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Within the next thirty years a third of China’s population could become Christian. In the most comprehensive recent study David Aikman who worked for Time magazine paints an encouraging picture of Christian evangelisation there. Even if the 19th century imperialist ‘barking cannons deafened many Chinese to the serene sounds of the Gospel…that moment may occur when the Chinese dragon is tamed by the power of the Christian Lamb’. 
There are currently two streams of Chinese Christianity, official and underground, which flow closer in Catholic than in Protestant mission where the official church is liberal and the underground charismatic. The author chronicles the heroic struggles of Western missionaries and how their brand of self-sacrifice has been taken to heart in the contemporary resurgence of the church so that missionaries are leaving China to head across Asia towards Jerusalem. We are told unsurprisingly that the Muslim world opens more readily to Chinese than to Western evangelists. If this movement of the Spirit continues the centre of the Christian world is bound to shift east in years to come.
If Chinese can now wear what they want, go where they want and marry whom they want they are still inhibited so far as believing what they want. Although China’s latest 1982 Constitution speaks of ‘protecting normal religious activities’ what is ‘normal’ remains negotiable as does the distinction between mainstream religion and cult. The underground house churches issued a significant common statement of belief in 1998. They seek to distinguish themselves from movements like ‘Eastern Lightning’ which follows Deng, a female alleged incarnation of Jesus. By contrast hopes are rising of recovering full communion between the underground and official Roman Catholic churches. The suspicion of overseas links, at the heart of attempts to control believers, derives from the terrible treatment of China by western powers over recent centuries.
Aikman quotes high Chinese officials who say Christianity is attractive because it is perceived to have made possible the emergence of capitalism and democracy. At the same time they see no easy transition ahead of any kind given the record of how change has come about over the centuries in such a large country. Church leaders are also fearful that a transition that favours Christian allegiance will lower the spiritual temperature of that allegiance. Meanwhile many Christians are praying for a revival in association with the 2008 Olympics in Beijing, mindful of the worldwide interest that will occur at that time.
The Bejing Factor is an encouragement to Western readers in its evidencing of vibrant Christianity overseas, a challenge to churches that are not so much failing as shrinking back from the task of evangelisation which continues in China even in the face of civic hostility and persecution.
