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Abstraet; The local church movement infissted by Watchman Mee (1903 — 1972 ) and Wimess Lee { 1905 - 1997} | is one of
few Chimese Christian churches, which wem globalized with o local conversion capabilsty, Orginally influenced by the
Flymouth Brethren, ® deveboped o Chinese vemion a3 part of the mdigenization movemment, and uploted sgaansg the new
backgrousd of world Cheistianity smee the 19706, Opposed 1o the trlitiors] clemgy system of ene preaching while all whers
liziening, Mee and Loe peomoted a eoopesabe Body of inctional members. Yial groap end home mesting ame ten impeetant
tonls, Chusches are diveded as oell groupe . amd every believer bacomes an ovangelisi. Whils & bosal church s the contactig
poinl of eoch locality | delined as & eity ), regione] works micgion guarantees the ioer fellowchip hetweesn e Incal chimehes |
end indernolianal conferenees formed o umiversal network. Full - ime iroieing is e school for ¥ professionale. * Brsed on a
salid thenlogical Iowndation and with mere than 250, 000 followers sercess the five main continenls, it not only provides a
legary for * House Churches" in China, last also peoves elfective in the global landseape of Christiansy.
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Awthaor: Tie. LI Vi, Aesociste Profisenr s Dopantsest of History, Shanghsd University, %98, Shargds Boad, Shanghal
244 Chine, E = poail; irsslation. @ 163, oo

In Howses that Change the World , Wolfgang Simson propeses an ideal church model of this global era:

The church 1 dreamed of iz like a spiriial extended family - organic, not organized | relational | not
formal, 1t has a persecution = proof stucture, [t matores under tears , multiplies aeder presaoare, breathes
under water, grows under the carpet; it flourishes in the desert, sees in the dark and thrives in the midst
of chaos, A church that can nultiply Like five loaves and two fish in the hands of Jesus, where the fathers
turn their hearts to their sons and the sons their heans to their fathers, where its people are its resources,
and which has only one name to hoast about, the Lamb of God, &

Thiz ideal modelwhich Simson decamed of i house church, A classic on this topic, he considers that
his ook hos three purposes: as & vision stalement, a manifesto, and a chureh = planting manual.
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Simson” s first thesis is — * Christianity is a way of life, not a series of religions meeting, ™% As he
sava, the current church model stanecd with Constantine, and it is a combination of wo elements: “a
Chrstian verswan ol the Old Testament emple — the Cathedral and a warship pattern siyled afler the
Jewish synagogue. = @ He calls this the = cathegogue,” which became a blueprint of churches in the
historical process. As he savs:

Thiz reformed-Roman-Catholic-Jewish  meeting  pattern was  baptized by Baptists,  ansinied by
Pentecostals, misused by cults, renewed by Charsmatic Christians, put into uniform by the Salvation
Areny , deyv-cleaned by Quakers-biul was never radically changed. The ©services” were still essentially
pedormances , auwlience-nriented masses . wsvally fommal amd ltorgical  selygous events, whese many
!FH"!!'.HJI:II.'H- ml CHENSLTIETS I:Ih-HI".'I'T“! 4 Eﬂ"'ﬂ' 'I'-I"':I':f iﬂﬂ‘wl’j I'FI.iEi.lﬂ.IH HFH!;HII‘HL‘ lH"l'.rDl.'lTli:l'I}: E:H' rJ.'IEI'I'I H.I'I.ll H'ill'l
them. &

He crticizes the predominant model of Protestantizm, 1. e the congregational church. In his view,
the congrogational church iz a compromise of two kinds of churches: the cell and the celehration.
However, it missed out on both sides. The congregational — type church is “a political solution which
gured the awle aned t!ll'lTIl.'EI'Ii.vllﬂll}' fted inlg the n:lig'l:nu. prilerms al the world ag the same bme™ 3 and in
many ways, il is “a triumph of the religious spirit, o retem o the low and religioos patterns of the Cd
Testament and even pagon religions, © % The congregational church is o self = defeating structure; it
creates the very problems it wants 1o solve,

Simson thinks that this iraditional church model is the biggest barrier to Christianity as a faith; and
howse church = the solution te this problem. In his definition ;

The howse chusch s a way ol ||'1.'ir|{'.; the Chnstian life l":l‘.'l\:rl'lrlun'l..ﬁ“jI in ﬂ:rl‘.“]ir'l.ﬁ.r:- hiprizs 1]|.rl|:||.|.1q||
supematural power. Tt i the way redecmaed peaple live loeallv. Tt is the oganie way diseiples follow Jesus
together in everyday life, -+ House churches emerge when truly converted people stop living their own Tife
lor their own ends, stard living & community life according 1o the values of the Kingdom of God . and star
tor share their life and resources with those Christians and not - yet - Christians around themselves, @

Hepoes on further 1o say that house church iz “the body of Christ in an ordinary howse ™ and it is like
“a spiriiwal extended family. &

Simson discusses the hasic chameteristios of o house church; = meating™ { the Lond " s Supper is o
substantinl supper with a svmbolic meaning miher than & symbalic supper with s substantial meaning ) ;
teaching cach other how o obey: sharing material and spiritual blessings; praving together. ® He also
differentiates house churches from homegroups: while the former iz “in itself the church in its fullest and
most holistic sense™ 3 the latter ia just a small part of the big and “real church,™ or a “mini - version" of

the church. ™ A more important distinetion is made between house churches and cell churches. He listed
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13 items from philosophical through structural o contextual dimensions. Simply speaking, he thinks that
the cell church is a6l a program — oriented organization with a pyramid leadership, while e bouse church
i5 a kind of crganism charactenized by interdependence and fathechomd. 0 At last, Simson promates o five
= fodd ministry, as recopded in Ephesians 45 11 =13, i, e, the apostles, the prophets, the evangeli=ez,
the pastors and the weachers; rather than the popular models of pastors or evangelists. For him, the church
should b “ built on the foundation of the apostles and proghets, with Jesus Christ himself as the chief
romerdone, 1 Following thiz, the unien of churches s oot hased on denominationalizsm, buat based onoa
|1;|-v;'.|:|.'||'t5|.

The above discussions are very inspiring o the” house churches™ in China. And Simson does quole
cne Chinese Christian, Watchman Nee, in his argument, and lists Nee' s book in his reference readings.
(e the ather hamd | the Chinese hoese church movement alss becomes a distinetive caae in the lﬁ:uh-l:upl‘:
of world Christianity, Among all, the Local Church initiated by Watchman Nee and Winess Lee, updated
with a global version since the 19705, can be taken a5 a typical example to discoss the simultaneoos
developaments of Chinese Christian churches and world Christianity in the contemporary period.

I. From Watchman Nee to Witness Lee: A Chinese Brethren Movement

The Local Church Movement, under the supervizion of Walchman Nee { Ni Tuosheng, 1903
= 1972 ) and Wilness Lee ( Li Changshouw, 1905 = 1997 3, can be seen a: o Chinese version of
the house church movement, which alao has a large influence on the Chinese * House
Churches. ™™ While Nee is a popular figure in the Western Christian world due 1o his books, such
ae The Spiritual Man and The Normal Christian Life . Lee brought the Chinese miniztry to the West
physically, and nourished a global campaign that exists even now. In the 19302, under the
influence of the Plymouth Brethren, Nee developed his ecclesiology in the well - known
Rethinking the Work ( Gongzue de zaisi). W A year later, the English version was published under
the title, Concerning Chr Missions. In this breakthrough work , Nee proposed his famous argument
on the ground of the churchy that ia, the church should he based on locality, or just city, as
recorded in the New Testament. He also argued that, home is a right place for church meetings,
rather than the large halls; and fellowship is more important than buildings. Lee updated Nee® s

A dWal | 137 - 154
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@ See Lin Yi. “Clobalisssen of Chinese Christianity; & Soady of Watchmim Nee ond Witness Lee” s Mindstry,” presented in = The G
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visions, both in the revivals of 1940s, and more importantly in the new context of 1980s, Then,
Witness Lee retwrned to Taiwan [rom the United States, in order o promote © the God = ordained
Way,” or "the New Wav. " His basic practice is similar to the eell groups popular in Korea or the
howse ehurches in Americay that is, o divide the large congregation in small groups, and at the
same Gme, o make the congregation and cell groups more alive through the unetion of every
believer.

In the author’ s view, this development is not only a continuation of Nee” s ministry, but also
a development under the influence of the new trends in the West, While Witness Lee is siill a
controversial person both in China and the Christian world, the author thinks that his thinking on
this tapic is not only & reflection of the situation of * House Churches”™ in China, but also provides
some new inapirations 1o © Chinese Christianity” as part of world Christianity. In the following,
the author will focus on the works amd preaches of Wilness Lee since the 1980s, o discuss his
view s o Chinese version of the house church movement.

The God-ordained Way

Witness Lee hegins his discussion with criticizing and reflecting on the corment sitnation of
Christianity, In his view, "The practice of today " s Chrigtianity is a destruction of the church
life". B Christianity is now a human religion saturated with demonic and satanic things, It is full
of organizations, as well as formalities and rituals. Especially, the clergy = laity svstem annuls the
function of the members of Christ. The extreme example can be seen in Roman Catholicism,
characteristic of a hiemrchy of candinala, archhishops and bishops with the Pope as the center.

Based on a careful and hard study of the Seriptures, he thinks, “ God " & ordained way has
been fully and cleady revealed in the New Testament, vet Chostians through all the centuries,
from the last pant of the first century down to today, have neglected it”. It is also called ™ the new
wity” . The point is that “it is mot old but quite ancient”™ . 11 does have a ool in early Christianity.
However, evervthing that belonge to God i= always new, “ With God, there iz no oldness,
everything iz new. "%

In this new way, there are four specific steps. First, all believers are priests of the New
Testament goapel. Thus all of them have w go out to preach and 10 bring people w0 Christ.
Second, when new believers got in, they have 1o be fed and nourished in home meetings, Thind,
all believers need o0 become perfect through the help of each other in small group mectings.
Fourth, all believers need to prophesy in small meetings and church meetings for the building up
of the Body of Christ. @ In simple terms, it is called begetting, feeding, perfecting and building,
corresponding o four formse of meeting=—gospel meeting, home meeting, disticl meeting and
church meeting,

B Wimess Lee, The God — ondained Way i Proonve e New Tesament Boonermy, | Anabeim, G4y Living Stream Mindsiry, 1987]
15,
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In early times, Witness Lee paid particular concem to gospel preaching and home meeting,
As he =says:

I made the decizion o come back to the biblical way, that iz, the God = ordained way 1o
preach the gospel in the homes, to set up meetings in the homes, o edify the saints in the homes ,
and 1o build up the church in the homes. Home sweet home! In this new way there are just two
words s Gol Home! We should go out of our own homes and bring the Bible, the gospel, the Lond
Jesus, the Triune God, grace, light, life, and the dynamic salvation into the new ones’ homes!
Do not ask them to come to sy rather, we must go to them to set up the church meeting in their
homes, We will fulfill our destiny 1o bear frwit by going out 1o others" homes, @

Aceording to him, gospel preaching is the believers " desting which iz defined in God " &
economy. In a parabolic way, il is deseribed as fruit - bearing. *To bear fruit is the way 1o fulfill
God ' & destiny, and the way to bear fruit is to visit people by knocking on their doors. The way to
have fruit that remains is by setting up home meetings with the new believers and by praying for
the home meetings of the believers, " ®

Witness Lee compares the old way and the new way: the foomer is called the worship in
religion and the latter as the worship in reality. ™ Christianity has brought the church into the
religious world, but today in the Lord ' s recovery we are endeavoring 1o enjoy the Lord by being
rescued from Christianity. "% While the old way annuls the function of the childven of God, the
new way is just to recover this function. It is also a way to save Christianity from formality and
degradation, and to recover its living and activeness as the faith in Jesus Christ.

Home Meeting

Following the tradition of Christianity, Wilness Lee lakes the Pentecost as the initiation of
church. However, he grabbed two phrases inActs 2. 46, “day by day™ and “ from houze w
house ,” 1o show that home meeting is the right way of church. ® He continues with the example of
Acts 5 ;42—every believer' s home is promising; every believer can set up home meetings, 2

To some extent, Witness Lee is cruzy with home meetings, His principle is® just 1o zel up
home meetings™, As he suys,

Are vou going o be holy? Set up a home meeting., Are you going o be spidiual 7 Set up a
home meeting, Are vou going to know the Bible? Nothing will foree vou to seek the knowledge of
the Bible more than eetting up a home meeting. The home mestings will foree yvou 1o seek afier the
proper, spiritual knowledge, and while you are seeking the knowledge for teaching others, you
vourself will be taught, enlightened , and nourished. &

lﬂ Wibmizas Lawz, The Cond = orduiined Way b Mrocdir e New Telumseni Bonomy, 13,
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g Wimess Lee, The Mome Mestings; The tinigne Woy for he norease and e Buifding U of the Churek, ( Anoheim, CA Living
Strewn Minisry, 1986), 7 =K.
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Hie passion amd fascination also has a deep theological implication, for he believes that “the
home meetings are absolutely the meetings of the church and in the church, © #

As a Chinese, even though he was displaced from his hometown, Witness Lee appreciates the
wirmy and living environment of homes, in contrest o the oomality and void of big halls. He also
tukes the parable of family feast to deseribe the home meetings, For example ;5

The home meetings are all in the brothers® and sister=" homes, One gits here; another sits
there, One comes eary; another comes late, Evervone speaks a little, and there is no need for
any Tormality, Thiz is the best point about the home meetings.

In every meeting we should eat and drink the Lord " s word.

The home meeting is ool a Bible class in a seminary. - The home meelings are * eating”
meelings.

The most important thing is 1o spread out the Lond” s words as a feast,

Mutuality and speaking are two key characteristics of home meetings. He says, " The main
purpose of the home meeting is to promote speaking by everyone, "™ amd "to speak in the
meetings is a way of blessing”. ¥ In his view, human beings are communal, and Christians are
even more communal than the common people. The church should be a meeting of love. However,
most Christians even don’ t know the other one beside him or her when they go to attend church
gervice. It is veally a miserable matter of today’ s Christianity.

He compares the situation in big meetings and home meetings .

In the hig meectings vou cannol pray, bul in the home mestings vou can pray. In the big
meetings vou cannot speak . but in the home meetings vou can speak. In the big meetings vou
cannot sing, but in the home mectings vou can sing. All these are functions thal cannot be
fulfilled by the hig meetings. #

In the home meetings , evervone becomes a seeking one, a serving one, & preaching one, a
teaching one, and one that spontanesusly witnegs for the Lord.

Witness Lee can’t help showing his love and passion to home meetings. As he save, My
heart is in the home meetings, My concermn is for the home meetings. My jov is in the home
meetings, and my compliments are concemning the home meetings”. However, he does have a
reasonable cause for this, with the conclusion: “the increase and spread of the church depemd
fully on the home meetings, ™ and “The home meeting: are the loundation for the building of the
church”™, &

Ume furtherdiscussion is that, people should not just invite others 1o have meetings in their
homes, bul alse gend deliveres 1o others " homes, This is called " one — on — one” service,

LU A

Witmesa Lew, Kev Paing on tbe Base Meenngs, [ Anabeim, CA; Living Stream Ministry, 1986, 14 - 16,
. | XD

Witanas Leo, Kev Pania on dbe Fleme Meetimgs, 71 -T2,
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Witness Lee uses the example of restaurants. He says, formerly people can only come to our place
to have food; if they came at the wrong time, they will have nothing to eat. Now, we should
develop delivery service | that is, 10 send food 10 people " s homes, This guarnties that they can
have fosd timely and continually. Tt may be seen as the outreach service of home mectings. @

The Vital Group

In eary times, Wilness Lee did nol make distinction between home meeting amd small group
mecting. Later, he found that the home meeting is mainly for feeding and nourishing new
believers, while small group meeting is the key characteristic of God - ordained way. Based on
this, he went further to develop the concept of* vital groap, ™

Aceording 1o him, the purpose of the vital groups ig 1o live two kinds of lives: the kingdom
life and the church life. He quotes the seriptures in Matthew 18 15 - 22 and 2 Timothy 2,22,
The [ormer is on kingdom life, while the later is on church life. And he says that “a vital group 1=
a real representation of the church™, @

He describesthat the constituents of the vital groups are in six categories: the believers in
Chrigt, the disciples of Christ, the Wilnesses of Christ, the members of Christ, the brothers of
Christ, and the prophets of Christ. ® Amd to be vital, the helievers should have intimate and
thorough fellowship with the Lond; have a thorough confession of their failures, defects, amd
wrongduings, as well s practices of the flesh and of the natural man: pray thoroughly for visiting
of people and [or those whom they visit and contact; and be familiar with all the outlines of the
recent messages coneeming the person of Christ and His accomplishments in the three stages of
Hie full ministry, &

Witness Lee connects the vital group with the ministry of overcomers. He describes the
fourateps of God” & move on the earth; through the Adamic race, through the Abrahamic mee,
through the church, and through the overcomers, ® He thinks that we are now in the age of
overcomers. *The vital groups should be composed of people who are overcomers”™ . % He says,
“the overcomers are the succesaful people in God ' s economy™ 3 10 be vital means 1o be living amd
getive, that is to overcome desdnese and lukewarmnesz; that is also to evercome the degradation of
today " s church, ®

However, the vital group is nol a matier of miracles. He insisiz that“a vilal group is a group
of normal Christians, " and “to be vital is to be common™ . ® Then, what is the meaning of being

M. | T
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normal ? Witness Lee defines it in the Cod - ordained way:

MNormal Christians beget, bring fodh, normal Chostians, After hearing the preaching of the
pospel | a person should be led to repent thoroughly. He should make a thorough confession before
CGod of his mistakes, wrongdoing, shortcomings, defects, transgressions | trespasses | sing, amd
evile, He should alzo ask [orgiveness of anvone whom he has offended. Through this kind of
repentance and confession, e will begin o have a close, intimate {ellowship with the Lord and
with his fellow believers. Then he can also be perfected concerning how to pray, how to read the
Word of God, how to call on the Lord” s name , and how to exercise his spirit. Spontaneously , he
will become vital — living, buming, and fruil — bearing. A vital person is one who repents 1o the
ultermaost , confess thoroughly , contacts the Loed God intimately, and fellowshipe with this fellow
Christians closely. ®

This is the normal Christian life. According to Lee  deadness, lokewarmness, and bamenness
are three main enemies for gomd Christians, And people should be alive, charismatic and froitful.

In later times, the vital group becomes a powerdul weapon of gospel preaching. For this,
Witness Lee talked a lot, on how to contect and gain people. A key practice is PSRP—pray -
reading, studying, reciting, and prophesving. He suggests that people should always keep four or
five new ones under their care. In his words, “the only way for us is to contact people, and the
only aecret of our auecesa is to have conatant contacts for our whaole life”. o

Prophesying

Witness Lee has a distinctive interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14 Prophesyving is not in the
semse of predicting, foretelling, but in the sense of speaking for the Lord and speaking [orth the
Lord to dispense Christ 1o people. It is the excelling gift for the building up of the church” . 4 He
emphazizes the meaning of * dispenzing”. To speak forth implies to dispense; and to speak forth
Gaod and Christ is 10 minister and dispense God and Christ 10 people. @

Aceording 1o him, prophesving is the highest function of church meetings, It is delined in
three dimensions : building up for the chureh, encouragement for the believers . and consolation for
the saints” welfare. ¥ In a prophecy , it includes the following constituents : the knowledge and
experience of God, Christ, and the spirtual things; the utterance to speak forth what we know and
have experienced of God, Christ, and the spiritual things: the sight under the divine
enlightenment conceming the situation and environment in which we are; the instant inspiration of

the indwelling Spirit that stirs up our spirit to speak. ¥

b T R

& B, 10,
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Lee insists that® All the believers have the capacity to prophesy and have the obligation te
prophesy ™. EThe capacity is in the divine life, which the believers possess and enjoy and which
needs to increase within them, Then the capacity may be developed unto their ability. The
obligation i the Tullillment of their spiritual serviee, in which they are indebted 1w God * «
salvation.

Prophesving is” divine speaking, God " 8 oracle”™ ; it is not ™ ordinary words spoken in a
natural way,” but rather “a speaking in the element of God " s divinity, "% As Lee says;

In =peaking forth a proper prophecy, we should not adhere to personal experiences,
testimonies, feelings, thoughts, opinions, affections, and reactions to any persons, matters, amd
things. When we prophecy, we should reject our personal feelings, thoughts, opinions, and even
affections, We should also stay away from our reactions o our spouse, our neighbors | the elders,
and the brothers and sisters. To prophecy, in principle, is not to speak for oneself, not to speak
forth oneself, and even the more, not to dispense oneself inte people. @

Thus, Lee thinks that a prophecy must have" the instant inspiration of the Spivit™, ¥ It is not
a speaking sccording to letters but one filled with the revelation of the Holy Spirit; it is not to rewd
what we have composed but at the opportune Lime to speak what we have composed in a living
wayy it should not be mere doctrine gained from a Bible study, but something of a spiritual vision.

For Lee, 1o prophesy iz 1o cooperale with God. He thinks thal it is the expression of the
principle of incamation. As he save:

In the New Testament, God operates through the principles of incamation. God does not do
anything by Himself, especially in the matter of speaking. He prefers 1o speak through vs and
speak within us. Moreover, the principle of incamation is not merely that God works with man, It
it that God works within man, and the two work as one. When we speak . the very Lord whom we
apeak forth is speaking with us and within us. #

Conversely, all men " s speaking constituted a universal sound on the eath, which is
represented by the church as the Body of Christ,

Il . House Churches in China . Reality and Vision

Since the 1980, there is a eo0 = called ® houge church™ movement in China, against the

Witmess Lep, Prophesying du phe Chuee) Westings for dhe Orgoanie Badldiog op of the Church o the Bady of Chng, 25,
i, | 43,

Winsess Lee, The f".ﬂ.ll.'l'[l.'r-tf.l"'lql.ﬂl:l_rl'ﬂa. 17,
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bigger context of © Christian Fever™ or “ Religions Fever, " #® Though some of them are not in
“houses,” as a whole, they form a kind of " new Chastianity " different from Roman Catholicism
as well az the Prolestant denominations. This can be seen as parl of the great changes of world
Christinnity, featured in Philip Jenkins® two notorions books , The Next Christendom and The New
Faces of Chnﬂmm&jﬂ' O as a Chinese Amencan scholar argued recently, it is a ™ popular
Christian movement, " There are a lot of descriptions and explanations for this phenomencn. Put
it simply, from o perspective of history of religion, we may just say that it is the flow of the Holy
Spinit.

The author’ = questions are these: How will this new movement challenge the current church
structure in China? Does it have any universal significance in Christionity as a world movement?
What can the Local Church Movement contribute to this new trend as a typical case?

First, most people will agree that the® house churches™ have created division and antagonism
among the Chinese churches, And for the authorities both in the political and religions sphere,
“house church”™ means 8 trouble to much extent. Objectively, we have to admit that it is a
challenge to the cument church structure under the leadership of The Three - self Patriotic
Committee and the China Chrigtian Council. [t can be traced to the political campaigns during the
1950=, typically represented by the inter - personal enmities between prominent figures such as
Wang Mingdao and Ding Guangwun ( K. M. Ting, or later Bishop Ting). ® And we still can feel
it obviously during field work today, Mostly, we are told that the TSPM churches are unbelievers,
political agents or even traitors of the church, Whether these are facts or not, it reflects that the
cumrent church structure lags behind the new trends of Chinese Christianity.

Second, there ia a church reconstruction campaign since the 1980s, with Bishop Ting as a
prominent  leader, including returming of chumch  propedies, chureh  buildings, theologieal
education, social service, ete. Due to his personal denominational background and also China’ e
church situation, Bishop Ting once hoped to reconstruct the Chinese church structure according to
the Anglican — Epizcopal way, which later proved to be a failure, # And as much as | know, a lot
of voung church leaders as well az teachers and studentz in theological seminades prefemed o a

Gl See Al Hoster o Ris-Bwong Clhen, Prssmannsoe v Connengoeary Chinn o Candeidge: Combridge Universn Peess, 1995 ¢
Ty lamlusd, The R i g"l:ﬁr i Church , { Whazabiun , linogs: Hanehl Sha Pubdisdhirs | I':l"J-I:|| Tasial Aikiman, Jesi in Bheding -
o Chriatianisy ér Trongforming Chino smd Changing dhe Globe! Holonce of Pover, { Washingon, [ Hegrery; Lankam, MIF; Mahonal Book
Merwork, 1006 | 2003 | 3,

G Philip Jenkins, The Newr Chrisendom ; The Comdsg o Global Chrisdandvy, [ New York | Osfond University Press | 2002 ) ; {idem, The
Nieis FUL'rig"l'Ji.ll':l.ITul'l.l:l‘_r: .H'ﬂ'l:r:lﬂ'la e Bkl i ahe Cobal Sounh, ¢ New Yok o Oxfond |.||il|'|.'r|-|r:|' Pressa, 20060,

G S Lian %5, Medemed b Fire. The Hise of Popular Cheistionity in Chine, | %ew Haven and London: Vale Usivirsity FPriss,
I,

B Om rhe Three-self Movement is the 1950a, soe Philip L. Wickerd, Sseling the Canmen Ground; Protesans Christissdty | ghe Three —
Saff Moeement, and Ching ™ s Enired Frane, [ Morgdnoll, WY ; Onibis Books, |9EE) ; Ying Fuk — seag and Leung Ka - ben, Washi ninndal saen
wundong de paghin | The Thne = S Parsotic Mevemsn in 1950: |, { Beng Rong: Alliasee Bible Seminey, 1996 )
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kind of “ reformed theology,” symbolized by a Presbyterian system on earth, ® However, very
unfortunately, moet of them easily fall in the doalism of orthodoxy - heterodoxy, as in Chinese
history and the political suthorities, and alwave tend to denounce some groups as cuolts for
theologrical or prectical reasons. This prevented & mutual understanding between the professional
clergy and the laity, the wrban and the rural, as well as the intellectuals and the common people.

Third, while there have been numerous proposals to solve this issue, the author proposes that
* house church network™ should be an alternative way for consideration. Omn one side, it reflects
the reality of Chinese churches today ; on the other side, it is & universal version onginating [rom
the new trends of world Chrstianity and shared by many innovative ministrics around the globe.
The Local Church Movement indtiated by Watchman Mee and Witness Lee ghould be & relerence ,
even just for entical reasons. lis legacy is frstly historical , [or it 15 born in the Chinese land as a
solution to the church issue in modem China; and secondly, it is connected with the global
landscape of Christianity due 10 Witness Lee ' s groundbeeaking work in the United States, Latin
America and Southeast Asia, and even Europe.

However, the actual sitnation is always more complicated than ideal models. Even in the
historical period, Watchman Nee had to face the parsdox of denominationalism amd division
inside ; % and till now Watchman Nee was still a counter = revolutionary in terms of the Chinese
political authority. The new group under the leadership of Witness Lee even became ™ wigjiao”
{evil cult} which is with the name of *the Yellers” ( huhan pai). And presently, we are
informed that the Local Churches are separated [rom both TSPM churches and house churches , lor
they claimed they are the only orthedoxy and others cannot accommodate their distinetive systems
unless they join their exclusive membership. From the other side of the picture, we can see that
huge church buildings become a vision for most church leaders, whether they are in TSPM or
house churches. Both the Christians and the larger society tend 1o see physical buildings as proofs
of Christianity. Amd in the common worship service , we can see that more and more people prefer
the ritualized Anglican = Episcopal styvle.  Institutionalization is acceleraling when the church
membership is big enough; and it seems that the West has much more power than the indigenous,
and the urhan more power than the rural.

. Conclusion

This article ia a preliminary discussion on house churches, with a comparison to the similar

G For ensmple, Aising Wang, Chorck in Chiwes Swith, Frhio, Srudure: The Beritage of the Reformetion fie the Fulure of the
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Symgesinm i belgenization of Christisnity from Mulli = Disciplinesy Perguctives ], § Fushou: Fujian Rormal Universits, Raemler 2 <4,
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trende globally and a particular concem to the Local Church Movement led by Watchman Nee and
Witness Lee, The author have a few purposes: (1) To believers, researchers and administrators
inside , they need to go beyond the * distinetive gituation” of China, to have a more comprehengive
view of Chrstianity, rather than 1o sting on Chinese charactenstics; (2) To Chnstians , scholars,
paliticians and social activisis who have a concern on Chinese church, they need to go bevond the
imagination of persecutions and revivals, to have a more specific and complex picture of Chinese
churches, and to v to understand them in their historical process and local context; (3 )
Especially to scholars whether they are foreigners or Chinese , including the author himself, we
ahould underatand the limitations of academic research. We can put oul a lot of proposals, bt we
should never think to take on the role of administers instead of advisors. And we should iry not 10
become agents of different parts of the debate, politically or religiously.

A last word is for the house church itself, 1 will not agree with Wolfgang Simzon or Witness
Lee completely; and as a scholor, most of all, 1 can’t accept their absolutism, which also led o
the ruthless critics of their opponents, However, in this paper, | have to call the scholars’
attention 1o house churches, not only as a distinctive Chinese phenomenon, bul al=o as a new
trend of world Christianity. Especially in the Chinese context, political sdministers, scademic
scholars and Christian believers have o admit the organism and diversity of Christian Churches;
and to some extent, it is a better choice to keep the balance between TSPM churches and house
churches , as well as between state and church, rather than dreaming to solve the problem once for
all.
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