). 

Ott (1994) echoes this concern for creating dependency, but also adds that because native churches cannot 

reproduce funding levels equal to Western support, these models are unsustainable (para. 5). Additionally, 

he notes that underdeveloped local support can also stunt local church growth, reinforce feelings of 

inferiority, and even create a “mercenary spirit” in which local pastors and evangelists compete and poach 

from one another to secure “coveted paid positions” (paras. 16-17). Garrison adds that foreign money is 

“not inherently evil”, but is more akin to “the Devil’s Candy” because it offers short-term reward and 
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pleasure, but cannot replace the satisfaction and long-term health of a locally supported church-planting 

movement (2004: paras. 21-23).  

Indeed the Lausanne Movement also dedicated considerable focus to the topic of funding and 

ethics as well. In a Movement document “The Lausanne Standards” addressing questions of funding, the 

most direct among the five affirmations to address the abuses noted by missionaries and host nationals is: 

1.3 We agree never to show disrespect by trying to manipulate our partners, that is, getting our 

way by pressuring them or misleading them. 

1.3.1 As donors we do not force our agenda onto our partners, especially not any hidden 

agenda. 

1.3.2 As project directors, we do not do manipulative things like padding a budget or 

exaggerating a project’s results (Lausanne Movement 2012). 

Similarly, the Cape Town Commitment warns: 

Partnership is about more than money, and unwise injection of money frequently corrupts and 

divides the Church. Let us finally prove that the Church does not operate on the principle that 

those who have the most money have all the decision-making power. Let us no longer impose our 

own preferred names, slogans, programmes, systems and methods on other parts of the Church. 

Let us instead work for true mutuality of North and South, East and West, for interdependence in 

giving and receiving, for the respect and dignity that characterizes genuine friends and true 

partners in mission (Lausanne Movement 2011: sec. IIF.1, para. 2B). 

The guidance of an international institution such as the Lausanne Movement has undoubtedly been made 

because of the instances of bad behavior and self-direction that occur within Protestant missions because 

of a lack of broad oversight. In a Time magazine article, Clarissa Sebag-Montefiore reports a story shared 

from Tibet, where a missionary threw money in the air, saying before a crowd, “This comes from 

Jesus…. All Buddhist countries are poor. If you believe in Jesus, you will be rich” (2013: para. 14).  
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While not representative of tactics for the majority of missionaries, errant or dubious methods can 

become institutionalized as more churches move away from centralized mission agencies. As Guthrie 

explains, more and more churches, especially the mega-churches, are choosing to go it alone in their 

mission efforts. These churches believe that the higher costs of mission agency administration are 

unnecessary or that their methods and values don’t match that of the churches themselves, while mission 

agencies counter that higher costs are a result of benefits for missionaries, including health care are 

retirement benefits. Another concern is that traditional long-term support for missionaries and their 

families are no longer fitting the strategic mission of cost-conscious church leaders (Guthrie 2002: pgs. 6-

8). Indeed, as Bonk notes, the income for a missionary family abroad can generally guarantee them a 

place among the most privileged classes in their host society (2007: p. 169). However, cost-conscious 

does not necessarily mean cash-strapped, as interests in overseas missions, especially in places like China 

which are viewed as hostile to Christian rights, can generate huge donor support. As a New York Times 

article about ChinaAid founder Bob Fu highlights, his fundraising events can easily raise hundreds of 

thousands of dollars, and as Fu states, “A few times a year, strangers walk into my office and write out 

$100,000 checks” (Jacobs 2012: para. 13). The Mission Handbook in 2007 noted that American 

Protestant agencies had experienced 26.7% growth since their previous 2005 survey, with total income 

over US$5 billion (Weber and Welliver 2007: p. 21).  

New Models in Missionary Service: Short Term Mission & Tentmaking  

One of the biggest transitions away from traditional missionary models in recent decades has 

been the result of rising numbers of short-term missions (STM). Like trends in education abroad and 

overseas service trips, short-term missions are designed to give individuals the benefits of a missionary 

experience and opportunity to spread the faith in a relatively compact period, generally from just a couple 
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weeks to a couple months. Priests’ edited collaboration, Effective Engagement in Short-term Missions in 

2008 is one of the most comprehensive books on the topic of STM. Kyeong Sook Park in her chapter 

researching STM and paternalism notes that a full 56 percent of STM were less than 2 weeks in length (in 

Priest 2008: p. 512). Park explains the 2-week or less version of STM as a ‘rite of passage’ for young 

people, quoting one participant, “‘I was living it up, really living. I’ve never felt so alive,’” to which Park 

reflects, “Such experiences are not only emotionally peak experiences, but they are intended as 

transformative rites” (in Priest 2008: p. 513). Smith discusses the use of STM as a ‘gap year’ for students 

wanting to bridge the time between one level of study and the next (in Priest 2008: p. 53). In Schwartz’s 

critique of STM, he notes some are “under the direction of the Holy Spirit, some for their own benefit, as 

on a glorified vacation” (2003: p. 27). Radcliffe (1998) notes that frequently their zealousness can 

undermine broader goals, and Linden adds the experience is primarily for the benefit of participants who 

‘go out and test different identities’ (2006: p. 454). 

The exact number of STM is not accurately known, but by one estimate that Schwartz cites, in 

2003, there may have been at least one million (2003: p. 27). In another estimate, a 2008 Washington Post 

article cites a Princeton University study suggesting 1.6 million STM participants costing upwards of $2.4 

billion per year (Salmon 2008: para. 14). In the Mission Handbook data in 2007, one can see for the 

largest mission agency, the Southern Baptist Convention International Mission Board, the number of 

missionaries supported serving more than one year numbered about at around 5,000 while short-term 

missionaries numbered 30,000 (Weber and Welliver 2007: Appendix).  

Moreau notes that the increases in STM numbers has also required increased resources, financial 

and human, be shifted toward this area of emphasis (in Priest 2008: pgs. 11-12). Smith explains that STM 

has clearly reduced funding for long-term missionary support, citing one veteran missionary, “‘In my two 
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home churches the number of supported full-time cross-cultural workers dropped significantly over the 

last ten years. However, these churches perceive that they are more involved in missions than ever before, 

due to the large number of young people going out in the summer”’ (as cited in Priest 2008: p. 54). In 

addition, the added benefits of STM include the ability to share costs between the sending agencies and 

local churches, leading to feelings of getting “more bang for the buck,” while making long-term missions 

appear expensive (Priest 2008: pgs. 52, 55). 

Not all interpretations of STM are adversarial to long-term missionary efforts. Wan and Hartt (in 

Priest) emphasize numerous complementary aspects of short and long-term missions, including STM as a 

source of recruiting, training, and financial support for long-term missions. Other benefits include 

providing information about missions to sending churches, opportunities for professionals such as doctors 

and dentists to use their skills in the field, and to create events that will generate energy and interest 

among host nationals (Priest 2008: pgs. 95-97). Cuellar also points to the added benefit of STM 

increasing the importance of lay people in evangelization, which she terms as the “declaricalization” or 

“laicization” of missions. This movement helps avoids the domination of professional clergy in missions, 

a notion that she credits with having “torpedoed mainline denominations in American churches” (in Priest 

2008: pgs. 279, 285).  

Other scholars do not necessarily support all of the conclusions suggesting benefits of STM to 

long-term missions. Priest in a 2006 edition of Missiology challenges the hypothesis among mission 

leaders that STM increases the pool of future missionaries and financial giving, finding neither to be 

significantly verifiable (pgs. 435, 440). A similar study by Probasco (2013) found similar conclusions in a 

study of international high school trip participants. Ver Beek (in Priest 2008) did a survey of studies, 

finding “that eleven of these thirteen studies found little or no significant positive impact from the STM 
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trips in the lives of participants”, (p. 476) while presenting his own data on the impact of mission trips on 

recipient churches and communities. In Ver Beek’s investigation, comparing the impact of STM engaged 

in building projects as part of disaster relief in Honduras compared to works of host national churches 

found that only the latter had a “substantial, lasting impact” despite costing a fraction of the price 

(average $2000 compared to $30,000) due to savings from avoiding travel, lodging, and food costs of 

bringing in foreign groups (in Priest 2006: pgs. 477-478). Furthermore, while returned participants in 

overseas missions had self-reported an increase in giving to missions, data showed that there was not, in 

fact, any significant increase (in Priest 2006: p. 479). Where STM participation did have a significant 

impact was on individual factors, including perceptions of “feeling closer to God, being more committed 

to Christian service, and more likely to participate in another STM than they had been previously” (Priest 

2006: p 484). 

In another example, Smith explains the burden placed upon host nationals because of hosting 

STM. Firstly, skills provided by STM are generally limited because the majority of them are young and 

unable to speak local languages. English-language speaking is one of their few valuable skills. He 

describes host-nationals as “graciously quite flexible about accepting STM worker’s lack of 

understanding of their culture,” but there are also times “immaturity and lack of sensitivity” can create 

problems (in Priest 2006: pgs. 48-49). Smith also describes some of STM participants’ preferred methods 

of engagement as “event-performance focused” which places the burden on nationals to come to them, 

versus a “personal friendship-relationship focus” which forces the STM participants to go out among the 

host communities (in Priest 2006: p. 49). As Cuellar critiques, STM participation can satisfy the STM 

participants’ consciences calling them to serve, while allowing them to “still remain a safe distance from 

the poor” (in Priest 2006: p. 285).   
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Benefits of short-term missions in creating cross-cultural awareness also seemed to be limited due 

to their short stays and their lack of training and preparation. As Park notes, the majority of STM 

participants comment on cultural similarities, appearing to use a framework of understanding based on 

their own cultural framework. Even multiple trips do not appear to improve the ability to interpret outside 

one’s own cultural lens (in Priest 2006: pgs. 516-517). Linhart also notes the bias of STM using their own 

cultural lens, but adds that by the very nature of their shortened presence, they are forced to stereotype 

and fixate on a few, simple yet vivid characteristics, yet rarely alter their conclusions even when faced 

with subsequent, disconfirming observations (2006: pgs. 455-458). Instead, among STM participants, 

only a combination of mission education, cross-cultural training, and practical mission opportunities were 

ideal in creating such desired changes in cultural understanding (in Priest 2006: pgs. 522). Ybarrola 

echoed concern for ‘uncritical’ and ‘unreflective’ STM participants, who focused in presentations on 

“how many people were ‘saved’ at the end of their one to four weeks experience” rather than what they 

learned from host nationals (in Priest 2006: p 105). He adds that the tendency to focus more on the 

universal church rather than the particularities of local culture and social context is particularly true for 

students who are “white, middle-class, and from smaller towns in the Midwest” (in Priest 2006: p. 104). 

Schwartz also mentions concern that despite their good intentions and possible positive impact, problems 

frequently arise for reason including STM participants’ “air of superiority” and their assumption that they 

“have something important to say to the rest of the world” (2003: p. 30). Participants are not properly 

prepared for cross-cultural communication or have beliefs such as ‘simply going’ is sufficient to create 

lasting good (Schwartz 2003: p. 31).  

Finally, regarding short-term missions, it is important to consider the destinations of choices. 

Among all missionary sending countries, the United States is by far the greatest sending country with 
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over 118,000 sent in 2000 (Jaffarian 2002: p. 27). The most popular destinations are the Americas along 

with eastern, northern, and southern Europe, generally not places with the strongest need for long-term 

missions (Jaffarian 2002; Park in Priest 2006). In a reversal of historical trends, missionaries are also 

traveling from the ‘developing world’ to the ‘post-Christian’ cultures in Europe and North America 

(Lausanne Issue Group No. 10 2004). Salmon (2008) notes that vacation destinations are very popular for 

STM trips, giving one example that the “Bahamas receives one short-term missionary for every 15 

residents” (para. 14). Mission Handbook trends have shown, however, that significant increases in 

percentages of STM trips to Asia had occurred from the decade previous (Weber and Welliver 2007: p. 

30).  

Short-term missions appears to be the major trend in contemporary missions, and the outcomes 

from this trend are likely mixed at best. However, it is not the only significant trend, nor the only 

transition to budgets and funding happening in mission agencies or mission-sending churches. Tent-

making is the second major trend, and in many ways is more significantly affecting China. Tentmakers 

were cited in the Lausanne Occasional Paper No. 39 as: 

Members of the body of Christ can use their professional gifts as a means of taking the gospel to 

those who otherwise would not hear the Good News…. Most, but not all, operate within restricted 

access countries, especially those in the least evangelized world. Tentmakers may be engaged in 

business activities, salaried employment, aid and development work, tertiary studies and 

consultancies. (Lausanne Issue Group No. 10 2004: p. 61) 

Citing David Barrett and T.M. Johnson’s World Christian Trends, (2001), the paper also claims   that 

there were 150,000 tentmakers working worldwide (2004: Part B, para. 1). However, accurate estimates 

worldwide are generally considered unknowable because not all tentmakers are officially sponsored by 

churches or agencies and their work is often in ‘restricted access’ countries and not widely reported.  
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The inspiration for tentmaking is the Biblical Apostle Paul, who is credited with supporting his 

own travels and mission through work as a tentmaker as described in Acts 18:1-5. Malone writes, “Paul 

modeled the kind of lifestyle that those who responded to the gospel would need to live in order to reach 

their cities for Christ” (2014: p. 197). The appeal of Paul’s story is the justification for missionaries to 

work and support themselves without need for church or agency support (Siemens 1997). In Tentmakers 

Manual, the following is recommended as a weekly schedule for tentmakers: 

30 minutes with mentor, 1 hour with fellowship, 1 hour with non-believers or young believers, 1 

hour in social ministry – fishing among non-believers (Luke 5:1-11), 1 hour with new disciples, 

at least 30 minutes per day with your family. This plus your livelihood will keep you busy.  If you 

have more free time, increase your involvement in proportion. (Association of International 

Discipleship Advancement 2012: pg. 14)  

Ruth Siemens, a pro-tentmaking author within the mission community, would offer minor critique this 

point, as she writes: “(Tentmakers) are in full-time ministry even when they have full-time jobs, because 

they integrate work and witness…. How preposterous that any serious Christian should relegate spiritual 

ministry to free time in the evenings and on weekends” (1997: p. 121).  

Christian businesspersons, described as a “vast, under-utilized segment of the church” (in Malone 

2014: p. 195), are encouraged to work in local or international companies, even in governmental 

institutions, as long as they have the opportunity to learn the local language and are “willing to live 

simply” (Livingstone 1985: para. 12). The combination of self-sufficiency and frugality point to the 

financial concerns in missions, where churches and agencies see tentmaking as a means of minimizing the 

expenses behind international evangelism. For example, Malone (2014) points to a report on the Southern 

Baptist Convention’s IMB stating the inability of funding to match rising costs (p. 197). He explains, “As 

the cost of living overseas increases and the value of the dollar decreases, it becomes more difficult for 
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cross-cultural missionaries to maintain the necessary level of financial support. This problem is 

exacerbated when churches faced with a shortfall in funds consider lowering their support for mission” 

(Malone 2013: p. 198). Bonk points out that a missionary couple in southern Africa typically receives an 

estimated US$60,000 per year (2007: p. 169). He goes onto explain that both mission agency and 

personal incomes have been increasing, but they continue to lament over a serious need for support (Bonk 

2007: p. 170). In an earlier work, Bonk explained that, “Western mission strategies, beginning with the 

support of missionary personnel, are money-intensive. Without ample supplies of money…. It is safe to 

say, they would virtually cease” (Bonk 1989: p. 175).   

Malone suggests that tentmaking is a solution to these challenges because these individuals “live 

at about the same standard as the people they are trying to reach,” and that “they establish Paul-like 

credibility as they deal with the common problems of housing, transportation, and sustenance... of their 

adopted society” (2014: p. 199). Bonk’s earlier work agrees, noting “The independence, segregation, and 

isolation that come with wealth translate into an unbridgeable social gulf between rich and poor” (1989: 

p. 175), meaning that when missionaries are supported at Western standards while living in poorer host 

countries, their social distance impairs their vocational purpose. In the 21st century, Malone explains that 

one potentially negative development in missions is that, “traditional tentmaking has been overshadowed 

by business as mission, in which expatriate Christians develop enterprises in their host countries” (2014: 

p. 203). While the advantages are that the enterprises are modeled on Christian values, the disadvantages 

are that the “decision-making process, structure, and use of capital” do not match the local culture, 

leaving the gospel message foreign and out of context to local society (Malone 2014: p. 203).  
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Safety and Security  

Like short-term missions, long-term missionary efforts have focused on the Americas and 

Europe. Among receiving countries in 2000, China did not even rate in the top 10, despite its enormous 

population of ‘unreached’ people (Jaffarian 2002: p. 27). Dissuading evangelizing Christians from places 

of greatest need is the threat of persecution, which is understood by Christians to mean Communist and 

Muslim countries in particular (Abrams 2001: p. 56). In their special topic paper, the Lausanne Movement 

noted two ‘contradictory forces’ in which ‘post-Christian Western’ countries required “more religious 

tolerance at the expense of Christians”, while the developing world grew more intolerant of religions by 

banning Christian conversion and evangelism (Lausanne Issue Group No. 10 2004: p. 63). Persecution, 

‘trivialized by mainstream Western churches’, according to Abrams (2001: p. 57), suggests that more 

zealous evangelicals would choose to enter ‘creative access’ countries, while mainstream missionaries 

look to safer destinations. One missionary quote in Livingstone supports this conclusion: “‘There are no 

closed countries, as long as someone is willing not to come back out’” (1985: para. 2). The results are, as 

Fish notes, that Christian missionaries are ‘pouring’ into China through both the official church as well as 

clandestinely through alternative channels, like English teaching, and that pushing the ethical envelope 

happens while Chinese public opinion and official policy towards their practices remains ‘hazy’ (2012: 

para. 3).  

The conversation among Evangelicals on how aggressively to proselytize in China, as Fish also 

notes, is a source of controversy, especially if the consequences put native Christians in danger (2012: 

para. 14). As already noted, less mainstream missionaries were less likely to support the official church 

compared to house churches, specifically through Bibles, materials and training (Kindopp and Hamrin 

2004). Bays notes that the “information machine” of conservative evangelical groups has pushed a notion 
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that the “unregistered churches are ‘persecuted,’ and the TSPM is hopelessly compromised, working hand 

in glove with the RAB (Religious Affairs Bureau). Further, while the house churches are exemplary and 

noble in their martyrdom, the TSPM and the government are evil, intending to destroy the ‘real 

churches’” (Bays 2011: p. 204). Under the guidance of former Chinese national, Bob Fu, U.S.-based 

ChinaAid raises enormous resources, “at the crossroads of a growing movement among American 

Christians agitating for religious freedom in China and the wider dissident network inside the United 

States, as well as members of the underground church in China trying to practice their faith in a hostile 

environment” (Jacobs 2012: para. 4).  

To justify the means, evangelicals assert their accountability to a higher power than an atheist 

state’s laws (Madsen 1995: p. 148). One of the earliest ways for American Christians to get involved in 

Chinese Christianity following the ‘reopening’ was through Bible smuggling. The Pearl Project, for 

example, sought to smuggle one million Bibles into China (Aikman 2003: p. 270), and while critics 

‘expressed dismay’, supporters argued, “no Chinese law specifically prohibited the importation of Bibles” 

(Aikman 2003: p. 278). Spiegel notes however, that foreigners may only import materials for personal 

use, and that Chinese nationals should purchase Bibles at bookstores, and “ distribution of any religious 

texts or tapes without explicit official permission to do so may be harshly punished” as was the case in 

May 2001 when three men were imprisoned for distributing thousands of Bibles to unregistered churches 

(in Kindopp and Hamrin: pgs. 51-52). In recent years, the Amity Foundation has begun printing of Bibles 

and religious materials within China, making smuggling less necessary (Kindopp in Kindopp and Hamrin 

2004: p. 137; Hunter and Chan 1993: p. 80), but as Aikman (2003) notes, more than 75 percent of its $5 

million annual budget comes from overseas (p. 140). Billionbibles.org is one online website dedicated to 

highlighting various aspects of world mission, including reviews of many of the Bible collecting 
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organizations for quality and efficiency of fundraising. One organization highlighted is Open Doors with 

Brother Andrew, which was originally responsible for staffing and financing the aforementioned “Pearl 

Project”. The site claims that in 1981, the Pearl Project successfully delivered its 1 million Bibles in one 

night (Billionbibles.org 2017: para. 2).  

The second major leg of missionary efforts in China has been church-planting. Fulton describes 

the “widespread spiritual revival and aggressive church planting” in contemporary China as “a spiritual 

powerhouse” (2015: p. 9). Church-planting at its most basic definition involves the missionary traveling 

to a new region to develop interest in the faith while also training new pastors and clergy to lead the 

congregation or to go out and form new congregations in the host country, but as Schwartz explains there 

are cultural and financial considerations in this process. Borrowing categorization from Ralph Winter (E1, 

E2, and E3), he explains that the levels are akin to like cultures, ‘near neighbors’, and different cultures. 

Strategies are adjusted based on the new environment, where splitting the congregation might work better 

in a like culture, in a different culture the congregation cannot be built on the identity of the missionary or 

outside congregation. In all cases, financial independence is the only means of long-term success and 

sustainability in church-planting (Schwartz 2003: paras. 10-16). Radcliffe explains that church planting is 

the “crucial element in the completion of the Great Commission” because starting churches in host 

countries, the (culturally) “contextualized church” are the “most efficient vehicle for gospel 

communication” (1998: para. 16). Yip (2014) also focuses on contextualization as one of three key 

missiological implications, along with mission strategy and worldview (p. 400). From the missiological 

perspective, Cooper cites contextualization as a key measure in the contemporary period against colonial 

instincts of the past (2005: p. 6). Payne focuses on ethics in church-planting, echoing the need for 

financial independence, suggesting that people’s receptivity to the Gospel will be reduced along with 



62 
 

funding if dependency develops in the initial church planting process Another important concern for 

Payne is not only sustainability, but also working in union with regional congregations and avoiding the 

practice of poaching church members from neighboring churches rather than engaging in conversions (in 

Baker and Edwards 2010: pgs. 228, 231-232).  

Safety and security remain the biggest hurdles to expanded evangelical presence in China. 

Precautionary tales of foreign missionaries in pre and post-1949 China, as well as the Chinese Christian 

experience in the Cultural Revolution fuel the understanding of China as a “creative access country”. 

While fear of disease and death or torture by mob or magistrates has certainly been eliminated, the 

challenges of missions, including psychological, have not all been alleviated. Loss (1983) compares 

missionary pioneers in the 19th century to contemporary missions noting, “When Hudson Taylor arrived 

in China he didn't find any indoor plumbing, central heating, electrical light, or telephone service. So 

what? He did not have them back in England either. Where then was the sacrifice? I dare say that the 

economic gap between England and China in 1853 was not as great as the gap between China and the 

United States today” (p. 76). Of course, even since Loss’ time of writing in 1983, China has made 

significant gains, reaching the pinnacle of modernity, especially in its major eastern cities. Nevertheless, 

culture shock and adjustment remain a significant challenge. As Linhart (2006) noted, short-term 

missions who are in country for just a matter of weeks are unable to understand the host culture and rather 

project their own cultural norms and understanding onto host nationals. Cuellar notes that short-term 

missions under two years generally do not allow missionaries sufficient time to work through all of the 

stages of culture shock and often leave their mission fields with feelings of ‘disenchantment’ (in Priest 

2008: p. 282). Decker (in Priest 2008) also notes that cultural adjustment takes years, and then once a 
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missionary has lived in the field for so long, they will also experience reverse culture shock upon 

reintegration into their home country (pgs. 560-562).  

In Loss’ survey of hundreds of missionaries in the field, he was exploring reasons for high 

attrition rates, even among medium term missionaries. As a result of the study, Loss noted that it was not 

issues related to conditions (financial, living, or linguistic) that mattered most, but issues related to self-

esteem due to sense of fulfillment, relationship with peers, and meeting expectations (1983: p. 4). Good 

examples of the shift in esteem are “language shock” and “role shock”, in which a missionary and career 

professional finds themselves in a new country with language proficiency skills on par with children or 

the uneducated and forcing them to become students rather than leaders. The results leave individuals 

insecure, self-conscious, annoyed at the excessive amount of time it takes to learn and operate in a 

‘normal’ capacity, and in some cases, prone to negative behavior such as withdrawal (Loss 1983: p. 50, 

54). Finally, feelings of cultural adjustment can ultimately have a spiritual impact, as disorientation and 

distress lead to a sense that “God seems to have pulled away, leaving them in a very dry place” (Decker in 

Priest 2008: p. 561). Decker goes on to explain that individuals feel that if only they could pray more or 

recommit to their mission would their frustrations be solved, but to no avail (in Priest 2008: p. 561).  

The internal, emotional stresses in mission are also aggravated by fears of external threat. In the 

case of China, because part of that external threat is a sense of official censorship and surveillance, a 

presence is not overtly manifest. As already noted, tentmakers have to use non-missionary visas to enter 

China, most of them work as English teachers. Gerda Weilander notes in her work that almost all of the 

Chinese intellectuals she met during her research “encountered Christianity through their English teacher, 

who would also run Bible classes” (2013: p. 6). Working with youth can be very sensitive, as Gibson 

notes from an interview with one teacher promoting Christianity in schools who stated, “One of the major 
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things is that youth work in China is very dangerous. The government is constantly watching whoever 

works among the youth. We do know this is spiritual warfare” (2010: para. 29). The conflict between 

their visa and their missionary purpose gives rise to one reason for concern. Freedom House research on 

the state of religion and religious freedom in China does not dedicate serious attention to Christian 

missionary statuses. However, other foreign groups, including nonprofits, many of which are church 

funded or Christian-based, have faced heightened pressure including “more aggressive surveillance and 

questioning” (Minzer 2011: para. 23). Seeing the risks to Christian groups and Chinese Christians, 

missionaries fear that the impacts of their efforts may not be felt by themselves, but by congregants. The 

most serious threat to missionaries themselves appear to be expulsion from the country, which happened 

on the largest scale in 2007, when between April and June approximately 100 foreign missionaries were 

forced to leave, presumably to limit protests in the run-up to the 2008 Olympic games in Beijing, as 

reported by a pro-Christian watch group (Ritchie 2007: para. 1).  

Despite the impression that religious exchange is compromised in Chinese society, two authors 

point to one area in which exchange seems to be experiencing growth: online. Wielander (2013) notes 

that the “internet has become a source of comfort to unite with other Christians” (p. 88) and focuses on 

the development of several online journals serving Chinese Christians (pgs. 93, 98-99). Fulton notes that 

despite the “Great Firewall”, there are more digital gathering places and greater exchange of ideas, 

including foreign information because of the expanded Christian presence online (1999). The Freedom 

House “Freedom on the Net 2016” report for China focuses more on the restrictions and persecution of 

religious and ethnic minorities rather than foreign groups or major religious groups.  

Ethnic minorities are also an important consideration in the topic of Christian missionaries. Early 

introductions of Christianity found appeal among ethnic minorities, because their marginal status 
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benefitted during conversion by distinguishing the group from Chinese culture, which has “many 

hegemonic features… exert(ing) strong and unwelcome pressures for assimilation and conformity on 

minority cultures within its reach” (Bays 1996: p. 117). Lim echoes this credit, writing “Christian 

missionaries have historically also played an important role in the process of ethno-genesis in China” (in 

Lim 2013: p. 105).  Liu Peng adds that most of China’s ethnic minorities are “profoundly influenced by 

religion,” adding “Religious issues cannot be separated from ethnic issues” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 

2004: p. 153). Affiliation with a foreign, global religion also shifts ethnic minority identity away from a 

sinocentric sphere of influence (Lim 2013: p. 108), which is consistent with Keane’s argument of religion 

and evangelization as a globalizing force and a means of expressing local identity at the same time (2011: 

pgs. 42, 45).  

The response by the Chinese state has been mixed. As already noted in Freedom House reports, 

ethnic minorities have faced some of the strongest responses in the interests of ‘national security’ 

(Freedomhouse 2017). However, as Liu Peng notes, “Given the resilience of religion in China and the 

pervasiveness of religious concerns in international affairs, the only practical thing for China to do is to 

shape religious practice and diplomacy into vehicles that serve the political purpose of building a socialist 

China” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 153). Missionaries play a role in this, as Sebag-Montefiore 

suggests is the case in Tibetan areas of China, where in some places observers suggest 80% to 90% of 

foreigners are fundamentalist Christians. Sebag-Montefiore cites one interpretation of this phenomenon 

which believes this Christian presence is explained by their low-cost English teaching service, as well as 

that “by targeting Tibetan Buddhism, missionaries might just help the government erode this integral part 

of Tibetan identity” (2013: paras. 3-4). Wielander critiques missionary practices among ethnic minorities 

including the Miao and Lisu in the contemporary period, because unlike in the colonial period, today’s 
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missionaries (including Chinese Christians) use Chinese-language Bibles rather than in the minorities’ 

native languages, “reinforc(ing) the Chinese government’s own campaign to ‘liberate’ minorities from 

cultural and economic backwardness (in Fulton 2015: p. 102). 

When ethnic minorities convert to Christianity, it is seen as a victory in achieving the “Great 

Commission” of converting ‘unreached’ peoples. Uyghur, Hui, and other ethnic minorities in China are 

particularly attractive because they are also Muslim, giving evangelicals a double-victory over Islam as 

well as the Chinese state. One website, Pray for the Hui (www.pray4hui.com) is dedicated solely to this 

mission field. In their “32 Day Chinese Muslim Prayer Guide”, they highlight these minorities as a 

persecuted group at the hands of the Chinese government (2013: p. 3) but also note that Christians face 

even greater persecution, citing one believer: “For my whole life I’ve heard the government treats 

Muslims better than us so that they won’t revolt” (2013: p. 34).  

The argument that Christians are persecuted is also the argument for criticizing human rights 

abuse in China and throughout Asia. As Fulton writes, “This ‘David vs. Goliath’ view of the church-state 

relationship has given rise to a prevailing ‘persecution’ narrative, which paints a picture of a struggling 

church victimized by an all-powerful state bent on its demise” (2015: p. 3). Huntington writes that the 

narrative to support religious freedom to the benefit of Christians was central to the 1998 International 

Religious Freedom Act in the U.S. Congress (in Abrams 2001: p. 55). Huntington adds, “First, religious 

persecution is a reality in today's world. Recent studies document beyond a doubt that it is extremely 

widespread and that Christians in particular are subject to various forms of harassment and persecution in 

a significant number of countries, mostly Communist and Muslim” (in Abrams 2001: p. 56). Critical 

views of Western scholarship on China, especially American scholarship, suggest that the view of China 

as “ideological and possible military threat” has greatly influenced these perceptions (Hunter and Chan 

http://www.pray4hui.com/
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1993: p 10). Liu Peng suggested use of human rights in the 1990s were “weapons” to waging an 

“ideological cold war attitude targeting China” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 154). Hamrin also notes 

that all too often, human rights has been used narrowly in the “context of ethnic minority issues” such as 

with Tibetans and Uyghurs, to undermine Chinese authority than a foil to encourage religious freedom for 

all Chinese (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 168).    

Hamrin suggests in summary that American critique of Chinese religion and human rights only 

serves to bolster the Chinese Communist Party by “prolonging its life as the ‘defender’ of Chinese 

national interests against American ‘bullying’” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 173). Many authors ask 

about these links between Christianity, human rights, democracy, and the direction of the Chinese state. 

Aikman asks if China will become a democracy, and he sees Chinese Christians as patriotic participants 

in a multiparty system (2003: p. 289). The notion that China would become more Christian and by 

extension, more democratic, are what really excite American evangelical groups. Madsen sites the origin 

of this energy in the “liberal China” myth that came with re-engagement with China in the 1970s. He 

explains, the myth “helped to breathe new life into important American institutions – especially academia, 

but also religion and business – and people closely involved with those institutions thus had an interest in 

sustaining it” (Madsen 1995: p. 86). In the contemporary world, Madsen talks about the energy that this 

ongoing myth creates:  

What does excite many Americans, however, is the perception that their most cherished beliefs 

and values are on the march, being respected and accepted around the world – witness the success 

of American religious missionaries in their global outreach…. When these deals seem to open the 

way to a broad diffusion of American beliefs and values, ordinary people share in the triumph. 

They take satisfaction in the thought that their spiritual superiority has been acknowledged 

(Madsen 1995: p. 138).  
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As Hamrin credits Protestant charismatic and evangelical groups with instilling self-determination and 

‘voluntary association’ in individuals who become ‘important catalysts’ in the development from 

authoritarian to democratic societies (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 177).  

In practice, the energy of American conservative and evangelical congregations showing 

newfound interest in persecuted Christians, foreign affairs, and human rights has grown and resulted in 

increased aid (Goodstein 1998: paras. 6, 8-9). As Goldberg describes, this energy brings Christian 

advocates to Washington to try to bring about policy changes as well. Citing one proponent of this lobby, 

who states, “Is (religion) a retrograde force of superstition, or is it a source of modernity and democracy 

and ultimately tolerance? I say the latter, and we're seeing the greatest expansion of Christianity in its 

lifetime” (Goldberg 1997: para. 52). The Chinese government can for these reasons see the Christian and 

missionary financial and political activism as a threat to national unity and identity (Abrams 2001: p. 59). 

In the 1990s, when the ‘persecuted Christian’ narrative sparked the human rights critique of China, the 

Chinese government was able to capitalize on this period, taking the stance that it was protecting the 

nation from American interests bent on the ‘divide and conquer’ strategy towards Chinese self-

determination (Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 174). 

SUMMARY 

The long history of Protestant missionary efforts in China clearly exposes a duplicity and 

sometimes-duplicitous nature. A never-ending balance between acts of charity or service versus pure 

evangelism pervade the missiological discourse. Faced with the history of missionary as cultural 

imperialist, the ethical boundaries between doing what is right by God and doing what is right by 

respecting cultural relativity is cloudy. For as much as there is good to be done through education, 
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charitable acts, and ‘saving’ people’s souls, there is also criticism for improper largesse, self-serving 

grandstanding, and cultural insensitivity.  

With a strong Chinese national identity, and unique experiences and religious dialogues different 

from the United States, it is understandable that there is a view that models from ‘Western’ missionaries 

are no longer useful or even warranted in contemporary China or elsewhere in Asia (Hanciles 2014: p. 

132). If the four true groups of change agents in China are transnational companies, the Chinese state and 

regulators, Chinese intellectuals and cultural elites, and Chinese youth (Berger and Huntington 2002: p. 

35), then where do American missionaries still fit in the development of Chinese Christianity? Is it as 

English teacher cum pastor or the Bible smuggler? Is it a tentmaking businessperson working in Chinese 

supply chain? Is it the disaster relief non-profit worker supported by a U.S. mega-church? What about the 

high-school graduate on a two-week STM? 

Missiologists and missionaries alike must continue to debate the importance of the historical 

background and cultural context in sharing a ‘universal’ gospel. Missionaries in China discuss many of 

the issues outlined in the scholarly discourse and try to reconcile the disconnect between their own 

‘cultural baggage’ and the realities on the ground. As they encourage newcomers to engage in the 

language, culture, and history, they tacitly admit that unprepared missionaries may do more harm than 

good. Scholarship on missionary efforts is also relevant to any research on service, because it provides 

insight on the question of whether we serve for others or we serve for ourselves and the institutions we 

believe in?   
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CHAPTER 3 - In Deconstructing History, the Internet Will Open Up a Whole 

New World of Possibilities  

In Furseth and Repstad’s look into the sociology of religion, the authors note that historians and 

sociologists once maintained a more adversarial relationship, with the former being criticized for focus on 

the minutiae while the latter attempting to answer everything in grand theories. The solution was that 

contemporary historians and sociologists have moderated their positions, leaving sociologists less 

aggressive and more open to contextualized conclusions, while historians “realize that they are unable to 

capture all of reality in their historical narratives” and realize the limitations of their approach (2006: p. 

11). Montgomery calls the compromise of sociologists downsizing from “grand theories” to utilization of 

“theories of the middle range” (1999: p. 7). Through these compromises over the past few generations, we 

have seen significant changes in scholarship, and it is my contention that another change is at hand, as 

online communities create another realm for social science and history to examine.  

The questions I asked going into this research project had both the historical and sociological 

(including social-psychological) backgrounds in mind. Learning about the experiences of small groups of 

Protestant missionaries in China is ‘minutiae’ compared to the unknown thousands of individuals and 

groups sending missionaries, often surreptitiously, to work and proselytize in China. Drawing any grand 

conclusions about the nature of all missionaries and their social and psychological motivations would also 

seem to overreach based on the limitations on data collection. However, within this research exploring 

narrative, there is a place for both areas of scholarship to ‘meet in the middle’. The distinctive narrative of 

this particular group can provide compelling insight into a broader social narrative surrounding 

missionaries in China, especially in the way they challenge prevailing narratives. The social sciences also 

contribute to the narrative development, both in the way the subjects utilize them, for example in their 
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rejection of ‘people group’ missiological theories, and in the ways I, the researcher, understand the 

missionary experience. In-group and out-group perspectives, intercultural communications, and the 

psychology of motivation and coping with adversity are all informative to their broader experiences. 

Historical description and contextualization alone would be inadequate to address all of these various 

factors.    

When exploring subjects of religious worldview, nationalism, historical interpretation, all of these 

arenas are contentious because they are so dependent on the subjective and narrative. At the same time, I 

also cannot presume to suspend all judgment on the subject matters, because whichever narratives I 

present, I am selecting them as more relevant than others not presented (see Markham in Denzin & 

Lincoln 2005: p. 803). Therefore, in this work, I set objectivity in historical analysis aside as an 

impossibility, because I also contend that there is a literary component to this narrative development in 

addition to the social scientific component. In this chapter, I will accepts a deconstructionist perspective, 

in which both the views of my subjects and my own scholarship is understood as subjective, and that all 

narratives are only accepted as ‘true’ inasmuch as the ‘facts’ or ‘alternative-facts’ support them. As I will 

show in this chapter, using deconstructionist narrative will help in this endeavor to understand how 

contemporary American missionaries in China vary in their perceptions of their roles and justified 

methodology, as well as and their impact on Chinese Christianity. Utilizing this framework, my research 

through Internet resources becomes as informative to this project as any ‘field study’ would be to a 

sociologists.  

I focused on missionary members and associates of the Vision Baptist Church, headquartered in 

Alpharetta, Georgia, who had engaged in missionary efforts in China and neighboring parts of East Asia, 

maintaining a series of online weblogs (or ‘blogs’) under the title of Project China. Missionary efforts in 
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China frequently choose to use pseudonyms for both names and places, but here I have elected to use the 

names and place names as presented on the Project China websites, which participants claim are accurate 

and accompanied by personal photos, videos, sound-recordings, and other resources. This chapter focuses 

on the design of my research and address the historiographical considerations I have applied to my 

framework, my role as a researcher, the rationale for the focus on narrative inquiry, the methods I 

employed, discussions on the credibility and trustworthiness of my web resources and their preservation, 

and ethical considerations. 

A SOCIAL-SCIENTIFIC VIEW ON MISSIOLOGY 

In his book’s introduction, Montgomery expresses a hope that social scientists would become 

more drawn to the topic of missionaries and missiology. He claimed that missiologists need a good 

balance between principles of anthropology and sociology (1999: p. xiii). Various sources for my research 

have used a range of social scientific approaches applied to religion, missions, and conversion, such as 

Maloney’s Current Perspectives in the Psychology of Religion, Furseth and Rapstad’s Introduction to the 

Sociology of Religion, Calvicanti’s Sociology of Religion, as well as various chapters dedicated to a wide 

range of additional areas. Despite the multidisciplinary look at theology and religion, Montgomery 

laments that the ‘demarcationist approach’ has made it such that theologians are obligated to utilize the 

social sciences, while social scientists have a ‘self-imposed methodology’ prohibiting use of theology 

(1999: p. xvi).  

This section seeks to explore some of the various theories that have arisen and are applicable to 

the missionary seeking religious conversion, but Montgomery’s observation is important because in 

researching missionaries’ writings, one can see the intersection of theology and social science, while in 

the social science-based writings, theology is mostly muted. In some cases, such as Rambo (in Buckser 
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and Glazier 2003), it is pointed out that theology is ‘pivotal in shaping expectations and experiences’ 

without always being able to explain ‘how’, because it is ‘deeply embedded in the structures’ of the 

foundation and motivation (p. 194). Most of the theories explored in the literature appear to assume 

explanations for the motivation for religious belief and conversion without directly appealing to much of 

the theological for support.  

Where many of the research studies agree is that observation of religion and religious conversion 

requires a multi-level approach. Generally, the most common delineation is between a “macro” and 

“micro” context or level of analysis, with macro focused on societal and cultural, while the latter focuses 

on the family, religious community, and personal (Montgomery 1999; Tajfal 1982). Montgomery, citing 

Wuthnow, suggests that the social psychological approach is more applicable to the macro-level (1999: p. 

25).  

Motive for conversion is a key variable in the social psychological theories for conversion. The 

first, rational choice theory is akin to the much older Enlightenment theory of ‘Pascal’s Wager’, but 

claims to be related to economics, simply stating that the costs and risks in conversion are relatively 

minor, but the potential returns are ‘everlasting’. For those individuals in society living with deprivation 

and scarcity, there is little sacrifice in conversion and the disruption of social structures may even be 

viewed as beneficial (Bays 1996; Furseth and Repstad 2006). Strain theories are similarly focused on 

individuals making a rational choice to convert as a response to negative stimulus in their social order, 

allowing them to improve their social standing, either absolutely through material or status, or 

psychologically through association or distinction (Montgomery 1999: pgs. 75, 178). In Rambo’s 

explanation of the psychological reasons for conversion, he states the generally agreed upon note that 

‘crisis or disorientation’ frequently proceed conversion (also in Maloney 1997: p. 257). Break-down or 
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other crises open the individual to new perspectives and meta-interpretations of reality, and the studies 

Rambo points to suggest that emotional issues, especially those involving family trauma, were most 

predictive of conversion (in Maloney and Southard 1992: pgs. 165-166). Additional evidence suggests 

converts are more receptive to suggestibility, are more pessimistic, and more impressionable (Maloney 

1997: p. 258; Kildahl 1965: p. 240).  

Challenges to the deprivation focused theories of conversion note that 1) if trauma is a predictor 

of conversion, then why aren’t there more significant amounts of conversion among those facing trauma 

(Montgomery 1999: p. 181), and 2) conversion in many cases will make an individual’s life more difficult 

as it ‘breaks down personal mores’ and is supported by evidence that converts experience higher rates of 

divorce and criminal activity than those who do not (Montgomery 1999: p. 76). Intergroup and social 

identity theories offer an alternative perspective to strain and deficit theories, in that they suggest that the 

attraction to become more like the communities into which they convert are stronger motives than the 

conversion from their former stations. This is not to state that this interpretation is necessarily more 

positive. Kildahl had hypothesized that sudden converts are generally less intelligent, less humanitarian, 

have more appeal to authoritarianism, are more hysteric, depressed, and conservative, of which his 

findings ‘confirmed’ the assumptions in intelligence and hysterics (1965: pgs. 40-42).    

Montgomery, citing Abrams and Hogg, discusses conversion in subordinate groups seeking to 

change their self-image as a means to create self-esteem and provide uncertainty avoidance (1999: p. 25). 

This relates to the ‘social identity theory’ in which individuals are motivated by a desire for self-worth 

and self-esteem, thus the individual is also open to recategorization in order to achieve these ends 

(Montgomery 1999: p. 83). Sociologists can also look at ‘diffusion theory’ in which change is a ‘social 

innovation’ and communicated through a society by following a series of steps. Labeled as the 
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‘innovation-decision process’, which is attributed to Perry, these steps include: 1) knowledge, 2) 

persuasion, 3) decision, 4) implementation, 5) confirmation (in Montgomery 1999: pgs. 33-34). Diffusion 

between cultures that are more similar (‘homophily’) and/or contain strong advocates among opinion 

leaders would diffuse more readily than those which are dissimilar (‘heterophily) (Montgomery 1999: 

p.42). Diffusion theory is also considered most appropriate to missionaries, since it accounts for cultural 

similarity and dissimilarity between missionary and convert. Critique of this theory is that it views 

innovation as ‘improvement’, which many would suggest are not the case when discussing religious 

diffusion (Montgomery 1999: p. 36). 

Intergroup relationships between missionary societies and mission fields are important to social 

psychological theories of conversion. As Tajfel suggests, social identity is built on “individual’s self 

concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group together with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (1982: p. 2). Tajfel continues to explain 

how those social influences can be normative as individuals internalize and embody social norms (1982: 

p. 4) similar to Foucault’s “regimes of truth” which Caroroll, Motha, and Price (2008) suggest we learn to 

help attain the identity we desire (p. 167). Tajfel (1982) discusses the imposition of worldview by 

dominating groups (p. 5) and the subsequent adoption of ‘cognitive alternatives’ by the disenfranchised, 

driven by “the perception of the existing social arrangements as being unstable or illegitimate or both” (p. 

6). Turner makes the distinction between this social identification model as opposed to a “social 

cohesion” model in which group-belongingness is simply a product of affinity or other positive emotion 

bonds (in Tajfel 1982: p. 16).  

As Maloney notes, with the exception of mysticism, psychologists are almost entirely focused on 

the process of conversion in religion (1997: p. 254). This does not leave much literature focused on the 
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theories applicable to missionaries, either exploring conditions that cause them to become missionaries or 

the social psychological impact of their missionary efforts and engagement with host nationals. Rambo 

discusses this in some details when discussing the “Encounter” stage of religious conversion, noting that 

“congruence or compatibility of ideology, age, sex, education and similar attributes” of missionary and 

convert play a crucial role. He goes onto add, “The ways advocate and convert meet each other’s needs is 

an important topic requiring further research” (in Maloney and Southard: 1992: p. 169).  

Loss (1983) investigated the psychological impact of culture shock and other factors on missions, 

and as noted earlier, a majority of missionaries struggle in their first couple of years to maintain self-

esteem. Expectations of self and converts clearly plays a role, and when missionaries struggle, defense 

mechanisms including ‘attach’ mechanisms (overexertion in underperforming activities), blame 

assigning, and flight mechanisms (distractions) will manifest (Loss 1983: p. 41). He notes that 

missionaries in the field experiencing stress can move ‘farther and farther from reality’ and experience 

burnout, noting, “The average pastor is a man who works seven days a week, has no hobbies, no regular 

exercise, and little quality time with his family” (Loss 1983: p. 67).  

“Bearing the cross” is a standard expression for Christians, referring to enduring hardship in the 

name of God, which reflects a mindset that acts as a vehicle for missionaries and converts alike to engage 

in excessive behavior. Loss cites former pastors that claimed they wore hardship as a badge of honor and 

selfish pride, making “commitment to Jesus Christ [become] a prison rather than a blessing” (1983: p. 

70). Baker and Hayward (2010) in their work on ethics in missions, note that enduring hardship, 

inconvenience, and even death in missions are difficult, but missionaries can often embrace these because 

they are expected and missionaries are often ‘mentally and spiritually prepared’ for them. On the other 

hand, ‘varying degrees of ethical and moral compromise’ make for more difficult sacrifices because of the 
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opposite role of expectation and preparation (pgs. 141-142). As Baker and Hayward summarize, “The 

pressure of ethical challenges and compromise of internal standards can lead to subtle or acute internal 

stress. Unlike physical sacrifice and stress, ethical sacrifice and stress are not well attested in research 

literature” (2010: p. 144). Baker and Hayward also explain how attribution errors can put missionaries at 

odds with their mission fields, particularly if significant socioeconomic differences exist and trust 

deteriorates in reaction to unhealthy responses to stresses (2010: p. 212). Tropp and Pettigrew examine 

intergroup relations and prejudice and are clear to highlight that intergroup contact does not reduce 

prejudice through exchange of knowledge (2011: p. 79). Instead it is reduction of anxiety that has the 

most beneficial impact (Tropp and Pettigrew 2011: p. 81), showing again that stress and anxiety are 

crucial barriers for effectiveness in missions.   

Finally, there is a theory of diffusion suggested by more religious conservatives stating religious 

identity, especially Christianity, is growing as a reaction to modernity. Scholars look at similar 

arguments, such as Abrams (2001) who points to ‘secularism in retreat’ as a renaissance of religion 

appears to be on the march (p. 58). Furseth and Repstad note in an argument reminiscent of Benjamin 

Barber’s Jihad vs. McWorld that just as globalization is a global movement in the world today, so is 

religious reaction, including fundamentalism (2006: p. 81). Abrams argues that religious influence must 

remain potent in the contemporary world, lest governments would cease in trying to control it and 

persecution would decrease because people wouldn’t care (2001: pgs. 58, 63). Furseth and Repstad note 

that tolerance that exists in pluralistic societies are the demise of religion, as pluralism takes hold and 

eventually religion ‘loses market share’ to other forms of entertainment of the world and believers ‘opt 

out’ (2006: pgs 89 - 95).  
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The contrast that is created in competing postmodern narratives will be more thoroughly 

discussed later in this chapter. It will be relevant to note in the missionaries’ writings that their 

worldviews are impacted by the narratives they draw from and the social sciences used to inform their 

own understanding of their mission. At the same time, additional elements of theological interpretation 

will also play a role, setting them apart from the more ‘scholarly’ works of the social scientists discussed 

here. However, as Montgomery notes in the introduction to his work, attention to theology in this context 

matters because regardless of their claims, “everyone is a would-be theologian, whether they admit it or 

not” (1999: p. xvii). A quote worthy of a postmodern, deconstructionist approach.  

PARADIGMATIC FRAMEWORK 

The role of the researcher is critical in the social sciences because their “representation of others 

in inextricably bound up with the way data are collected and distinguished as meaningful versus 

meaningless” (Markham in Denzin & Lincoln 2005: p. 803). Annette Markham goes onto point out that 

the researcher is naturally limited by an analytical lens that is “limited by what we are drawn to, what we 

are trained to attend to, and what we want to find” (in Denzin & Lincoln 2005: p. 803). As a historian, I 

begin by exploring my commitment to narrative and the deconstructionist view in a clear rejection of the 

positivist and epistemological tradition.  

Deconstructionist History and Narrative 

Narrative is one of the primary tools of the historian, and as Gilmour notes, “is as old as the 

concept of history itself but also at the forefront of modern historical theory. A return to the centrality of 

narrative in history in recent years has made literary embellishment and overt ideological interpretation 

more acceptable in the modern concept of historiography” (2011: p. 1). The admission that history and 

narrative owe allegiances to the literary and the ideological rather than objectivity and scientific runs 



79 
 

contrary to the values of many scholars and historical theories, but nevertheless has become pervasive and 

persuasive statement within the field among recent generations of historians. Alun Munslow’s work, 

Deconstructing History, provides much of the framework for a contemporary understanding of history as 

deconstructionist narrative. The perspective leans heavily on the works of Hayden White and Michel 

Foucault, the latter who challenges that “all history is an act of creation through the narrative 

impositionalism of the historian as he/she emplots the data, and this act is to some degree the ideological 

product of the age in which he/she lives” (Munslow 1997: 59).    

Postmodernist history and the ethics of deconstruction have an appeal to a student of Area Studies 

because of its openness to the “Other”, a concept we are taught to embrace at the expense of our own 

ethnocentrism from the first time we pick up and read Said’s Orientalism as undergraduate students. 

Munslow talks about the “broad doubts that now exist about the accurate representation of reality,” and 

asks, “Can historians be relied upon to reconstruct and explain the past objectively by inferring ‘facts’ 

from the evidence?” (1997: p. 2). The answer is unequivocally, “No”. As a product of the age in which 

we live, an age in which ‘facts’ and ‘alternative-facts’ are equally true in the eyes of the ideologically 

inclined, History, like politics, economics, and even science itself can only be understood in 

contemporary society “as the creation and eventual impositions by historians of a particular narrative 

form on the past” (Munslow 1997: p. 3).  

The ‘grand theories’ and the ‘empiricist undertaking’ in history as social science, appear to have 

made greater sense in the 18th through 20th Centuries when society was more dependent on the meta-

narrative, but as Munslow explains, in the 21st Century meta-narratives appear to be fracturing, and the 

post-modernist condition looks towards meta-narratives with increasing incredulity (1997: pgs. 14 - 15). 

Narratives as vehicles for imposing the ideological, Foucault’s “truth effect”, makes more sense in the 
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contemporary world because it acts as “self-legitimization whereby constructing it according to a certain 

set of socially accepted rules and practices establishes the speaker’s or writer’s authority within their 

society and acts as a mutual reinforcement of that society’s self-identity” (Munslow 1997: p. 14). When 

we break society down into its subcultures, such as in religious or political contexts, the inclination 

towards this self-legitimization process is accentuated by the in-group effort to seek affirmation of 

member beliefs and identity. Munslow notes that Lyotard explains narrative as “the characteristics and 

essential features of cultural formation and transmission” and like Foucault, sees its use as the exercise of 

power (1997: p. 14).  

With this view in mind, it is understandable to think no longer of History as an objective 

undertaking. As Munslow summarizes, “It now seems quite incredible that anyone could have ever 

believed in the hierarchy of master narratives… or a view of history that emphasized the discovery of the 

past as it actually was, or even the inevitability of progress” (1997: p. 15). In lieu of the goal of 

objectivity, we are left with two concepts that will provide the basis for the research and eventual analysis 

of these narratives: 1) Rather than looking for ‘truth’ in the narratives of historical actors we can analyze 

the ‘truth effects’ of power and cultural formation created through those narratives for the benefits of 

social groups and their perceived antagonists and allies. 2) We can see organizations, institutions, 

cultures, and even sciences being used as tools to create a context for the ‘self-legitimization processes’. 

Through this framework, my own biases will inevitably play a part in the narratives which are examined 

or explained and those which will be excluded; therefore, a weakness, which like all historical inquiry, 

will leave it open to critique.  
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Personal Interest  

My interest in evangelical presence in China stemmed from my time as a U.S. Peace Corps 

volunteer serving in Sichuan province in the mid-2000s, where I was engaged in teaching English and 

Western Civilization at a Chinese university. During that time, I witnessed colleagues and travelers pass 

through our campus conducting Bible studies or proselytizing at English “salons” and in other contexts. 

After returning to the United States and beginning my graduate work in Area Studies, both in Near 

Eastern and East Asian Studies, I became more familiar with important religious traditions of those two 

regions, particularly Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. Combined with the apparent 

‘historical arc’ towards secularism, I wondered at the purpose for missions in a secular, digital and post-

modern world.  

I selected China for this research because my time there allowed me to develop a personal and 

well-developed relationship with Chinese nationals, the language, and the culture. I understood from my 

firsthand experience as an American instructor on a Chinese college campus, that students had a strong 

personal interest in my background and my opinions and that I bore a personal, professional, and ethical 

responsibility not to abuse my position. I was inspired by two particular instances, in which students told 

me stories where their lives had clearly been touched by a proselytizing expatriate. The first was minor, in 

which an English student told me that a former instructor had told them that the best way to learn English 

was to read the Bible. The student wanted to know if this was true. In that moment, I was more taken 

aback by the absurdity and audacity of the unknown teacher, as well as nonplussed at the vision of a 

second-language learner trying to perfect their vocabulary and syntax in the King James Bible. The 

second event felt more serious. A student had been converted by a foreign teacher to Christianity, but was 

then facing a huge personal dilemma and held conflicted feelings because of the student’s concurrent 



82 
 

membership in the Chinese Communist Party. The student had explored withdrawing from Party 

membership but was feeling pressure and the potential consequence of not receiving a diploma upon 

graduation. In this moment, as my student broke into tears of despair, I wondered if ‘saving’ this student 

had really done them any favors?  

In the wake of these events, I had to spend the past few years exploring how missionaries 

understood their own roles in their missions. Do they recommend Bibles as language learning tools out of 

a genuine belief in the scriptures as language tools, or was it simply a ruse on an unsuspecting student? 

Did that teacher who converted my student know the grief that resulted? If he or she had known, would 

they still cause a student to do something that could potentially stand in the way of their completing a 

degree? I also wondered how the college or university officials felt about proselytizing on campus. I 

wondered if they even knew or suspected. How could they not?  

Some aspects of my background and identity, including my time as an American English teacher 

working and living in China, allow me to identify closely with the stories of the missionaries in my 

research. I can speak clearly to the benefits of White privilege that exists for White American and 

European expats living abroad, even in Chinese society. In the mid-2000s, China was in the middle of its 

socio-economic boom that extends until this day. The negative effects of the past 200 years’ history of 

foreigners in China had mostly faded. Even ten years before my time there, the earliest Peace Corps 

volunteers serving in China whom I met, reported that they had been treated kindly but with suspicion. It 

was not so when I was there or in the many years since, during which I have returned for multiple trips. 

As an American, I was afforded a level of respect and latitude that I probably was not due given my 

young age and relatively minor life and professional experience. In the community, I was a curiosity, 

frequently met with smiles when I was unable to properly speak the language and received plenty of 
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requests to share a picture with a passerby or their children. On campus, students were respectful, 

gracious, and generally interested in me and my ideas, despite my inexperience as a teacher relative to 

many of their well-tenured professors. Other foreign teachers, including those from Africa or other parts 

of Asia, did not seem to enjoy the same benefits. Both in attitude and behaviors from colleagues and 

students, their experiences did not have the same timbre as my own.  

Outside of my race and nationality, another aspect of my identity which played a part in my 

research was likely my religion and social or cultural capital. Originally, I had pursued the idea of 

conducting my research in a more traditional sociological manner. I had hoped to do more in-person 

interviews using human subjects approved methodology. It would seem consistent with this type of 

inquiry to speak directly with former missionaries in order to collect this data. Despite an extensive 

campaign to reach out to pastors of missionary churches in order to find potential subjects, the returns 

from my inquiries were remarkably minimal and no interviews could be arranged. Switching to more of a 

historian’s approach, I had also contacted the archives of some of the country’s largest mission boards. In 

these inquiries, a point of questioning included my religious identity. Here I will point out that my 

religious identity is Roman Catholic, though it is not an identity which much informs my research. 

Combined with a desire to explore the subject of missionary efforts in a ‘closed’ country for academic 

research, I do not believe I had the correct social and cultural capital to get approval or support to carry 

out my research in that manner. I was rejected in my requests to do research.  

Assumptions  

 Having never had personal contacts, I do not have a direct relationship with the subjects of my 

study. The benefit is that I am not subject to some of the considerations of anthropological and 

sociological researchers in contact with their subjects. I have not been touched by an interpersonal 
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relationship with my subjects, nor have they been influenced in any way by my research. In this sense, 

despite my research into an ongoing program in the contemporary world, I still am addressing the 

research in a manner much closer to that of a historian. Here, I outline some of the assumptions that I 

brought to my study before I began.  

First, I assumed that my subjects would articulate an adversarial role with local officials and the 

Chinese Communist Party as a whole. Like the missionary accounts and information I had read 

previously, I assumed my subjects would use coded language and metaphors or pseudonyms to discuss 

their work and their perceptions of Chinese officials. I also assumed that my subjects would value 

secrecy, which would leave the details of their experiences veiled in vague or ambiguous accounts. The 

original assumption in my research was that studying missionary efforts in China would be a narrative 

built around clandestine activity.  

Second, I was under the assumption that the materials I reviewed would be prone to cultural 

stereotypes. I assumed the blog images would include much of the imagery that embodies the Westerner’s 

romanticized and even fetishized vision of what they imagine China is or should be. Tang and Chao 

(2010) in a survey of expatriate blogs noted this phenomenon. They highlight that farmers in rice paddies, 

river towns, or stretches of Gobi Desert were common themes, adding sarcastically “we will not believe 

that bloggers are in China if we do not see pictures of the Great Wall, the Forbidden City, Buddhist 

temples with up curved tile roofs, [etc.]” (pgs. 210 - 211). Tell-tale signs of the inexperienced traveler, as 

highlighted in the previous discussion of short-term missions is the tendency to fixate on perceived 

differences between China and ‘home’ and suggestions of ‘our way’ versus ‘their way’ of thinking. I 

assumed that some of these features would proliferate through my subjects’ narratives.  
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Finally, I assumed that faced with challenges, missionaries would seek to understand and frame 

their concerns with theological suggestions of “God’s plan” or a divine command theory of ethics. 

Originating in my perceptions of behavior I have witnessed among those individuals I perceived as more 

‘devout’ Christians in the United States, I anticipated I would observe the same behavior in the Chinese 

context. I assumed that would also extend to conflicts of interest with laws and legal authorities, going 

back to an argument that the laws of man are below the laws of God. Likewise, I expected positive 

outcomes to result in praise for God and justification from God in their mission and experiences.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research Design  

  A qualitative research design appeals to me because it “requires interpretations to occur during 

analysis, and so the hazards of subjectivity are on full display” (Berg and Lune 2012: p. 340). Berg and 

Lune’s realization leads to his conclusion that “pure objectivity is not a meaningful concept if the goal is 

to measure intangibles such as meanings, reasons, and understandings. These concepts only exist because 

we can interpret them” (Berg and Lune 2012: p. 340). Freed from absurdity of objectivity, historians can 

begin to delve into social histories and case studies of competing historical narratives and their influences. 

As Berg and Lune explain, we can reject the common assumption that “history is a collection of facts 

about the past”, but rather “From a social science perspective, history is an account of some past event or 

series of events” (2012: p. 304). To achieve these goals, case studies and content analysis can be useful 

tools. Despite the traditional academic aversion to bias, using subjective narratives proves informative, as 

long as researchers continue to maintain a commitment to social responsibility and ethics. Susan Chase 

discusses this in the context of researcher and narrator both being subject to multiple lenses of 

understanding: 
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As narrators, then, researchers develop meaning out of, and some sense of order in, the material 

they studied; they develop their own voice(s) as they construct others’ voices and realities; they 

narrate “results” in ways that are both enabled and constrained by the social resources and 

circumstances embedded in their disciplines, cultures, and historical moments; and they write or 

perform their work for particular audiences. The idea that researchers are narrators opens up a 

range of complex issues about voice, representation, and interpretive authority. (in Denzin and 

Lincoln 2005: p. 664) 

Susan Chase later points out that contemporary narrative researchers reject narratives as 

generalizable. Chase also notes that narrative inquiry is a ‘subtype’ of qualitative methods, adding that it 

is “characterized as an amalgam of interdisciplinary analytic lenses, diverse disciplinary approaches, and 

both traditional and innovative methods- all revolving around an interest in biographical particulars as 

narrated by the one who lives them” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 651). Talking about personal 

narrative, general focus for researchers include “diaries, journals, and letters as well as autobiographical 

stories” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 652). Berg and Lune discuss the primary resources for social 

historians and other social scientists as the “oral or written testimony of eyewitnesses” including “original 

artifacts, documents, and items related to the direct outcome of an event or an experience” (2012: p. 309). 

 From those resources, narrative can be analyzed. As Chase notes, “Narrative is retrospective 

meaning making,” referring to the process by which actors understand their actions as well as those 

around them as part of a broader worldview, in which “the self (the narrator) [is] the protagonist, either as 

actor or interested observer of others’ actions” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 656). For the researcher, 

the acceptance of narrative as creation allows them to step back from the “factual nature of narrator’s 

statements” towards a method that exposes the “versions of the self, reality, and experience that the 

storyteller produces through the telling” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 657). Finally, the “stranglehold 

of oppressive metanarratives” can be exposed through this research and the researcher’s explanation of 
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“how the narrator’s story is constrained by, and strains against, the mediating aspects of culture (and of 

institutions, organizations, and sometimes the social sciences themselves)” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: 

p. 668). 

Berg and Lune parallel these arguments by commenting on the overlap between social history and 

historiography, noting that “the process of social history does not occur in a theoretical vacuum but 

examines the social contours of history in a kind of praxis (action) analysis and narration” (2012: p. 305). 

Through analysis, and specifically ‘content analysis’, the researcher is able to identify patterns within the 

data and perceive perspectives. However, as Berg and Lune argue, official or leaders’ perspectives 

(particularly ‘political historical’ perspective) are favored, whereas social historical perspective looks to 

evidence in the “day-to-day circumstances of ‘the people’”, especially through use of oral history (2012: 

pp. 309, 311).   

The context of narrative inquiry is relevant to my research because mission agencies appear 

compelled to keep missionary records in secret and fundraise enormous sums to ‘spread the Gospel’ 

through clandestine methods. My research subjects present a counter-narrative, which I seek to explore, 

since it powerfully challenges this prevailing narrative. This examination should prompt discussion on the 

purpose for and effect of the ‘persecuted Christian’ narrative, particularly in China, causing future 

mission groups to reflect on whether the narrative and message is for the advancement of Christianity in 

China or the advancement of American evangelical missions to China? There is also a discussion to be 

had on the effectiveness of Western missionary efforts in the contemporary world, especially as those 

methods change and skew towards short-term missions.  

Qualitative research in missiology will help explore the changing philosophy on missionary 

identity and motives. Montgomery notes that many social scientists and historians virtually ignore the 
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modern Christian missionary movement (1997: p. 10). In some ways, this is understandable as the 

impact-response focus on Western missionaries influencing Christianity in their various mission fields 

fell out of vogue. By exploring the contemporary narrative in missions, it is beneficial to understand if 

they understand themselves in an impact-response framework or if that framework has shifted as well.  

Study of American missionaries in China in the late-Imperial and early-Republican period were 

built on social histories of individual missionaries. As Neely (1999) starts out in his Missiology article, 

“One of the most fertile sources of mission history-sometimes the only source-is found in missionary 

biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, journals, and correspondence” (p. 441). Neely continues by 

noting the ‘formidable challenge’ of writing mission history because of a lack of “thoroughly researched 

and analytical written studies” and an “abundance what can only be regarded as hagiography”. By 

creating “sanitized and idealized accounts of missionaries’ lives that stress their goodness, sacrifice, 

success suffering, and victories over temptation, self, sin, opposition, and death, while minimizing or 

ignoring altogether their frailties, mistakes, and not infrequent wrongdoing…. [making it] indisputably 

hagiographical” (Neely 1999: pgs. 441-442). Thus mission histories, with their hagiographic qualities, are 

informative in so far as they present a narrative of the ideal and saintly missionary, and are thus valuable 

guide to what missionaries attempt to achieve. The qualitative focus on missionary narrative in 

contemporary missions will also help explore if these hagiographic qualities persist.      

SOCIAL SCIENCE AND THE POSTMODERNIST HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

When social histories came into favor in the 1960s and 1970s, resources such as diaries, memoirs, 

and personal letters became an invaluable resource for historians to use a ‘bottom up’ approach free of 

“the mindless empiricism that reigned in the social sciences and history” (Baker 1999: p. 477). Freed 

from the ‘great-man’ histories, personal stories and insights of the everyday attempted to offer more 
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diverse and contextualized data informing social movements and subcultures. However, Patrick Joyce 

(2010) notes that the prominence of social history had “passed in good measure to cultural history” (p. 

213), blaming the decline partially on “the understanding of ‘society’ and the social… (having) been 

expressed in Marxist and Marxist-influenced terms” (p. 214). Limitations of material history transitioned 

to ‘social science’ histories which Carole Turbin argues is an appropriate term for a new field that “was 

and is interdisciplinary” (1998: p. 2). While Joyce argues it has declined, he credits social history with its 

“critical engagement with theory as well as with other disciplines, especially the social sciences; it in fact 

actively helped to theorize and politicize (in varying degrees) the approaches of these disciplines” (2010: 

p. 215). Glaveanu and Yamamoto explain this intersection between history and social psychology, 

writing: 

Social psychologists engaged with history first and foremost by acknowledging the long 

chronologies of their topics of interest and by exploring how a historical inquiry can shed light on 

present-day social phenomena and help us understand their development. Moreover, there is 

history in social psychology not only because contemporary practices and representations have a 

long past but also because social psychology, as an intellectual discipline, itself has a history (see 

Millstone 2012). On the other hand historians (re)connected to the “psychological” within their 

own discipline by applying theoretical frameworks little known to them (such as the theory of 

social representations) to the study of people and events from pre-modern or early modern times. 

(2012: p. 432)  

Glaveanu and Yamamoto go onto introduce the “theory of social representations” as one of the theoretical 

frameworks and “source of methodological inspiration” which are helpful for simultaneous historical and 

social-psychological evaluation (2012: p. 434). Summarizing the benefits of the interdisciplinary, they 

conclude “Not only do historians engage with social psychology by historicizing theories and concepts, 

they also find it useful to bring these analytic tools to bear upon the past they examine” (2012: p. 436). 



90 
 

The intersection of ‘objective’ social sciences and postmodernist historical perspectives seems 

contradictory. However, Turbin’s introduction subtitled “Social Science Historians and Postmodernists 

Can Be Friends?” attempts to reconcile certain aspects of the two perspectives. She notes that 

postmodernist critique should not necessarily be viewed “as a sharp break from social science history but 

rather as emerging at least in part from long-term developments within the field itself” (Turbin 1998: p. 

2). One of the areas in which there is overlap has to do with constructed meaning among subjects, Turbin 

explains:  

Social historians continued to incorporate complexity, ambiguity, and the multilayered meanings 

of everyday life into the concepts they generated. They built into their analyses the assumption 

that people of all social backgrounds (race, ethnic groups, classes, genders) live with ambiguities, 

inconsistencies, and contradictions on many levels; people construct and reconstruct the meaning 

of their nuanced, multilayered lives through conflict, negotiation, and contestation. (Turbin 1998: 

p. 4)   

Joyce also addresses the space in which cultural and material history can coexist, writing: 

Insisting on the centrality of the cultural tacitly recognizes that the material, and the economic in 

particular, are separate entities; or, otherwise, it removes the material and the economic from the 

scope of discussion and relegates them from history altogether. Purely culturalist understandings 

of the cultural turn, as Mitchell argues, “intentionally or not, depend upon maintaining the 

absolute difference between representations and the world they represent, social constructions and 

the reality they construct. Maintaining these distinctions therefore leaves 'hard' social scientists 

(like economists) undisturbed, for they can point out they are not concerned with the history of 

representations but with the underlying reality their models represent.” (2010: p. 221)  

Contained within all of these themes are the concept of constructed representation and the potential 

disconnect of ambiguity that exists between the perceived and the social or historical reality. Fitting well 

within Glaveanu and Yamamoto’s proposed interdisciplinary ‘theory of social representation’, their 
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suggestion that extensive opportunity exists in a wide range of potential topics. They only lament that 

“Clearly one constraint for historians rests in the fact that sources of information from the historical past 

are relatively limited, and fewer in format, compared to the diversity of methodological options 

characteristic for psychological research” (Gaveanu and Yamamoto 2012: p. 434).  

Rationale for the Use of Online Resources 

The internet provides historians and social sciences with an opportunity to address this particular 

concern over a paucity of data. Rosenzweig’s Clio Wired: Future of the Past in a Digital Age (2011) 

provides a profound introduction to the importance and possibilities the Internet presents future 

historians, including a thesis that research, writing, and teaching in a future of historical abundance will in 

sharp contrast to the scarcity of data in the field’s past (p. 6). The challenge of the digital age will be to 

archive and preserve massive amounts of data that are prone to constant change and expansion, as well as 

avoiding the loss of data through complacency towards archiving the web in the present (Rosenzweig 

2011: p. 7). Today, the internet is not viewed as a boon among historians due to the fact that digital 

information is “so easily altered or copied, lacks physical marks of its origins, and indeed, even the clear 

notion of an 'original' – cannot be authenticated as physical documents or objects can” (Rosenzweig 2011: 

p. 10). Rosenzweig goes on to argue that a ‘web of trust’ was not easily established within print as well, 

and that historians would have to eventually move on from the ‘sanctity’ of print and that aspects of their 

‘craft’ would be ceded to laypersons outside the purview of publishers, conferences and peer-reviewed 

journals (2011: pp. 7, 11). Citing a quote by Kahle, he adds, “‘There are about ten to fifteen million 

people's voices evident on the Web…. The net is a people's medium: the good, the bad, and the ugly. The 

interesting, the picayune and the profane. It's all there’” (Rosenzweig 2011: p. 21).  
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The so-called ‘ugly’ refers to the inevitable existence of fiction as fact, the alternative-facts, that 

plague internet websites, chatrooms, and blogs. Nevertheless, Daniel J. Cohen’s chapter on collecting 

history challenges historians to find “ways to capture such documents, messages, images, audio, and 

video before they are deleted if our descendants are to understand the way we lived” (in Rosenzweig 

2011: p. 125). He concedes that there are concerns about quality of materials, authenticity and forgery, 

and lack of accessibility to the internet among the ‘computer illiterate’ and the poor. On the other hand, he 

notes, “Networked information technology can allow ordinary people and marginalized constituencies not 

only a larger presence in an online archive but also a more important role in the dialogue of history. 

Furthermore, in contrast to traditional oral history, online collecting is a far more economical way to 

reach out to historical subjects” (in Rosenzweig 2011: pp. 126-127).  

Not only does the internet give the ‘commoner’ a chance to narrate and explain history, providing 

the very essence of ‘bottom-up’ history, but even the subjective viewpoints and myths have a place. As 

Clifford Christians and Shing-ling Sarina Chen notes, it is a “democratic” tool because, “Internet 

technology gives people a voice and connects users directly without professionals or gatekeepers in 

between“ (in Johns, Chen, & Hall 2004: p. 19). Because the internet exists as a virtual world, parallel to 

the physical world, the study of electronic sources challenges the traditional research done in print, just as 

print had at one time challenged oral traditions. As Christians and Chen explain, “one form of 

communication tends to monopolize our knowledge and render other forms residual. The various media 

do not exist innocently alongside one another.” The authors add their view that electronic systems are 

“monopoliz(ing) our ways of thinking and social structures,” leaving print and oral traditions as of 

secondary importance (in Johns, Chen, & Hall 2004: p. 21). 
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Annette Markham addresses the importance in this shift to a digital world by noting, “The extent 

to which information and communication technology (ICT) can mediate one’s identity and social 

relations should call us to epistemological attention” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 794). The new 

media will challenge traditional research methods and that in its infancy; online research has borrowed 

much of its methods from practices in the physical world (Markham in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 794; 

Christian and Chen in Johns, Chen, & Hall 2004: p. 19; Kleinman in Johns, Chen & Hall 2004: p. 47). 

Writing on this question within the first couple of decades of widespread internet availability, most of the 

commentary on methods was conservative and highly reliant on long-standing practices from the physical 

world. As Berg and Lune contend, the internet is a great “document delivery service” but not “document 

depository” because the former “is valid and useful,” while the latter, which includes “abstracts, blogs, 

magazine articles, rants, or encyclopedias” are “suspect and unreliable” (2012: pp. 28-29).  

If the strength of internet research is its broad accessibility, critics would claim that this also 

presents itself as one of its weaknesses. When setting a research design, boundaries are considered one of 

the major keys to success, but “the process of locating and defining sensible boundaries of the field can be 

convoluted and elusive” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 801). Chase goes onto explain “Rather than relying 

on traditional, geographically based means of encapsulating the culture under study, such as national 

boundaries or town limits, ethnographers might find more accuracy in using discourse patterns to find 

boundaries” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 801). Ethnography and human subjects research are the 

models upon which many theories for online social scientific research are built, but these standards are 

not yet solidified in the social sciences (Berg and Lune 2012; Denzin and Lincoln 2005; Johns, Chen, & 

Hall 2004). As Kleinman explains, “Ethical issues that pertain to all forms of social research, such as 

obtaining informed consent from research participants, maintaining their privacy, and protecting them 
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from harm, can be slippery in research about online groups because research standards for studying these 

groups have not yet been codified and because of the relative case of data collection (in Johns, Chen, & 

Hall 2004: p. 54). Johns, Hall, & Crowell note that beneficence, respect, and justice should be the ethical 

principles on which any standards for research are built (in Johns, Chen, & Hall 2004: p. 108).  

Helene Snee addresses the variety of challenges specifically in using blogs for narrative study. 

She cites the ethical guidelines of beneficence and ‘do no harm’ as the most popular contemporary 

viewpoint (2013: p. 54). Thinking directly about how individuals make sense of experiences and represent 

them, a concept known as “frames”, her research required her to think about the ethical implications of 

various methods and practices for researchers of virtual populations (Snee 2013: p. 53). She also refers to 

“Two tensions: public versus private, and subject versus author” as central to the decision-making process 

(Snee 2013: p. 60). Online sources that are password protected or require membership clearly have a more 

‘private’ access than those that are open and accessible. Some, like Bruckman (in Johns, Chen & Hall 

2004) make the case that not all of these openly available resources can be considered ‘public’. Markham 

(in Denzin and Lincoln 2005) notes that many Internet scholars find online discourse as outside the 

jurisdiction of human subjects rules by virtue of it being produced in a public platform (p. 814). Snee’s 

analysis of the two sides does not clarify a preference, but adds a generational perspective, suggesting that 

a younger generation of internet users might have a varying degree of comfort with ‘private’ information 

in public view but may also be unaware of the dangers of this behavior (2013: pp. 56-57, 61). 

The second element of Snee’s discussion, ‘subject’ versus ‘author’, provides the more significant 

discussion for the historiographical considerations in internet research. Social scientists may have a more 

direct concern about their research, particularly if it seeks to interact with subjects during the research. 

However, blogs are a special case in that they act in many ways like ‘published’ works, which outsiders 
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can easily access, cite and evaluate without any interaction or direct intervention or influence on the work. 

Treating blog writers as authors bypasses traditional requirements for human subjects, including the 

practice of informed consent. However, it would then require proper citation as text. On the other hand, a 

writer might have characteristics of a ‘subject’ if there are negative consequences if their identity is 

exposed, making anonymity and confidentiality applicable concerns (Snee 2013: pp 58-60).  

Snee offers three pathways for blog analysis based on the considerations outlined above. The first 

would be a conservative approach that would “err on the side of caution” by obtaining consent using 

methods consistent with Institutional Review Board oversight and expectations (Snee 2013: p. 62). 

Downsides of this perspective include the fact that maintaining anonymity are nearly impossible given the 

power of internet search engines (Markham in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 813) and that researchers 

appropriate their subjects’ words and ideas without the subject receiving sufficient credit (Snee 2013: p. 

60). Markham also notes that there are instances where groups may be reluctant to the study or adversarial 

to the study, as well as instances when using ‘ethnography’ as a term for online research may be closer 

akin to ‘case study’ or other methods of data gathering (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 799). 

The opposing perspective would involve the use of blogs as authors, in which case full citation 

would credit any of the ideas presented by the blog writers (Snee 2013: p. 62). The weaknesses of this 

perspective include potentially exposing the author to attention they had not originally intended or 

unintended harm. Markham discusses the potential for online persons being ‘reconfigured’ by the 

researcher, for example by organizing a disjunctive discourse online in a linear way (in Denzin and 

Lincoln 2005: p. 811). Markham adds, “Other editing choices can function to devalue, ignore, or silence a 

fundamental aspect of a persona,” which act as privileges of the researcher and risks becoming a “hidden 

ventriloquist, speaking for, rather than with, others” (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005: p. 812).  
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The final option would be to paraphrase and disguise the information in an attempt to prevent 

traceability. Citing the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR), Snee explains “they advocate that it 

be may appropriate to consider the potential harm of linking data to individuals, rather than deciding if 

human subjects or texts are the data source” (2013: p. 63). Snee does not conclude the work by selecting 

any of the three options as ideal. Since there is little sign of consensus, most authors offer suggestions, 

such as the ‘do no harm’ approach. Rosenzweig (2011) concludes his work by reminding the researcher to 

be prepared to accept “things you had not intended to collect” and to be given “what you did not ask for” 

(p. 144).       

Methods 

My study focuses on the blogs of evangelical, missionary members and associates of the Vision 

Southern Baptist Church who live or were living in China and contributed to the Project China website. 

My primary method of research was narrative inquiry of their blog posts, with a secondary content 

analysis of a collection of images, video, and audio files that also appeared in their blogs or in a related 

blog of an associate or family member as part of the Vision Baptist Church’s collection of missionary 

blog sites. These methods were consistent with the historical analysis of case studies and narrative 

inquiry. As I went through the data collection and analysis process, I would often also review and gather 

information from secondary sources cited by the missionary bloggers in their online writings. 

Regarding this previous discussion on Snee’s three perspectives on analyzing online blog data, I 

have definitively chosen to accept the bloggers as authors, rather than as subjects. I believe that it will be 

necessary to use their voices directly through quotes and analysis. Since at least one member of Project 

China is a published author of a book in print, and they also refer to at least of a portion of their blog as a 

“handbook”, I believe this is consistent to expect they view themselves as writing a resource for others. 
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At least one blogger includes “Permissions Policies” on his blog, noting that “You can print my posts in 

any non-commercial publication provided you include this copyright notice: ‘© 2017, China Ramblings!. 

All rights reserved. Originally published at www.chinaramblings.com’ (China Ramblings, “About”). The 

only limitations relevant to this research include that “pictures cannot be used without direct written 

consent” (China Ramblings, “About). In terms of using “open” sources, I have limited my research to 

their blogs, which are available through weblinks. The Project China team members also maintain related 

social media pages, such as Facebook pages; however, since these are password protected to members, I 

have avoided these materials.  

Vision Baptist Church is located in Alpharetta, Georgia, but maintains a much broader footprint 

online through its website, audio and video sermons, and collection of missionary blogs. The church’s 

footprint in the real world is also expanded through missionary training and support, as well as 

conferences, partnerships, and short-term mission trips aimed at internationalization. Listed under its 

“Vision Blogs” page are multiple missionary blogs, including the “Project China” blog which I first 

encountered in 2014, at a time when Jake Taube had been blogging on his deportation from Mainland 

China. It was his series of blogs on this event that drew me in to read more about that experience. 

Returning to that blog two years later, I realized that “Project China” had not discontinued with Taube’s 

deportation, but had grown and expanded into Taiwan as well.  

Taube, who had been a part of “Project China” since 2007, and his colleague, Mark Tolson, who 

had started in 2009, had authored hundreds of blog posts, each under their own blogs (gospelinchina.com 

and chinaramblings.com, respectively). In addition, the two collaborated on a webpage, called “The 

Project China Manual,” which is described on the website as “a free online archive of articles by 

missionaries living and working in the harvest field of China. It is compiled to help the student of China 

http://www.chinaramblings.com/
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missions” (Project China website). The articles, all linking to their respective blogs, are categorized under 

78 titles and 6 sub-headings, including: “China Missions Strategies”, “Persecution, Fear, 

Boldness”, “Mission Philosophy”, “Culture Adaptation”, “Mobilization”, and “Pre & Post Field Ministry” 

(Project China website, “The Project China Manual”). Beyond the two authors of this manual, there are 

presently 9 additional missionaries featured on the Project China “Team” webpage (Project China 

website). In addition to his blog, Taube has also authored a book, Send Me, I’ll Go (2015), which is 

described as follows:  

It challenges individuals and church communities to reevaluate their emphasis on proclamation 

ministry. Send Me examines the importance that Scripture, along with the early church’s 

emphasis upon Jesus’ charge to the disciples at the Great Commission, while discussing how our 

modern understanding can be better informed. (Project China website, “‘Send Me, I’ll Go’ 

Book”). 

For the purposes of this study, I did not use Taube’s book, but I did review posts from blogs of other 

Project China team members.  

The core of the Project China team conducts their ministry in Northeastern China, which they 

refer to as their “Northeastern Initiative” and includes the provinces of Heilongjiang, Liaoning, and Jilin 

and the specific metropolitan areas of Harbin, Changchun, Shengyang, and Dalian. Most of the early 

ministry beginning with Taube and Tolson focus on Dalian. Later team members expanded the ministry 

into newer areas. The most recent growth of the Project China team has allowed them to expand their 

goals to additional cities, now part of a new initiative called the “10 City Initiative”, which expands to 

three new provinces, including Hebei, Shandong, and Tianjin and 6 new cities: Tangshan, Tianjin, Yantai, 

Weifang, Jinan, and Qingdao (Project China website: “The 10 City Initiative”).  
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To gather the data for this research, I conducted three separate reviews of the data. The first 

review was the initial gathering of data, which occurred over a period of several months from November 

2015 to August 2016. I began by reviewing all of the posts from the “Project China Manual” posts 

authored by Taube and Tolson. From there I went to the authors’ respective blogs to expand my search. I 

then continued from their blogs onto other Project China team members, including two “intern” members 

just beginning their pathway towards ministry. Additionally, audio and video links connected me with 

podcasts from Vision Baptist Church’s head pastor, Austin Gardner, who conducted a series of episodes 

during and immediately after his trip to visit the Project China team in country. Lastly, Project China 

posts also referenced the blog Women Behind the Scenes, which is an extension of the Vision Baptist 

Church’s online ministry designed by missionary wives to tell stories of missionary experiences from the 

perspective of missionary wives and kids.  

During the first review, I saved the texts and links from the blogs to a document sheet. From 

previous experience reviewing blogs, I had become all-too-aware of their impermanence in the digital 

world. I did not preserve images, photos, videos, or audio recordings because of the difficulty of 

formatting these and maintaining the massive volume of data. For significant audio or video recordings, I 

did transcribe them into texts for future search and reference. For a large number of posts, especially in 

Taube and Tolson’s blogs, there were also comments from outside readers under the “Leave a Reply” 

feature of these blogs. Many of these were quick questions of clarification or words of praise. There are 

frequently responses from the authors. When conversations developed within the blog’s comments, I 

preserved these comments as well. The Women Behind the Scenes blog offered an interesting contrast to 

the missionary blogs, since they also included comments with almost every post, but in most cases the 

responses came from other missionary wives who also contributed to the blog.  
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The date range for the majority of the posts was generally between 2012 and the end of my 

review in mid-2016. Only a small number of posts existed prior to these dates, presumably, because the 

culture of blogging for the Vision Baptist Church and Project China team had not been well-developed 

until after that. In fact, only Taube’s Gospel in China blog had a significant number of posts going back 

as far as 2007. Tolson’s blog picks up about one year later, with the majority of the remaining team 

joining significantly later. During data collection, I did not include a couple of the newest members of the 

Project China team who had not yet made significant contributions to their blogs, nor have I followed the 

progress or blogs of the additional members since concluding my data collection. At the time of writing, 

this would include six new members who had joined between the years of 2014 and 2017. At the time of 

collection, two of the newest members (joining in 2014 and 2015 respectively) had contributed more to 

their blogs, so I was able to utilize their blogs for data collection. These were a helpful contrast because 

the bloggers were providing a ‘fresh’ perspective compared to the more tenured members of the Project 

China team, as well as they were explaining the process by which they and their families were going 

about joining the mission field in China. In total, I reviewed the historical collection of blogs for 6 

members of the Project China team, as well as the additional resources such as the Women Behind the 

Scenes blog described above.  

The second review of the data allowed me to proceed to sort and index the blog posts by subject 

and themes. When themes overlapped, I would make multiple references within my index. Two primary 

themes, which I categorized as “proclamations of faith” and “Biblical study” made up a significant 

volume of blog posts, particularly among the newer members of the Project China team. Since these 

themes were primarily theological and outside the scope of this research, I did not further review or 
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subcategorize these posts. These posts were also not part of the third review of data. The remaining 

themes were sub-categorized for easier reference.  

The third review of the data included the most detailed analysis, including the process of 

connecting the themes of the blogs with themes discussed in the review of secondary literature discussed 

in Chapter 2. Through this process, the entire texts of the blogs had to be fully analyzed, rather than 

simply using titles and keywords as had been done with the second review. In this review, the historical 

and socio-cultural awareness of the more established missionaries, specifically Tolson and Taube, 

privileged them over their less experienced colleagues’ blogs, meaning that in discussion of history and 

Chinese culture, Tolson and Taube were able to cite and reflect more in depth on these topics in their 

blogs. The majority of the data on some of these more China-specific topics then skew the data more 

towards their perspectives. The less experienced perspectives of the other members did show through in 

some instances, which did provide excellent contrast for the analysis of the data.  

The interpretations of data concluded the analysis process and are the basis for the reflections in 

Chapter 5. This includes the process of reconciling the secondary literature with the assumptions and 

perspectives of the Project China blog writers. As Berg and Lune note, “Content analysis is a careful, 

detailed, systematic examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify 

patterns, themes, biases, and meanings” (2012: p. 349). In many instances, I was able to see clear overlap 

between the writings of missionary scholars and of the blog posts of the Project China team, meaning that 

within their respective fields, they are deserving of having their voice. This is especially true of the more 

tenured members of the Project China team. I mean this in reference to the debate cited by Snee (2013) 

and others as to whether online bloggers should be treated as anonymous subjects or published authors. I 
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would not be giving their voice its due if I were to approach this research data and review through 

paraphrasing and pseudonyms.  

This being stated, I do understand and I would make clear that my own account of the Project 

China blogs cannot be viewed as a neutral retelling of the blogs’ authors’ own stories. As Denzin writes: 

The online qualitative researcher is not an objective, politically neutral observer who stands 

outside and above the study of these media processes and the circuits of culture. Rather, the 

online researcher is historically and locally situated within the very processes being studied. A 

gendered, historical self is brought to the process. (in Johns, Chen, & Hall 2004: p. 5).     

By allowing direct quotes from the Project China blogs, I am able to allow the subjects of this narrative 

research speak in their own words. This allows me to hold off on my own interpretation until Chapter 5, 

and as Chase explains, “It bears emphasizing that when these researchers present extensive quotations 

from narrators’ stories, they make room for readers’ alternative interpretations” (in Denzin and Lincoln 

2005: p. 665).  

Trustworthiness and Ethical Considerations 

Traditionally, trustworthiness was an issue focused primarily on the researcher and the data. Guba 

and Lincoln’s four criteria for trustworthiness includes credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability (1985). Within these criteria, most conservative scholars hold numerous concerns over 

online sources, because it is entirely possible that any online ‘source’ could be the product of a terrible 

hoax by an unscrupulous individual with unsavory motives. While this criticism seems entirely plausible 

on open source encyclopedias, emails, and fake news websites aiming to draw in clicks for revenue 

generation, it would not seem these arguments are as easily projected on long-term blogs and websites 

dedicated to ‘everyday’ projects of ‘everyday’ individuals, especially those with nearly 10 years’ worth of 

content. The long-term persistence of the Project China website and of its authors’ works strongly 
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suggest that the data is credible. Returning to Guba and Lincoln, the ‘truth value’ or internal validity of 

this study is accomplished through the consistency among its various bloggers, while the ‘applicability’ is 

a little more difficult given the uniqueness of their perspective versus the stereotypical narrative among 

missionaries in China. However, on the consistency of their message is clear over almost a decade, and in 

terms of reliability, or objectivity, as defined by Scriven as “what a number of subjects or judges 

experience” (in Guba and Lincoln 1985: p. 292). Even as Berg and Lune note, despite his view of the 

Internet as better “document delivery system” than repository, he does note, “What may be the most 

surprising thing about the current Web-based research is not that there have been so many egregious 

violations of ethics but that there appear to have been so few” (2012: p. 87).  

Preserving this online data today is a serious concern for historians such as Rosenzweig. Research 

which collects and documents online works, such as this project, help to bring about these goals. While 

the web platforms which host these blogs and website continue, the data and research is easily dependable 

and confirmable to future researchers wishing to review the data and reproduce the research. Only at a 

future point that the data becomes lost to data corruption, broken links, or discontinued page maintenance, 

then do to original materials become lost. However, from the historical perspective, these are secondary 

motivations to preserve the narratives and stories in the first place. In the meantime, as already noted, the 

consistency in the data with other missionary scholars would suggest the credibility with the data based 

on triangulation.  

One of the prevailing critiques of Guba and Lincoln’s principles includes its assumption that the 

narrative is based on fixed truth rather than construction or even myth. Because the assertion here is that 

narrative is constructed interpretation of events and not events as they occur, as Glaveanu and Yamamoto 

explain, “we were concerned with how this ‘past’ can be understood and how it can illuminate the present 
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in terms of personal and societal phenomena” (2012: p. 433). The transferability of the research is not 

intended to project on all missionary efforts, but to explore how one narrative challenges or confirms the 

meta-narratives of missionary efforts in China today.     

Finally, the challenge of ethics in online research is considerable because it is not an area with 

strict guidelines, such as is the case when doing medical research. If the tenants of ‘do no harm’ are used, 

sharing the stories and narratives of individuals who by their very missionary presence and evangelism in 

a ‘closed’ country are engaged in an illegal activity by that country’s, then it would not seem that anyone 

could include much of any information from their online materials lest their identity be uncovered. By 

veiling their message through paraphrase and pseudonym, they are also done harm by denying them their 

own voice and conclusions, which would be especially troubling when their message is one that suggests 

that open evangelism in their ‘closed’ country is not the danger that it is portrayed to be. The data will 

show that the message within these blogs is that those who have interest in spreading the Gospels should 

not be afraid to do so. I believe, for this reason, that sharing the message of the Project China team does 

not seek to undermine their efforts or goals. By clearly citing the blogs as sources and using the words 

directly, I believe the authors’ intentions will be clearly made for themselves, and the analysis will be not 

only my own, but the reader’s as well.          
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CHAPTER 4 - Findings From the Project China Weblogs 

The following question guided my research: What methods direct missionary efforts in 

contemporary China? In this chapter, I (1) present the profiles of the various contributors and supporters 

that write in the Project China blogs; (2) highlight the dialogue within their works surrounding key 

concepts including church-building, missionary efforts in a ‘closed’ country like China, and practical 

considerations for accomplishing goals when faced with frustration and culture shock; and (3) detailing 

the impacts on relationships, among family, supporters, and host nationals while working in missions. 

I reviewed years of blog posts from the missionaries, their trainees, their pastor, and their 

families, especially wives, to learn more about their stories and perspectives. Their motivations and 

conflicts become clear within the space, where their arguments and frustrations are frequently not aimed 

at their host nation or the Chinese Communist Party, but at their fellow missionaries and the 

misconceptions that seem to exist around missionary work in China. Within the dialogue and their 

narratives, a deep and complex relationship between American missionaries and their mission field in 

China became very clear. They express doubt at generally accepted norms among their fellow 

missionaries, especially the need for clandestine mission practices, and in doing so offer an alternative 

narrative. They note that the government is not an active adversary to be subverted and that they are able 

to operate in a relatively ‘open’ manner, so long as they are not upsetting neighbors or instigating the 

police. They challenge that many of the prevailing methods of missions are aimed at financial 

considerations, and limited resources dedicated towards mission support may provide at least part of the 

motivation for challenging the predominant mission narratives, which direct massive sums towards 

clandestine mission strategies. These will be further explained in Chapter 5.  
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The Project China members’ narrative utilizes multidisciplinary consideration, including 

historical, political, and socio-economic factors in their understanding their experiences. I, likewise, 

consider their experiences from these varying factors. There are elements of mission history, economic 

consideration, political and social features which inform their efforts and conclusions. These narratives 

are valuable for them, and for us, to understand the condition of mission efforts in the contemporary 

period. Through the medium of their blogs, I have been able to draw from their historical narrative as it 

has been created in the present, justifying the use of this medium for the purposes of historiographical 

archiving and research methodology. 

INTRODUCING PROJECT CHINA 

Vision Baptist Church is the primary sending organization or partner to members of the Project 

China team. The church is located in Alpharetta, Georgia, and according to their website, they “exist to 

reach people far from God and teach them to follow Jesus step by step” (Vision Baptist Church 2017: 

“Welcome”). Their Pastor, Austin Gardner, and his wife Betty, are featured on the website, adding that 

the couple engaged in ‘church-planting’ missions in South America for twenty years, claiming their team 

was “able to start over seventy churches in Peru, as well as a Bible college called Peru Baptist College” 

(Vision Baptist Church 2017: “Austin & Betty Gardner”). Pastor Gardner emphasizes supporting the 

growth of missions, writing “God has given the Gardners an exciting vision of raising up a team of 

leaders committed to the cause of missions in order to evangelize the world in our generation” (Vision 

Baptist Church 2017: “Austin & Betty Gardner”). Under their “What We Believe...” page, they 

emphasize, “Vision Baptist Church is an independent local congregation committed to historic 

Christianity; and, in particular, historic Baptist principles” (Vision Baptist Church 2017).  
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The Project China team is clearly a part of that ‘team of leaders’ described by Gardner. He holds 

up the Project China team as one of the successful missions reaching the ‘unreached’ in his podcast, at 

one point recording an episode during his trip to China to see the Project China team. The two key figures 

within that team and two of its longest serving members are Jake Taube and Mark Tolson. Additional 

figures introduced and contributing to the Project China blogs are Phil Martin, Ben Johnson, John Walz, 

and Kanon Bloom. Other figures discussed here include the Women Behind the Scenes (WBTS) blog 

contributors related to these figures, including Stephanie Taube, Alisha Walz, Yvonne and Crystal 

Johnson, and Natasha Tolson, along with Sara Martin who contributes directly on the blog her and her 

husband use as part of the Project China series. Additionally, other women contributing to WBTS also 

provide valuable insight into the family perspective, despite their mission field outside of China, so these 

perspectives were also brought in at times to add to the depth of the conversation. Next, I introduce the 

key figures in more detail.  

The first member is Jake Taube. Beginning his role in 2007 with Project China, the personal 

details surrounding Jake Taube are more limited than would be expected for such a key and long-standing 

figure. He explains that his first church was built around Bible study partners from his time in language 

school, and that he has “trained several young men for ministry”, including Chinese pastors, while 

helping “equip the next generation of church-planting missionaries” (Project China “Team” page). 

Personal details about Jake are relatively limited compared with some of his colleagues, though he is 

easily located and open in his writing online. Most of the details about him are told through the eyes of 

his colleagues, trainees, and others, and by all of those accounts, he is widely respected for his character 

and accomplishments as a church-planting missionary and mentor. A pivotal mark in his story occurred in 

2014, when he was deported from China after being detained by police at one of his four churches, a story 
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that will be thoroughly explored later, not only through Jake’s eyes, but through the stories of his 

colleagues and spouse as well.  

A second key figure in the Project China blogs is Mark Tolson, who started in 2009, training 

under Taube. After language training in 2012, he moved his family to a different city than the one in 

which Taube had established himself. This proved fortuitous in 2014, when Taube and another Project 

China missionary-in-training were deported, but Tolson was able to continue in his location (Project 

China, “Team” page). Tolson is joined in the mission field by his wife and three daughters.  

In his “Ministry Chronology”, Tolson notes that he committed to missions shortly after his 

commitment to Jesus at age seventeen. By nineteen, he had made a commitment to go to China. He 

attended Bible college, graduating in 2007, but he also trained and was mentored at his church from 2006 

to 2009. Their deputation lasted from January 2009 until August 2010, when they moved to China for 

language study and training under Taube. Their church, is located in Northeast China, and was founded 

November 9, 2014. They expand their ministry through “public worship services and Bible studies, the 

church also hosts a bilingual children’s ministry that reaches out to unbelieving families” (China 

Ramblings, “Ministry Info” para. 14). His current blogs states that he is working with two men, training 

them to be pastors as well (China Ramblings, “Ministry Info” page).  

John Walz is another member who served with Project China since 2010, which included time on 

deputation, training and raising funds with his family for his ministry to China. Upon moving to China, he 

was able to begin language training and training with Taube; however, he was never able to see his time 

in China come to full fruition, since he was caught up in the police sting that resulted in he and Taube 

being deported in 2014. Like Taube, he relocated to Taiwan and has continued to do missions there 

instead. In his introductory video on his blog, he points out that he lives there with his wife and two sons. 
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He explains his mission as not only planting a church, but to train men who will go onto plant other 

churches and train more men to continue the process. He introduces a few of the young Taiwanese men 

training to become pastors themselves (China Church Plant, “Walz in Taiwan” video on “Our Mission” 

page). Walz also shares that he attended Baptist Bible College, Liberty University, as well credits Tom 

Walz and Austin Gardner as mentors. His wife Alisha, who makes contributions to the Women Behind the 

Scenes blog is also introduced in this section (China Church Plant, “Info Packet” digital file).  

Ben Johnson joined Project China in 2011, after first completing a six-month internship with 

Taube, beginning with language training and receiving training in ministry. After completing deputation, 

he and his family returned to China to continue language training and ministry work alongside Mark 

Tolson (Project China, “Team” page). On his mission blog, under his autobiographical section titled 

“Ben’s Testimony”, he explains his relationship with Christ and the church had begun at a very early age, 

making his commitment at age six. By age twelve, he claims to have known he wanted to be a preacher, 

and through his church, he did his first mission trip to Peru at age fifteen. He writes, “I was not sure 

exactly where God would send me but I knew that my life was to be used for His glory on the mission 

field” (Sino Project, “Our Family”, para. 3). It was during his first year in college, while visiting China 

that he knew that would be where he was being sent. The Sino Project blog also introduces his wife 

Crystal’s story in her testimony and mentions their daughter. Crystal’s contributions show up in the 

Women Behind the Scene blog.  

Phil Martin is one of the two more recent members discussed in the Project China blogs. He and 

his family joined Project China 2014, and are still on deputation (Project China, “The Team” page). Phil 

and his wife, Sara, have a shared blog, which is unique compared to the other Project China member 

blogs, which are dominated by the husbands only. Their “team” page begins with a “Who we are” section, 
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followed by “Our Role in Gospel to China” (Gospel to China). Their blog explains that they are still on 

deputation, but are preparing to return to Asia. Phil participated in an internship in China in 2009, and 

they did a year of training with Project China in Kaosiung (pinyin: Gaoxiong), Taiwan. Rather than the 

affiliation with Vision Baptist Church in Georgia, the Martins feature Palmyra Grace Church in 

Pennsylvania (Gospel to China, “The Team” page).  

Kanon Bloom is the other more recent member featured in the Project China blogs. He has only 

been a member since 2015, and is still raising support for his ministry on deputation. After originally 

doing training in the United States, he did an internship with Tolson, including ministry training and 

language training (Project China, “Team” page). Bloom tells more of his story in his introduction and in 

some of his blogs, which I will feature in more detail in a later section. Under his “My Testimony” 

section, he explains that it wasn’t until age eighteen that he made his true commitment to the Gospel.  He 

also blogs about developments in his personal life, including his engagement to his current wife (Light in 

China, “About” page). Bloom studied in the Our Generation Training Center mission school, part of the 

Vision Baptist Church in Alpharetta, Georgia, and lived more than a year in overseas missions in Brazil 

and China (Light in China, “Kanon & Nancy Display Packet”).  

Professions of Faith  

Several of the individual blogs, as well as the Project China site, are clear to spell out beliefs in 

their introductions or ‘about’ sections. These beliefs include the idea that the Bible is fundamental and 

absolute in that it is both the “word of God, and that it is divinely inspired,” and also that “it is the only 

complete and final revelation of the will of GOD to man, and the supreme, infallible authority in all 

matters of faith and conduct” (Project China, “About”). The sites also attest the Trinity of Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit, with Jesus being the only begotten Son of God. They profess the virgin birth, sinless life, 
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death and bodily resurrection of Jesus, along with his ascension into heaven and ‘personal visible return 

to earth’. The Holy Spirit is within each of Christ’s believers and is “helper, teacher and guide” (Project 

China, “About”). Both Heaven and Hell are literal places, and in the latter, unbelievers, Satan, and all the 

fallen angels will suffer in a lake of fire forever. Salvation through acceptance of ‘Jesus Christ as Lord’ is 

the only escape from Hell, but once attained it cannot be lost. In addition, they believe in baptism by 

immersion, rejecting infant baptism or sprinkling for baptism, and believe it is “with no merit” except “an 

outward expression of faith in Jesus Christ and simply a public testimony of what God has done by His 

grace” (Project China, “About”). Finally, the Church’s role is to be a gathering of believers, committed 

“for perpetual observance of the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and that God has laid upon 

these churches the task of proclaiming to a lost world the acceptance of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior” 

(Project China, “About”). Finally, while both men and women may serve the church, “the office of pastor 

is limited to men as qualified by Scripture” (Project China, “About”).   

Some of the Project China team include other points of faith as well, including Walz’s blog 

which notes in its “Info Packet & Doctrinal Statement” that “We unashamedly hold the King James Bible 

up as the Bible version preserved by God for English speaking people” (China Church Plant). The 

statement also includes belief in “‘that blessed hope’ - the personal, premillennial, pretribulational, and 

imminent return of… Jesus Christ” (China Church Plant, “Info Packet & Doctrinal Statement”). 

Johnson’s Sino Project blog page, “What We Believe,” includes the language from the main Project 

China blog, but also adds additional statements, including “The Relationship between Church and State”: 

We believe that every human being is responsible to God alone in all matters of faith; that each 

church is independent and autonomous and must be free from any ecclesiastical or political 

authority; therefore, Church and State must be kept separate as having different functions with 

each fulfilling its duties free from the dictation or patronage of the other (para. 14).  
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Additional beliefs include “Spiritual Gifts” which include those given to the Church to convert 

unbelievers or those wavering in their beliefs. In this section he notes, “Speaking in tongues was the least 

important of these gifts…. That is why Vision Baptist Church does not teach or practice speaking in 

tongues” (Sino Project, “What We Believe”). “Biblical Separation” is another consideration, including 

that those who are “saved should live in a manner as not to bring reproach upon their savior… and that 

separation from all religious apostasy, all worldly and sinful pleasures, practices and associations is 

commanded by God” (Sino Project, “What We Believe”). Finally, “Ecumenicalism” dictates that 

believers should “not associate ourselves with someone who is preaching another gospel, or teaching 

contrary to sound doctrine” (Sino Project, “What We Believe”). Bloom also shares this additional 

language on his “Statement of Faith” page as well (Light in China).  

Goals and Mission Statements 

The Project China webpage highlights five values: Gospel-proclaiming, disciple-making, church-

planting, leader-training and missions-mobilizing. Praising and teaching the gospel are straightforward, as 

are increasing the number of followers through baptism and disciple seeking. On the webpage, church-

planting focuses specifically on the Chinese context, noting that the ‘fundamental problem’ there, is the 

“absence of evangelizing, Bible-believing churches”, which could be corrected by putting “a church 

within reach of every Chinese person” (Project China, “About”). Leader-training is also China focused, 

suggesting that due to its immense population and “the devil’s work to restrict all movement of the 

Gospel into and through China”, it is necessary to train Chinese nationals to lead and train others (Project 

China, “About”). Missions-mobilizing is a more general statement about China and the hope that their 

mission efforts will have ‘lasting impact’ and asks “you to pray about what part God would have you to 

play in this plan” (Project China, “About”).  
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In addition, the goals of Project China are also listed here. These are: 1) Evangelize the Lost, 2) 

Establish Local Churches, 3) Equip National Leadership, 4) Enlist Others in World Evangelism, and 5) 

Elevate the Glory of God. In Evangelizing the lost, it suggests all methods, including “personal 

evangelism, tract distribution, preaching, or going from house-to-house” are acceptable (Project China, 

“About”). The local churches are encouraged to demonstrate ‘three-selfs’: self-supporting, self-governing, 

and self-propagating. In training national leaders, they concede that Chinese nationals must be the next 

generation of leaders in order for Christianity to thrive. By invoking world evangelism, they also concede 

that Chinese believers will need to be included in evangelism to other places in the world. In this sense, 

Chinese Christians are not the end goal, but a step in reaching people throughout the world. Finally, 

elevating the glory of God is the ultimate goal, but concedes this may require “suffering persecution for 

His sake” (Project China, “About”).    

Following the above section on “Goals”, under a section labeled “Strategy”, the Project China 

site highlights the three medium through which their message would spread: men, media, and materials. 

“Men” refers to those who spread the message through interpersonal ‘life-on-life’ communication. 

“Media” or more specifically, mass-media, are emphasized as means through which to spread their 

message to a country that is largely void of those familiar with the Gospel message, so this could include 

“internet, television, radio, or any other media platform available” (Project China, “About”). Finally, 

“Materials” emphasizes the need to create “sound Biblical material in the Chinese tongue that can be 

distributed and reproduced to teach the gospel beyond what we can do alone” (Project China, 

“About”).  This strategy concedes extensive work in translation, print, and distribution will be needed to 

reach wider audiences.    
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Finally, the page introduces the “Philosophy” of the mission, or the four levels of ministry as is 

also cited frequently in all of the missionary blogs. These include the ‘Be, Do, Serve, and Train’ levels of 

ministry. The first is the ‘private’ ministry that is one’s character and between the believer and God. The 

second ‘personal’ level is behavior that people demonstrate in public, including stewardship of God’s 

gifts. The third level, ‘public ministry’ is serving in church or mission settings seeing converts among 

others. Finally, the fourth level of “priority ministry” is about helping others find “full maturity in Christ” 

allowing them to then go out and train others as well. This perpetuates the cycle onward (Project China, 

“About”).  

A few additions and variations also exist within the individual missionary pages. Taube’s Gospel 

in China adds the following on its “Team” page:  

Project China missionaries love to teach on all of the following topics: 

• The primacy of church-planting in foreign missions 

• Exercising boldness in a country that restricts the preaching of the Gospel 

• How individual Christians can meaningfully participate in Chinese missions 

• The true condition of the modern Chinese church 

• Pursuing Christ’s glory by preaching to those without the Gospel  

Tolson adds his own perspective on persecution under the title of “Our Bold Vision”, noting, “We have 

dealt with police interruptions, threats, confiscations and even the deportation of our teammates. But we 

are willing to follow Jesus no matter the cost” (China Ramblings, “Ministry Info”). Johnson’s information 

pages, including the “What is Sino Project?” and “Why China?” pages focus on the ‘Great Commission’, 

which he explains on the former as containing three parts: 1) Spreading the Gospel to ‘all nations’, 2) 

Baptism, and 3) Train others in the faith so that they may become pastors and lead others as well (Sino 

Project). Under their “Strategy and Goals” page, the Martins note that under ‘Bold evangelism’ that “We 
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do not advocate recklessness but rather faithfulness to biblical models of fearless evangelism…. Being a 

witness in China requires learning Mandarin” (Gospel to China).  

John Walz’s page stands out as the most distinct in its reference to goals and mission. Rather than 

text in their “Vision, Mission Values” page, they use an infographic (image 1).  

 

(Image 1: China Church Plant, “Vision, Mission, Core Values”.)  

All of the elements of the Project China values and vision are contained in the infographics elements, but 

the presentation is very different. They also provide some additional materials in their “What We Do” 

page, including a second infographic. (Image 2)  
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(Image 2: China Church Plant website, “What We Do”.) 

Noticing that the Walz’s now work in Taiwan, versus the Mainland where they started, most of their 

elements in “What We Do” are consistent with the rest of the Project China team; however, under the 

headings of “special events” and “canvass areas”, some differences also stand out. They express their goal 

to “canvass each door with the written Gospel and an invite to services and Bible studies,” as well as to 

“plan a special event every two months to maintain opportunities to invite the masses” (China Church 

Plant, “What We Do”). These explicitly public goals are not found among their Mainland counterparts.  

 The members, professions of faith, and values and missions statements contained in this section 

provide a valuable insight into the content of the various blogs on the wide array of subject matter they 

cover. In essence, the ‘lens’ of the Project China mission team is set by these individuals, their 

backgrounds, and their shared perspective on key theological and missiological questions. Not all of their 

distinctions from their fellow American missionaries or from their Chinese Christian counterparts may 
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stand out at first read; however, there are distinct theological and missiological views that are highly 

relevant for American Protestant missions in the Chinese context. These distinctions will be brought into 

sharper contrast as I present various themes from within their shared blogs. At times their perspectives 

will veer from the seemingly conservative to the surprisingly radical, saying a great deal about their 

unique view of missionary efforts in a ‘closed’ space.  

ON VISIONS FOR AMERICAN MISSIONS 

Church-Planting  

“Church plant” and all of its related terminology is a fixture throughout the entirety of the Project 

China blogs. As already noted, it is one of, if not the greatest of their goals. For the members, winning a 

single soul to Christ through the sharing of the Gospel would be noble, but giving that soul a home and a 

community is what allows the individual to persist and flourish in their newfound faith. From within that 

community will also come forth the leaders to be trained to continue the cycle elsewhere. This makes 

church-planting, the most obvious focus with which to begin the examination.  

One of Taube’s most commented upon posts was “How to Become a Missionary in China”, in 

which he provides his key points to those who frequently inquiry into becoming a missionary: 
 

1. You can preach the Gospel in China. 

2. You can live in China without teaching English. 

3. You can learn to speak Chinese well. 

4. You can work house churches in China. 

5. You can play a vital role in missions in China. (Gospel in China)   

These emphases point to common ‘misconceptions’ for Chinese missionaries, and Taube goes onto 

highlight that to be successful, the most important rule is to find a church. “So join one, attend one, lead 

one, or plant one… but don’t forget one. If you do, you may be a lot of things, but ‘missionary’ is not one 
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of them” (Gospel in China, “How to Become a Missionary in China”). He goes onto add that individuals 

should be able to participate in “preaching, teaching, and discipling [ie. finding disciples],” as well as 

have access to learning of both the Chinese language and planting unregistered churches (Gospel in 

China, “How to Become a Missionary in China”). 

Walz also speaks about church-planting and some of its challenges in his “Foes of Church 

Planting” post, where he laments on “the unfortunate insanity that currently grips modern ideas of church 

planting” (China Church Plant). This critique includes focuses on building buildings or giving “a 

synopsis of the Gospel and leave them to survive on their own” (China Church Plant, “The Foes of 

Church Planting”). He goes onto summarize two great foes: the external, including civil authorities that 

threaten to “confiscate your wealth, take your freedom, segregate you from your loved ones and snuff 

your life”, and the internal, which are fears of those who are faithful (China Church Plant, “The Foes of 

the Faithful”). The Martins address this in their “Strategies and Goals” page by emphasizing the need for 

“Bible believing, evangelizing churches,” leading to their list of short and long-term goals for their time 

from deputation into their mission: 1) Build a team of [financial] supporters, 2) return to China to 

continue language study, 3) prepare intensive theological training, 4) consistently witness where we live, 

5) establish a self-sustaining church, 6) train national leaders (Gospel to China). In “What is Church 

Planting” the Martins also point to “Errors” in missions, including:  

1. Evangelizing non-believers but never gather them into a church 

2. Gather young believers, give basic instructions and part ways 

3. Start an organization called church through gathering existing Christians 

4. Try to start 1000 churches before you start 1 church 

5. Plant a church and serve as the pastor for perpetuity (Gospel to China)  
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Some of the ‘errors’ are directed at other missionary efforts in China. Tolson shares the story of one 

missionary ‘convert’ to the church-planting emphasis in missions. In “Confessions of a Missionary,” this 

convert shares the ten common factors of the church planting movement in China, including: 1) worship 

in the “heart language” (ie. native language) of host nationals; 2) group sharing among converts and 

‘unbelievers’ in Bible study promoted conversion; 3) rapid “incorporation” or inclusion of newcomers 

gives those individuals closer connections; 4) “passion and fearlessness”; 5) becoming Christian can 

involve sacrifice and social ostracization; 6) a leadership crisis or “spiritual vacuum” caused by “the 

Chinese Government eradicating religion”; 7) providing on-the-job training by allowing trainees to preach 

or participate during services, 8) power and leadership spread out among many; 9) foreign members 

should maintain a “low profile”; 10) “missionaries suffer” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a 

Missionary [2 of 3] CPM-Church Planting Movement”).  

Throughout the Project China blogs, considerable attention is given to challenging missionary 

methods viewed as counter to church planting. Several of Taube and Tolson’s “The Project China 

Manual” posts address those methods and other misconceptions in missions. Taube notes that each year 

they have hosted several missionary trips, but he “lamented their almost entire divorce from the church,” 

as they avoid “church attendance back home” and “nothing seems to stifle their zeal more than the four 

walls of the church” (Gospel in China, “Ecclesioporosis”). In “Undercover or Under-the-Covers”, Tolson 

challenges hypothetical financial sponsors with the question “would I support a missionary who…” and 

gives examples of those who are “not allowed to start churches”, who are not engaged with local 

churches, who can only witness with those “deemed ‘safe’”, and who are not allowed to attend 

‘underground’ churches and know little about the host-national church or their doctrine (China 

Ramblings).  
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Their critique suggests that fear is a primary motivator for other missionaries, who begin with 

good intentions of serving and spreading their faith, but who give into rumor and the misconceptions 

about working in ‘closed’ countries. In “Boldness vs. Fear”, Tolson explains this fear as paralyzing, 

“whether the threat is real or imagined and they live being afraid” (China Ramblings). He goes onto 

explain that out of fear, they are led to believe they cannot start a local church for fear of drawing 

attention, they may be found out, and they may be kicked out as a result. He then lists behaviors that 

result from this fear: 

• Use code words instead of Bible words. 

• Use false names for the entire family. 

• Will not put their picture on a prayer card. 

• Ask churches to not post their prayer letters or cards in their church. 

• Not associate with a missionary that is too “open.” 

• Write coded letters and emails. 

• Freak out about their name, picture, etc. on the internet. 

• Won’t tell people (even Americans) what country they serve in. (China Ramblings, “Fear vs. 

Boldness”) 

He goes onto conclude that Biblical teachings encourage missionaries to be bold, giving examples of the 

Apostle Paul, and to avoid being an “unknown representative” of Jesus Christ in a foreign land.  

Taube notes in “Church Planting: Scary but Necessary”, that emphasis on church planting is what 

separates fearful and bold missionaries. In the Chinese context he notes that the church is responsible for 

the “heavy lifting of the Great Commission” because it is “equipped for this mission” and had parachurch 

ministries and organizations been sufficient, “China would have all it needed” (Gospel in China, “Church 

Planting: Scary but Necessary”). He also suggests that missionaries working as English teachers argue 

that they cannot build churches, but Taube argues that they can, if only they receive the right training. He 

finishes the post stating, “The wrong ideas have circulated long enough, and they’re affecting the field” 



121 
 

(Gospel in China, “Church Planting: Scary but Necessary”). In “Trends and Traditions”, he continues this 

line of arguments, noting that modern missions to China are moving towards more rural, secretive, 

English-based, and supporting roles. He counters that independent Baptists are countering these trends, 

using old fashioned methods “embarrassingly similar to what we do in the West, and what we did as 

missionaries fifty years ago” (Gospel in China, “Trends and Traditions”). Comparing contemporary 

trends to the ‘traditional’ church-planting missions, he notes that “we have two people doing radically 

different jobs, but calling themselves the same thing [ie. missionary]!” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo 

Perspective”). He mocks ‘trendy’ models for missions such as English teaching as “cliché”, missionary 

code as no longer a secret, and “targeting minority peoples” as a “majority position” (Gospel in China, 

“Trends and Traditions”).  

As a result of the same recognized trends, Tolson writes in the combatively titled “China Doesn’t 

Need More Missionaries” that there are “an overabundance of nominal evangelists and a lack of bold 

local church planters” (China Ramblings). He notes that there are “TONS of ‘missionaries’” because of 

all of the Christian colleges with outreach, study abroad, campus ministry or TESL programs working in 

the country. He directs his conclusion to those ‘considering China’, writing, “It doesn’t need another 

foreigner, tourist, or traveler. It needs someone more consumed with God than having an interest in eating 

weird foods and experiencing a different culture” (China Ramblings, “China Doesn’t Need More 

Missionaries”).   

The ‘Real’ Need in China 

The dismissive title of Tolson’s “China Doesn’t Need More Missionaries” should not mislead one 

to assume that the Project China team assumes that China is without need. In fact, that need is frequently 

emphasized throughout the various blogs and posts. In 2010, Tolson cites data from Asia Harvest, another 
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Christian ministry, showing that China’s more than 82 million Christians still only account for six percent 

of all Chinese (China Ramblings, “How Many Christians are there in China?). In one podcast, Pastor 

Austin Gardner interviews Kanon Bloom and Ben Johnson while visiting China. Talking about need, 

Johnson explains:  

That here in China, the need is huge, that there’s just so many people… how many cities are there 

and how many people aren’t reached, how many people have never  heard the Gospel before, and 

you know it just has to break your heart that Christ died for these people and that they have never 

heard of it. So you see that the need is huge, but you see that there is great things that can be done 

here in China. It’s not going to be the same as other places, but it can be done, you can start 

churches, you can train men to do the ministry and that’s the key to reaching China (streamed 

from Light in China, “Podcast Interview”).  

In “The Where of Missions”, Taube tackles the question of need in China versus other mission fields. His 

conversation stems from an uncited ‘friend’ who had tried to determine whether a “we-just-need-

missions-all-over” or a “we-need-missions-where-there’s-lots-of-unbelievers” perspective was more 

valuable. He posits that places where the people are unlikely to be exposed to “hearing the Gospel” and 

where the native church is unlikely to reach those people are more likely to need missionaries. However, 

he also notes that there is no way to set percentages or other metrics to know when the ‘need’ is gone. 

Based on his assumptions, he considers China in the following: “I think there are places needier of 

missionaries than China (e.g. North Africa) and less needy of missionaries than China (e.g. Central 

America) – but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t a huge amount of Great Commission work to be done in 

all of these places” (Gospel in China, “The Where of Missions”). He also concedes in this post that those 

who push the unreached people groups vision of the Great Commission would have a very different view 

on need than his own (Gospel in China, “The Where of Missions”).  
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Taube writes a series of posts over two years that address questions around people groups and the 

Great Commission in order to address this alternative definition of need. He critiques the ‘people group’ 

definition, based on “ethnicity, language, culture, etc.” since it reaches such a high number, citing “more 

than 16,000 by recent counts” (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups”). Using a 

metaphor of a basketball game, he points to the 16,000 as a ‘score’ that missionaries hope to earn on their 

way to accomplishing the Commission. He challenges this focus on running up a fixed score before time 

runs out on the ecclesiastical clock, in that: 

The game lasts until ‘the end of the world.’ (Matthew 28:20) As much as we like to talk about 

‘finishing the mission’ by evangelizing the remaining ‘unreached people groups’, the New 

Testament does not depict the mission in those terms…. The Great Commission doesn’t leave us 

with a checklist of people groups, it leaves us with a worldwide field to cultivate, a mission to 

keep us occupied indefinitely. (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups”) 

Taube notes that the philosophical difference between ‘unreached people groups’ and his interpretation 

has an extraordinary impact on mission strategy, because in the former, mission work such as his own 

among ethnic Chinese would be discouraged, “Why waste our time with a target [ie. people group] that’s 

already been hit repeatedly?” (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups”). 

Returning to this topic over a year later, Taube reflects that need is often misunderstood in the 

United States. He notes, “We are exasperated when people in, say, the United States say something like, 

‘Well, there’s still a great need here, too. So much wickedness here, and so many unbelievers, etc’” 

(Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups [Part 3]”). He adds that the ‘people groups’ 

perspective skews this need even more. Several of the ‘unreached groups’ he notes live in community 

with other ‘groups’ who are practicing, citing the Hui ethnic minority group of China as one such group 

that is interspersed among plenty of Han Chinese communities where churches exist. In their instance, he 
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continues, the ‘need’ is not in question, merely the label of ‘unreached’. He also criticizes the Southern 

Baptist International Mission Board president for his suggestion that Christians who live among and 

befriend ‘unreached’ peoples cause them to become ‘reached’. His arguments reach their climax as he 

points out “the final and greatest failure of the people groups theory”, wherein “we are now hearing that 

there are huge numbers of unreached groups in highly evangelized countries, such as the United States, 

and that missionaries need to target them” (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups [Part 

3]”). Taube insists that sending missionaries to places where the number of ‘unheards’ are greatest makes 

the most sense irrespective of the ‘people group’ designations, especially if the people group designations 

suggest sending missionaries to places with numerous evangelical churches nearby. “For the missionary 

to do any less would be a disgrace, and we expect that churches will take responsibility to preach the 

gospel in their communities, no matter how many ethnicities there may be,” he concludes  (Gospel in 

China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups [Part 3]”). 

Another challenge that Taube offers to modern missions is a lack of focus on evangelism, 

drawing from the longtime criticism towards ‘good deeds’ as opposed to conversions. He compares the 

state of the modern missionary movement to a withered tree, writing, “I think there is good evidence that 

the modern missionary movement is in fact coming to a close, and I’ll try to show you some dry leaves” 

(Gospel in China, “The End of A Movement?”). He argues that Protestant churches were returning to a 

time before William Carey (late-19th century Baptist missionary to India) and the “modern” missionary 

movement, when churches “showed no concern” that the Gospel was unknown throughout the world, and 

“Therefore, they did not send missionaries, they did not give money to missions, nor did they pray 

intentionally for the world’s masses” (Gospel in China, “The End of a Movement?”). He also argues that 

the desire to spread the Gospel has waned, adding: 
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Today, tens of thousands of goers and the hundreds of thousands of senders are desirous to do 

dozens of things besides spread the gospel. Today, it is no more distinctively ‘Christian’, nor 

more distinctively ‘missionary’, (and usually far less so) to evangelize the heathen than it is to 

feed the hungry. (Gospel in China, “The End of a Movement?”)  

He concludes that ‘old missionaries’ were probably less likely to see their social action “as ends in itself” 

but were more likely to understand the central place for evangelism, though Taube admits that there is 

“few evidences of this.” This leads Taube to believe that “the scale and theatre of modern missionary 

movements has expanded, so has our definition of what the mission is” (Gospel in China, “The End of a 

Movement?”). In “Ecclesioporosis, Part 2” Taube echoes these arguments, stating, “We as Christians 

cannot bifurcate our mission into Great Commission work and ‘other’. That is, whatever else Christians 

may be doing, they may not stop making disciples” (Gospel in China). However, he does not go so far as 

to suggest there is absolutely no place for social action, ending his “The End of the Movement?” post 

with, “On the one hand, the ‘expansionists’ need to move beyond statements like, ‘Well, Jesus healed 

people before he preached his message to them,’ and on the other, ‘traditionalists’ like myself need to 

move beyond statements like, ‘What good is clean water going to do the heathen when they end up in 

hellfire?’” (Gospel in China).  

Most of the other Project China bloggers speak about the need in China in evangelical terms, 

avoiding much, if any, consideration for social services. Kanon Bloom dedicates a series of posts to 

explaining just how difficult getting the message through to his Chinese audience can be. In “Chinese 

People and the Gospel (4 of 4)”, Bloom laments that Chinese find the Biblical stories ‘neat,’ but 

otherwise fail to “understand why they need it” (Light in China). As an example he points to the concept 

of sin, which he notes translates to the Chinese word for ‘crime’ but fails to cross the cultural divide, 

because ‘crimes’ against God don’t carry any weight or punishment if one doesn’t believe in God (Light 
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in China, “Chinese People and the Gospel [4 of 4]”). Furthermore, without a belief in ‘absolute truth’, 

Kanon notes that it is hard for Chinese nationals to accept his beliefs. He writes, “they will believe 

everything is relative, meaning that they believe things can be true for one person but not for another…. I 

have had to explain to them that the message I am talking about is a message that isn`t just true for me or 

people in America, but rather it is true for every single person” (Light in China, “They Think the Gospel 

Can Be True for You but not for Them”). He goes onto conclude that this relativism is “simply one of the 

many lies that Satan has used to blind the eyes of people,” and that “They need to know and understand 

that there is a true God that made all things and wants to save all people from their sins” (Light in China, 

“They Think the Gospel Can Be True for You but not for Them”). 

The relativist arguments continue to challenge Bloom, as in “They Think the Gospel is a Fairy 

Tale”, where he explains that his Chinese contacts “compare it with some ancient Chinese story or other 

kinds of legends that they have heard growing up. They usually have a hard time accepting that it is a true 

story that affects their life. It is foolishness to them” (Light in China). He encourages readers not to give 

up hope because of the power of the Biblical message and that over time; Chinese nationals do come to 

accept the message, bringing “salvation to their lives.” He furthers this sense of encouragement in another 

post, adding that because most Chinese nationals are raised ‘atheist’, they are curious: 1) about the story 

of Jesus’ life, 2) “how an educated American person could believe in this,” 3) why missionaries would 

travel to share the story, and 4) they are open to alternatives to atheism (Light in China, “They are curious 

about the Gospel”). 

Mission Agencies and English Teachers 

In discussing the role of church-planting in their mission, the Project China team makes very 

clear that other missionaries and mission agencies engage in strategies they find troubling. Project China 
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members even suggest that mission agencies and other missionaries are countering their own message, 

and undermining the church planting movement as a viable option in China. In “Organizational 

Baggage”, Taube explains that in his contact with another local missionary, he learned that the 

missionary’s sending organization, “an awesome group,” had claimed that “doing this kind of missions in 

China is impossible” (Gospel in China). He goes onto explain that most of the “fear-mongering” is 

wrong. The reason, he posits, is that in order for large missionary organizations to operate in China, they 

have to maintain control over a large number of people and a large amount of resources. He notes: 

And there’s the problem: if one of their people should run into problems ‘with the law’ and be 

expelled, that puts their whole organization on the line. Every person, place, entity, and property 

connected to that person is liable. Because of these solid connections to a larger web, the stakes 

get much higher for big organizations in China (Gospel in China, “Organizational Baggage”) 

Taube adds that the results of these fears are stricter rules for mission organizations and more fear of 

mission organization rules than the actual laws of China. The consequences are then that “one hundred 

men do the work of one”, as well as the notion that when mission organizations train missionaries in this 

way, “Pretty soon they’re scared, talking about the danger, and spreading that junk back home to 

America” (Gospel in China, “Not Destined for Popularity”).   

  Tolson echoes this same argument in “Undercover or Under-the-Covers (3 of 5)” when he notes 

that ‘big’ organizations use rules to protect the organization, in effect, limiting church planting, stating, 

“They ask their workers to comply with rules… in order to ‘not get everyone else in trouble’” (China 

Ramblings). He suggests that good-natured individuals may start with these organizations, but their zeal is 

lost in the trials of language training and culture shock, which leaves them with little more than “basic 

lessons and buzz words.” He notes, “As time passes, there always seems to be a ‘problem’ in their area, 

so they move around to different parts of the country, not really digging into one spot” (China Ramblings, 
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“Undercover or Under-the-Covers [3 of 5]”). Tolson concludes similarly to Taube that the effects of these 

factors are the organization-first mentality, but also adds they convince themselves that simply being 

there is better than nothing at all.  

In “Fixing the IMB”, Taube directs this critique directly at the Southern Baptist Convention’s 

enormous International Mission Board, pointing to an article where the IMB was claiming a $300 million 

shortfall would result in the recall of hundreds of its international missionaries. Taube claims that this 

shortfall could have possibly been the result of insufficient giving, noting that a limited number of 

churches bear an outsized burden in giving, but he also notes that an outsize “80 percent of the budget is 

spent on personnel salaries alone” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB). He writes, “I say they have 

mismanaged missions money. Many of the things they have spent it on were simply not missions. There 

is no excuse” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”). In solving this, Taube suggests the IMB indeed 

engage in reducing its missionary commitment by cutting all “non-church-planters”. He suggests dividing 

all missionaries into three groups: A) church planters who have planted churches, B) those who have not 

successfully planted churches, and C) others. He then argues to cut the entire Bs who have been in the 

field a decade and the Cs. He also adds an additional sub-group of the first group, those who claim to 

report extremely high numbers, because “planting make-believe churches is not really any better than 

planting zero churches” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”). Taube concludes this post noting that those 

suggesting ‘business as missions’ models to solve this financial question should be challenged as well, 

because it might cost less but they accomplish less as well.    

Mission agencies are not the only subject of concern for the Project China team. Missionaries 

posing as English teachers are equally concerning for them as well. As Taube reflects, “I am against 

teaching English in China in 90+% of situations” (Gospel in China, “Not Destined for Popularity”). He 
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notes that missionaries don’t really want to engage in this work, it’s just that “‘Teaching English in 

China’ has just become a circumlocution for ‘missions in China’” (Gospel in China, “Not Destined for 

Popularity”). Using English teaching as a means to a visa is argued as both a waste of time and 

unnecessary compared to other methods, which afford the missionary more free time. He suggests that 

those who are attracted to English teaching in missions likely prefer ‘life on autopilot’, and working for 

the agencies in ministry “pretty much equals ‘no ministry’” (Gospel in China, “Not Destined for 

Popularity”). One anecdote supporting Taube’s perception of English teachers involved a conversation he 

had with a long-time English teacher, who became very uncomfortable over the course of their lunch 

meeting, until finally bursting out over the use of the word “church” in public (Gospel in China, “Church 

Planting: Scary but Necessary”). Taube asks in “Creativity: the Most Overvalued Trait in Missions (Part 

2)” why missionaries today are not able to work in the same manner as the Apostle Paul. He asks, “Would 

he (Paul) look at an English teacher in China and recognize his work?” (Gospel in China, “Creativity: the 

Most Overvalued Trait in Missions [Part 2]”).   

Tolson addresses one reason for missionaries’ contentment with English teaching with a term he 

refers to as the “‘getting there’ syndrome”. With this term he suggests that many people have dreams or 

imagine themselves as missionaries, some specifically in China, others in general. The opportunity of 

“simply moving and existing in that place” is sufficient and upon getting there, their goals change to the 

“survival stage [where] they must survive in the place of their calling to fulfill their call” (China 

Ramblings, “The ‘Getting There’ Syndrome”). In his “China Doesn’t Need More Missionaries,” he notes 

that missionaries, which are needed include those that “teach more Bible than they teach English” (China 

Ramblings).  
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Tolson shares the fears of the types of missionaries he talks about in these posts in his 

“Confessions of a Missionary (1 of 3) Bold but Worth a Risk!”, where he introduces the first person 

account of another unnamed missionary, whom had been introduced to missions in China under the 

guidance of a mission organization but “knew that something wasn’t right” (China Ramblings). Tolson 

claims that it was the interactions with Project China that helped the individual, and that it was “a story of 

freedom from the fear of missions spread by missionaries” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a 

Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a Risk!”). In the post, he shares: 

From when we first arrived until a little over a year ago my family and I lived in fear of being 

caught spreading the gospel. I lived in fear of deportation or getting Chinese Christians into 

trouble. We feared every phone call, every text message, and every post on all social media 

venues. Even at times, we found ourselves paranoid that the Chinese government bugged our 

home. (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a Risk!”) 

He goes onto explain that due to this fear, he was unable to approach others to share his testimony out of 

fear that the person he spoke to were a government worker. These encounters left the individual feeling 

defeated and wondering, “‘why do I believe I am willing to die for the Gospel when I am not willing to be 

kicked out for the Gospel?’” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a 

Risk!”).  

The narrator discusses learning about one of the Project China missionaries, who was described 

as openly working in China, using the Chinese language. He writes, “After witnessing his boldness in 

person and his online posts, I knew he would be kicked out of China in no time…. I did not like him 

because his actions challenged everything I believed about being a missionary in China” (China 

Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a Risk!”). Comparing his own efforts 

which had not had any results, to the story of Taube who had started four churches in the same amount of 
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time, the narrator claims that he understood “the risk was real but worth it,” adding “ I slowly become 

committed to starting a church and after losing all fear and becoming fearlessly bold I discovered the 

freedom and peace of Christ” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a 

Risk!”). In Tolson’s third post sharing this individual’s story, the anonymous missionary explains that he 

learned to use English teaching more effectively to share his faith and uses videos and stories of the Bible 

more openly in teaching scenarios. He concludes by pointing out that his ministry is now ‘planting seeds’ 

and ‘watering seeds planted by others’, and that “in China almost everyone I have led to the Lord had an 

English teacher or Christian relative tell them about God and opened them up to what I had to share with 

them” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [3 of 3] Platform for the Gospel”).  

The visa questions and the fear of arrest and deportation are a result of China’s status as a 

‘closed’ country to missionary efforts. In a series of posts on innovations in missions and their limitations, 

Taube addresses strategies other than church planting. First, he mentions the limitations of using English 

teaching to gain visas to enter China. He explains that it meets one criterion, that of bringing “thousands 

of missionaries’ to China; however, it fails in the second criterion because English teachers are almost 

entirely too limited by their work requirements or by their fear of losing their jobs to engage in 

witnessing. He shares another account, given to him by a ‘friend’ who “met with a regional director of a 

major missions agency” who expressed their commitment to “establishing credible businesses in the 

field” (Gospel in China, “Creativity the Most Overrated Trait in Missions [Part 3]”). Pressed on the 

results of the ventures, the director was reported to have unenthusiastically admitted that they were not 

yet fruitful, reinforcing Taube’s own observations and supporting his conclusions about ‘innovations’ in 

the field. He ties it to broader attempts at innovation in the church as well, writing, “many who would 

decry the fog machines and laser shows finding their way into churches in their own country fail to see 
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the connection between that trend and the trend towards creativity in missions” (Gospel in China, 

“Creativity the Most Overrated Trait in Missions [Part 3]”). Whether ‘at home’ or in ‘creative access’ 

countries, Taube is convinced in their preferred methodology: 

I know of no reason that a missionary, wherever he finds himself in the world, cannot do 

precisely the same core work as Paul, without innovation. Indeed, I have friends in virtually every 

part of the world that are doing precisely the same thing. Muslim contexts, restricted access 

nations, places where there is a danger of persecution, places where there is abject poverty, 

traditional cultures, highly urbanized societies – they proactively preach the gospel to many 

unbelievers, they baptize believers who make a public confession of faith in Christ, and they 

establish churches. And in virtually every place they work, they are part of a tiny minority of 

missionaries who do so. (Gospel in China, “Creativity the Most Overrated Trait in Missions [Part 

2]”) 

This method, the ‘Pauline’ method, as Taube and others describe it, are the methods behind the words 

like ‘bold’ and ‘fearless’ used among the Project China team throughout their works.  

Phil Martin looks at this topic of risk in his post, “Two Types of Risk.” He uses a metaphor of a 

character called, the ‘Grizzley Man’ who lived among grizzley bears in the Alaskan wilderness until 

eventually being killed in an attack. Martin suggests that critics would think a person crazy for engaging 

in such behavior, without precaution, and they would seem to be justified in their judgment given the 

eventual outcome of the Grizzley Man’s demise. He compares this to the risk people perceive in the 

Project China method of church planting in China. When members of Project China were arrested and 

deported, (two years prior to the publication of the post) critics of their methods held this as proof of its 

danger. Martin contends that this is erroneous though, because 1) deportation is not the same as death, 2) 

he argues that most Christians would agree it’s necessary to live in a closed country to spread the faith, 

and 3) the church is a necessary part of missionary work. On this third point he writes, “Strategies that 
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just reach unheards without plugging them into a church (very common in China) will consistently 

produce spiritual orphans rather than disciples” (Gospel to China, “Two Types of Risk”). As a result, he 

explains living in China, “with the Dragon” is necessary. Martin concludes by noting that remaining in 

China forever is not their goal, rather making disciples is. He notes that the “best uses of foreign 

resources” are those practiced by Project China, and they do increase their level of risk but the risk is 

worthwhile. Finally, he writes, “safety isn’t the deciding factor for Christians,” but rather “If we are 

convinced that being obedient servants of Christ will lead to danger, Christians joyfully march forward” 

(Gospel to China, “Two Types of Risk”).   

Tolson and Taube both take exception to another missionary practice; one that would seem bold, 

but they ultimately deem unnecessary. Tolson explains the issue is contentious, because there are two 

sides to the argument, and he claims the “senders” or missionary supporters in America are confused by 

the conflicting reports. Despite varying and pointed critiques of other missionary methods, none 

generated nearly as much comment or contentious debate within the comments section of the blog as this 

topic. Tolson’s defense of his position in the comments becomes quite vociferous despite his attempts to 

qualify his critique in the initial post. Here is how he summarizes his key arguments on Bible smuggling:  
• This is not an attack on bible smugglers. It is an open discussion. It’s an attempt at the disconnect 

between the two different ministry philosophies. It’s a way to see if there is a better way to use 

our resources for China. 

• Just because a pastor allows a missionary to speak in front of the church doesn’t mean that 

missionary is being truthful, has the best plan for a country, or that he is not ignorant of the true 

condition and need of the country he is representing. 

• Senders need to be investors, not simply givers. Be good stewards of God’s money and invest it 

with wisdom and faith. 

• Just because I think there are better options than bible smuggling doesn’t mean that I am against 

the bible. 
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• I am not against “bible smuggling,” I am just considering its’ relevance in modern China. 

• I may be wrong in some of my assumptions and information. Thus, I am willingly to learn from 

those who are leading the way for bible smuggling in China. (China Ramblings, “China and Bible 

Smuggling [Part 1 of 3]”) 

Tolson goes on to summarize his points but focuses on two: 1) Chinese language Bibles are inexpensive 

and widely available in bookstores, and 2) Chinese language Bibles and study materials are widely 

available for free over the Internet (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 1 of 3]”). 

Tolson’s skepticisms are spelled out further in his second and third posts on the subject. He 

makes the assertion that money spent on organizations buying and smuggling Bibles into China is wasted 

because the cost per book greatly exceeds the price of purchasing a Bible in a Chinese bookstore. He also 

questions the integrity of the Bible smuggling “network” as he puts in quotes because he claims there 

identity is not known, nor are the churches that they put their resources behind. He asks readers to 

consider if they as conservative Christians would support the supply of Charismatic churches teaching 

things like “speaking in tongues, women as pastors, and the belief that one’s salvation can be lost” (China 

Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]”). Tolson concludes that the resources would be 

better spent elsewhere, including on church buildings and disciple training.  

  In the comments section, Tolson experiences a mix of supporters and dissent. Positive comments 

like, “I love the line ‘It is good to send a Bible. It is better to send a man with a Bible…’ I do think there 

is a disconnect between the bible smugglers and the church planters” are met with thanks and praise from 

Tolson (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]” Comments Section). Challenges 

come along two lines, the first summarized quite well with the following line,  “just GET THE BIBLES 

TO CHINA, through smuggling, bookstores, English teachers, air drop” and concludes with a ‘who cares’ 

about the rest (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]” Comments Section). The 



135 
 

second critique deals with Tolson’s concern about Bibles ending up in the hands of Charismatics, which 

devolves into a much more pointed debate on doctrine, which will be addressed later. On the former 

point, Tolson uses an interesting defense, “As Christians we shouldn’t break the law of a country if there 

is no reason to do so” (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]” Comments Section). 

Taube picks up the conversation in his own blog, citing Tolson’s post and the conversation it 

generated. He begins in his first point, “I’m a law-breaker in this country” and goes on to add, “Obviously 

I agree with the Bible smugglers in at least one way: as Christians our primary loyalty is to God, and that 

overrides any other loyalties in our lives, including the laws of the land. But aren’t we as believers 

obligated to live by those laws that aren’t in conflict with the directives of God?” (Gospel in China, 

“Bible Smuggling in China”). He echoes Tolson’s defense in the comments section that it’s unnecessary 

to break laws by smuggling when Bibles can be purchased legally in country. In his second point, he 

explains that people can raise money and manpower for anything, and those who engage in Bible 

smuggling to China may not understand the reality in country. Next, he argues that while there is 

probably great demand for free Bibles, there probably isn’t a true need given the wide availability of 

affordable Bibles. Finally, he argues that sending Bibles are not as helpful as sending missionaries 

because while having a Bible is good, sending a missionary to disciple believers is better. In his 

conclusion he adds, “send all the Bibles you want to that little village somewhere in China. But send a 

Gospel preacher, too, for he is the disciple-making catalyst” (Gospel in China, “Bible Smuggling in 

China”).  

  Taube’s comment section on this post filled up as well, and possibly was the more contentious of 

the two blogs. For certain he received far fewer positive comments and support, and was dragged into 

multiple debates with a few of his readers. One of the sharpest exchanges begins, “So those living in 
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remote villages who do not speak or read Mandarin should just trek on over to the nearest city, register in 

the 3 Self Church and buy a Bible. Is that your counsel?” To this, Taube’s response begins, “That is 

absolutely my counsel” and goes onto question the elements of the complaint. Taube’s critic retorts within 

the hour, “Well then, I suppose those thousands of Bibles I have just brought into China and Viet Nam 

printed in Hmong might just as well have stayed in the warehouses from which they were shipped.” He 

adds his affirmation that no laws of man can or should restrict God. Taube replies only twelve minutes 

later that his critic is passionate but suggests he may be misguided or even vindictive, writing “Bible 

smuggling in China, however, is sticking it to the government just to stick it to them. It has nothing to do 

with choosing God’s orders over man’s rules” (Gospel in China, “Bible Smuggling in China” comments 

section). 

    Another reader, perhaps trying a more moderate approach to the debate, comments three months later 

and asks Taube to consider that conditions may be different among various places in China. She writes, 

“no one can claim to have a full understanding of every corner of China. It sounds ridiculous, but the 

people I’ve met in China who have worked there for 30 years say that everything you’ve heard about 

China is true somewhere…. and untrue somewhere else.” Taube thanks her for her contribution, but 

cautions, “While the oft-repeated line about everything being true somewhere in China does hint at the 

truth, it seems to imply that Chinese society varies wildly from place to place, and that you can never be 

sure of anything in China….  there are definitely some things that can be usefully asserted as 

characterizing China at large.” The commenter’s response is more reconciling, concluding, “I don’t like it 

when believers would insult one another on ministry issues….. I know it happens all the time, but it’s just 

wrong” (Gospel in China, “Bible Smuggling in China” comments section). 
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“A Pastor Told Me That I Can’t…” 

  What is China like? For missionaries, this is a contentious question, and for the Project China 

group, their claim is that most Americans have the wrong perception. Tolson spends a considerable 

number of posts, part of the “Project China Manual” to discuss issues of the state of Christianity and 

missions in China. In “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard,” Tolson explains the messages 

before going to China were mixed: 

Before coming to China, we heard a lot about what life should be like in China. We were in 

Churches that never heard of a missionary to China to churches that supported several 

missionaries to China. We met people who had friends or family living in China and people who 

had just read stories on the internet about China. We also met people who had served and lived in 

China themselves. Everyone’s experience relating to China and how they viewed the current 

situation varied, therefore we received encouraging and yet not so encouraging news about our 

plans to move to this country. (China Ramblings) 

Tolson mentions that there were pastors and mentors that helped encourage them and steer them towards 

their mission in China. However, he also cites numerous others who portrayed China in entirely negative 

light. The result was a fear that he claims to have fought every day before arriving in country. Warnings 

from pastors included, that he couldn’t do what he was planning to do and they refused to have him come 

to their church. Another rejected support because it was forbidden in China and required a lie to get the 

visa. Another warned he was too open on the internet, which wouldn’t be tolerated and he’d be shut out. 

Another, “told me that I can’t” (China Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [1 of 

4]”).  

Other individuals, those they met in person, talked to on the phone, or communicated with over the 

Internet had much broader concerns. Tolson lists them: 
• Don’t be open on the internet, use Facebook, or anything like that. 
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• Make sure your name doesn’t show up in google, especially with anything religious or about 

China. 

• Don’t use Skype in China because they screen your calls and know what you’re saying. 

• Don’t download anything on Chinese servers because they all include spyware. 

• Your telephones are tapped in China so you have to be careful what you say. 

• Speak in code words, don’t openly talk about the ministry. 

• People follow you around and will constantly be watching you. 

• Be careful what you write in emails because they are scanned by the government. (China 

Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [1 of 4]”) 

In Tolson’s post he goes onto tell other stories of random individuals that approached him or his sending 

churches, claiming to work in the government or to have “top-secret information” that he was being 

watched, particularly over the internet and would be shut down. He explained that one could not help but 

feel fear, and the stories even continued when they arrived in China. Nevertheless, “almost all of what we 

were told can be easily debunked” and he concludes that, “Persecution is something that we might have to 

face one day, but we aren’t going to live in fear to avoid it… ‘We’re missionaries, it’s an occupational 

hazard’” (China Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [2 of 4]”). 

Tolson explores a common phrase among the China missionaries, one that he challenges in the 

‘comments’ section as described earlier. In, “The Raptor Mentality”, he writes, “Everyone thinks their 

city is the special exception,” and that anywhere you go in China, someone will warn, “‘Maybe it’s like 

that in other places, but you have to understand, it’s different here…’” (China Ramblings). He ponders 

that even those who had lived in China for many years and never known anyone with ‘run-ins with the 

law’ still carry on believing there is a ‘grave danger’. Tolson suggests it is the fear, and argues that it 

should be worthwhile to test those limits, or ‘run too close to the fence’ as he claims their heroes have 

(China Ramblings, “The Raptor Mentality”). In another post, he adds to this call, writing: 
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Our Christian witness in creative access countries should be obvious and intentional. This doesn’t 

mean that we are preaching through a blow horn on the street, giving a prayer card to the local 

police station, or tract bombing the closest village. But it does mean that we should have a bold 

plan in place and accountability to accomplish it. (China Ramblings, “Undercover or Under-the-

covers [1 of 5]”).  

Answering criticism of his call for boldness, namely that putting themselves out there for persecution also 

puts host national believers at risk, Tolson brushes aside the critique. Regarding the persecution that host 

nationals face, he claims “it is not because of you,” but they are persecuted because those people doing 

the persecuting “hate Jesus” (China Ramblings, “Undercover or Under-the-covers [5 of 5]”). Suggesting 

that those whom missionaries train will react the way the missionaries do, Tolson insists that fearful 

trainers will have fearful followers; therefore, “We desire more than to train them to be saved and safe” 

(China Ramblings, “Undercover or Under-the-covers [5 of 5]”). 

Most of these conversations around ‘clandestine’ missions in China have been focused on Taube 

and Tolson, particularly from many of their posts that make up “The Project China Manual.” However, 

others in the Project China group, as well as Pastor Austin Gardner from Vision Baptist Church, have also 

contributed to this conversation in very similar ways. Pastor Gardner produced a series of podcasts within 

a program called the Leadership with Vision Podcast. In this series of episodes, he addresses questions 

that come from Mark Tolson, which Tolson features on a post called “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, 

Fear” (as presented in China Ramblings). Gardner addresses many of the same issues and misconceptions 

he sees in missions to a ‘creative access’ country like China. He also references the Project China team as 

‘cutting edge’ and expresses great praise to the entire team as ‘great writers’. For ‘creative access’ 

countries he warns not to do things which would intentionally lead to persecution, but do be prepared to 

possibly be kicked out. He notes that people who use aliases have been kicked out, just as those who have 
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used their real names. Asking ‘should we seek persecution,” he says, “I’m not going to go looking to get 

in trouble… I’m going to do everything in my power to keep on preaching” (“Answers Podcast #2: 

Missions in Creative Access Countries” as presented in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, 

Boldness, Fear”). He also takes exception to the English teachers ‘not talking about Jesus’ and too afraid 

of persecution, which he challenges as ‘dead wrong’. He cites examples from the Bible, including Jesus 

or the apostle Paul, where it is acceptable to withdraw in the face of persecution (“Answers Podcast #2: 

Missions in Creative Access Countries” as presented in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, 

Boldness, Fear”). 

In another podcast episode, “Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making 

Ministry”, Gardner again addresses the question of clandestine missions, calling them “double-O-7” 

missionaries, as well as the subject of using business or work as a means to enter a ‘closed’ country for 

missionary purposes. His caution for missionaries in ‘closed’ countries is that they end up in the wrong 

mindset by focusing more on staying in the country or not losing their possessions, as opposed to 

engaging in the work they came to do. He is also very careful not to criticize English teachers or tent-

makers (those who work full-time and engage in ministry on the side), but points out it is not the method 

he would teach or want to practice himself. He points out, “Tentmaking is a great thing for a layperson;” 

however, he adds, “I don’t believe in the tentmaking idea for a person who is trying to go as a missionary 

and raise money so that he can have a business so that he can be in the country and he is going to spend 

most of his time on business” (“Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making Ministry” as 

presented in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). He goes on to add the 

theological argument for those who would point to the Apostle Paul’s tentmaking ministry that those 

churches were inferior for which Paul apologized. His advice for those who are tentmakers is that they 
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must spend their time to learn the language, the culture, ‘witnessing’, and starting churches (“Answers 

Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making Ministry” as presented in China Ramblings, 

“Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”).  

Gardner questions using a work visa versus a tourist or other visas, because, despite the cost or 

inconvenience, the former require more weekly commitments, versus the irregular commitments to travel 

using other visas. He adds that the visa that allows people to stay provides comfort, but emphasizes that 

staying would be the goal. Again citing the Apostle Paul, he speculates that nobody would assume Paul 

would be “a double-O-7 Christian”, but also notes later that “Missionaries like that double-O-7 thing” 

(“Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making Ministry” as presented in China Ramblings, 

“Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). He also warns against provocative behaviors that put 

individuals unnecessarily at risk, such as having services in inappropriate places where upset neighbors 

call the police or ‘tract-bombing’ in places they would draw negative attention. He also talks about the 

first time going to China where individuals engaged in secret code and fearful behaviors, where they 

rebuked him for say ‘Jesus’ making him “scared to death,” but he later learned “it’s just ridiculous the 

way they’re so afraid” (“Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making Ministry” as 

presented in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”).  

Among other Project China team, similar observations about fear in missionaries comes through 

as well. Phil Martin notes in “China on My Mind” that a Chinese national sought out information about 

Christianity from a missionary, but “The missionaries she would meet in China would discourage her 

from going or attending a church because they told her it was too dangerous” (Gospel to China). John 

Walz presents in “What can we do?” a graphic to help distinguish the “traditional” ministry model in 

China from their own: 
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(Image 3: SinoProject, “What can we do?” in “Johnson Family Info Packet”, p. 7).  

Johnson adds in his info-packet, under section titled “China is more open than you think” that, “the need 

for secrecy is overhyped. It is not illegal to be a Christian in China” (SinoProject, “Johnson Family Info 

Packet” pdf-file p. 2). In “James Bond Need Not Apply”, John Walz suggests that the “idea of undercover 

missions, or what I call, ‘James Bond for Jesus’” was the result of methods dating back to the Communist 

Revolution (China Church Plant). He suggests that “those days are over and times are changing,” 

meaning the political changes in China have made it easier for missionaries. He proclaims this message to 

those “back home and hopefully that timid missionary in China who is still acting in James Bond mode 

(China Church Plant, “James Bond Need Not Apply”).   

 

 

 



143 
 

Short-Term Missionaries  

The Project China team addresses the Short-Term Missions movement in their works as well. In 

this area, their messages are more mixed. To support potential new missionaries, Tolson provides a series 

called “Tips, Helps, and Suggestions for Short-termers Traveling to China,” and he starts with the very 

basics: “#1 - Learn to use chopsticks. Seriously” (China Ramblings). In the list that follows under the  

first section titled, “culture”, there are numerous suggestions around food and jet lag, such as eat on the 

plane, try to stay up the whole first day in country, etc. He also lists some ‘culture shocks’ short-termers 

may experience, such as: “time change, huge city, poverty, dirtiness, the only white people are in our 

group, the amount of people, eating different foods, or not being able to speak to the majority of the 

people” (China Ramblings: Tips, Helps, and Suggestions for Short-termers Traveling to China [1 of 3]”). 

In the sections that follow, he highlights clothing, electronics, luggage, and other travel tips. Under the 

section ‘Evangelizing,’ he encourages participants to share their ‘testimony’ and to avoid both politics 

and overt references to being missionaries or proselytizing, instead to call themselves “Bible teachers”. 

He adds, “#37 - Religious Freedom? We just act like we have it” (China Ramblings: Tips, Helps, and 

Suggestions for Short-termers Traveling to China [1 of 3]”).    

Tolson and Taube both reference hosting numerous short-term visitors throughout their posts. 

The interest among blog readers is also very clear. In his “How to Become a Missionary in China” post, 

Taube receives dozens of responses to the post in the ‘Comments’ section, many asking how they can get 

involved in China missions. Some explain they have travelled there before, others looking to go the first 

time. Tolson has a similarly named post, which includes as an early step for high school and college-aged 

students the recommendation they participate in short term exchanges to visit China and intern with 

experienced church-planting missionaries (China Ramblings, “Become a Missionary to China”). He links 
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to another post talking about short term trips to his area called the “China Vision Tour”. He offers four 

key pieces of advice about the experience. First, he explains that “this trip may be one of the hardest trips 

you have ever taken” (China Ramblings, “Trips”). He explains that jet lag and fatigue will be an issue, as 

well as new foods, large crowds, and unfamiliar cities. Second, he promises that the trip will be rewarding 

in that participants will meet wonderful people and increase hope in those they meet. Third, he promises 

that the trip will not go as planned, nor always be comfortable, preaching “adjust, adjust, and adjust” as 

the keys to success. Finally, he encourages participants to make the most spiritually of the experience 

(China Ramblings, “Trips”).  

Tolson also breaks down logistics for trip participants. He outlines that participants can join the 

trip for approximately $2000 to $2500, with the majority of the costs going to airfare. Participants are 

expected to have additional funds for emergencies or offerings at the churches they visit. Activities 

include attending underground church services, doing outreach activities such as ‘English corners’, 

visiting places of interest, and prayer. Under cultural considerations, he borrows numerous considerations 

from Taube’s post cited above, but adds several additional points, such as treating both Chinese churches 

and pastors as they would those at home under ‘culture’ (China Ramblings, “Trips”).  

In “Worth-a-while Short Termer”, Tolson reflects on the presence of interns, not the same group 

as the ‘short-termers’ discussed in the “China Vision Tours” but for the college-aged and aspiring 

missionaries who serve for six weeks at their site. He tries to make a distinction between these interns 

versus the short-term visitors; however, he does admit, it is difficult to demarcate what constitutes ‘short-

term’, settling for a definition of less than one year as a reasonable mark. He calls these “missions with a 

return-ticket” an important exercise for churches and missionaries seeking to participate in the Great 

Commission. His argument is that these trips are important for the zealous and the indifferent alike, 
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because, for the latter, seeing the need in missions may be enough to inspire those who were uninspired 

before. Secondly, he notes that the trips should be educational and participants should be ready to learn. 

Finally, he argues that short-term missions should be there to advance the goals of long-term 

missionaries. Tolson admits that these three points do not always reflect the reality, particularly the third, 

in which he suggests long-term missionaries would not like the idea that short-term missions are ‘help’ at 

all. He admits that there are short-term groups that try to come and set their own agenda, even when they 

do not speak the language, or others who try to do building projects and spend more on airfare than a host 

national worker’s annual salary. However, he also notes that these may not all be bad, if they allow those 

who were not previously sure about missions to find passion for them instead. He concludes with a 

message for the short term participants, “Realize that there’s a difference between short-term effective 

and long-term effective. Just because you had a good time doing something on a month-long missions 

trip, does not mean that that’s a reasonable model for a lifelong ministry!” (China Ramblings, “Worth-a-

while Short Termers”).      

Taube addresses another criticism of the short-term missions; those with great passion to spread 

the Gospel, but who do not wish to be part of the church. As was discussed with “Ecclesioporosis” earlier, 

Taube has concern that they try to do missions without the church. He writes, “They’ll discuss 

emotionally their dreams of bringing mercy and justice to the world’s orphans, sex workers, and 

impoverished. Talk to them about the church, and there’s almost an embarrassed silence” (Gospel in 

China, “Ecclesioporosis”). He explains that mission trips they have taken are partly to blame because they 

have not involved local churches. Explaining this phenomenon, he gives several possible causes, 

including to suggest that parachurch organizations are perceived as more ‘vibrant’ and that current 

realities allow a zealous individual to travel to China to be a missionary without ever receiving support or 
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training. He notes with the latter group, “There are some who bristle - angrily denouncing the 

‘professionalism’ of the church” (Gospel in China, “Ecclesioporosis”). Finally, he concedes that church is 

not fun, writing “Many wouldn’t say that, but watch their otherwise boundless zeal fizzle into sleepiness 

when you bring them into a church service” (Gospel in China, “Ecclesioporosis”). 

In another post, “Thrill Seekers”, Taube addresses this challenge with young missionaries as well. 

He explains in this post that one way to reach “bored twenty-somethings” is through the use of a thrill-

seeking interpretation of missions, such as “‘Wouldn’t you like to do something meaningful with your 

life? Don’t waste your life in a cubicle when you could make an impact on the world! Dare to break out 

of normalcy and get involved in something bigger than yourself!’” (Gospel in China, “Thrill Seeker”). He 

explains that he’d recently seen such themes in an ad from a mission agency. He concedes being on the 

‘frontlines’ of the “Christian missionary force” has its appeals, but the ad only hints at a kernel of truth. 

While it would be enough to get a prospective missionary into the field, it is not enough to sustain them 

through the ‘tedious’ long term. Telling the story of recent short-term visitors to his mission, he reflects 

that their impression of long-term was that “it would bore them to tears” (Gospel to China, “Thrill 

Seeker”). Instead he claims that they are really seeking “long-term, short-term missions” as he explains: 

All the excitement of a short-term missions trip replicated ad infinitum (and there are some long-

termers who attempt precisely that!). What they’re missing is the need for patience to make an 

impact in anything besides a pillow. Language school, planting a church, or training a leader all 

have one thing in common. They all take an enormous investment of time. (Gospel to China, 

“Thrill Seeker”)   

He concludes by encouraging those who are passionate about the Gospel to enter mission work, but asks 

them to know that it will be for the sake of dedicating their life, not for thrills (Gospel to China, “Thrill 

Seeker”). In another post, he adds that many summer trip participants are excited about their experiences 
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and want to commit their lives to missions. He warns those in this situation not to wait for “mystical 

confirmation” but to “surrender” (Gospel to China, “What to do with a Call to Missions”). He also adds 

that they should talk with their spiritual leaders, train hard, and to have passion and urgency (Gospel to 

China, “What to do with a Call to Missions”).  

Not all of the Project China posts are quite so serious. In a cheerful post, Tolson adds a light-hearted 

critique of short-term mission participants in a post called “8 Over Exaggerated Short-Termers”. In this 

list, he includes caricatures of short-term missionaries, among them:  
• Over-Saved Sammy: This guy is so excited to be going on a missions trip. Everything on the trip 

is a blessing. You know the guy in church who says “amen” in all the wrong places. Everything 

from a flat tire to luggage being lost, he finds a blessing in it all…. 

• Over-Weight-Will: This guy causes all the locals to stop and stare as they wonder how a person 

can be so BIG! No only that, but the small portions of rice and traditional food will not do, he 

must find the nearest McDonald’s at all cost…. 

• Over-Nervous-Nelly: He is nervous about the trip knowing that something will and must go 

wrong. He doubts the leader’s decision making skills. But because of his earlier years in the boy-

scouts and watching Survivor, he is prepared for the worst. (China Ramblings, “8 Over 

Exaggerated Short-termers”)  

Tolson concludes by noting that all of these participants make trips more “interesting” (China Ramblings, 

“8 Over Exaggerated Short-termers”). 

Finally, on the subject of short-term missions, Tolson shares testimonials from two of his interns, 

one includes Kanon Bloom, who eventually returned as a full-term missionary himself. Tolson praises 

Bloom, writing, “God really used him during his time here and we still have fruit in the church for his 

internship” (China Ramblings, “A Testimony from a Project China Internship [Kanon]”). In his 

testimonial, Kanon praised the church-planting experience most, followed by cultural experiences and the 

opportunity to work with full-time missionaries. He explains that having mentorship to explain next steps, 
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raise funds, and perform outreach were valuable, as well as the “practical ministry” experience he enjoyed 

in country. He praises the experience, writing, “If you are someone that is considering being a missionary 

to China or Asia, I would highly recommend doing an internship with someone from the project China 

team” (China Ramblings, “A Testimony from a Project China Internship [Kanon]”).  

The second testimony, from “Megan” provides a similar insight into the experience, with some 

distinct differences based on gender roles. Tolson states that he enjoyed hosting her over the ten weeks. 

Megan explains that she studies as a Mission-Internship major at her Bible college, and she participated 

as part of a degree requirement. She praises the “new culture, new foods, new language, new 

opportunities, new customs” but adds that the most rewarding is “the opportunity to share the Gospel 

message with someone who has potentially never even heard it before” (China Ramblings, “A Testimony 

from a Project China Internship [Megan]”). She reflects on the experience as positive and strongly 

considers returning to China long-term. Praising her experience working with missionaries, she highlights 

that “it has given me a real picture of what it is like to serve with a missionary team. The countless hours I 

have spent with the missionary wife are something I will treasure for…well, probably ever!” (China 

Ramblings, “A Testimony from a Project China Internship [Megan]”). Her experiences included Bible 

study with women she met at ‘English Corner’, helping with children, teaching Sunday school classes, 

and “host[ing] a couple ladies’ activities” (China Ramblings, “A Testimony from a Project China 

Internship [Megan]”). She also explains the positive aspects of the language training and the practical 

experiences in mission work overseas, as well as her own spiritual growth. She answers those considering 

internships with the following, “If you are looking for the opportunity to learn from missionaries on the 

field, while they are on the field, and engage in ministry yourself, all while experiencing a new culture 

and language, then yes – I would highly encourage you to pray about and consider coming to this city 
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with so much opportunity and need for evangelism and discipleship!” (China Ramblings, “A Testimony 

from a Project China Internship [Megan]”). 

ON THE CHINESE CONTEXT 

The previous section focused primarily on the missiological methods among American Protestant 

missions, especially the question on the need for clandestine methods in ‘closed’ countries, particularly 

the Chinese context. The conversation in that section focused more on how Project China team 

experienced other missionaries and mission organizations, as well as their understanding of mission. 

Missing throughout most of this conversation was their encounters with China’s churches and governing 

authorities. Based on their own language on missiological theory, one could assume that working in 

China would result in minimal encounters with Chinese officials and authority; however, this does not 

entirely reflect their reality, especially in the wake of the expulsion of two members from China in 2014. 

The following section will look at their perception and encounters with the Chinese church, and with 

persecution and the authorities, leading to the eventual deportation.  

The Three-Selfs Protestant Church Versus the House Church  

The Protestant Church in China is generally identified in the dichotomous ‘government’ church 

versus the popular ‘house’ churches and network. Jake Taube discusses these two groups in his blog. He 

describes the house church as one of “modern missions’ most romanticized concepts,” warning 

Americans not to give missionaries who say they work with China’s house church a pass on this phrase 

(Gospel in China, “What Kind of House Church”). Explaining this, he states that “EVERY missionary” 

claims to work Chinese house churches, but these churches are all very different, making the claim 

somewhat empty. He goes onto explain the house churches in a series of ‘axes,’ including range of size, 

range of organization, range of tension, range of theology, and range of openness. On the first, he notes 
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that ‘houses’ may be appropriate for the small congregations of a few members, but they can quickly 

outgrow this nomenclature. This is the case for those ‘house’ churches with membership numbering into 

the hundreds, making ‘unregistered’ a more reasonable term. Range of organization is similarly variant in 

complexity, beginning with those churches with full-time pastors to those with itinerant preachers or none 

at all. Similarly, Taube notes some churches may have a budget, affording a permanent building or 

apartment within which to meet, while others have no permanent meeting place. Finally, some are part of 

extensive networks or denominational-like organizations, while others are independent (Gospel in China, 

“What Kind of House Church”).        

  “Range of Theology” is a reference to doctrinal beliefs. Taube explains, “It is commonly 

observed that there are no denominations in China. While that may be true in the strictest sense of 

‘denomination,’ wherever there is doctrine, there can be distinction between kinds of churches” (Gospel 

in China, “What Kind of House Church”). In this context, he explains that some Christian workers are not 

forthright about the churches they work with; meanwhile, Chinese house churches are well aware of and 

can label their own structure. He noted that in an informal survey, they had encountered many inquiries 

among rural Chinese Christians as to which “kind of Christians” they were. He notes:  

But even among the ‘unlabeled’ churches, there is a definite doctrinal spectrum. A huge segment 

has definite Charismatic leanings. The vast majority would accept women in a pastoral role. 

Baptist churches (in name or doctrine) would be one of the rarest breeds of house 

church.  (Gospel in China, “What Kind of House Church”) 

Under the final axis, Taube discusses “Range of Openness.” He begins with the common perception 

among foreigners that if they were caught in China, they would be deported, but the consequences for the 

Chinese Christians they had endangered would be much worse. Attempting to counter this perception he 

notes that, “In truth, those Chinese house churches with no foreign involvement tend to be the most open, 
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while those with foreigners tend to be the most paranoid and closeted” (Gospel in China, “What Kind of 

House Church”). The post concludes with Taube’s warning that missionaries ought to put as much effort 

into choosing their churches in China as they would in the United States.  

In a later post, Taube refers back to the conversation just discussed. In this updated post, he looks 

at greater depth into the Three Selfs Protestant Movement (TSPM) churches, particularly from the 

perspective of a Chinese Christian named Li Bo. Describing the TSPM as “sanctioned by the Chinese 

government,” he notes that they are large, with some churches serving thousands of members, but that 

they are also closed in that they are fed by their own seminaries. In defining the ‘three-selfs’ principles, 

“self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating” he explains that his means they are to be “free 

from foreign interventions” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). Critiquing the TSPM, 

Taube notes, “‘House churches’ and the missionaries who work with them tend to view the Three-Self 

churches, at best, as being in a potentially compromising position and, at worst, as evil puppets of a 

Communist regime” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). Going on, Taube suggests that 

participation in ‘house churches’ by “millions of Chinese Christians (almost indisputably the majority of 

them) have ignored or outright decried the government churches” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo 

Perspective [1 of 3]”). In response, he explains that the TSPM reject Chinese house churches because they 

are “‘not connected with the true Church in China’” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”).  

Regarding foreigners in China, Taube writes that the “Li Bo Perspective” suggests that foreigners 

should support the TSPM, and that by their efforts to support ‘house churches,’ they “cause the 

government to fear and dislike Christianity” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). Given 

this mindset, he concludes that it would leave little room foreign missionaries’ roles, but missionaries are 

nevertheless drawn to TSPM churches that offer them English language services. These Christians inside 
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China and out, “are becoming convinced that the Three-Self Church is the most legitimate option for 

missionaries in China” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). In response to these 

perspective, Taube explains that he is ‘unconvinced’, adding that “My own problem with the Three-Self 

Church actually has very little to do with government control” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective 

[2 of 3]”). Despite this claim, he continues adding the following slights to ‘government control’, writing:  

There is no question that the TSPM’s highest leaders are in a mess of Scripture-denying, socialist 

theology, but the extent of the trickle-down to local pastors, seminary students, and church 

members is unclear....It’s hard to see how the TSPM doesn’t make a Siamese twin out of the 

church – one head is Christ, the other is the Party. Little hard to tell who calls the shots.  (Gospel 

in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”) 

He suggests that perhaps there is a divide between government and church and if the government were to 

force the issue, “they [ie. the Chinese Church] will still have the opportunity to show themselves faithful” 

(Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”). Continuing, he finally notes that his greatest concern 

is the lack of Gospel used in the TSPM, noting that in some cases, Chinese Christians had switched to his 

church from the TSPM and had never heard the Gospel. The message one such individual took away from 

the TSPM was that good works was the path to salvation without mention of “God’s grace” (Gospel in 

China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”).    

In this critique of the TSPM, Taube also turns this same doctrinal criticism to the Chinese house 

churches. Due to a romanticized view of house churches, he claimed it originally surprised him that house 

churches shared these same issues. He warns, “It is not wise for us to equate organizational purity with 

doctrinal purity” adding, “If there’s a dozen churches in your town that you would advise people not to go 

to, why should it be thought a thing incredible with you that there’d be as many Chinese house churches 

you’d find equally censurable?” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”). Due to these 
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challenges, Taube concludes that the role of church-planting missionaries engaged in disciple-training 

remains important in the Chinese context and cannot be ceded to China’s seminaries or foreign 

collaborators with the TSPM. (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [3 of 3]”). 

Kanon Bloom also looks more specifically at the Chinese church. He differentiates some of the 

basic characteristics between the TSPM church and house churches. Unlike Taube, he offers more in 

depth analysis into some of the doctrinal considerations of Chinese Christianity. Specific to the TSPM, he 

highlights that the Book of Revelations is often untaught. Like Taube, he notes that the doctrinal beliefs 

vary widely, adding that it is dependent on “the individual church and pastor as to whether Bible 

truth is taught” (Light in China, “Survey of Dalian China - Ministry in China”). Bloom spells out that 

neither house church nor TSPM “guarantee that the Bible will be taught correctly” but adds that house 

churches are more closely aligned with the Bible (Light in China, “Survey of Dalian China - Ministry in 

China”). He goes onto explain “grave concerns,” which for the TSPM include, “it is not clear that 

salvation is by grace alone,” “baptism through sprinkling,” and faith in the Apostle’s and Nicene Creeds 

(Light in China, “Survey of Dalian China - Ministry in China”). 

  Pastor Gardner provides another critique of some Chinese churches. He notes that China has a lot 

of “Charismatic chaos”, and calls for more “local preachers that preach the Bible” (Leadership with 

Austin Gardner podcast as posted in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). He 

warns that in China, women being in charge of churches, “is a cause of embarrassment in Christ” 

resulting in the need for those who have been baptized in these churches to need rebaptism (Leadership 

with Austin Gardner podcast as posted in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). 

His argument for this need is Biblical interpretation of the idea that men cannot submit to women in terms 

of spiritual leadership.   
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Several of the Project China team members highlight examples of individual Chinese Christians 

they believe had been led astray by errant teachings. Mark Tolson relates one such story of a Chinese 

Christian he’d met who told him “a few years ago she faithful went to the Three-self church to pray 

because they said praying helped you sleep better” (China Ramblings, “Uncomfortable [2 of 2]”). Tolson 

also raised concerns over doctrine in his conversations with blog readers in his comments section of his 

Bible smuggling conversation. Two areas of stated concern are the popularity of Charismatic Christian 

churches as well as the prevalence of female pastors. When challengers express that these are lesser 

concerns to the introduction of Christianity in China, Tolson pushes back that this is not good. Regarding 

charismatic leaders, he writes: 

I don’t believe charismatic doctrine is ‘sound doctrine’ and thus uniting with them would hurt our 

purpose of ‘training in sound doctrine and pastoring’. I‘m concerned with ‘women pastors’ 

because I believe they are not pastors according to the Word of God. You assume they are. You 

are assuming unity is more important than truth. I assume the opposite. (China Ramblings, 

“China & Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]”) 

When his challenger attempts to use a pluralistic argument on Christian views of doctrine, which is often 

reflecting denominational practice, he suggests Tolson’s views and focus are ‘too narrow’. He adds that 

each person drawn to Christianity, regardless of denomination, is a positive. Tolson responds by labeling 

his challenger narrow in a liberal interpretation, while he uses a conservative view. He explains the 

impact of doctrine in China as follows: “A study of Chinese Church history will show you that the 

Chinese church has just as many differing beliefs and denominations. Some got to the point where they 

stopped preaching the true gospel of grace” (China Ramblings, “China & Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]”). 

In “China on My Mind,” Phil Martin relates a story of another young Chinese woman who had 

sought them out after looking for some time for more information on Christianity. She was actively 
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discouraged from going to church by some missionaries, who said it was dangerous, while other 

foreigners she asked did not know the answers to her questions (Gospel to China). In “Excited in China!”, 

Kanon Bloom talks about his experience with Chinese nationals shortly after arriving in the mission field. 

His perspective of engaging Chinese nationals “is like a dream come true”, because he finds host 

nationals eager to meet, practice English, and even share contact information after a very short 

introduction. He explains his excitement extends from the fact, “that people pay attention to what I am 

saying. They don`t push me away and ignore me when I tell them that I am a Christian, but instead most 

people will let me explain what Christianity is and even ask questions about what it means to be a 

Christian” (Light in China, “Excited in China!”).  

Mark Tolson writes one of the most pointed discussions about the relationship between 

‘foreigners’ and host nationals in his post, “Foreigners are a Problem.” He notes that the goal of the post 

is not to address the problems, but the “mindset” that exists, especially one which suggests foreign 

involvement should be limited. On this conversation he begins by emphasizing that the foreigner’s time 

should be limited, “I have come to China to work myself, eventually, out of a job. Lord willing, I can see 

many national pastors raised up in the lifetime that the Lord gives me” (China Ramblings, “Foreigners are 

a Problem [Part 1 of 2]”). He continues by noting that historically, foreigners have been a problem and 

claims that “the Chinese government doesn’t like foreigners” (China Ramblings, “Foreigners are a 

Problem [Part 1 of 2]”). Regarding the TSPM regulations, he notes that he respects the ‘three-selfs’ 

philosophy, but he cannot accept that there be no evangelism ‘outside the church’ or that children are to 

be discouraged from attending. He also rejects that “we ‘foreigners’ need to get ‘out-of-the-way’” and 

simply provide money and Bible donations while leaving Chinese Christians to themselves (China 

Ramblings, “Foreigners are a Problem [Part 1 of 2]”). His solution is that foreign missionaries must 
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remain involved. He explains, “If a national Christian isn’t as excited about reaching his own people with 

the gospel as a foreigner is, that doesn’t mean the national knows best, it means move out-of-the-way and 

let the foreigner do the work” (China Ramblings, “Foreigners are a Problem [Part 2 of 2]”). He concludes 

that hopefully with better language and cultural training, foreign missionaries will ‘avoid sitting on the 

sidelines’ because “who else is going to do it?”  (China Ramblings, “Foreigners are a Problem [Part 2 of 

2]”).  

There are limited points of concern from the Project China team for missionaries engaging 

Chinese nationals. Tolson informs new missionaries under the topic ‘evangelism’ that “two things that we 

try to avoid are 1) anything political 2) openly giving the idea we are here to proselytize” (China 

Ramblings, “Tips, Helps, and Suggestions For Short-termers Traveling to China [3 of 3]”). Kanon Bloom 

answers a question in one of his posts about the dangers of doing missionary work in China. In his 

response he notes that the only real risk occurs when “the missionary is leading, pastoring a national 

church” (Light in China, “Q & A Part 1”). The result of these limited warnings lead to one of the early 

perspectives by Tolson in which he expresses belief in a potential change in the openness to evangelizing 

in the Chinese context. In “A Dangerous Undercurrent: Mobilize NOW”, he writes, “I currently am led to 

believe there is a unofficial open door to spread the gospel and plant churches in China. We must 

mobilize and use this opportunity NOW!” (China Ramblings). Citing reason for this conclusion, he notes 

that he feels that missionaries are operating ‘without interference’ and persecution remains rare. At the 

same time, he cites an article “‘An Analysis of the Reasons for the Rapid Growth of Christianity in 

Today’s China’ by the China Social Sciences Press (Beijing in June 2010),” in which the Chinese 

perspective suggests that Christianity has been growing despite restrictions and it has become necessary 

to “‘undertake State interference, and to take legal and administrative means so that religion does not 
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have a free market and expand out of control” (China Ramblings, “A Dangerous Undercurrent: Mobilize 

NOW”). In his conclusion, Tolson suggests that it is important to ‘mobilize’ while the opportunity still 

exists.  

Police and Deportation  

Mark Tolson’s post suggesting an ‘unofficial open door’ was dated 6 July 2011. In that post he 

adds that time was potentially short, but he probably had not anticipated just how short that time might 

be. On 7 August 2011, he posted a story about his church service being shut down by police the Sunday 

previous. In this post, he notes that before going to church that morning, he had already updated his status 

(not specifying where) as, “‘It’s Sunday! The police know we are a church and know where we meet, 

nothing left to do but keep going forward trusting God!” adding a Bible quote afterwards (China 

Ramblings, “What Happened on Sunday Morning”). He explained that the forewarning was the result of 

contact with the police earlier in the week. During the Sunday service, around the time one of the Chinese 

pastors began his sermon, he reported that around twenty people, a mix of plainclothed officials and 

uniformed officers entered and stopped the service. Blocking the exits, the officials and officers collected 

identification and questioned all of the members, as well as separated Chinese nationals from foreigners. 

Tolson himself claimed to have affirmed that he was a preacher and preached in the church. Speeches 

were given to both Chinese nationals and to foreigners, and all were dismissed except for the Chinese 

pastors and one church member who were all taken into custody. While they were gone, Tolson and 

others returned to the church, moving its contents to an alternative location, and they waited (China 

Ramblings, “What Happened on Sunday Morning”). 

Two days later, Tolson added another post, reflecting on the event. He notes that they had 

expected persecution as missionaries to China but did not know when it would come. He writes, “We 
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weren’t ignorant of the persecution that happens in China, we just decided that is wasn’t going to keep us 

from making disciples, planting churches and training leaders” (China Ramblings, “Thoughts from What 

Happened Sunday”). He goes onto suggest that they may be ridiculed for recklessness or be told to now 

hide, but he claims that they will continue “to live boldly, proclaim loudly, and worship openly” (China 

Ramblings, “Thoughts from What Happened Sunday”). He suggests that while some might turn away 

because of the events, others may have their resolve strengthened, and thus the church would be ‘refined’. 

The following day, he added another post, this time clarifying more details about the questioning 

faced by those who had been taken in by the police. He notes that there were four questions the police 

were eager to answer:  

1. Funding, where is the money coming from? 

2. Foreigners, what is their involvement? 

3. Cults, are you one or do you have a relationship with a cult? 

4. Preaching, who is and what are they preaching? (China Ramblings, “The Questioning, Things 

to Note) 

He adds that singing and prayers were not the focus, but preaching “made them uncomfortable” and was 

the reason for ending the service. They were finally told that they could not use a daycare for church 

services, but could “get together in their home to pray, sing and talk about the Bible” as long as they 

“don’t make the neighbors mad and it couldn’t be a large crowd like the 50 people that we had Sunday” 

(China Ramblings, “The Questioning, Things to Note”). To become an official church, they would need 

to register, though they were discouraged from doing so because “there was a slim-chance-to-none of 

getting approved” (China Ramblings, “The Questioning, Things to Note”). 

In the aftermath of the event, Tolson notes in four other posts that relatively little changed. They 

returned to services in a different location by the Thursday following their closed service. Besides 
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changing their service time and location, Tolson reported that little else had been altered and attendance 

continued to be good. He concluded one post by asking his readers for their prayers (China Ramblings, 

“Church Situation, Quick Update”). In another post, “What’s Next,” he points out what their next steps 

will be: “1) We are not going to stop; 2) We are not going extreme; 3) We are not going to let fear win!” 

(China Ramblings). He concludes by reiterating a commitment to continue doing what they had been 

doing and again asks readers for their prayers. In the third of these posts, dating to nine days past the first, 

Tolson commends the Chinese pastors for their commitment even when threatened “that ‘next time the 

punishment would be worse’” (China Ramblings, “Serving in Persecution”). He credits their love of 

Jesus, which had “radically changed their lives” as well as their “TRAINING”, which he both bolds and 

writes in all caps. He credits his ‘co-laborer’, which is linked to Taube’s blog, because he “has poured 

four years of his life out to build this ministry here. He opened up his life, taught the Word of God, and 

exampled being a bold witness to them” (China Ramblings, “Serving in Persecution”). 

 The last of these posts, dated the day after the third, provided an additional layer of reflection on 

the cause of the police crackdown. He writes about the “4 Red Flags”, which also serves as the title of the 

post. The first of these he ties to the presence of foreigners, because he notes that “5-10 foreigners” attend 

the weekly services, and “The government doesn’t like this kind of mixing” (China Ramblings, “4 Red 

Flags”). Wondering what had changed from previous services that were not affected by police, despite 

their knowledge of the church, he adds that recently a large group of foreigners had visited the church and 

the group had been engaging in outreach in the community. Second, he noted that the large size 

potentially had concerned the police, which they were made aware of by the 150 chairs that Tolson 

reports was kept in the daycare for use by the church for services. Third, he noted that out of fear of cults 

and churches professing anti-government sentiments, the police had a duty to figure out what kind of 
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church they were. Finally, he notes that the last issue was “a phone call”, explaining, “then the killer, a 

neighbor gets mad and calls the cops. I am not 100% sure if someone really called, but when the cop was 

asked why they came that day, he replied with ‘someone gave us a call’” (China Ramblings, “4 Red 

Flags”). 

Tolson concludes that final post with a note that “The hard part is most of these things can’t really 

be avoided” (China Ramblings, “4 Red Flags”). Based on his posts, the philosophy within the Project 

China group did not seem to change. For better or for worse, this seemed to serve the group well enough 

until Easter Day, 2014. If the events just described were a ‘near miss’, then the ‘direct hit’ was the events 

that follow; costing Project China two missionaries in their Mainland China field, including its 

foundational figure, Jake Taube.  

Taube breaks the news on his blog, 10 May 2014, about two weeks following the incident. In the 

blog, he begins, “I am writing this on a high speed train from Kaohsiung, Taiwan to the island’s capital, 

Taipei. Why am I here and not in mainland China? In short, because I have been deported from China” 

(Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”). Taube notes that the four churches he had helped start in 

Harbin were all having Easter services independently and he was joining one of them to give a sermon. It 

was an exciting time, he notes, because, “our four churches in Harbin were planning on having our largest 

conference we’ve ever had on the Saturday following Easter…. A lot of work had gone into getting the 

word out about both our Sunday service and the following Saturday’s conference” (Gospel in China, “A 

Sharp Turn to the Right”). Just before the service was to begin, Taube reports that he was met at the 

entrance by a group of about twenty plain-clothed and uniformed officers, who made their way in and 

gathered those in attendance into the church auditorium. Foreigners were told to gather in a separate 

room, and in the main room, officers collected identifications of those in attendance, warning them that 
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they would need to attend government-approved churches. All of the foreigners were then ushered out of 

the church and into awaiting vans heading to the police station. Taube adds, “One of them kept a camera 

on us at all times” (Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”). 

Taube recounts that his family and the family of a Chinese pastor were put into a separate room 

while he was taken to interrogation. He notes that the process of interrogation was very slow, as the entire 

conversation was recorded in writing. He explained the line of questioning as follows: 

They started off asking some form questions about whether I needed a translator or whether I 

worked for some branch of the Chinese government. After this, they mostly asked questions 

about my participation in religious activities in China. Who was in charge of this church, who 

invited me today, when did this church meet, what were my responsibilities. They seemed to be 

trying to get me to help them identify a single head of the operation. (Gospel in China, “A Sharp 

Turn to the Right”) 

Particularly interested in the Chinese pastor working with Taube, he notes that after some time, the 

situation relaxed, he was permitted to sign off on his statement and return to his family. There he awaited 

the interrogation of the Chinese pastor. Waiting for this to conclude, he noted that they were able to use 

their cell phones to contact others, and at this time he learned that other pastors at the other churches, as 

well as the second missionary family had been taken in by police. After questioning, they were then 

escorted to their apartment in order to seize their passports along with a computer which they had there 

(Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”).  

Finally separated from the Police, Taube went to another of the churches, where people had 

begun to gather because it was the only of the four churches that had been unaffected by the sting. He 

recounts the response among members of the churches, writing:  

Brothers and sisters from all three churches that had been hit that morning were gathering there, 

preparing food and spending time in fellowship, encouraging one another and sharing stories 
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from their service. Many of the members from Grace had gone to the nearby university after 

leaving the service and observed Communion together in the cafeteria. When something like this 

happens, a church-planter’s greatest concern is the ability of the saplings to withstand the storm. 

Multiplied stories of the believers’ resilience throughout this tempest have confirmed for us 

again: there are much greater things to be feared for young churches than persecution. The three 

Chinese pastors and the five young men in pastoral training all demonstrated faith-empowered 

courage.  (Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”) 

Reunited with other Chinese pastors and the second missionary family, Taube reports that those 

individuals had received better treatment than he and the Chinese pastor had in their experiences (Gospel 

in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”). 

He then retells the story of the following day, reporting with his colleague, the Chinese pastor, to 

the central police station and department of foreign affairs. There, separated again for questioning, an 

official complimented his Chinese, noting that he’d seen Taube’s sermons over the internet. He was also 

told that they’d been watching him for a long time. Some of the questions were similar, but later they took 

a different turn. Taube explains:  

He wanted to know about the churches, the pastors, and my ministry in particular. ‘Four 

churches; that’s a lot of illegal activity.’ He wanted to know about money, theological training, 

ordination, preaching, baptisms, our sending organization, etc. For example, he wanted to know 

when [the Chinese] Pastor... had been baptized, ordained, and how much financial support I gave 

him and his church. These kinds of questions came up in all the subsequent interviews, and the 

police seemed generally unimpressed by the amount of money that had changed hands. They 

seemed to be looking for evidence of major cash flow (Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the 

Right”) 

Over the course of the interview, he notes that the officer became more congenial, yet he also warned 

Taube that their conference event scheduled for that Saturday would need to be cancelled. Then he was 

sent home and told to wait for a phone call. Taube notes that he left feeling that his chances of getting off 
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with a warning were pretty good. However, his Chinese colleague had a different impression, being told 

that Taube and the other American missionary, John, were going to be deported. It happened on that 

Thursday, they returned to the office and were told they were being deported and had ten days to depart. 

They would not be permitted to return for five years. Their property was returned and they were informed 

their families were permitted to stay. Taube concluded the retelling of his encounter with the police, 

noting, “When I turned to leave at the end, the officer called me back and shook my hand. He said he had 

done everything he could to let the churches get off easy, and he told me that maybe we would meet again 

someday. ‘It’s a shame we didn’t meet earlier,’ he said at the very end, implying that this might have all 

been avoided if we had” (Gospel in China, “A Sharp Turn to the Right”).  

Taube concludes the post sharing stories from his last few days in country. He notes that the 

churches continued as they had before, and that special celebrations coincided with their departure. Taube 

reflects on regrets over the work undone and the separation from his Chinese counterparts with whom he 

had grown close. Taube’s post, just two weeks after the events, does not contain all of his reflections on 

what happened, some of those thoughts would come out later. One month following the events, in a post 

called “Answers from the Black Box,” he goes into more depth to answer ‘what happened?’ He begins 

that post by noting all the positive response that had come from individuals from around the world. He 

quickly pivots from this, and notes: 

But there are also questions. People who in the past have felt that what we were doing was stupid 

and nearly suicidal seem to have found the evidence they were looking for. We’ve been foolishly 

open and now it has come back to bite us. The most stinging accusation is, of course, that we 

have put Chinese believers in terrible danger by our irresponsibility. (Gospel in China, “Answers 

from the Black Box”)  



164 
 

He goes onto address several of the more detailed questions he had been facing. The first of which related 

to the timing and why, after watching them for a long time, had the police finally chosen to act? In 

preparation for Easter services, he notes, one of the Chinese pastors and the entire group of five interns all 

worked to hand out 7,000 flyers. Included on the invitation were the names of all four churches, which 

Taube notes was done to save print costs. The group was less than judicious in getting the flyers out, and 

were kicked out of apartment complexes. This he assumes led to police calls, and thus the police stepped 

in (Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black Box”).  

He adds that it was not the missionaries who had done these things, but they were kicked out 

anyway, because “it was clearly a problem that foreigners were involved in the leadership of the church” 

(Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black Box”). He then explains that he did not believe their 

openness as missionaries were to blame for what happened, citing the fact that no information from online 

was ever discussed in his interrogation. “They simply don’t know about my web page” he writes, adding 

that many of the other activities they had engaged in were far more serious than maintaining an online 

blog (Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black Box”). Encouraged to take down his blog, he notes, 

“Someone pleaded with us that we must take our information off the internet lest it endanger our ministry. 

Dear brother, it is our ministry that endangers our ministry!” (Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black 

Box”).  

On the subject of endangering host nationals, Taube suggests there are two responses to this 

challenge. The first would be that the Chinese pastors were as bold as the missionaries, meaning that they 

had accomplished much through partnership. Second, he argues that the pastors really did not experience 

any suffering except to sit through questioning at the police station. He adds:  
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...not one time did the police tell any one of the pastors to stop having their services! Seriously, 

they know the pastors’ names, phone numbers, addresses, and service times… and they’ve done 

nothing about it! The churches have continued to meet with the implicit permission of the police! 

(Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black Box”)  

Taube adds a third argument, noting that he felt it “insulting and hurtful” to question the missionaries who 

go through the effort of converting Christians, because without them, the host nationals would have never 

been Christian at all. He argues that this perspective is created by missionaries who attach themselves to 

churches they did not plant and build, so they feel guilty if they were to do anything that would disrupt 

the church (Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black Box”). 

Taube points out that their two assumptions about missionary works in China were not 

undermined by the events that happened. The first argument, he notes, is that the dangers of being a 

missionary in China were overstated. He explains, “We believe that persecution in China is the exception, 

not the norm, and that when it does come it is relatively mild stuff” (Gospel in China, “Answers from the 

Black Box”). He secondly notes that they did not find it acceptable to not be open when sharing the 

Gospel with unbelievers. Looking back on the events, he is willing to acknowledge that things could have 

been done differently, starting with the flyers, which he notes “are not an acceptable risk” because they do 

not lead to new visitors but do manage to upset neighbors. He also explains that he feels they could have 

been more open, and had they communicated with the police when they relocated, it would not have 

appeared that they were secretly trying to evade the police (Gospel in China, “Answers from the Black 

Box”). 

The second missionary in this story was John Walz. Walz does not note much about what 

happened in the events in writing; however, he did create a video and participated in a podcast interview 

with Pastor Austin Gardner for Gardner’s Leadership with Vision series posted about a month after the 
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events. During that interview, which included both his and his wife’s perspective, many of the same 

elements existed as in Taube’s narrative, especially concern over the large number of fliers given out by 

the Chinese pastor and interns. Like Taube, he points out that the raid was likely the result of upsetting 

neighbors, as well as posting the names of all four churches on the flier. In contrast to Taube, he notes 

that they were generally treated kindly, his wife noting that they had even shared lunch with offers, which 

she felt was the result of her being pregnant. Even in the interrogation, John Walz notes, “they didn’t have 

a mean or angry tone”, but did note “I was on camera the whole time” (Leadership with Vision podcast, 

“Interview with Missionaries Expelled from China”). In the end, Gardner praises the group, stating “I 

personally am very proud of all these servants and the way they loved God, and the way they have dealt 

with this issues. I’m proud of Jake and Stephanie Taube and John and Alisha Walz and certainly proud of 

the pastors and the way they’ve handled it” (Leadership with Vision podcast, “Interview with 

Missionaries Expelled from China”).  

Finally, in a post dated almost four months after the incident, John Walz recounts the story of 

trying to transit through Shanghai in route to Taiwan. Both he and Taube were scheduled for a short 

layover, and he was aware that there might be an issue, but he notes what happened was more than he 

imagined. Upon landing in Shanghai, officers boarded the plane and removed the two. For two hours they 

were detained and closely watched by officials, until they were boarded onto planes returning to the 

United States. The airlines were forced to hold their passports until the landed. Walz notes, “It was a little 

embarrassing to be looked at and treated like a criminal in public,” and he and Taube concluded that 

China was really closed to them for some time to come (China Church Plant, “A Missionary Tale: There 

and Back Again”). They instead turned their focus to Taiwan.  
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The final reflections from this event came not from the missionaries, but from the two wives in a 

blog posted by another woman on the Women Behind the Scenes blog. The blog post was dated July 2014, 

several months after the event. The first of the wives, by Alisha Walz, expresses great awareness to all 

those who were around her in that moment. She recalls the faces of the Chinese who left the raid still with 

smiles on their faces as they made plans together for lunch, as well as the prayers and well wishes that 

came in from people around the world who saw the posts on Facebook alerting everyone that the service 

had been broken up. She credits these with keeping her at ease, and praised all of those around her for 

their ongoing faith (Women Behind the Scenes, “Expelled from China”).  

The second contributor was Stephanie Taube. She reflects on the fact that she had returned to 

China a few months before the incident hoping that she would “grow spiritually.” She notes that she got 

more challenge than she anticipated, and endured “grueling times” which pushed her physically and 

emotionally. She notes she had just given birth shortly before the police raid, and because of 

circumstances, she had become too fixated on her home, stability, and having her husband around “all the 

time.” She explains, “Once it sunk in that that my little girl was in America, my husband was in Taiwan 

and newborn son and myself were stuck in China, I broke down” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Expelled 

from China”). She adds that she was able to use this time in solitude to reconnect spiritually. Despite the 

feeling that she was still recovering from the events at the time of the blog post, she was still thankful, 

especially to God, writing, “I am so unworthy to have gone through what I had gone through…. Being 

kicked out of China has been a sanctifying process for my family and for the churches and I am so 

thankful that it happened” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Expelled from China”). 
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ON TRAINING AND PRACTICAL LIVING  

The first section of this chapter looked at into theory of missions for Project China, while the 

second section focused on their efforts in the Chinese context. This section addresses some of the more 

practical considerations, looking at the stories of the missionaries from the beginning of their journey, 

through their training and fundraising, and onto the mission field where they face fatigue and culture 

shock. In a way, it helps to round out the first two sections by taking the theory of missions into the 

Chinese context to see the intersection of the two.  

On the Pathway to Missions  

Not all of the Project China members dedicate a considerable amount of time to the origin of their 

missions, but a few do give insights through one or more of their posts. Though these accounts are surely 

incomplete, they do provide insight into the variety of motivations. In a very early post from Jake Taube 

in 2009, called “What to do with a Call to Missions,” Taube coaches those who have an interest in 

missions to jump in. Recounting his own experience, he notes:  

When I first believed that God wanted me to serve him overseas, I started to leap at every 

opportunity to leave the States that came my way. I didn’t really give any thought to where I 

would work – the only qualifier was ‘not here.’ The reason stemmed from my own ignorance – I 

pictured the whole world in two big circles – America and Other (most Bible colleges arrange 

their majors in this way). (Gospel in China, “What to do with a Call to Missions”)  

He then reflects that this was both a waste of time and money, and had he paid more attention to the 

human geography and need for missions, he would have been able to have a better strategy. He 

acknowledges that sometimes the motivation just seems to be to ‘get out’ of one’s own country, but this 

isn’t enough. He acknowledges from his own college experience, that he struggled to take training 

seriously, thinking that missions didn’t start until “you get off the plane in another country,” and that 
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there is a stereotype that mission work is a field that doesn’t require training (Gospel in China, “What to 

do with a Call to Missions”). He explains that this is untrue, writing, “If you get second-rate training for 

ministry, that’s exactly what your ministry will be” (Gospel in China, “What to do with a Call to 

Missions”).   

John Walz discusses God’s will in a post called, “To the Young Christian Entering Gospel 

Work,” in which he posits the correlation between those who question God’s will in their life and their 

own desires. He writes, “its [sic] funny how the Lord’s will always seems to be whatever the individual 

person wants to do at the time” noting that this correspondence tends to make people behave more 

religiously charismatic than they would believe themselves to be (China Church Plant, “To the Young 

Christian Entering Gospel Work”). He goes onto explain some of his own motivations as a young man, 

writing, “I was nineteen once, full of burdens and dreams. I allowed these dreams to speak for the Lord” 

(China Church Plant, “To the Young Christian Entering Gospel Work”). Like Taube he goes onto explain 

that good training is necessary to be successful in missions work.  

Kanon Bloom’s ‘origin story’ is the most well rounded. He explains he was the oldest of twelve 

siblings from small-town Georgia. He struggled to figure out what his career aspirations were despite 

having the opportunity to work in the family business. He explains, “At this point in my life I didn`t know 

where I was headed, but if I had to guess I would say that I was probably headed towards working in 

some business, getting involved in a small church, marrying some girl that just wanted a husband with a 

stable job, and living my whole life in Georgia” (Light in China, “God’s Direction in My Life”). He goes 

onto explain that he felt God had other plans, identifying three turning points. The first, at age 17, when 

his father brought him to a baptist mission agency because he knew Kanon had an interest to serve. 

Through that encounter, he met a missionary family, was encouraged to travel on a mission trip to Brazil, 
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and took the chance to go. The second opportunity presented itself at age twenty, when back in the United 

States working for his family but desiring to do missionary work again, he made his first contact with 

Vision Baptist Church. Learning about their “Our Generation Training Center” for aspiring missionaries, 

he enrolled and credits mentorship from Pastor Gardner. Finally, the third event happened the weekend 

before Easter 2014, when the news of Taube and Walz’s deportation from China reached Bloom. He 

reflects on this, writing, “The story is constantly brought up at church services and events. Throughout all 

of this the question is posed, ‘They were made to leave, so who will go and take their place?’ I began 

thinking about this and decided that I would like to go and take their place” (Light in China, “God’s 

Direction in My Life”). He goes onto meet Mark Tolson, who was on furlough later that summer, and his 

pathway to serving in China had begun.  

In a podcast interview with Austin Gardner, Kanon notes that his time in Brazil, first on a two-

week short term trip, later on an 8-month trip helped him to “clear up some misconceptions I had about 

the mission field…. in Brazil, people knew about God and they knew about Jesus and several people were 

true believers, but it was a lot of false doctrine, a lot of teaching of the not true Gospel” (Leadership with 

Vision podcast as posted in Light in China, “Podcast Interview”). In another post, he praises God for 

“allowing me to live my dream” because in his teenage years he had developed an interest in “tell[ing] 

others about Jesus” and in his twenties he found the means (Light in China, “Living the Dream”). In that 

post he is especially excited as he prepares for his six-month internship in China.  

In another post, Bloom reflects on the value of good training in missions, as well as the mistakes 

he had made in his own training along the way. For example, he notes that language training is an 

important step, but he claims too many people prioritize it as the first step. In his own experience, he had 

chosen to work at a canola oil refinery, where he could work with Brazilian friends in hopes of improving 
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his Portuguese for his missions to Brazil. He did not improve his Portuguese as he claims he was too busy 

cleaning up oil spills. Instead, he claims it is better to do language training in the field, where one can 

focus and practice. Another improper focus he notes is “life skills” giving the example of a time he 

prepared for missions by focusing on repairing cars. He explains his thought process: “‘Wow! It sure 

would be handy as a missionary to be able to know everything about cars and be able to fix the problems that 

they have. Maybe I could even witness to people as I help them with their car problems” (Light in China, 

“What Preparation Do You Need to be a Missionary [Part 1 of 2]”). It didn’t take him long to realize that this 

was a wasted effort. In the end he notes, “The things I focused on were good things, but they were not the most 

important things that a student preparing for missions should focus on in his time of training” (Light in China, 

“What Preparation Do You Need to be a Missionary [Part 1 of 2]”).   

As Bloom discovered, training was very important to his life as a missionary. His early 

experiences in short-term missions did not prepare him for long-term service, and instead he attended 

training and found mentors in Vision Baptist Church and among the Project China team. He credits these 

with his development, and this is consistent with the advice from other members as well. Taube warns 

readers that “you are what you train to be” and “if you’re an anemic Christian in the States, don’t expect 

you’ll do better in another country” (Gospel in China, “What to do With a Call to Missions”). In one of 

his earliest posts, Taube lists the following as the ‘basic training package for church-planting in China”): 
1. Internship in church-planting ministry NOT in China 

2. Mentor that will be perfectly honest with you 

3. Proof of language-learning ability 

4. Bold ministry to work with in China while you learn the language (Gospel in China, 

“Don’t Leave Home Without…”).  

The first point, he explains, is a requirement because it is necessary to work in an open environment prior 

to working in a closed one. The second and third are straightforward, but the third he emphasizes out of 
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his concern that language is a much bigger barrier to church-planting than government restriction. The 

final point is out of concern for missionary trainees who may end up in the restricting and ‘fearful’ 

missions (Gospel in China, “Don’t Leave Home Without…”).  

Tolson makes similar recommendations in his post, “The Theory of the First Year (1 of 5) 

Language”, where he notes that the suggestions are particularly important in the Chinese context. He 

warns that one of the hardest steps is getting past the culture shock and that everyone goes through culture 

shock. Faced with this challenge of learning a new language and a new culture, he emphasizes the overall 

importance of the language learning, noting that failure to do well in the first year will probably mean one 

would never reach fluency (China Ramblings, “The Theory of the First Year (1 of 5) Language”). He 

notes that this process will likely require sacrifice, even offering the example of the family:  

For example, missionary wives who want to learn the language can’t be with their children all 

day during the first year. Many seem to forget this the day that they land on the field. They don’t 

want to leave their children (understandably). All the sudden their children become the number 

one reason why they cannot learn the language. (China Ramblings, “The Theory of the First Year 

[2 of 5] Sacrifice”) 

He explains that failure to make sacrifice for language training will lead to burnout, so he recommends 

doing “whatever sacrifice necessary.” Regarding family, he notes that missionaries in the past had 

sacrificed much more, including long separation from children or even having children die in the mission 

field with them (China Ramblings, “The Theory of the First Year [2 of 5] Sacrifice”). 

Tolson suggests very strict and regimented language study, for both parents, including daily 

university classes, several hours of spoken language classes with additional time for homework and 

numerous outings during free-time and weekends in order to practice conversations with others. In 



173 
 

addition, special time would also be devoted to learning “spiritual terminology, studying Bible passages 

or the songs we sing in church” (China Ramblings, “The Theory of the First Year [5 of 5] A Plan”). 

He goes onto explain that for the missionary family, language-learning is the ‘full-time job’ of their first 

year. He encourages readers to prepare mentally for the sacrifice. The reason for Tolson’s emphasis on 

language is most likely that he himself found language “the hardest thing for me” (China Ramblings, 

“What’s One of the Hardships of Living Here”). He explains that all the other things that were difficult, 

did not seem to compare.  

In “I’m Learning to Quit Quitting,” Phil Martin echoes the concern over Chinese language 

learning. In the post, Martin writes, “I’m learning how to speak Chinese and there are days that I want to 

throw my hands in the air and walk away” (Gospel to China, “I’m Learning to Quit Quitting”). In the 

post, he writes that he finds solace in accepting that “the progress is painfully slow and embarrassment is 

inevitable,” but notes that in effort to share the Gospel that one should not “lose heart” (Gospel to China, 

“I’m Learning to Quit Quitting”). 

The difficulty with language training is one of the main reasons that Taube recommends 

prospective missionaries to start young, ideally under the age of 30. Along with other challenges, 

including a “steep learning curve” and “dumb decisions take a while to undo”, he notes that the time and 

energy needed to be successful suggests that younger people would be ideal (Gospel in China, “7 Reasons 

to Get to the Mission Field Before You’re 30”). He challenges a notion of older retirees being ideal due to 

their expendable time and financial stability, because he feels this reflects a misunderstanding of what is 

needed in the mission field. He writes, “If what we really lacked on the mission field was English-

speaking Sunday school teachers and food-preparers, then retired members of the congregation ought to 

be put on a plane with all haste” (Gospel in China, “7 Reasons to Get to the Mission Field Before You’re 
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30”). Instead, he points to the church-planting and disciple training as the need, which language learning 

helps facilitate.  

In another post, Mark Tolson notes that language is not the only requirement to prepare for the 

mission field. He notes, “it is so easy for people to jump head first into the ministry,” but that knowing the 

right words is often not enough, adding “We live like there is a magical thing that happens just because 

we use the right terms and say that we are willingly to do it” (China Ramblings, “Do You Get It?”). To 

correct this perspective, he emphasizes the importance of having a good mentor. He explains, “A mentor 

who treats me like a son and through hours and hours of teaching, years and years of saying the same 

thing and doing the same things over and over again, I finally caught on to what I am suppose [sic] to do” 

(China Ramblings, “Do You Get It?”). Austin Gardner talks about this as well, in his Leadership With 

Vision podcast, noting that new missionaries ought to spend time in the mission field with senior 

missionaries. His prescription is, “Spend two years with a mission veteran, go home three to six months 

for funding, and then return to the field for at least four years” (Leadership with Vision podcast as posted 

in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). From his testimonial from his own time 

as a Project China intern, Kanon Bloom praises the benefits of the experience working with the more 

experienced Mark Tolson, writing, “I was able to get advice and counsel about things like deputation, 

writing sermons, how to set up a house in China, how to do banking in China, different outreach ideas, 

and many other areas of life that a missionary needs to learn more about” (China Ramblings, “A 

Testimony from a Project China Internship [Kanon]”).  

One example from the Project China blogs demonstrating the considerations that senior 

missionaries share with new missionaries is choosing a church building. Jake Taube provides three posts 

dedicated to this singular topic, starting with how to find a location using Chinese real estate agents. This 
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includes the practical considerations of specific dimensions, including large living room, empty floorplan, 

and not in a gated communities, as well as recommendations to choose apartments on the first or second 

floor (Gospel in China, “Church Buildings: the Real Estate Agents”). On the last point, he adds 

considerations in another post for why it would be best to choose locations on or near the bottom floor. 

First, there are generally fewer neighbors, and no foot traffic over someone else’s apartment. 

Additionally, there is less competition to use the elevator, which can disturb other tenants if a service is 

starting or letting out and they cannot go about their daily business as a result (Gospel in China, “The 

Neighbors”). Finally, in a third post, he discusses the advantages and disadvantages of using commercial 

versus residential space. The benefits of the commercial spaces are their larger square footage, fewer 

neighbors sharing walls, and convenience. However, as the church in the daycare events had shown, these 

locations are not without downsides. The benefits of the residential units are their lower cost, less obvious 

location, and being more “neighborly” in that they feel more welcoming and community-based. In this 

post, Taube notes that Project China was committed to the ‘residential model’ because of its 

‘reproducibility’ (Gospel in China, “Commercial or Residential”).  

Another area of support for the missionaries is their home church and sponsoring churches in the 

United States. Key to this support is the financial component, since as was already outlined, the Project 

China team is not inclined toward the tentmaking model of teaching English or engaging in mission 

entrepreneurship. To raise funds, prospective missionaries participate in deputation, during which time 

they travel to prospective sponsoring churches, sharing their stories and sermons in hopes of finding 

support. Challenges to raising that support include individuals who challenge their methods in favor of 

the more ‘clandestine’ methods of missions. As discussed earlier, pastors, congregants and even strangers 

have discouraged them from engaging in their ‘open’ methods. Nevertheless, the Project China members 
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point to the importance of the practice, as well as reflect on their own experiences on deputation as 

well.     

Mark Tolson, in his post “Blessings of Deputation”, explains that “deputation is an unbelievable 

opportunity that Independent Baptists have” (China Ramblings). He notes that the practice has its critics, 

and that it does take considerable time and effort to gain full support for one’s mission. Nevertheless, he 

considers many of the other criticisms as excuses for those who are either too lazy or unworthy. Talking 

about many of the benefits, he includes prayer support, opportunities to practice preaching, engage in 

fellowship, partnership, and financial support. He also notes that it is an opportunity to do “pre-field 

ministry” in that “You can be a blessing to churches just as much as they can be a blessing to you” (China 

Ramblings, “Blessings of Deputation”). He also explains the role of sponsorship:  

Missions takes money. It is a heavy load for a church to fully support a missionary in most cases. 

A lot of churches struggle with supporting their pastor. Deputation is an opportunity for 

missionaries to receive support from multiple churches allowing them (the churches) to 

financially support a missionary by doing their part, whether big or small, they can be involved. 

We never charge for anything, but people want to support missions and this is a way for them to 

see your mission. (China Ramblings, “Blessings of Deputation”) 

Talking about his own time in deputation, Tolson notes that he and his family started deputation part-time 

in 2008. He notes that he “started putting our materials together, calling pastors, and we went to some 

meetings,” and as a result of his early successes, he felt comfortable transitioning to full-time deputation 

in January 2009 (China Ramblings, “Sufficiently and Extravagantly Financial [1 of 2]”). At that point, 

with only $550 per month of support and no savings, they set out to find the rest of the support they 

needed. The only other source of income was potential “love offerings” given to them by those groups 
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and congregations where they presented (China Ramblings, “Sufficiently and Extravagantly Financial [1 

of 2]”). 

Tolson notes that his needs at that time were taken care of by God. Just before his trip to China, 

Kanon Bloom also used similar language, as he notes his many blessings before his travels. Under 

“Support” he notes that “God has really blessed my support” (Light in China, “March Prayer Letter”). He 

goes onto explain: 

I have been amazed at how God has allowed me to raise the funds that I needed for this trip. 

People have truly been generous, and God has blessed me with funds. I couldn't do this trip 

without God sending the money, and I am so glad that He did. It has been a real blessing seeing 

God work in this area. (Light in China, “March Prayer Letter”) 

Bloom notes later that while he was only a few weeks away from his departure from China, he was 

alerted that his rent in China would be higher than expected. He goes onto add that he was still hopeful 

God’s support would rise to that need as well. In a separate post, Bloom also provided a graphic, which he 

uses to help show his supporters his progress in locating funds for his mission trip. 
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(Image 4: Light in China, “Kanon Bloom China Internship 2015”.)  

From the graphic, it is clear that $1000 per month plus initial travel expenses was planned to be sufficient 

to meet Bloom’s fundraising goals. This would be sufficient for a modest income in the Chinese context.  

Modesty can sometimes be a challenge for missionaries, notes Austin Gardner in his Leadership 

with Vision podcast. He articulates that one of the barriers to missions is missionaries who “live too high” 

on deputation, seeing a need to go out and “get gadgets” during this time of being dependent on others (as 

posted on China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). Tolson also provides critique of 

those missionaries who are “unthankful, unappreciative, or ungrateful” about their financial sponsors. He 

explains: 
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We often tell ourselves that because of our surrender in giving up our previously ‘wonderful life’ 

and our sacrifice of going to the mission field we must compensate ourselves. To make up for this 

loss, we buy nice things, live in nice places, and eat good food, all because we deserve it. (China 

Ramblings, “Un-Thank-Ful [1 of 2]”) 

He goes onto explain that people will feel entitled to visits, being sent favorite snacks, and being given the 

‘love offerings’. The results are that feelings of disappointment arise, even when receiving these gifts and 

support, forgetting what the donor may have sacrificed in order to offer the support. He beseeches 

missionaries to maintain a “humble heart and attitude” (China Ramblings, “Un-Thank-Ful [2 of 2]”). 

Returning to his own finances, Tolson notes that he had contributed to missions since he was a 

teenager and was humbled to now be “on the receiving end” (China Ramblings, “Sufficiently and 

Extravagantly Financial [2 of 2]”). He explains, that like missionaries develop a monthly budget and aim 

for a level of support of 100%, but in the end, the month-to-month fluctuation of support can vary greatly, 

with some months coming in under and others being over. He also explains the intervals and amounts that 

churches and supporters send is always varying, as some necessitate decreasing their funding while, 

others may increase. He boasts that only one church had ever dropped, and it was due to closing. 

Challenges to this system, he notes, includes the exchange rates that can increase or eat away at the 

purchasing power of the donations as well. In the China-context, he also notes the challenge of living in a 

cash economy. Unlike life in the United States with its prevalence of debit or credit cards, missionaries in 

China must revert back to parsing out their monthly budget into labeled envelopes for all of their various 

expenses (China Ramblings, “Sufficiently and Extravagantly Financial [2 of 2]”).   

In one of the Martins’ posts, written by Sara Martin, she gives supporters back home a list of five 

means to provide additional support to missionaries. These include staying in touch with missionaries 

throughout the year using technology or praying for them. For sending gifts, she recommends a “favorite 
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snack, candy, candle scent, toy” and points out that it helps to ask what items they might not be able to 

get in country (Gospel to China, “5 Ways We Can Serve Our Missionaries”). Regarding financial gifts, 

she notes, “Sending money IS an answer to prayer for missionaries on the field. Families get bigger, 

churches evolve, car breaks down, unexpected hospital visits, life happens” (Gospel to China, “5 Ways 

We Can Serve Our Missionaries”). Finally, she recommends visiting if able.  

On-going support, beyond financial support, in the form of visits, prayers, or even special snacks are 

designed to help disrupt feelings of ‘homesickness’, which is the ongoing byproduct of ‘culture-shock’. 

Numerous posts in the Project China blogs address culture shock from a variety of perspectives. Ben 

Johnson notes that “learning how to deal with stress on the mission field is an absolute must” (Sino 

Project, “Dealing with Missionary Stress [Part 1]”). He cites the research by Myron Loss in Culture 

Shock, offering the following tips: 
• Set reasonable goals 

• Don’t take your job description too seriously 

• Be committed to joy 

• Maintain good emotional health  

• Remember that you are human  

• Don’t be afraid of being a little eccentric (Sino Project, “Dealing with Missionary Stress [Part 

1]”).  

In a second post he adds to this list: 
• Don’t take yourself too seriously 

• Reduce your stress where possible 

• Make your cultural change gradual 

• Forgive yourself, forgive others 

• Establish close friends in the host culture  

• Be thankful 

• Be an encourager  

• Take courage, someone understands (Sino Project, “Dealing with Missionary Stress [Part 1]”).  
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In a final post he also cites additional research suggesting that missionaries endure numerous stress 

triggers during their transition into the mission field, and this can seriously increase their likelihood of 

breakdown (Sino Project, “The Missionary and Stress”).  

The Martins give two more personal encounters with culture shock. Describing one period of 

fatigue, their blog explains: 

The weeks you are never home and each day is filled from the time you wake up until the second 

you decide to go to bed. Imagine that while fighting an infection and sickness at the the same 

time. The last couple of weeks has been more emotionally and physically taxing in the ten months 

we have been here. Church preparations and modifications are in full swing. We are all trying to 

maintain the same responsibilities as before, but all I want is a pity party for myself. (Gospel to 

China, “Turning My Complaints to Praise”) 

In another post, they share an innocuous story about how sometimes events when living in a foreign 

culture can cause people to draw inaccurate conclusions about the nature of the people in the host country. 

They recount about a time after doing laundry they left their bedsheets on clothes lines on their apartment 

building’s rooftop. On a previous incident, they had previously been confronted by a Chinese woman on 

the roof who yelled at them, though they did not know why. Returning to retrieve their laundry that day, 

they found a sheet mission, and they furiously reported the incident to the security guard. After reviewing 

the security tapes in order to find the culprit, they learned that the sheet had simply blown away, and their 

presumptions about the nature of their neighbors were disproven, leaving them embarrassed (Gospel to 

China, “Cultural Adaptation Meets Laundry”).    

Tolson describes the challenge of being “in the middle” as he describes it, meaning no longer in 

the beginning and not yet at the end. He explains that at the endpoints, there is generally much 

celebration, but ‘the middle’ is defined more by hard work and endurance. He explains the “tests” coming 
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from “all angles and in every direction…. Food is different. Culture is different. People are different” 

(Gospel in China, “In the Middle Learning About Me [Part 1 of 2”). He adds that family also endures the 

tests, and while they are expected early on, in the middle they are especially challenging. Temptations to 

move on when things are difficult are strong, while the desire to endure is less so. Finally, he notes, 

“Besides these, laziness and weaknesses show up!” (Gospel in China, “In the Middle: Learning About Me 

[Part 2 of 2]”). Tolson also describes the challenges of the distance between him and family back home. 

He writes, “When you move to the other side of the world, it is like you died in the place you previously 

lived’ (Gospel in China, “Moving On”). Because of this distance, he notes, missionaries are not able to 

maintain old friendships as they drift apart. In addition to being disconnected, he adds it is “difficult for 

missionaries… because it is our lives that have changed, not everyone else’s… sometimes you can feel 

left out or not needed” (Gospel in China, “Moving On”).  

The stresses for family members are also of great concern for missionaries. Tolson discusses at 

length a particular problem his young daughter experienced in Chinese society. He attributes this attention 

to her being a “‘white’ kid” in addition, he notes, “They say she looks like a living baby doll with her 

white skin, blonde hair, and blue eyes” (China Ramblings, “Twinkle, Linkle, Little Star”). He notes that 

while it was ‘interesting’ at first, over time it became more of a challenge, as strangers approach her to 

take her picture or get a picture taken with her. Some strangers even try to hold or touch the girl, or give 

her things. He concludes in the post that the little daughter was beginning to reject the behavior (China 

Ramblings, “Twinkle, Linkle, Little Star”). Some time later, Tolson added a second post on the subject, in 

which he notes that the child had begun showing more problematic behavior. She had begun to “cover her 

eyes, scream at people, and her attitude just wasn’t that great” (China Ramblings, “Being on the Mission 

Field with a Kid [1 of 3]”). Tolson reflects on his conflicted feelings, wanting his daughter to be happy 
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but also concerned with her behavior. He adds, “The missionary side of me wanted her to love the 

Chinese people and be ok around them” (China Ramblings, “Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [1 of 

3]”).   

After facing this trouble, Tolson explains that they had to set some rules. First, it is very common 

for host nationals to request to take photos with the child, “over, and over, and over” he explains, but 

since she doesn’t like to take photos with strangers any longer, they politely decline (China Ramblings, 

“Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [1 of 3]”). Another boundary they needed to set was with 

touching, since there are “strangers wanting to touch her hair, skin, or try to pick her up which makes her 

really upset…. I think even the occasional touching we would be able to put up with, but in China, 

nothing is done on a small-scale” (China Ramblings, “Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [2 of 3]”). 

Fearing that adults would constantly be trying to touch her, they politely stop them from doing so in 

public. He explains that it does not mean she does not make contact with anyone, giving the example of a 

familiar “meat lady” in the market, whom the child ran to and was rewarded with a chicken foot to snack 

on. Tolson concludes that the response had been better since making these changes (China Ramblings, 

“Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [2 of 3]”). 

In a final post in this series, Tolson also notes the difficulty with babysitting. One college student 

from their church agreed to babysit, but instructions were lost in translation and once the child was put 

down for a nap, the babysitter left. Upon returning home, the parents were distressed in learning the child 

had been left unattended for an hour. Tolson concluded that Chinese students, unlike their American 

counterparts, might struggle with childcare because they rarely had siblings to watch over; instead, 

grandparents do more babysitting. In another instance, a girl at the church let their daughter burn her 

hands on the hot water dispenser. She had tried to stop the child by saying ‘no’, but did not want to be 
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“too strict with the foreigner’s kid” (China Ramblings, “Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [2 of 3]”). 

In his conclusion, he notes that host nationals have meant very well, and most of the challenges for them 

as parents were more like friends and acquaintances giving their child too much candy as opposed to 

more serious issues. To solve the dilemma of childcare, they started using a nanny in their home (China 

Ramblings, “Being on the Mission Field with a Kid [2 of 3]”). 

Tolson also created a series of posts dedicated to the subject of missionary wives. He starts the 

thread, writing, “I have great respect for missionary wives,” and continues: 

They leave the comforts of their home and everything familiar to them. They move to another 

part of the world that is completely foreign. They have to learn how to do their jobs as mom and 

wife in a new way, in a new culture and with new people. They have to learn to deny comforts 

and live with less. They deal with hardships and struggles more than most know about. (China 

Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [1 of 8] Introduction”) 

Tolson explains that when he met his own wife, he had already planned to become a missionary. They 

married during the training, and had “never really been ‘normal’ since” (China Ramblings, “The 

Missionary Wife [1 of 8] Introduction”).  

In the next post in the series, he notes that unlike missionaries, missionary wives have a lifestyle 

thrust upon them, sometimes with little warning. Women also receive little training relative to men, who 

can study missions in Bible colleges. He also explains that without training, women can be confused 

about their roles. He uses Bible verses to demonstrate that men and women are equal, but with defined 

roles “in marriage and ministry, as God has authority over man, so the husband has authority over his 

wife” (China Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [2 of 8] Biblical Womanhood”). Citing additional verses, 

he also summarizes a ‘good’ Christian wife: 
• Love, serve, submit and take care of her husband. 

• Love, teach, care for and bear children. 
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• Manage, guide and keep her home. 

• Be full of good works, good speech, prayer, hospitality and compassion. 

• Be modest in appearance, demeanor and behavior. 

• Be teachers of and discipling the younger generation of Christian wives. (China Ramblings, “The 

Missionary Wife [3 of 8] Woman’s Role”). 

In a subsequent post, he also notes that women may find their way into missions prior to marriage, but he 

explains it is both “good and dangerous”. The woman in missions is good because she is “involved in 

reaching the world,” but the danger comes “because women can get emotionally attached to a decision or 

place” (China Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [5 of 8] The Calling”). He then explains that if she 

marries and tries to bring her husband into missions, then she is leading rather than following. 

Furthermore, he qualifies using woman as missionaries, noting that a “woman cannot fulfill this position” 

of church planting missionary (China Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [5 of 8] The Calling”). 

Returning to the topic of missionary wives, he notes that they must also endure culture shock.  

He expresses the struggles he noticed with his own wife, which included moving away from home and 

being far from family and friends. He provides a list of advice, including suggestions such as, 

communicating with their husband, finding a friend or mentor, avoiding destructive mindsets or habits, 

and giving themselves over to God [ie “Take up your cross”] (China Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [6 

of 8] Missionary Life”). He adds suggestions for stages of the missionary family’s life, including during 

deputation and language training. For the former, he notes that they should avoid the temptation to ‘ignore 

your children’, but during language training, “You will most likely need to give up a year of being at 

home with your children to learn the language. If you don’t learn the language it will hurt you more than 

the year that you gave up” (China Ramblings, “The Missionary Wife [7 of 8] Keeping First Things 

First”). Despite these challenges, he notes that missionary wives are expected to support the ministry, 

which they can do through discipling their own children, bringing children out into the field, and hosting 
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others in the home to show them the role of Christian wife and mother (China Ramblings, “The 

Missionary Wife [8 of 8] Ministry on the Field”). 

The Perspective of the Missionary Wife  

The previous section concludes with a look into the life of the missionary’s family from the 

missionary’s perspective. Primarily shown from the perspective of Mark Tolson, the Women Behind the 

Scenes blog provides invaluable information to provide the woman’s perspective on several of these same 

themes, including preparations for the mission field, children, their role relative to their husband, and 

culture shock.  

Two blog posts by missionary wives offer advice to others preparing to enter the mission field. 

These lists of ideas share similarities as well. The first, from a missionary wife in South Africa 

encourages a wide range of activities, such as 1) learning to drive a car with manual transmission; 2) 

learning to cook for large groups of individuals; 3) learning to keep supplies in the pantry in order to cook 

for large groups on short notice; 4) spending more time cooking, 5) learning to teach, especially for 

Sunday school (Women Behind the Scenes, “Prepping for the Field: Part 1”). The second of these posts 

features suggestions from a missionary wife in Peru. She notes she wishes she had: 1) read more ministry 

books; 2) had prepared more lesson plans for teaching in Sunday school ahead of time; 3) known more 

about training others through discipleship; 4) been discipled herself before going into the field; and 5) 

known more about other religious faiths and cults in order to address them Biblically (Women Behind the 

Scenes, “Prepping for the Field: Part 2”).  

Another post offers advice to missionary wives on deputation, by encouraging them to “be a 

blessing” to the churches they visit, pastors’ wives, and by spending extra time with the congregation 

after services (Women Behind the Scenes, “How to Be a Blessing to Churches, and Pastors Wives on 
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Deputation”). Crystal Johnson, spouse of Ben Johnson in the Project China team, has her own post about 

deputation as well, titled “Xie Xie!”, in which she offers thanks to all of the individuals that had hosted 

her and her family along the way over that 18 months. She lists many things, including: 

Thank you for knowing our names before we came to your church…. Thank you for opening 

your homes to us to save us money.... Thank you for feeding us your amazing food…. Thank you 

for knowing when we have needed encouragement…. Thank you for giving your money so we 

can take Christ to the Chinese…. Thank you for taking the time to send us hand-written letters 

and cards to tell us that you were thinking about us and praying for us…. Thank you for giving us 

opportunities to serve…. Thank you for showing genuine interest in our lives. Thank you for not 

being intimidated because we are missionaries and remembering that we are normal people who, 

not only love to talk about our fields of service, but also love normal, everyday conversations! 

(Women Behind the Scenes, “Xie Xie!”)  

She also notes that her list is not exhaustive and that she’s grateful for all of the support of ‘senders’.  

Ben Johnson’s mother also contributes to the Women Behind the Scenes blog. She recounts the 

story of travelling along with her son’s family as they moved to China. She explains the many challenges 

she witnessed as the young missionary family was required to put together a life ‘from the ground up’. 

The challenges she notes included finding a home, even if one does not know the language, and then 

proceeding to find all of the amenities for a new home. Luckily, she notes, the other missionary family 

there provided support. They were also required to register at the police station, registering for language 

classes at the university, as well as “Learning your way around, bus routes, and how to tell your taxi 

driver where you want to go when you don’t speak the language” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Heart 

Condition Diagnosed”). She concludes by expressing her admiration for those who are willing to go to 

another country to do missions, especially without knowing the language. She also expresses her 

excitement and having been able to see the places her family lives, meeting the people they will work 
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with, and experiencing some of the challenges so that she could appreciate the stories better in the future 

and “it makes it more real” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Heart Condition Diagnosed”).  

Returning to the missionary wives, many of their posts focus on their children or husbands. On 

the latter, they introduce their roles as missionary wives. One wife, answers common questions, starting 

with balancing missionary work with family responsibility. She emphasizes them in order of God first, 

then husband, followed by children and mission work last. She also recommends deferring to the husband 

on issues of family and ministry, having him decide how much of the latter she should do. She also 

recommends knowing one’s own weakness, improving on them, and recognizing triggers that lead to 

negative feelings and behaviors. Her second question addresses the topic of submission. She cites the 

Bible, noting that women should follow men, but adds that she does not believe this comes naturally to 

women. She, herself, feels it’s difficult due to selfishness and not wanting to be told what to do, but she 

notes it is necessary because God commands it. Finally, she answers questions about what to do when a 

wife questions her husband. To this she recommends prayer rather than ‘nagging’, and trying to keep in 

line with God (Women Behind the Scenes, “Marriage and Ministry”).  

Another missionary wife warns others not to make their family more miserable in missionary 

work by trying to hide at home. She says this can come from an instinct to protect the family, but she 

notes they are better served by seeing the world and engaging other cultures, languages, and people. She 

recommends avoiding dwelling on differences between home and the mission field, noting in her own 

family that children do not know the difference unless parents make an issue out of it. She also warns not 

to forsake family for the purpose of missions or else children can drift away. Regarding husbands, she 

notes that wives should ‘be their everything’ using the term “help-meet”. She questions the role of a wife 

who would stop a husband from ‘saving’ others, or distracting him from missionary responsibilities. 
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Finally, she encourages missionary wives to have fun, especially with kids (Women Behind the Scenes, 

“How to Make Your Family Miserable on the Mission Field”).  

Another blog entry makes similar warnings to unsupportive wives in a post called “Roadblock”. 

She points to this as a phenomenon generally attributed to young missionary wives. She also points to 

‘nagging’ as a ‘roadblock strategy’ that fails to meet the biblical command to submit. To ‘soften the heart’ 

she encourages prayer, learning about missions and the host country, so they feel more confident (Women 

Behind the Scenes, “Roadblock”). In a final post on this theme, the same author surveyed a group of 

wives to find out ways of showing love to their husbands. She starts the list with the following:  
1. Make sure that everything in the house is done when he comes home so that we can 

spend time together and I don’t have to stop to wash dishes or do laundry. 

2. Show delight as he walks in the door and express sincere interest in his day. 

3. Get the house in order and a yummy dinner on the table. 

4. Tuck my struggles, frustrations of the day far away to where they don’t overflow on him 

the moment he comes in…. (Women Behind the Scenes, ”60 Ways to Say ‘I Love You to 

Your Husband”) 

This list provides a total of 60 more ideas, many similar to those from the previous posts explored above.  

Beyond husbands and mission, children are a major subject for missionary wives as well. 

Balancing multiple responsibilities is a challenge, and as one writer puts in her post, “Children spell love, 

T. I. M. E.” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Mommy Matters”). Another writer notes that when she started 

in church-planting, she didn’t feel like there was enough time to be a good mother, wife and missionary 

all at once. The church didn’t have someone to mentor all of the church’s girls and women, so she tried, 

but it would conflict with preparing lessons, doing Bible studies, and being a hostess. Meanwhile, all of 

the distractions of parenthood would pull her into other tasks as well. Faced with these pressures, she 

offers advice to other mothers to focus on family first but not to neglect the church altogether. She 
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recommends quality time as a family and setting time aside for each child individually, as well as to teach 

them about ministry as well. She concludes with the note that “time is fleeting” (Women Behind the 

Scenes, “Balancing Children and Ministry”).  

Another mother reflects on ways that children in missions, ‘missionary kids (or MKs)’ are 

different. She uses some terms like ‘awkward’ affectionately, noting that there are stereotypes that she 

wish didn’t exist, but do. To their benefit, she notes that the children are able to see places in the world 

that other children in America would only hear about, and that they develop an appreciation for what they 

have as a result. At the same time, because of the constant movement, they are forced to also make new 

friends and to adapt quickly, including to new cultures and new languages. She then adds a reflection, 

wondering if the children miss things that she might not know about, but concludes by pointing out that 

missionaries should not let their children stop them from missions (Women Behind the Scenes, “The 

Missionary Kid: Amazing yet Different”).    

With much of the conversation surrounding balance and time management, culture shock is 

clearly a concern among missionary wives. One defining post, “Always the Foreigner, Never the Friend”, 

reflects on all of the way the author feels like an outsider. She laments, how even with the language 

training and time spent in country, she will “never truly be ‘in’ and considered a friend to any person 

outside the expat community” (Women Behind the Scenes, “Always the Foreigner, Never the Friend”). 

She continues, writing:  

I’ll never speak like a native. I’ll never have dark skin. I’ll never look good in a traditional dress. 

I won’t get the inside jokes or know the little songs and stories that children grow up with. 

Culturally, I am coming from a totally different planet. No matter how much I adapt and adjust, I 

will never truly belong. (Women Behind the Scenes, “Always the Foreigner, Never the Friend”) 
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She continues by noting that she won’t necessarily be like host nationals, but she doesn’t have to be 

either. Nor does she feel like she has to fit in because she’s there to be selfless and to sacrifice for the 

good of spreading the faith. In conclusion, she decides that while she can’t be a ‘native’, she can be a 

friend  (Women Behind the Scenes, “Always the Foreigner, Never the Friend”). 

The missionary wives in China also address their fears and concerns. Crystal Johnson writes 

about her concerns about China. She notes the story of the historical missionary John Stam and his wife, 

who were killed in China in the 1930s. She notes that fearfulness is easy to feel, thinking about “scary 

things that could happen” (Women Behind the Scenes, “God’s Will Re-Thunk”). She goes onto suggest 

that despite the human desire for safety and security, she does not feel God owes it to people. She writes 

that American Christians must expect there will be persecution and harm may occur, but the duty to God 

and need to follow are greater goals (Women Behind the Scenes, “God’s Will Re-Thunk”).  

Natasha Tolson provides a few posts, reflecting on difficult points and pressure in the mission 

field in China. Following a police raid, presumably on the daycare as described by Mark Tolson, she 

notes her intense anxiety. In one post, “Paralyzed”, she writes that she was overtaken by “instant fear”, 

followed by anger that they had “put ourselves ‘out there’ again” (Women Behind the Scenes). In another 

post, “I Can’t Handle This!”, she laments that they had just put a great deal of effort into preparing the 

new church, and felt frustration and disappointment at its being shut down. She explains she “sobbed 

uncontrollably. And then announced to my husband, ‘I can’t handle this!’” (Women Behind the Scenes, “I 

Can’t Handle This!”). She later adds that it wasn’t fear of the police, but the sense that they would always 

be forced to leave those around them. In both posts, she comes to realize that their persecution was not 

serious, and returns to comfort herself in thinking about the larger mission and service to God.  
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In another post, Natasha Tolson, speaks to a topic she feels resonates with women especially. She 

discusses the dissonance women feel in times of change and adversity, citing examples from childhood, 

college, or as adults, such as the living in the mission field or on furlough. She notes that women do not 

always have those around them with whom to share their stories, which can lead to loneliness. She feels 

like everyone feels loneliness at some point, as it is just part of the ‘highs and lows’ of life. She notes that 

fixating on differences with those around her can lead to loneliness. Pointing to her surroundings, she 

writes, “‘How can I be surrounded by literally thousands of people and feel so lonely??’  I often think to 

myself” (Women Behind the Scenes, “You Are Never Alone”). To answer this loneliness, she contends 

that the solution is not in more time with family or friends, but with Jesus.  

From the outsiders perspective, Natasha and Mark Tolson provide leadership and inspiration for 

others. Already mentioned were the experiences and praises discussed by the interns Kanon and Megan. 

Another missionary wife and Women Behind the Scenes author also recounts her visit to see the 

missionary couple. She encourages others to participate in a similar trip to China, as it “will open your 

eyes to the need in China and the need to be a prayer warrior for our missionaries living there!” (Women 

Behind the Scenes, “China Trip”). She specifically cites her impression with her counterpart, Natasha, 

writing, “she loves the people that God has placed in her life in China,” as well as “Natasha has the gift of 

hospitality, something every missionary wife will have to learn…. She has learned how to set a table the 

cultural way for Chinese people to feel comfortable; she allows the people to interact with her children 

and so much more!” (Women Behind the Scenes, “China Trip”). She concludes by reinforcing that the 

need for “senders and goers” remains great in China, despite the missionaries hard work.  
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CONCLUSION 

  In this chapter, I have presented the stories of the Project China team, their perspective on 

missionary efforts, particularly those efforts in a closed country like China. Jake Taube, the first of the 

missionaries to arrive and the most successful in terms of churches started, set the tone for the open style 

of the rest of the team. Mark Tolson, who came afterward, worked with Taube to create the framework 

for future Project China team members through their collection of posts known as “The Project China 

Manual”. Younger interns and short-term missionaries have visited Taube and Tolson, some eventually 

joining the team, such as the authors John Walz, Phil Martin, Ben Johnson, and Kanon Bloom. All of 

these younger missionaries made their own contributions from their unique perspectives but ultimately 

reinforce the message which Taube and Tolson began: that China is open enough to missionaries that they 

need not engage in ‘clandestine’ missions but may instead, ‘witness boldly’ in their faith.     

The Project China team, in their promotion of open tactics, are critical of other American 

missionaries and sending agencies which promote English language teaching or spiritual entrepreneurship 

to enter China as ‘tentmakers’, or those who support their missions through labor. They believe that these 

pursuits are distractions, and the fear that accompanies these activities can render missionaries ineffective 

or even distort their Gospel messages. In describing their strategies, they encourage prospective future 

missionaries to engage in strict language learning, followed by church planting and disciple training. 

Despite their encounters with police, first described in detail after an event in 2011 and again in 2014, in 

which founding member Jake Taube and another member John Walz were deported, their philosophy did 

not change.   

Supplementing these stories by the missionaries were the posts created by spouses and family, 

both on the Project China blogs, and also on a blog for missionary wives, Women Behind the Scenes. For 
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missionaries and their family, family life was a prevailing subject. Parents discuss the challenges of 

children in the mission field, spouses speak of the respect they have for their partner’s sacrifices, and 

friends share stories of support and admiration to praise or support one another. Culture shock, related to 

life in a new culture, language training, and developing missions were also prevalent in the mission blogs. 

In the final chapter, we turn to how the missionaries’ narratives and my own conceptual 

framework help inform us to the state of contemporary Christian missions in China. It will also give us an 

opportunity to consider the viability of internet resources in our understanding of contemporary historical 

narrative, allowing us to consider implications for practice and future research online.  
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CHAPTER 5 - Rejecting the Clandestine Model of Modern Missions 

The goal of this research has been to explore American Protestant missionaries in contemporary 

China. I focused on the blogs of the members of Project China website, who either are members of or are 

associated with Vision Baptist Church in Alpharetta, Georgia. Their members live and work in Northeast 

China and Taiwan, and their goal is planting churches to expand Chinese Christians and to train new 

Chinese pastors. The purpose of this research explores their narratives to determine their perception of 

their roles as Christian missionaries in contemporary China compared to the prevailing narrative 

justifying ‘clandestine’ missionary practices. In this chapter, I (1) explain the significant finding within 

my research, (2) describe the implications for future research, (3) detail the use of online resources for 

research purposes, and (4) conclude with limits to this study. The framework for this chapter includes the 

historical precedence for American missions to China, the discourse on missiology and mission strategy, 

as well as the socio-cultural, political, and economic considerations outlined in Chapter 2. The study as 

historical documentation is guided by the principle mentioned by Tang and Chao (2010), “weblogs are 

evolving into a meaningful cultural space where stories about the country (ie. China) are told from the 

perspectives of a group of foreign nationals” (p. 384). In this chapter, I fit the Project China team stories 

into the context of Christian mission history to China.  

DISCUSSION OF SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS  

After reviewing several years’ worth of posts from the Project China blog, as well as supporting 

media, podcasts and posts from family members in the Women Behind the Scenes blog, I now engage in 

the process of considering the historian’s interpretation, exploring and creating narrative in attempt to 

represent their experience. In this section, I will discuss the answers to my guiding research questions: 1) 

Should researchers and policy-makers challenge the presumption of Chinese ‘persecution’ of Christian 
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evangelists in China? 2) Are American missionaries in China making any significant contributions to the 

current development of Christianity in China? 3) Can these online blogs and other resources provide 

reliable research material for contemporary historical scholarship?   

First, there is no reason to doubt the extensive presence of American missionaries posed as 

English teachers or engaged on other ‘tentmaking’ employment opportunities while secretly promoting 

their faith. Those short-term visitors on tourist visas surely additionally boost those numbers as well. As 

Fish’s (2012) article states, American missionaries are ‘pouring’ into China, despite a ‘hazy’ public 

opinion and official policy towards their presence. He reports missionaries stating they have ‘never felt so 

welcome’. Project China member, Mark Tolson, confirms this perspective, writing, “I will be the first to 

say there are TONS of ‘missionaries’ in China” (China Ramblings, “China Doesn’t Need More 

Missionaries”). Regarding the level of welcome, his viewpoint in “A Dangerous Undercurrent: Mobilize 

NOW” suggests that the time is right to be working as a missionary in China, stating “I currently am led 

to believe there is an unofficial open door to spread the gospel and plant churches in China. We must 

mobilize and use this opportunity NOW!” (China Ramblings). Despite all of the warnings about 

‘Christian persecution’ or punitive policies towards missionaries, beside the lack of a missionary visa, I 

have found no evidence in either the primary or secondary literature to suggest that missionaries are being 

screened or prevented from entering China.  

  As the post’s title suggests, when Tolson notes there are “TONS” of missionaries, he clearly sees 

the volume of missionaries entering China as sufficient, rather taking issue at the quality. Tolson’s 

comments suggest there are plenty of the ‘wrong’ type of missionaries present in China today, and also 

denotes a significant split among American missionaries, as opposed to a unified movement. Much of 

their focus on the ‘wrong’ type of missionaries focus on missionaries posed as English teachers working 
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in various schools and post-secondary campuses across the country. Many of these English teachers are 

members of mission organizations. Project China members are critical of these organizations for instilling 

“fear” rather than “boldness” into the mission field. Taube states, “the wrong ideas have circulated long 

enough, and they are affecting the field” (Gospel in China, “Church Planting: Scary but Necessary”).  

In these cases, the ideas are ‘wrong’ because they are viewed as ineffective. They are also 

questionable ethically, as attempting to win quick conversions and failure to connect new Christians to 

churches does not help those converts with much of their spiritual development. John Walz labels this the 

“insanity” gripping modern church-planting movements, as missionaries share “a synopsis of the Gospel” 

before quickly moving on (China Church Plant, “The Foes of Church Planting”). Tolson notes, these 

efforts only create “spiritual orphans” (Gospel to China, “Two Types of Risk”). Tolson critiques other 

missionaries as having the “‘getting there’ syndrome”, feeling it sufficient for Christians to merely “exist” 

in a place as a Christian in order to provide visual witness to unbelievers. Tolson repeated noted that 

missionaries coming to China were not connected with local churches; many of the short-term visitors 

were not even connected to churches in their hometowns. Missionary author, Ruth Siemens echoed this 

sentiment about the “myth of Christian presence”, writing, “…most Christians don’t know how to 

evangelize” (Siemens “Workplace…” 1997: para. 108). 

This divisiveness in mission strategy has a long history, and is not particularly new. The splits are 

not merely doctrinal or based on denomination; in fact, most mission organizations are non-

denominational or trans-denominational (Weber 2007). Individuals, however, are more dedicated to the 

principles of the churches and denominations from which they originate. As written posts and discourse 

between Project China members and commentators demonstrated, there were foundational practices, such 

as ordaining female pastors or emphasizing ‘good works’ in addition to salvation through faith, for which 
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commentators might tolerate from house church partners, but Project China members could not abide. 

Tolson writes to one commentator: 

Everyone draws the line somewhere. You seem to draw the line with preaching Jesus. But your 

line is more narrow than that because you disagree with where I draw my line. You are about as 

exclusive as I am, even though I draw mine line more around historic Christianity and even more 

so baptistic doctrine. (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [Part 3 of 3]” Comments).  

Tolson questions whether churches and organizations with such fundamental theological differences 

could truly work together in productive partnerships.  

Tolson and others admit to being theologically conservative, drawing from what they call the 

“Pauline” model as well as the model of the Baptist tradition going back several generations. Neils (1990) 

describes the early Baptists to China in language that would still accurately reflect the efforts of Project 

China: 

The Baptists differed from some of the other missionary groups in a number of ways, including 

their efforts to keep themselves free of political involvement, their emphasis on evangelizational 

work over social work, their insistence that religion be taught in Chinese rather than English, and 

their quest to establish an indigenous and self-supporting church of devout Christian believers. (p. 

9)  

We see these elements described by Neils in the “Project China Manual” based on Tolson and Taube’s 

posts. Addressing new missionaries, Tolson writes that the first of two things to avoid in China is 

“anything political” (China Ramblings, “Tips, Helps, and Suggestions For Short-termers Traveling to 

China [3 of 3]”). Their goals and training also emphasized the need to put language training before all 

else, “whatever sacrifice necessary” as Tolson states, in order to facilitate their goal of planting churches 

and training a new generation of host-national pastors, also known as ‘disciple-training’ (China 

Ramblings, “The Theory of the First Year [2 of 5] Sacrifice”).      
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Part of the guiding philosophy of the Project China team is the byproduct of the historical debate 

based on evangelism versus service, and extension of the theological debate in Christianity over faith 

versus good deeds. On the theological debate, most denominations today agree on the primacy of faith, 

yet the debate between evangelism and social service has not been so clearly decided. In terms of 

finances, Weber (2007) noted that worldwide funding is moving away from evangelism, towards relief 

and development projects (p. 22). Kindopp notes more of a denominational split among Western 

churches, writing, “Most of the mainline European and American denominational organizations (such as 

the Lutherans, the Presbyterian Church of the U.S.A., and the Norwegian Mission Alliance) have opted to 

work through official channels,” while more evangelical churches, “supply the house churches with 

Bibles, provide them with materials for leadership and evangelism training, develop Chinese-language 

Sunday school materials, and help them cultivate a strategic vision for the future” (in Kindopp and 

Hamrin 2004: p. 137).  

Project China team members are widely dismissive of non-evangelistic methods in missions. 

Reviewing the cutbacks reported in an article about the Southern Baptist Mission International Mission 

Board, Taube notes, “I say they have mismanaged missions money. Many of the things they have spent it 

on were simply not missions. There is no excuse” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”). He goes onto 

explain that the organization would be better off prioritizing church-planting alone. In “The End of a 

Movement”, Taube laments that missionaries are keen on doing things besides spreading the Gospel, 

writing, “Today, it is no more distinctively ‘Christian’, nor more distinctively ‘missionary’, (and usually 

far less so) to evangelize the heathen than it is to feed the hungry” (Gospel in China). He also questions if 

missions in the present-day are sustainable, as he writes, “I think there is good evidence that the modern 

missionary movement is in fact coming to a close” (Gospel in China, “the End of a Movement”). 
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Supporting evidence of this decline, he points to fewer missionaries being sent, less money given to 

missions, and fewer Christians compelled to pray.   

If world missions are in decline, as Taube suggests, then mission organizations appear to bear 

significant responsibilities. The Project China members accurately depict mission organizations as large 

and influential, but sometimes willing to embrace methods that are shortsighted or underproductive. From 

their massive budgets, they are able to send thousands, but the outcomes from those groups remain largely 

unquantifiable, since they also work under the shroud of secrecy. It is difficult to see exactly when those 

agencies became the way they are today. Mission agencies were emboldened in the transition to the 

contemporary period. As Kindopp notes, “After three decades of Maoist xenophobia and isolationism, 

China’s reform and opening policies were a beckoning call to mission organizations in Europe and North 

America to resume the task of evangelizing China’s massive population” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: 

p. 137). The preponderance of the individuals sent included the English teachers-cum-missionaries, so 

much so that Taube notes “Teaching English in China’ has just become a circumlocution for ‘missions in 

China’” (Gospel in China, “Not Destined for Popularity”). He adds in another point, that if parachurch 

and related institutions were all that were required to meet their goals, “China would have all it needed” 

(Gospel in China, “Church Planting: Scary but Necessary”). Critical of both training and methods, which 

he notes will result in ‘fear’, the consequences are “one hundred men do the work of one” (Gospel in 

China, “Not Destined for Popularity”).   

One of Project China’s most powerful set of posts to attest to this concern over ‘fear’ in mission 

organizations is the shared testimony of a ‘converted’ English teaching missionary to church-planting 

missionary. Under Mark Tolson’s China Ramblings, the English teacher noted the paralysis he had felt 

under the guidance of the mission organization and that through contact with Project China, his was “a 
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story of freedom from the fear of missions spread by missionaries” (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a 

Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a Risk!”). He notes that through the influence of Tolson, he had gone 

from a place where he was “paranoid that the Chinese government bugged our home” to a point where he 

felt confident about ‘planting seeds’ (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but 

Worth a Risk!”). The missionary had originally hated a member of Project China, “because his actions 

challenged everything I believed about being a missionary in China”, but later came to see him as a role 

model (China Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary [1 of 3] Bold but Worth a Risk!”). 

If mission organizations utilize a system that is inferior to that of church-planting missionaries 

like the Project China team, it is safe to question the reasoning for this discrepancy. This is also a valid 

question in the case of Bible-smuggling organizations, which Taube and Tolson make it quite clear in 

their posts that Bibles are readily available for purchase at an affordable price to the vast majority of 

Chinese citizens through their local bookstores. The answer in both instances seems to be institutional 

self-preservation. Mission organizations and Bible smuggling charities maintain massive budgets. As 

Taube notes in his criticism of the IMB, “Something like 80% of their budget is spent on personnel 

salaries alone” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”). There is plenty of evidence to show that these 

organizations are running massive budgets. The changes at the IMB, which prompted Taube to write his 

post, were because over a six-year period, the organization had run $210 million over budget 

(International Missions Board website, “IMB Leaders Announce Plan to Balance Budget, Plan for 

Future”). With world missions being valued as a $22 billion industry in 2007 (as cited in Bonk 2007: 

para. 2) there can be no doubt that preserving organizational continuity and budgets is in the self-interest 

of countless administrators and employees, regardless of the practical impact of their mission strategies.  



202 
 

However, massive budgets alone do not answer why any mission organization would use 

substandard mission strategies in the field. The answer to this, in the ‘creative access’ country-context, 

specifically with the China-context, has more to do with the organization running afoul of the Chinese 

government. Project China members appear to give the most compelling answer to this question. When 

managing large numbers of individuals and resources, the organization is only as strong as its individual 

links, “And there’s the problem: if one of their people should run into problems ‘with the law’ and be 

expelled, that puts their whole organization on the line” (Gospel in China, “Organizational Baggage”). 

Tolson echoes Taube’s sentiments, writing, “The problem with being undercover and being with a big 

organization is that many times they have rules in place to protect the organization, which in turns, slows 

down the spreading of the gospel” (China Ramblings,  “Undercover or Under-the-Covers [3 of 5]”).  

Fear and suspicion become the tools through which mission organizations are able to advance 

their self-serving narrative. The predominant narrative supporting clandestine missions is played up in 

order to drive both fundraising and zealous, young people to join the movement. They use the historical 

precedence of the Communist rise to power and the expulsion of missionaries to create the sense that 

missionaries operating in China are in grave danger at the hands of the government. From these 

narratives, the belief in “clandestine missions” develops. Project China teams members point to their own 

fears prior to arrival, due to the strength of this common narrative. Mark Tolson describes being told he 

was being watched while on deputation, and being approached by individuals with ‘top-secret’ 

information. In the end he notes, “almost all of what we were told can be easily debunked” (China 

Ramblings, “We’re Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [2 of 4]”). Tolson provides a list of the 

favorite clandestine behaviors promoted among the secretive missionaries including: speaking in code, 

avoiding posts online and in social media, assume that all communications are bugged or monitored, and 
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note that “people follow you around and will constantly be watching you” (China Ramblings, “We’re 

Missionaries, It’s an Occupational Hazard [1 of 4]”). Taube also notes that the Chinese house churches 

with no foreigners tend to be the most open, while those working with foreigners are “the most paranoid 

and closeted” (Gospel in China, “What Kind of House Church”). 

As a result of this widespread narrative, the ‘official response’ in China appears ‘hazy’, because 

missionaries are made aware of the official policies forbidding the process of proselytizing but are not 

necessarily seeing that official response on the ground. The dominant narrative suggests that Christian 

persecution is the norm in China. Project China member, John Walz attributes those clandestine methods 

to the period of the Communist Revolution, noting that “James Bond for Jesus” was no longer applicable 

in the Chinese context despite its widespread appeal (China Church Plant, “James Bond Need Not 

Apply”). The clandestine efforts are designed to counter this supposed suppression of proselytization in 

China, yet regardless of missionaries working in the open or working in secret, there appears to be little 

difference beside those differences that the missionaries impose upon themselves. Project China members 

all note they are able to operate with relatively little interference, and the most serious consequence is 

deportation and exclusion from the country for five years. Member, Phil Martin writes, “Deportation from 

China is not the same as death,” and like other members he notes that while risks do exist, they should be 

insufficient for evangelizing missionaries to cease church-planting and disciple-training (Gospel to China, 

“Two Types of Risk”). They compare the consequences to the possibility of death, illness, or attacks that 

Protestant missionaries in China faced in the Nineteenth Century and they realize that today’s threats are 

more akin to inconveniences.  

There is another angle that the Project China team is able to point to, which suggests that 

missionaries may engage in ‘clandestine’ practices due to a psychological boost from doing something 
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forbidden. Project China members and Pastor Austin Gardner of Vision Baptist Church note that 

individuals are also drawn towards a secret agent mentality. Gardner states, “missionaries like that 007 

thing” (“Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making Ministry” as presented in China 

Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). Taube hints that this oppositional mentality 

sometimes motivates missionaries, using the example of Bible smuggling in his debate with a 

commentator, “Bible smuggling in China, however, is sticking it to the government just to stick it to 

them” (Gospel in China, “Bible Smuggling in China [3 of 3]” comments section). Other self-serving 

motives for joining missions are also cited by the Project China team. In his post, “Thrill Seeker”, Taube 

notes that many zealous young believers are drawn into missions by messages such as, “Wouldn’t you 

like to do something meaningful with your life? Don’t waste your life in a cubicle when you could make 

an impact on the world! Dare to break out of normalcy and get involved in something bigger than 

yourself!” (Gospel in China). Parachurch organizations use these appeals, selling themselves as ‘vibrant’ 

and appealing to prospective missionaries’ “dreams of bringing mercy and justice to the world’s orphans, 

sex workers, and impoverished” (Gospel in China, “Ecclesioporosis”). These ideals recall the values 

mentioned by Madsen, when he wrote, “Americans do not like to think of themselves as being products of 

history and certainly not victims of history. But they do like to think of themselves as making history” 

(1995: pgs. 89-90) 

Many churches and mission organizations have also in recent years pivoted towards short-term 

missions in order to meet their goals of sending missions abroad, while also appealing to young, 

prospective missionaries. These often have self-serving psychological benefits as well. Park describes the 

appeal of these trips among short-term missionaries, “Such experiences are not only emotionally peak 

experiences, but they are intended as transformative rites” (in Priest 2008: p. 513). Taube confirms this 
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perspective noting that many short-term missionaries feel the work of long-term missionaries would “bore 

them to tears,” instead preferring a model where they receive “all the excitement of a short-term missions 

trip replicated ad infinitum” (Gospel to China, “Thrill Seeker”). Schwartz had noted that short-termers are 

“under the direction of the Holy Spirit, some for their own benefit, as on a glorified vacation” (2003: p. 

27). Since short-term missions transfer much of the expenses onto participants and host-national 

churches, Smith asserts that sending organizations and churches are thrilled that they are now able to get 

“more bang for the buck” (Priest 2008: pgs. 52, 55). 

Two other budget-saving mission strategies, tentmaking and mission enterprises also fit into the 

genre of cost-saving methods to sending missionaries abroad. As Malone (2014) pointed out, the benefit 

of tentmaking is living at the same standard as host nationals in the mission field, creating credibility. 

Bonk (1989) agrees that living on wages more in line with local standards, rather than at a higher standard 

of living, helps prevent “an unbridgeable social gulf between rich and poor” (p. 175). In both instances, 

Project China team members shy away from these strategies, pointing to the time they distract from the 

primary goal of planting churches and training disciples. Pastor Gardner of Vision Baptist Church 

recommends the strategy only for ‘lay-persons’, adding, “I don’t believe in the tentmaking idea for a 

person who is trying to go as a missionary” (“Answers Podcast #3: The 007 Missionary and Tent Making 

Ministry” as presented in China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). Taube writes, 

“‘Business as missions’ missionaries may cost less than a traditional church-planting missionary (though 

they often cost far more) but we might want to find out what they actually accomplish on the field. 

Spoiler alert: not much” (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”). The business as missions strategy is 

relatively new, so whether or not Taube is correct in his critique is hard to determine.  
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The other mission strategy addressed, and largely dismissed, by the Project China team is the 

“unreached people groups” initiatives, such as the Joshua Project 2000 or Adopt-a-People groups 

strategies discussed in Chapter 2. These efforts believe in creating the condition for Christ’s return 

through spreading the Gospel to all of the world’s ethnic groups and thus fulfilling the Great Commission. 

As Yip points out, distinguishing all ethnic groups around the world is “fuzzy” (2014: p.400), even with 

all of the anthropological efforts aimed at this goal over the past century, including China’s own efforts to 

classify its own people into ‘minzu’ ethnic groups. Lim credits historical missionaries as influential in this 

movement, writing, “Christian missionaries have historically also played an important role in the process 

of ethno-genesis in China” (in Lim 2013: p. 105). Taube, in his post “Rethinking Unreached People 

Groups”, questions this fixation on running up a ‘score’ in order to fulfill the Great Commission. He 

points to an underlying flaw in the people group theory, noting that in the case of hundreds of millions of 

unbelievers among ethnic Chinese, “Why waste our time with a target [ie. people group] that’s already 

been hit repeatedly?” (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups”). People group fixations 

are relevant to the mission conversation because they also address the ‘where’ of missions. In China’s 

instance, ethnic minority focus would push missionaries further into the Chinese frontier, away from 

urban centers and the mass of China’s population. In “Trends and Traditions”, Taube notes that a shift to 

rural focus is one of the major trends among contemporary missions, as well as “targeting minority 

peoples” as a “majority position” (Gospel in China).   

The “where” of missions is another area that shows missionary interests are frequently driven 

more by interest than need. As noted in Jaffarian (2002) and Park (in Priest 2006), Americans are more 

frequently drawn to various parts of Europe and the Americas rather than the regions with the greatest 

need, either in terms of unreached people groups or total unbelievers. There is little reason besides 
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‘religious tourism’ and personal interest, to explain why the Bahamas would receive one short-term 

mission trip goer for each 15 national residents (Salmon 2008). Taube expresses exasperation about the 

people group fixation when he notes, “we are now hearing that there are huge numbers of unreached 

groups in highly evangelized countries, such as the United States, and that missionaries need to target 

them” (Gospel in China, “Rethinking Unreached People Groups [Part 3]”). In his conversation 

surrounding need, he concedes that need exists everywhere, but some places, like China and North Africa, 

certainly appear to have greater need than the more popular places, like Central America (Gospel in 

China, “The Where of Missions”). 

One final draw that China provides prospective missionaries, perhaps unlike some other ‘creative 

access’ countries, is the relatively high level of social capital and privilege afforded to Americans, 

especially White Americans in the Chinese contexts. While privilege is not a topic directly discussed 

within the blog, there are certain elements that the various members touch upon in their writing. Many 

notice the interest that they are given as foreigners in China. This was perhaps most overly apparent based 

on the near-celebrity status that Mark Tolson notes his young daughter enjoyed (or did not enjoy) because 

her light skin and hair color constantly drew strangers to them for photos or to touch the girl whom they 

thought looked like a doll. In a less extreme case, Kanon Bloom notes that shortly after arrival, he was 

greatly excited that Chinese people were willing to hear what he had to say. He writes: 

People listen and consider what I have to say. I am working on Chinese, but right now I can only 

effectively communicate in English. People love listening to me talk. I guess people want to 

practice their listening skills when I talk, but I usually have a very captive audience. The 

advantage of this is that people pay attention to what I am saying. They don`t push me away and 

ignore me when I tell them that I am a Christian, but instead most people will let me explain what 

Christianity is and even ask questions about what it means to be a Christian. (Light in China, 

“Excited in China!”) 
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Neither his inexperience with Chinese, nor his attempt to compel them with his religious beliefs cause 

him to be rebuffed. Of course, Bloom may not have had the linguistic or intercultural competency to 

recognize cues that his listeners were uncomfortable or that he was seeing politeness through an 

ethnocentric lens as interest, but either way, the fact that he perceived himself as and felt welcomed was 

relevant. This is also, in itself, a characteristic of White privilege in the international context, as well. This 

experience can be quite different from the American college campus or communities where proselytizing 

evangelicals are quickly dismissed or scorned when engaged in unsolicited testimonials.  

Based upon this wide variety of activities and experiences, it is difficult to match the 

contemporary period to other historical periods of missions to China. As Kindopp notes, “Unlike earlier 

mission enterprises, whereby Western churches established a wide range of religious, social welfare, and 

educational institutions within China and exercised authority over them, mission efforts today are geared 

primarily toward supporting existing activities of the Chinese church” (in Kindopp and Hamrin 2004: p. 

137). Certainly, missionaries today do not face the social or political opposition of the earliest period of 

Protestant missionary efforts in the Nineteenth Century. They also do not operate with the military 

backing and political immunity that they did in that period either. The early twentieth Century does not 

provide a clear parallel either. Despite missionaries ‘pouring’ in during that period, they do not do so 

today with the expressed support of the government or control social institutions, services or resources 

that they did during that period. In contrast, the Communist Revolution created some political parallels to 

today’s environment, seeing that proselytization and interference with the national church are forbidden, 

but missionaries do not see themselves facing the persecution or expulsion that they faced in that period 

either. Only in rhetoric does it appear that missions must operate with the same level of surreptitiousness 

as they did during the rise of the Chinese Communist government. Missionaries in the contemporary 
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period have relatively unrestricted access to China and society, benefiting from high social and cultural 

capital, despite having little political influence, even so much to the point that their activities remain 

technically illegal.  

Based on the stories of engagement and living conditions among the Project China team, it 

appears that relations between American missionaries and Chinese nationals are relatively stable and 

productive, regardless of whether talking about officials, Christians, or the public. Never do Project China 

members describe an overwhelmingly negative engagement with the Chinese public. While there are 

incidents described that outline cultural miscues, such as the Martins’ story of missing laundry or 

Tolson’s stories about his near-celebrity toddler, those stories conclude with reflections of understanding. 

Even when describing their attempts to evangelize, members only point to being mildly turned away. 

Kanon Blooms highlights in a few of his posts how host nationals respectfully listen and reject his stories 

as culturally relativist. Some of the responses he receives are: “They think it is a kind of fairy tale that 

Westerners believe in” (Light in China, “They Think the Gospel is a Fairy Tale”); “Many people in China 

especially university students do not believe that there is such a thing as absolute truth” (Light in China, 

“They Think the Gospel Can Be True for You But Not for Them”); and “When you tell a Chinese person 

about the Gospel many times they will think it is a neat story, but they will not understand why they need 

it” (Light in China, “They Don’t See Why They Need It”). As Bloom asserts, “The Bible is definitely a 

book of absolute truth”, he holds that Chinese nationals will come around to this view once they have 

opened their hearts (Light in China, “They Think the Gospel Can Be True for You But Not for Them”). 

It is reasonable to suggest that the Project China members are whitewashing their negative 

experiences on their blogs. There is some evidence to suggest that this is not the case. First, the audience 

of their blogs is clearly aimed more at Americans, so in a sense, their blogs would be ‘safe space’ to 
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discuss negative encounters should they be occurring. As was the case when two members were deported, 

or when they simply ran into practical problems renting space for worship, they were willing to write and 

discuss those issues clearly. This would mean they are selectively avoiding discussing other challenges if 

they were whitewashing, and there just does not seem to be evidence to suggest this is the case. Second, 

as Bloom notes, he rejects a cultural relativist approach and only accepts the absolute authority of God’s 

will. Returning to the ethnocentrism argument, this is again evidence that they are operating within their 

own cultural framework, in which case they either view themselves as well-received in earnest due to 

privilege or they truly are well-received. In either case it, would not affect their broader narrative of 

sense-making, and it is not relative to question.      

In terms of reaching Chinese Christians, the Project China team mentions modest numbers 

attending church services and going through baptism and conversion. For the younger team members, 

they actually focus posts on a few specific individuals whom they have reached. The more experienced 

team members are able to talk about their churches and services, but even then note that attendance is in 

the dozens. These do not seem at all less than expected, since they note that bringing new members into 

the church is not without difficulty. In the wake of the deportation, following the incident where tract 

bombing the invitations to services among their community likely led to neighborhood complaints, Taube 

notes, “I think the brochures we’ve distributed for years are not an acceptable risk. They don’t lead to 

people visiting the churches” (Gospel in China, “Answers From the Black Box”). He also points 

skeptically towards the large number of church-plants seen with the International Missions Board in his 

critique of that organization. He notes:  

There is another kind of missionary that should be cut from the IMB…. Occasionally one of them 

reports the planting of 1,000 churches. These are some of the missionaries that Paige Patterson is 

complaining about. It’s hard to imagine the IMB cutting these guys, though, because they almost 
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certainly represent the majority of the churches they report being planted each year through the 

IMB’s global efforts (13,000+ in 2013). But planting make-believe churches is not really any 

better than planting zero churches. (Gospel in China, “Fixing the IMB”).  

Logistically, the Project China team is asserting that planting churches is slow and deliberate work, and 

that shortcuts, thus leaving ‘spiritual orphans’ is not doing justice the work of the Great Commission.  

Since the growth is limited among a successful group of church-planters, such as the Project 

China team, and it has already been noted that English teachers are relatively paralyzed by fear and 

unable to participate in church-planting, one has to ask where the preponderance of growth exists, if at all 

among the missionary efforts in China? The English teacher converted to church-planting missionary 

offers one such insight in his account. He writes, “Everyone I have helped lead to the Lord someone had 

already planted the seed. Here in China almost everyone I have led to the Lord had an English teacher or 

Christian relative tell them about God and opened them up to what I had to share with them” (China 

Ramblings, “Confessions of a Missionary (3 of 3) Platform for the Gospel”). Aikman (2003) credits the 

presence of Christian missionaries on college and university campuses with the rise of ‘cultural’ 

Christians in the early-1990s (p. 17). Perhaps the broader awareness in Christianity can be credited to 

those English-teaching missionaries.  

However, it is safe to conclude that the majority of Chinese Christians are the meaningful product 

of Chinese Christian evangelization. Bays (2011) notes that it was a highly Pentecostal form of 

Christianity that had emerged from the reopening, following the Cultural Revolution, “spreading rapidly 

and naturally” (p. 186). This is supported by Berger (in Berger and Huntington 2002) claiming 

Pentecostal versions of Protestantism are particularly to credit for penetrating other cultures, as it “does 

not typically use the English language, and its worship [especially in its music] takes over many 

indigenous forms” (p. 8). Austin Gardner, in his podcast, talks about a misconception that China is widely 
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evangelized, but he notes much of it is “charismatic chaos” (Leadership With Vision podcast, “Q & A” as 

posted on China Ramblings, “Questions: Persecution, Boldness, Fear”). Taube notes that a “huge 

segment” of house churches have “Charismatic learnings” (Gospel in China, “What Kind of House 

Church”). Tolson states, “One-half to two-thirds of China’s house church Christians are somewhat 

Charismatic” (China Ramblings, “China and Bible Smuggling [3 of 3]”). In these instances, they define 

these ‘charismatic’ characteristics to include female pastors, while Tolson adds speaking in tongues and 

teaching the possibility of losing salvation as other characteristics.  

These differences between American missionaries and the churches in China they work with 

suggest something of a disconnect. However, when looking at the house churches, American missionaries 

seem overwhelmingly supportive, since they are considered opposite of the Three Selfs Protestant 

Movement, or state-sponsored churches. In reality, this affinity for the ‘house’ churches may be idyllic. 

The Charismatic or Pentecostal natures of many Chinese house churches are seen as a negative among the 

Project China team, particularly for their use of women pastors. Taube notes that the view of house 

churches are ‘romanticized’ among modern missions. He, himself, notes that he had not expected this 

when originally entering the mission field, leading him to conclude, “it is not wise for us to equate 

organizational purity with doctrinal purity” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”). 

However, this criticism is not aimed at all house churches, and the Project China team does encourage 

prospective missionaries to work with house churches as part of their goals. Furthermore, the house 

churches are certainly preferred over working with the government-sanctioned TSPM churches. Taube 

notes that this disregard for the TSPM is common among many missionaries, writing, “‘House churches’ 

and the missionaries who work with them tend to view the Three-Self churches, at best, as being in a 

potentially compromising position and, at worst, as evil puppets of a Communist regime” (Gospel in 
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China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). However, some of the less ‘bold’ missionaries are discussed as 

willing to work with the TSPM because they are sanctioned as “the most legitimate option for 

missionaries in China” (Gospel in China, “The Li Bo Perspective [1 of 3]”). 

Fulton (1999) discusses the ideological alternative presented by Christianity, and the appeal 

among those ‘cultural’ Christians in the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen protests who viewed religious 

freedom as a raft for other liberal-democratic principles. He also notes among American conservatives, 

restrictions on religious practices in the 1990s were also part of the criticism over China’s human rights. 

Huntington (in Abrams 2001) contributes to this perspective, noting the 1998 Religious Freedom Act was 

supported in order to combat Christian ‘persecution’ in Muslim and Communist countries around the 

world. Given the predisposition to view Christians in China as ‘persecuted’, it would seem plausible that 

pro-liberal-democratic principles or sentiments would exist among Christian missionaries. Indeed, Taube 

accuses some of intentionally trying to ‘stick it’ to the government; however, the Project China team 

remains overwhelmingly committed to maintaining a largely apolitical stand in their blog. There were 

only a few instances of political commentary located throughout the blogs, such as “the Chinese 

government doesn’t like foreigners” (China Ramblings, “Foreigners are a Problem [Part 1 of 2]”). Critical 

of the TSPM, Taube writes, “It’s hard to see how the TSPM doesn’t make a Siamese twin out of the 

church – one head is Christ, the other is the Party. Little hard to tell who calls the shots” (Gospel in 

China, “The Li Bo Perspective [2 of 3]”). Perhaps the most overtly political issues addressed among the 

Project China sphere, is a post by Crystal Johnson, spouse of Ben Johnson, on the Women Behind the 

Scenes blog. She writes about abortion in China. Citing an unnamed article, she notes a statistic that the 

abortion rate in China is thirteen times greater than the United States. Partly, she notes, this is because 

abortion is legal in China; however, she does not call for “pro-life marches and demonstrations in 
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Beijing”, rather calling for continued promotion of the Gospel, for it “changes everything” (Women 

Behind the Scenes, “What is the Solution, Really?”).  

Even in the wake of having church services shut down by police and seeing two missionaries 

deported, the Project China team did not waver from their apolitical position. They did not cite a 

persecuting government for their setbacks, but rather judged some of their methods (tract bombing) as 

ineffective and noted the importance of ‘not upsetting the neighbors’ in their Chinese communities. In 

most instances, they note that the relationship with police and investigators, though stern and serious at 

first, generally warmed and concluded with tacit understanding that as long as they continue to be 

forthright about their activities, the biggest concerns police have about ‘unregistered’ churches, such as 

large amounts of foreign funds, influence, or cult-status would not be cause for concern in their instances 

(Gospel in China, “Answers From the Black Box”).  

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

Returning to the driving questions in the last section, some of the answers have become clearer. 

Considering the implications for these findings, I am sure further research and consideration will be given 

to this topic area. There are also opportunities to see the importance of narrative in the American 

missionary context, since these narratives have lasting and significant impact on the practices happening 

within the movement. In this section, I address strategies related to the findings: (1) the Project China 

team offers a powerful counter-narrative to the dominant narrative surrounding clandestine missions to 

China; (2) the motives for clandestine missions are likely more self-serving to mission organizations than 

to the individual missionaries practices; (3) while American missionaries are not driving the growth of 

Chinese Christianity in any significant numbers, their roles and relationships within the country can create 

meaningful intercultural exchange.  
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The dominant narrative in contemporary missions to China is the one that justifies ‘clandestine’ 

missionary methods. The Project China team has encountered this narrative at all points throughout their 

mission experience, from training and deputation to the mission field and on furlough again. A plurality 

of posts regarding training and missionary methods aim at trying to dispel the narrative that they see as 

‘misinformation’ and ‘myths’. Fear and paranoia show themselves as the primary byproduct of the focus 

on Christian persecution in China. This “fear” narrative is then proliferated in the American public and 

exploited for the benefit of driving fundraising. Mission organizations, bible smugglers, and others are 

able to exploit this fundraising to their own institutional benefit and perpetuity. Bays (2011) hints at this 

as the “information machine” among conservative evangelical groups driving the narrative of the 

persecuted house churches, “exemplary and noble in their martyrdom” at the hands of an evil TSPM and 

government set on their demise and destruction (p. 204).  

Madsen (1995) also hints at a related idea following the rise of the “liberal China” myth that 

emerged with China’s reopening in the 1970s, noting that a multitude of American institutions had an 

interest in sustaining the myth (p. 86). The ‘Liberal China’ myth appeared to peak in the late-1990s, when 

political conservatives hoped that a generation of ‘cultural Christians’, converted in the wake of the 1989 

Tiananmen protests would become political leaders and activists in the following generation. There is less 

evidence that this will ever occur, but the myth that Chinese Christians will turn the country towards a 

liberal-democracy continue, and it remains a powerful rallying cry against the Chinese state for American 

Conservatives. Combating the ‘godless, communist threat’ played well in the political sphere for 

American conservatives in the late-1990s. Maintaining an air of moral superiority and hitting China as a 

human rights violator has also helped soften the psychological blow of seeing the communist, non-liberal-

democracy rise in power and prestige in the world stage. Even today, American conservatives paint China 
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as a source of evil in global politics, and they are further able to motivate their religious base to believe 

this narrative by focusing on the narrative of Christian persecution. The same dollars that pour into 

religious campaigns to combat this perceived evil may also pour into political campaigns claiming that 

same ends.  

Individuals, often young and zealous in their beliefs, are likely compelled to participate in 

clandestine missions out of a sense of adventure, the so-called “James Bond for Jesus” types mentioned 

by Johnson and others in the Project China group. Also, the social privilege that young, White, Americans 

are afforded on Chinese college campuses and in their communities is a compelling contrast to what many 

of these evangelical Christians receive on American campuses. Wherein many public and urban setting in 

the U.S. shun or mock evangelicals for “Bible banging”, Chinese students and community members will 

frequently meet them with respect and interest, as Bloom noted early on in his time in China. He writes, 

“They don’t push me away or ignore me when I tell them I am a Christian”, even when elsewhere he 

notes they politely reject what he has to say as a ‘Westerner’s fairy tale’ (Light in China, “Excited in 

China!”).  

The Project China narrative presents an alternative narrative and view of missions and 

missiology. In their framework, clandestine missions are overrated and fear-based missiology is wrong. 

Tolson and Taube present a different model, one that they call an ‘older’ method, focused primarily on 

church-planting and disciple-training. They encourage their newer colleagues to endure extensive 

language training in order to engage the mission field in the ‘heart’ (ie. native) language. They encourage 

working with local churches and directly preaching and sharing the Gospel and training host nationals to 

become pastors. In this sense, they talk about ‘working themselves out of a job’. They reject speaking in 

code words or hiding from authorities, rather encourage common sense and not provoking authority. 
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“Innovation” in modern mission methods are not looked upon with great favor. Taube writes, “Now, I 

know of no reason that a missionary, wherever he finds himself in the world, cannot do precisely the same 

core work as Paul, without innovation” (Gospel in China, “Creativity: The Most Overvalued Trait in 

Missions [Part 2 of 2]”). He explains his position: 

The methods promoted to us by the creative missiological types today are either an expansion on 

the simple Pauline approach or a reduction. There are no end to the strategies that endlessly 

complicate, for example, the proclamation of the gospel to unbelievers, whether because of fear 

of persecution, cultural resistance, or any number of other factors. And there are many other 

strategies that seek to evade the need, for example, to plant churches. But I maintain that it is hard 

to understand how these strategies are faithful to the mission. (Gospel in China, “Creativity: The 

Most Overvalued Trait in Missions [Part 2 of 2]”) 

While mission agencies and organizations may cheer tentmaking and short-term missions as more 

affordable ways to get more individuals into the field, the Project China team asserts these methods do not 

create more effective missions, and in many cases may take away from long-term missionaries and 

church-planting goals. In fact, these innovative factors may reflect the rise of “religious tourism” as 

Salmon explores in her 2008 article, serving the interests of those going, not those receiving the 

missionaries.  

Neither this research, nor the secondary research uncover significant data to suggest that 

American Protestant missions are having any massive impact on Chinese Christianity. The tens, if not 

hundreds of thousands of missionaries working and living in China over the past decades, most of them as 

English teachers, are probably raising awareness about Christianity. They may even be creating some 

cultural affinity to Christian values, but the majority of growth in the estimated 86 million Chinese 

Christians has likely been the work of Chinese Christians, most of them Charismatic or Pentecostal. For 

denominational missionaries, like those in Project China, doing clear and definitive work towards church-
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planting and disciple-training, they are certainly able to have more localized impacts, but probably cannot 

move the needle on the scale of China’s native Christian population.  

These more localized pockets of engagement; however, are not without merit. Groups like Project 

China, with their willingness to live and engage the Chinese communities where they live, as well as their 

commitment to learning the Chinese language, are certainly exemplary points for intercultural 

engagement. For a small Chinese Christian community, these missionaries may play an outsized role in 

promoting cultural exchange and co-sponsor development of a faith community. These localized 

engagements can be further explored and researched in order to learn more about the benefits (and 

challenges) for both Chinese Christians and their unbelieving neighbors. Exploring the thick engagement 

may provide very compelling insight into the relationships American missionaries are able to develop, as 

well as the affinity they are able to create.  

Further research must be carried out to unlock the secrets of the clandestine mission organizations 

funneling short-term missionaries and English teachers into the field. Certainly, they may be able to 

provide compelling data to justify their practices, but because of their secrecy, there is no way to develop 

accountability in the present condition. In some respects, they may be trying to avoid being shut down by 

the Chinese government, especially if they are engaged in either ‘dual track’ or singular support of the 

house church networks. However, they also likely have an accountability to their own donors, whom they 

may be exploiting through the use of the clandestine narrative. Forcing those institutions to act in an 

transparent and ethical manner would seem natural given that they are religious institutions, but as other 

religious institutions turned big-businesses have occasionally shown in the past, morally grey areas may 

be overlooked out of self-interest to their administrators. It would be one thing for an outside academic 

researcher to question these institutions, but I think it is at entirely another level to see fellow Protestant 
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missionaries, such as the Project China team so forcefully question those clandestine methods and their 

foundational narrative.   

For the historian looking at contemporary Protestant missions to China, it is very clear to see the 

narrative process at work. As Chase described it, the “retrospective meaning making” (in Denzin and 

Lincoln 2005: p. 656) is at work for both the Project China team and the broader clandestine 

organizations. Both narratives look back to the history of missions to China, from their early beginnings 

in the nineteenth Century, through the Cultural Revolution and reopening, and they then come to very 

different conclusions. For the Project China team, the narrative suggests a time of new opening and 

opportunity, to ‘bravely’ promote the Gospel. In the clandestine narrative, secrecy and security remain 

paramount, to protect the missionaries and Chinese Christians from persecution. Both narratives are able 

to find compelled audiences, donors, and ongoing support to carry out their missions in their respective 

manners. We see Chase’s meaning made manifest because these narratives have created two “versions of 

the self, reality, and experience that the storyteller produces through the telling” (in Denzin and Lincoln 

2005: p. 657). Only in this comparison, the Project China narrative is certainly the minority position. 

Their narrative is also dangerous for the more predominant clandestine narrative because it challenges the 

very essence of that narrative. We are reminded of Chase’s final point (in Denzin and Lincoln 2005) 

about the “stranglehold of oppressive metanarratives” and “how the narrator’s story is constrained by, and 

strains against, the mediating aspects of culture (and of institutions, organizations, and sometimes the 

social sciences themselves)” (p. 668).   

The role of the deconstructionist historian is not to parse out which narrative is more or less true. 

Because in this instance, we can see both narratives are known and adhered to faithfully by their 

respective audiences. They are equally true for their believers and equally untrue for their detractors. Both 
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narratives compel their adherents to act and impact their environments, so determining ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’ in this instance would not succeed in any purpose, for it would be almost impossible that one 

perspective would overtake the other or that they can be mutually conjoined. Only in the contemporary 

period, can we explore the possibility for this dual reality, because we have access to so many more 

storylines and descriptions of the same information. This and in many places in the contemporary world, 

multiple narratives can be seen taking hold and influencing cultures, institutions, organizations, and even 

sciences. Describing and understanding these competing narratives and their interplay with behavioral 

sciences is the best way to understand this history in the contemporary period.  

Understanding this in the context of American Protestant missionaries in China, and asking 

whether those self-narratives are hagiographical, as Neely (1999) attempts to do when looking at mission 

histories, remains undetermined. Certainly, Project China was willing to look at some of their flaws, such 

as their critical self-analysis following the deportation of two members, but they ultimately continued a 

narrative where they were doing the right thing. I think the judgment on the ‘hagiographical’ nature of 

these narratives would be in the eye of the beholder. Certainly, a historian in the positivist and 

epistemological tradition may deem it to be so, but from a deconstructionist perspective; all narrative is in 

one’s own self-interest, making the hagiographical questions perhaps beside the point.   

I asked in the introductory chapters whether these missionaries would take personal responsibility 

in the face of adversity or would they pass it off as ‘the will of God’? While they certainly saw God as a 

primary motivator in their actions, they still maintained a self-determination rather than a fatalism over 

events that occurred. If anything, it was the praises for success, not the understanding of setbacks, for 

which they credited God’s intervention. As seen with Kanon Bloom upon reaching his financial support 

goals after a great deal of time reaching out to churches on deputation, his praise was not for his own 
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efforts, nor does he barely mention the generosity of donors, instead he credits God repeatedly. He 

summarizes, “I couldn`t do this trip without God sending the money, and I am so glad that He did” (Light 

in China, “March Prayer Letter”).  

Finally, I return to the issue raised by Munslow (1997) in his work Deconstructing History. There 

he writes, “all history is an act of creation through the narrative impositionalism of the historian as he/she 

emplots the data, and this act is to some degree the ideological product of the age in which he/she lives” 

(Munslow 1997: 59). In this instance, I must also analyze my own background and the influence on the 

outcome. In my experiences living and working in China as an English teacher for the United States 

Peace Corps, I was a first-hand witness to the presence of the English teachers-cum-missionaries. Given 

the amount of influence I wielded among college-aged Chinese students, I judged the underlying intent of 

missionaries in those same teaching roles as unethical. Frankly, through my research, I sought the answer 

to how those individuals may have justified their surreptitiousness. What I found, perhaps unsurprisingly 

was data that more affirmed my judgment rather than challenged it. This may not have been accidental. If 

I were a young, zealous Protestant researcher, perhaps I would have been given access to a mission 

institutions archival data and I would have been able to create a work that upheld that clandestine 

narrative, rather than challenged it. 

On a personal note, despite not being Baptist, nor being overly supportive of missionaries’ efforts 

in China, I did find myself being impressed with the thoughtful and ethical methods used by the Project 

China authors. I might have assumed at the beginning, that I would find some overzealous crackpots 

writing conspiracy theories about an oppressive government. Instead, the methods that Project China 

members promote, language study, working with a mentor, and being culturally sensitive are all values I 

would have promoted if I were in their shoes. Having trained young college students for study abroad in 
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China, I felt myself nodding in agreement as I read Taube and Tolson’s advice for new missionaries and 

the short-term visitors, especially when they tell them to expect the unexpected and to “adjust, adjust, 

adjust” (China Ramblings, “An Open Letter to All Vision Tour Goers”). Overall, I would say that I was 

thoroughly impressed with their methods, even if I do not necessarily share all of their beliefs.     

I believe the deconstructionist narrative approach is the correct approach in historical research 

moving forward. Allowing for multiple historical narratives, even competing ones, each closely reflecting 

and supporting the culture, institution, organization, political movement, or even science that utilizes, 

strengthens the field, rather than weakens it. In an era of facts and ‘alternative’ facts, it no longer seems 

realistic, or even possible to create a unified historical theory that might explain any series of data, no 

matter how grand or limited. Even with the aid of other social sciences, the tools available to researchers 

are only able to help identify trends in human and group behavior, not define them.  

Online Resources for Research  

Given my conclusion that narrative inquiry and deconstructionist history are the ideal tools to tell 

the history of cultures, groups, and institutions, then it opens up the Internet as an essential field for 

historical research. For historians and researchers who insist that history must be built on fact and perfect 

knowledge, the Internet may never reach their level of scrutiny because it is falsifiable. However, this 

limited perspective should come to pass, as contemporary historians learn to work with competing 

narratives. The Internet is the perfect medium for analyzing these narratives because it is a place where 

like-minded individuals can come together to affirm their prevailing narrative. Wielander (2013) pointed 

to it as “a source of comfort to unite with other Christians” (p. 88), but it is similarly a place for any group 

or idealist. Regardless of geographic proximity or demographic continuity, the Internet provides safe-

space for anyone seeking to affirm his or her own beliefs. Small groups, or even individuals, who cannot 
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find critical mass within their own physical communities, are able to reach out to the world over to find 

others who share their ideological perspective.  

In my own research, I found the resources presented in the Project China blogs, as well as those 

supporting materials from others, including Pastor Gardner’s Leadership with Vision podcast, and the 

Women Behind the Scenes blog invaluable. By researching this virtual community, I was able to learn 

more about their perspective, values, and beliefs in the real world. The blogs provided me with a level of 

access that I found far superior to person-to-person interviews for several reasons. First, the blogs 

provided the authors the chance to write their own historical narrative without interference from me the 

researcher. In the future, the Internet will be a boon to social and cultural historians who will be able to 

explore narrative in their subject’s own words. Second, the data was longitudinal, showing some of the 

development in thinking and messaging over time. Seeing the proximity of posts to events, such as the 

police raids, was valuable to understanding members’ changing views. Third, the data was interactive 

with other individuals, both ‘in-group’ as was the case when members would link to other members’ posts 

or comment with each other and with ‘out-groups’. In the comments section, we could see the 

culmination of both the second and third point as I noted the debates over Bible-smuggling raged on over 

several months, but at times the most heated posts occurred within minutes of one another. This out-group 

engagement provides a fourth value, in that we can see members engaging ideological challenges, but 

again, not at the hands of the researcher so as to skew the data.  

The Internet is also an open source of data. In the instance of American Protestants working in 

China, that data is also valuable from a research perspective because the preponderance of other data on 

the subject is sealed by clandestine mission organizations. As we can see from the data available, those 

institutions may be sealing that data out of their own self-preservation. Leaving institutions to determine 
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which data they do or don’t disclose leads to ‘institutional’ history, which historians have been critical of 

for more than a generation. The Internet allows for competing and challenging narratives to ‘see the light 

of day’ and it also reaches broadly enough that researchers will have the opportunity to discover them.  

Finally, Snee presented the question of research ethics, beneficence, and ‘do no harm’. These are 

relevant questions to missions in China, particularly if one adheres to the predominant persecuted 

Christian and clandestine missiology narrative. However, the Project China team ‘boldly’ rejects this 

perspective and deserved to have their message told in their own words. In Chapter 4, I did my best to 

present large sections of quotes and stay true to the authors’ original intent. In doing so I hope to have 

given them their own voice and allowed the reader the opportunity to reach their own conclusions, even if 

they differ from my own. While critics could say that this research may give attention to subjects engaged 

in illegal activity, I think it is safe to conclude that the subjects have chosen to embrace that danger. After 

being deported, in a section called “Did your openness on the internet contribute to the situation?” Taube 

notes that he finds that question ‘bizarre’. He notes: 

Dear brother, it is our ministry that endangers our ministry. Our deportation had to do with having 

a public ministry, not with our information being leaked on the internet. In order avoid the risks 

we’re running, we would have to significantly change the way we do ministry, not just ask 

American churches to take our info down from the web! (Gospel in China, “Answers From the 

Black Box”).  

Limitations 

  Like all research, this project is not without its limitations. First, I accomplished this project 

without direct input from my subjects. However, this is not all that uncommon in historical methodology. 

In my research, I did not present the content of every post within the Project China blogs; therefore, it is 

possible that by presenting additional data from other posts, another researcher could reach an alternative 
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conclusion to the ones I have presented here. Additionally, the Project China team has additional 

information available on the web, such as social media pages, which I did not use due to the login 

requirement to access those social networking pages. Therefore, the data presented here may be viewed as 

partial or incomplete.  

Second, several of the conclusions about the broader meta-narrative of the ‘clandestine’ missions 

model are from the perspective of the Project China team, despite them not ‘owning’ that narrative. This 

leaves the clandestine model without a true defender of its narrative and position in my research. 

Unfortunately, my lack of access to missionary interviews or mission organization archives did not allow 

me to explore those voices more fully. The conclusions in this chapter may put their narrative on the 

defensive, since mine and the narrative promoted by Project China seems to suggest that missionaries and 

mission organizations using the ‘clandestine’ method are lacking in effectiveness despite their massive 

budgetary and resources allocated to Christian missions. There are also ethical questions about the 

clandestine method that are one-sided. Future research will be necessary to help bring more information 

about clandestine missions to light. It is not entirely clear if mission organizations would or would not be 

open to this level of openness and scrutiny.   

Finally, the perspectives of this research are entirely from the American perspective. There are no 

contributions from Chinese Christians engaging with the Project China team or from the security officials 

who detained them or from their neighbors or community. The Chinese voice in this narrative would 

certainly differ from the American narrative. Their voices and narratives may corroborate the Project 

China narrative or alter it altogether. Luckily, with the deconstructive narrative approach, this is not 

necessarily the purpose of the research. The Chinese host national perspective would really be deserving 

of its own research project. That said, the data presented in the Project China blogs speaks relatively little 
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to the personal interactions between the Project China team members and their Chinese congregants, 

neighbors, and friends. Perhaps this was done with their personal security in mind, perhaps it was done 

with the audience in mind, considering most of their blog readers may have no personal or cultural 

context through which to understand stories of that nature. The Project China team never states the reason 

for the lack of such stories, so to conclude the reasoning would be beyond the scope of what can be 

known through the data.  

I would add as a point of interest that a potential answer may lie with the gender of the authors, 

because if I were to posit a distinction between the Project China blogs and the Women Behind the Scenes 

posts, I would say that the female authors were far more likely to tell individual stories and give 

anecdotes about their interactions with others, while the male authors in Project China seemed far more 

likely to discuss issues and trends, leaving out the personal anecdotes aside. The WBTS authors were also 

far more likely to comment on one-another’s posts, usually to offer words of support, agreement, and 

encouragement. Further research could explore this phenomenon with a focus on gender, for it may or 

may not show some additional findings.  

CONCLUSION  

In the 200+ years of Protestant missions to China, it is the contemporary period, since the late-

1970s that seems to have the least academic attention. Much of what is known about contemporary 

missions to China is informed by a meta-narrative that missionaries must operate in secrecy because of 

the persecution faced by Christians and their own proselytization efforts that are forbidden under Chinese 

law. Through this research, the data does not necessarily bear out this narrative; rather, presents a very 

different narrative from a group of American Baptist missionaries who are willing to openly blog and 

discuss their mission and methods through a series of blogs called Project China.  
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World missions is a multi-billion dollar industry, and the largest mission organizations operate 

with massive budgets but potentially little oversight. Since the data surrounding ‘clandestine’ missions is 

not widely available, the conclusions about the ethics and efficacy of those efforts cannot be totally 

known; however, the Project China team provides compelling insight into reasons why those missions 

and methods may be deserving of increased scrutiny.  

While the early missions to China attracted great attention from historians pondering what 

‘impact’ they may have had on China’s development or on Chinese Christianity, few researchers today 

seem compelled to ask any such question. While it is unlikely that American Protestant missionaries 

account for all but a tiny percentage of the overall growth in Chinese Christianity, their efforts are still 

worth analyzing, if not to study impact, then to study the intercultural communication and engagement 

happening where they work. China’s Christian future will clearly be largely self-determined, and while 

the relationship among the Chinese government, government-sanctioned TSPM churches, and 

undocumented ‘house’ churches will continue to draw the attention and concern of researchers, the 

ongoing presence of American missionaries and their support and influence in those relations should not 

be blindly overlooked.  

The purpose of my research has been to explore this compelling counternarrative to the dominant 

metanarrative surrounding clandestine missions to China. Despite using a nontraditional source, that 

being online blogs authored by the missionaries themselves, I believe this research has stood up to the 

required academic rigor for historical analysis. While I concede that online resources may create 

challenges for historians in the positivist fields, online resources are a boon to the contemporary historians 

willing to embrace a more deconstructionist narrative approach to history. In this sense, the online sources 

and the online communities publishing and accessing these materials are able to inform researchers into 
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their culture and perspective. In this sense, the grand histories of societies may now be broken down into 

cultural, community, and organizational histories, which may have not only opposing viewpoints, but 

opposing facts and interpretations of facts that are equally valid from the researchers perspective. By 

presenting these materials in the most genuine way possible, not only are we able to then explore the 

historians narrative,  but also the reader can explore the subjects narrative and allow future readers to 

reach their own conclusions as well.  
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