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Introduction

Wang Mingdao was a remarkable man in a remarka-
ble age. Born weeks after the Boxer uprising in 1900,
at the peak of the clash of civilizations between the
West and the East, he broke away from the mission-
ary-related churches after his baptism in 1919 and
established an independent and completely indige-
nous ministry centered in Beijing. His successful min-
istry, that flourished between 1923 and 1955, included itinerant
preaching, publishing a quarterly journal, and the establishment
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of the largest church in Beijing. With the withdrawal of mission-
aries from China after 1949, many observers predicted the de-
mise of the Chinese churches, but Wang Mingdao and many oth-
er faithful Chinese Christians endured the severe persecution of
the 1960s and 1970s and emerged in the 1980s with a powerful
testimony to the grace of God and they then witnessed a vast
harvest of Chinese conversions to Christ during the 1980s and
1990s in China. Wang Mingdao and his generation of faithful
Christian servants exhibited Tertullian’s axiom that “the blood of
the martyrs is the seed of the church.”

Birth of Wang and the clash of civilizations (1900)

The rising clash between China and the West in the nineteenth
century reached a critical moment in the summer of 1900 as
peasant Boxer rebels flooded into Beijing demanding the exter-
mination of the Western presence from China. The Eight Nation
Army, led by Britain, marched from the Chinese coast throughout
the summer to relieve the Boxer blockades that had trapped the
foreigners, along with many Chinese Christians, in the foreign
legations in Beijing. At the height of the chaos, a Chinese Chris-
tian doctor climbed the wall of the foreign legation and, observ-
ing at the crazed Boxer rebels marauding in the streets, feared
for his life. Worried, apparently, that before his own execution he
might first be forced to witness the brutal killing of his pregnant
wife and two-year-old daughter, he decided to act proactively,
tragically committing suicide. Dr. Wang had misjudged the situa-
tion, and shortly after his death the Eight Nation Army sup-
pressed the Boxers and ended the uprising. Several weeks later,
in August 1900, his wife Mrs. Wang, gave birth to her fatherless
son Wang Mingdao.

Wang Mingdao, born in 1900, at the dawn of the new century,
lived until 1991, experiencing one of the most tumultuous centu-
ries of Chinese history. From his home in the Chinese capital, Bei-
jing, he witnessed the fall of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, the May
Fourth student demonstrations in 1919, the start of the Sino-
Japanese war in 1937, the communist revolution in 1949, the
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tragedies of the Cultural Revolution from 1966-1976, and the
economic recovery starting in the 1980s.

In his formative years, Wang Mingdao enjoyed many of the bene-
fits offered by the Western missionary presence in China. As a
family that suffered from the Boxer uprising, Mrs. Wang was pro-
vided a small amount of money from the Boxer indemnity funds,
and she used the money to purchase a modest family compound
in Beijing. Without a father, Wang and his family were very poor,
but at least they could survive. To make ends meet, Mrs. Wang
was forced to rent out the rooms of their family compound to a
long string of tenants from the rough-and-tumble underclass in
the growing urban capital, allowing Wang to witness firsthand
the desperate underbelly of the city. Wang attended missionary
schools, and as the top student each year he earned a tuition
scholarship. After the fall of the Qing Emperor in 1911, Wang, as
a fourteen-year-old in 1914, even dreamed that he might some-
day become the president of China. He believed the opportuni-
ties in new China, like in America, were limitless, and he noted
that Abraham Lincoln had also come from a poor family.

Conversion and baptism into independent Christianity

(1919)
In 1918, Wang applied to attend Peking University, but because
of some confusion during the reorganization of the school that
year, his matriculation was delayed for one year. During that year
he traveled to Baoding, several hours outside of Beijing, where
he taught in a Christian school. The British missionary principal of
the school quickly recognized Wang’s extraordinary potential,
and he offered to fund Wang’s education not only at Peking Uni-
versity, but also for graduate school and, if Wang continued to
excel, for PhD studies in England. At eighteen years old, all the
doors of opportunity offered by the Western presence in China
were open to the bright young student.

Wang Mingdao instead followed a dramatically different path. A
friend in Baoding suggested to Wang that true Christian baptism
must be by immersion, and thus Wang, who had been baptized
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by sprinkling as an infant, must be baptized again. Wang consult-
ed the British principal, and the principal assured Wang that his
baptism was legitimate. Wang, unwilling to accept the British
missionary as a final authority, studied the Bible on his own.
When the British principal learned of Wang’s growing conviction
about being rebaptized, he informed Wang that, if he were re-
baptized, he would be dismissed from his teaching position, and
he would forfeit the promised funding for his future education.
The stakes were high, and Wang spent several more days poring
over Scripture seeking the truth.

Wang ultimately became convinced the Bible teaches that bap-
tism is only by immersion, and he was immediately dismissed
from the school. He departed the campus in the middle of the
school term leading a small troop of several older students who,
also expelled, wished to follow him in baptism by immersion.
Traveling on foot through the north China winter in search of a
location where they could baptize one another, they found the
river frozen. Moving along the riverbank, they discovered a faster
flowing portion of the river where they could be immersed in the
moving waters. Wang recalled that as he emerged from the frigid
river, his baptismal garments and hair froze solid. At that mo-
ment, in 1919, Wang’s baptism marked his radical independence
and his departure from reliance on the Western missionary
movement.

Preaching, writing, church planting (1927-1955)

Wang Mingdao returned to Beijing, but was unable to find a job
as, apparently, people thought he was erratic and unreliable,
having forfeited his opportunity for higher education and future
success. In 1919, on May 4th, as his former classmates were fa-
mously protesting at Tiananmen Square, Wang Mingdao, as best
as | can tell, was at home quietly studying his Bible. He did not
support the goals of the May Fourth movement, and he instead
thoroughly educated himself at home in the Bible. He began
preaching in 1923, and by 1926, at twenty-six years old, he was
already preaching to large audiences around the country. He
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could not meet the high demand for his speaking appearances,
so he began to write down and publish his sermons in his own
quarterly journal, Spiritual Food.

Wang’s message centered on the new birth of the Christian. He
was convinced that the proposals of the May Fourth intellectuals,
such as promoting equality, democracy, science, and mass educa-
tion, were doomed to failure because they did not deal with the
fundamental problem of the human condition. For China to
emerge from the morass of the decline of the nineteenth centu-
ry, and to receive forgiveness of sin, Chinese individuals must first
be converted from the inside. They must receive Jesus into their
heart and be transformed by the cleansing power of the Holy
Spirit.

Wang Mingdao did not just preach his message, but he endeav-
ored to practice and incarnate the Christian truths found in the
Bible. He desired to create a Christian community that could live
out biblical teaching, bringing salvation to individuals and true
and lasting change to the nation. He inaugurated worship ser-
vices at the Christian Tabernacle in 1933 and the community
grew to over 500 baptized members by the 1940s, the largest
church in the Chinese capital. He refused any outside financing,
and he insisted his ministry was authentically and thoroughly in-
digenous. Ironically, during the Japanese occupation of China in
the 1940s, the Japanese authorities sought to put restrictions on
Western-related newspapers and journals, and they assumed
Wang's Spiritual Food Quarterly must be “Western” because it
was Christian. Wang refused to follow the regulations, arguing
vociferously that his Christian journal was not, in any way,
“Western,” but thoroughly indigenous. Although he was threat-
ened several times, he was never arrested.

The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church

(1991)

Through the early 1950s, Wang Mingdao emerged as a thorn in
the side of the new Chinese Communist government. Just as he
had remained independent from the Western missionaries, he
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was equally determined to remain independent from any exter-
nal authority, including the government. As the pastor of the larg-
est church in Beijing, he became generally recognized as the
voice of the emerging house church movement that would en-
deavor to remain independent from any association with the gov-
ernment. By the mid-1950s, the CCP recognized the threat he
presented to their demand for complete allegiance to the state,
and so he was arrested and imprisoned.

After over twenty years of immense suffering, including the years
of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, he was
released and in the 1980s he was celebrated around the world as
a living Christian martyr. With his health broken, and over eighty
years old, he continued to provide interviews and meet occasion-
ally with foreign dignitaries opening a small window into what
God was doing in China. The churches were multiplying furiously,
and it seems the growth may have been seeded by the blood of
Wang Mingdao and the many Chinese Christian martyrs of the
twentieth century.

Conclusion

In the 1970s and 1980s, secularization theory predicted the de-
mise of Christianity. Western intellectuals predicted that science
and reason would supplant the need for faith in the modern
world, and they pointed to the decline of the churches in the ur-
ban educated areas of Western Europe. Marxist theorists also
assumed the eventual evaporation of the need for the masses to
cling to religion. But the realities of the late twentieth century
moved in a completely different direction.

In the 1920s and 1930s, indigenous churches took root in Asia
and Africa. The churches had been planted over the previous
hundred years by Western missionaries, but the indigenous lead-
ers were now emerging as the voice and face of a new era of
global Christianity. After World War Il, the Western imperial pow-
ers receded from Asia and Africa, creating numerous new inde-
pendent states.

Many Christian observers feared the withdrawal in the 1950s of
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the Western imperial powers and many of the Western mission-
aries would lead to the weakening or even death of the indige-
nous churches. They believed, it seems, that the massive Western
infrastructure of hospitals, schools, and churches, funded and
staffed by the West, was holding up the non-Western churches.
On the contrary, it now seems that the vast Western infrastruc-
ture was not holding up the non-Western churches, but rather
the infrastructure was holding back the churches. When the in-
frastructure was removed after 1950, churches in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America began to explode with growth. Wang Mingdao,
and his ministry centered in Beijing, was one of many indigenous
Christians used by God to build the global church of the twenty-

first century. 4
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