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C H A P T E R O N E 

Introduction 

The impact of Church-State relations on the history of Europe and the United 
States has been enormous and remains an important issue of debate today. For 
centuries, Christianit y ha s influence d th e cultura l an d politica l developmen t 
of Europe. As a result, it is closely associated with the West. In general terms, 
Christianity, an d th e churche s i n particular , ha s playe d a  double rol e i n th e 
Western politica l system . At times , th e churche s hav e throw n thei r suppor t 
behind a government, and thereby strengthened its political legitimacy. On other 
occasions, the churches have condemned and criticized a government in order 
to challeng e it s rul e o r promot e politica l reform . Church-Stat e relation s ar e 
complex, with many factors influencin g ho w the two interrelate. 

The relationship between Church and State has never been static. Relations 
have bee n affecte d b y constan t change s i n the wide r socia l environmen t o f 
people and politics. Secondly, the Christian church is not a unified organization , 
but i s instea d mad e u p o f differen t denomination s an d group s —  a  divide d 
clan. The three major Christia n groups that make up the clan — Catholicism , 
Protestantism an d Orthodox y —  hav e thei r ow n politica l ideologies . 
Furthermore, within the Protestant group there are many different sub-groups , 
each with it s own politica l viewpoin t an d se t of beliefs. Thirdly , a s a  whole, 
the Christia n churche s hav e a  commo n se t o f faith-prescribe d value s an d 
morals, which should , i n theory, guide the churches in their relationship with 
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the State. However, many factors, especially self-interest an d desire for power 
in th e politica l environment , hav e alway s affecte d ho w th e churche s hav e 
related to the State and at times Christian values and morals have come second. 
Hence, th e stud y o f Church-Stat e relation s shoul d g o beyon d th e officia l 
documents o f a  governmen t an d beautifu l religiou s discourse . I t shoul d 
investigate whether power and interest have played a part in that relationship. 

Hong Kong has it s own unique socio-politica l cultur e and system which 
is not identical to that found i n the West. Catholic and Protestant missionarie s 
were invited by the Hong Kong government to serve the army and local people 
soon afte r th e British occupie d the colony i n 1841 . Before Worl d War II, the 
churches assiste d th e Hong Kong British colonia l administratio n b y offerin g 
educational, socia l an d medica l service s t o the poor an d destitute . I n return , 
the government granted land and financial subsidie s to the Christian churches 
for thei r socia l servic e work , thu s layin g th e foundation s o f a  'contractua l 
relationship' between the government and Christian churches. This unique form 
of Church-Stat e relation s flourishe d afte r Worl d Wa r I I whe n th e Britis h 
government feare d the infiltration o f Communism into Hong Kong. From the 
1950s to the 1970s , the Christian churches were encouraged by the government 
to provide educational , socia l and medical service s t o the wider community . 
During th e 1980s , however, Church-Stat e relation s bega n t o chang e a s both 
the Catholic an d Protestant churche s began to play a  more prominent rol e in 
the socio-political arena. In the lead-up to the handover of Hong Kong to China 
(July 1997) , the churches became increasingly involved in politics and socia l 
action. They demanded assurance s fro m Britai n and the Chinese governmen t 
that religiou s freedo m an d politica l refor m woul d b e protecte d afte r th e 
handover. These changes led to the development of an 'untraditional ' form o f 
Church-State relations . As the handover neared an d the Chinese governmen t 
entered Hon g Kong' s politica l arena , th e bilatera l relationshi p betwee n th e 
colonial governmen t an d Christia n churche s expande d int o a  triangula r 
relationship now including China. Close scrutiny of the changing Church-State 
relations in the Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China will be essential 
in the years to come. 

Researchers fro m variou s discipline s hav e analyse d aspect s o f Church -
State relation s i n Hon g Kon g fro m thei r ow n specialis t perspectives . Base d 
on the British-US model formulated by Francois Houtart, Li Ng Suk-kay (1978) 
in her political science thesis examined the relationship between the Catholic 
Church and the Hong Kong government. Sh e reached the conclusion tha t the 
colonial government in Hong Kong made use of the Catholic Church to furthe r 
its own aims. Looking at Church-State relations from a  historical perspective, 
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Lee Chee-kong (1987) sought to explore the relationship between the Protestant 
churches an d Hon g Kon g societ y durin g th e pre-Secon d Worl d Wa r period . 
He argue d tha t th e Protestan t churche s playe d th e rol e o f a  'servant ' i n th e 
colony. Le e showe d tha t b y stagin g campaigns , suc h a s th e 'anti-keepin g 
handmaid campaign ' i n 1938 , th e churche s successfull y pressure d th e 
government int o initiatin g socia l reform . I n a n academi c article , sociologis t 
Shun-hing Cha n (1995 ) analyse d Church-Stat e relation s usin g th e theor y o f 
'institutional channelling' as promoted by researchers of social movements. He 
argued tha t a s a  result o f the Protestan t churche s becomin g faithfu l partner s 
of the government they were forced to sacrifice their voice as a 'prophet'. When 
acting as 'prophet ' the churches comment on social, moral and political issues 
in th e contex t o f Christia n fait h an d criticiz e o r monito r th e behaviou r o f a 
government. Wong Chi-wai (1995) in his political science thesis examined the 
relationship between the Protestant churches and the Hong Kong government 
in the 1980s . He focuse d o n the changing relationshi p betwee n th e churche s 
and the State, and the future development of such relations. Ko Tinming (2000) 
in hi s sociolog y thesi s examine d th e politica l involvemen t o f Hon g Kon g 
Protestant church leaders from the 1980s to the 1990s , concluding that a number 
of Protestan t minister s ha d participate d i n Hon g Kong' s politica l affair s t o 
varying degrees . 

Concepts an d Theoretica l Framewor k 

This boo k investigate s Church-Stat e relation s i n Hon g Kon g fro m th e 
perspective o f th e relationshi p betwee n th e stat e an d societ y a t large . I n 
particular, the research focuses o n the content, formation an d development o f 
Church-State relations between 195 0 and 2000. At times, however, historica l 
events prior to 195 0 have been referred t o in order to elaborate certain points 
or provide background. Pattern s of interaction between the Stat e and Church 
have bee n examine d alon g wit h ho w tha t relationshi p ha s impacte d Hon g 
Kong's political development. The 'government' referred to in this book is the 
Hong Kon g colonia l governmen t befor e 199 7 an d th e Hon g Kon g SA R 
government afte r 1997 . The mainlan d Chines e governmen t i s occasionall y 
referred t o in some of the chapters in this book because it s religious policie s 
have, at times, affected Hon g Kong. However, Beijing's religious policies are 
not a focal point of discussion. The 'church' refers to the Catholic and Protestant 
churches. Whil e th e Catholi c an d Protestan t churche s i n Hon g Kon g ar e 
independent organizations, they share a common cultural heritage and face the 
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same Hong Kong political environment and government. However, they respond 
differently t o political change due to their differences i n organizational structure 
and culture. 

The approach of this research starts from the social theory of state-society 
relations, and this is taken as a theoretical framework fro m which Church-State 
relations in Hong Kong are examined. The study of Church-State relations has 
a long history in the West, with much conducted within the field of theological 
studies. Christian scholars who have assessed Church-State relations from th e 
perspective of Christian philosophy and political theory have done considerable 
work (Barth 1960 ; Stone 1983 ; Feige 1990 ; Jungel 1992) . Within the field o f 
sociology, Church-Stat e relation s hav e been discusse d largel y i n the are a o f 
sociology of religion, particularly using social theories on religion and society 
formulated b y Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber.' 

While acknowledging the contributions o f this work, i t must be said that 
it ha s som e limitations . A s Christia n scholar s d o no t generall y engag e i n 
empirical study, their writings are not particularly useful i n understanding the 
pattern of Church-State relations in a particular historical context. The classical 
theories o f Marx , Durkhei m an d Webe r provide profoun d insight s an d thei r 
theories point to particular dimensions of Church-State relations. However, the 
local political environment is often extremel y complex and the theories of the 
classical sociologist s o f religio n ca n ofte n provid e onl y guidance , no t a 
theoretical framework . 

In this research , Church-Stat e relation s ar e studied fro m th e perspectiv e 
of State-societ y relations , an d th e Churc h i s viewe d a s on e o f man y socia l 
organizations. Th e researchers looke d a t the interactio n betwee n th e Churc h 
and governmen t fro m a n organizationa l perspective . Simpl y put , th e uni t o f 
analysis i n thi s researc h i s th e organization , tha t is , patterns o f interactio n 
between the government an d churches at an organizational level . 

The stud y o f Church-Stat e relation s i n Hong Kon g ha s both theoretica l 
and practica l significance . O n th e theoretica l level , traditiona l theorie s o f 
Church-State relation s com e mostl y fro m th e West , notabl y Europ e an d th e 
United States . As such i t is assumed that the Christian fait h an d churches ar e 
part of the mainstream culture. The government and the churches share certain 
values and ideological views (Smith 1972 ; Curry 1986 ; Bradley 1987 ; McBrien 
1987; Robbins an d Robertso n 1987) . Outside Europ e an d the United States , 
another paradig m o f Church-Stat e relation s i s derive d fro m countrie s wit h 
socialist/communist governments . Thi s paradigm make s th e assumptio n tha t 
communist/socialist governments automatically seek to oppress and control the 
Christian churches (P. Ramet 1987 , 1990; S. P. Ramet 1998) . 
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Over th e pas t thirt y years , researcher s hav e als o studie d th e impac t o f 
Christianity an d the churche s o n the dynamic s an d politica l developmen t o f 
many Lati n Americ a an d African countries. 2 I n the process o f thei r work , 
however, som e have found tha t model s o f Church-State theory develope d i n 
European, North American and a number of socialist/communist countrie s are 
highly problematic whe n applied to Latin America and Africa. The y are now 
making effort s t o develop a  new model of Church-State theory more suitabl e 
for thes e countrie s (Levin e 1992 ; Pattnaya k 1995 ; Swatos , Jr . 1995) . Th e 
authors of this book share that same vision, and seek to develop a  theoretical 
model that can better explain Church-State relations in Hong Kong, in the hope 
that such a model might prove useful i n other Asian countries (Leung 1996b) . 

In addition , th e stud y o f Church-State relation s i s closely relate d t o th e 
study o f th e developmen t o f democratizatio n an d civi l society . On e o f th e 
reasons wh y researcher s fin d Church-Stat e relation s i n Lati n Americ a an d 
Africa s o interestin g i s tha t the y hav e witnesse d ho w Christianit y an d th e 
churches hav e been a  positive forc e i n the process o f democratization an d a 
major sourc e o f strengt h i n promotin g civi l society . I n Asia, Christianit y i n 
the Philippines , Sout h Korea , an d Taiwan ha s been a  powerful forc e behin d 
political development (Parke r 1938 ; Hanson 1980 ; Carino 1981 ; Wong 1992 ; 
Yang 1997) . Th e stud y o f Church-Stat e relation s i n Hon g Kon g ca n hel p 
untangle th e comple x relationshi p betwee n Christia n fait h an d politica l 
development, and provide new insights into the development of democratization 
and civil society in the territory. 

On a practical level, Church-State relations have been an inseparable part 
of Hong Kong's history, though researchers have largely neglected this aspect. 
This stud y o f Church-Stat e relation s shoul d hel p fil l som e blank s i n Hon g 
Kong's history . For example , i t suggests that the churches played th e role of 
'contractor' o r 'deputy ' t o th e government . Thi s resulte d i n a n uneve n 
relationship o f power between th e churches an d governmen t an d limite d th e 
churches' capacity to adopt the role of 'prophet' , mentioned above. The study 
of Hong Kong's Church-State relations reveals how the government was able 
to absorb certain forces i n society that had the potential to turn against it , and 
how i t wa s abl e t o manipulat e thos e sam e force s int o becomin g faithfu l 
partners. 

This research also shows how, as the years passed, Church-State relations 
changed a s som e Christia n group s bega n t o adop t th e rol e o f prophe t b y 
monitoring and criticizing the government. This helped to facilitate socia l and 
political refor m an d reveal s ho w th e churche s advance d th e proces s o f 
democratization an d the building of a civil society in Hong Kong. 
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Data an d Methodolog y 

According t o dat a coverin g th e year s 195 1 t o 200 0 i n Hong  Kong,  a 
Government Informatio n Servic e Departmen t publication , the percentage o f 
Christians in the Hong Kong population has been approximately between 8 to 
10 per cent since 1950 . For example, the Hong Kong population in 197 0 and 
1975 was 4,127,800 an d 4,379,900 respectively an d the Christian populatio n 
(Catholics and Protestants) was 400,000 in 197 0 and 440,000 in 1975 , which 
was 1 0 per cent of the Hong Kong population. From the 1980 s the Christian 
population decrease d slightly . The Hong Kong population i n 198 0 and 198 5 
was 5,147,900 and 5,466,900 respectively. The Christian population fell to 9 per 
cent of the Hong Kong population with 456,800 in 198 0 and 500,000 in 1985. 
The Hong Kong population i n 199 5 and 2000 was 6,307,900 an d 6,865,60 0 
respectively, while the Christian population was 514,140 in 199 5 and 529,700 
in 2000, a drop to 8 per cent of the Hong Kong population (Table 1). 

The Christian population makes up approximately 1 2 to 1 3 per cent of all 
religious believer s i n Hon g Kon g (Tabl e 2) . Accordin g t o tw o survey s 
conducted i n 198 8 an d 1995 , the follower s o f fol k religio n for m th e larges t 
population o f believers , a t 2 3 pe r cen t an d 15. 3 per cen t respectively . Th e 
Protestants an d the Buddhist s ran k second , wit h Protestant s formin g 7. 2 pe r 
cent in 198 8 and Buddhists 11. 6 per cent in 1995 . However, i f Catholics and 
Protestants are taken together as Christian, then the number of Christians totaled 
12.1 per cent in 198 8 and 12. 9 per cent in 1995 , a percentage slightl y highe r 
than the number of Buddhists. 

'Church' is defined here as an organization that professes a  belief in some 
transcendental bein g an d codifie s behavioura l norm s tha t presumably ar e in 
accordance with this belief. 'State ' is defined a s a set of organizations vested 
with th e authorit y t o make bindin g decision s fo r peopl e an d organization s 
juridically located in a particular territory and to implement these decisions using, 
if necessary, force.3 A s the scope of this study covers fifty year s from 195 0 to 
2000, it was necessary to conduct both historical and field research in order to 
understand how Church-State relations varied in different period s of time. 

The tw o author s o f thi s boo k hav e themselve s dua l roles , bein g bot h 
academics an d active churc h members . Beatrice Leun g Kit-fun i s a Catholic 
nun and member of the Sisters of the Precious Blood congregation. She is also 
an associat e professo r i n politica l science . Shun-hin g Cha n i s a n assistan t 
professor i n religio n an d philosoph y an d a  Protestan t wh o ha s receive d 
theological training . Hence , the two author s wer e abl e t o conside r th e topi c 
from the viewpoint of insiders and outsiders. 
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Table 1  Hon g Kong Population, Numbers of Catholics and Protestants, 1950-200 0 

Year Hong  Kong Number  of Number  of Total  (Catholics Ratio  of Total  Number 
Population Catholics  Protestants  and  Protestants) of  Catholics and 

Protestants to Hong 
Kong Population (%) 

1950 
1951 
1955 

1960 

1965 
1966 
1970 

1975 

1980 

1985 

1990 

1995 

2000 

2,000,000 
2,400,000 

3,190,000 

3,716,400 
4,127,800 

4,379,900 

5,147,900 

5,466,900 

5,859,100 

6,307,900 

65,600 

(33,848) 
40,000 
73,499 
(60,000) 
158,419 
(146,464) 
(220,280) 
234,500 
247,953 
(241,813) 
265,000 
(265,806) 
266,800 
(266,843) 
269,000 
(267,429) 
258,200 
(253,362) 
254,140 
(257,457) 
229,700 
(229,723) 

20,000 

152,047 

175,000 

190,000 

231,000 

285,000 

260,000 

300,000 

60,000 3°o 

400,000 

440,000 

456,800 

500,000 

543,200 

414,140 

529,700 

10% 

10% 

9% 

9% 

9% 

8% 

8% 

Source: Dat a fro m eac h yea r o f Hong  Kong published b y th e Governmen t Informatio n Service s 
Department, Hong Kong. The numbers in parentheses are provided by the Archive Office o f the Hon g 
Kong Catholic Diocese. 

Table 2 Distributio n o f Religious Groups in Hong Kong in 198 8 and 199 5 (%) 

Religious groups 1988 1995 

No religion 
Folk religion 
Buddhist 
Protestant 
Catholic 
(N) 

58.3 
23.0 
6.6 
7.2 
4.9 
(1,644) 

60.2 
15.3 
11.6 
8.4 
4.5 
(2,275) 

Source: Dat a from May M. Cheng and Wong Siu-lun, 'Religious Convictions and Sentiments.' In Lau 
Siu-kai et al., eds, Indicators of Social Development: Hong Kong 1995.  Hon g Kong: Hong Kong Institute 
of Asia-Pacific Studies , The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1997, 301. 
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The material and data were drawn from three sources. For the 1950 to 1980 
period, th e mai n source s wer e th e Hon g Kon g Publi c Record s Office , 
government publications , suc h a s Whit e Paper s an d reports , an d file s an d 
documents collected by the churches. Various studies on Hong Kong's history, 
such a s o n Britis h an d American foreig n polic y o n China , an d missionar y 
correspondence als o prove d useful . Fo r th e post-198 0 period , th e materia l 
pertained mainly to the activities of the churches or Christian social groups in 
response to social and political change, as well as church-related controversies. 
It include d statements , proposal s an d comment s issue d b y th e churche s o r 
Christian socia l groups . Othe r usefu l materia l wa s foun d i n churc h leaflets , 
booklets, newsletters , extras , collecte d essays , positio n papers , books , 
newspaper report s an d commentar y articles . A s activ e member s o f thei r 
churches Leun g an d Chan took part in , or were able to observe many o f the 
major incident s outline d i n thei r book . Persona l an d inside r contact s als o 
provided the two authors with valuable information abou t certain Church-State 
controversies. Although no t conducte d a s forma l interview s wit h structure d 
questions an d recordings,  the authors ' discussion s wit h church insider s were 
also useful . 

The Structur e o f th e Boo k 

The 'contractua l relationship ' mode l i s employe d her e a s th e conceptua l 
framework fo r analysing Church-State relations in Hong Kong. The first chapter 
provides some historical background and describes the socio-political contex t 
of this study. It also contains a general review of Church-State relations in Hong 
Kong, introducin g th e theme s o f 'contractua l relationship' , traditiona l 
relationship an d untraditiona l relationship . Thi s pave s th e wa y t o a  ful l 
discussion of these themes in the following chapters . 

Chapter 2 considers some theories on Church-State relations and how they 
apply to Western nations, socialist/communist State s and Asian countries. Some 
of the inadequacie s an d difficultie s experience d i n applying suc h theorie s t o 
Hong Kong are pointed out . Here the concept of a 'contractual relationship' , 
which i s derive d fro m Joh n McCarth y an d hi s colleagues ' theor y abou t 
governmental 'institutiona l channelling' , i s presente d a s offerin g a  bette r 
framework fro m whic h t o stud y Church-Stat e relation s i n Hon g Kon g 
(McCarthy, Britt and Wolfson 1991) . 

Chapter 3  explores the partnership between Church and Stat e during the 
colonial period and how, through the Churches' provision of social, educational 
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and medica l services,  the y cooperate d closel y wit h th e government . I t als o 
includes a n in-dept h discussio n o f the cause s an d affect s o f thi s partnershi p 
and the various stages of development of Catholic and Protestant educational , 
social an d medica l services . Chapte r 4  examine s th e changin g politica l 
environment from the 1980 s to 1997 , and the response of the Catholic and the 
Protestant churches.  Th e event s surroundin g th e Xi n Weis i controvers y an d 
the Selection Committee are analysed in detail. 

Chapter 5  investigates the emergence of a new socio-politica l rol e of the 
churches as advocated by progressive church leaders and lay Christians in the 
1980s. The next two chapters examine change s i n the political cultur e of the 
Catholic and Protestant churches in the 1990 s as the handover of Hong Kong 
to China approached. A change of attitude within the Catholic Church towards 
the ne w Hon g Kon g SA R government , an d th e ne w for m o f Church-Stat e 
relations between Protestant church leaders is reviewed. Chapter 8 summarizes 
the majo r finding s o f th e stud y an d discusse s thei r theoretica l an d practica l 
implications. 



C H A P T E R E I G H T 

Summary an d 
Conclusions 

Church-State relations in Hong Kong, compared to those in some Western and 
socialist countries, are unique in terms of complexity and variety. The territory's 
colonial histor y an d political structur e have significantly helpe d to shape the 
form and development of Church-State relations. This study has sought to show 
how the Catholic and Protestant churches were influenced b y the wider socio-
political o r 'macro ' environmen t an d to what exten t this environment helpe d 
define th e relationship between the churches and government . The churches ' 
adoption, althoug h unintentionally , o f the rol e o f 'contractor ' o r 'deputy ' t o 
the government after the 1950s , and their outspokenness in the 1980s , strongly 
illustrate how the socio-political environmen t affecte d Church-Stat e relation s 
in Hong Kong. However, differences i n the organizational structur e between 
the Catholi c an d Protestan t churche s als o helpe d determin e ho w the y 
independently approached Church-State relations and how they each responded 
to change. The varying approaches adopted by the various Christian churches 
became apparen t durin g th e 1990 s a s Hon g Kon g prepare d fo r th e 199 7 
handover to mainland China . Moreover , i n the years following Hon g Kong' s 
establishment a s a  Specia l Administrativ e Regio n o f China , difference s i n 
attitude amon g the churches toward s the new administration an d it s policie s 
also emerged. Hence, this study started with empirical research within the local 
context. To simply bonow th e 'Church-Stat e separation ' model foun d i n the 
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United States , o r the 'stat e dominatio n o f the church ' mode l foun d i n many 
socialist/Communist countries , an d appl y i t t o Hon g Kon g woul d b e 
inappropriate and ineffectual . 

Over th e pas t fift y years , thre e type s o f Church-Stat e relation s hav e 
predominated i n Hong Kong . The firs t emerge d durin g th e 1950s , when th e 
churches accepted the invitation of the Hong Kong government to take part in 
social development. This resulted in a mutually beneficial partnership , or what 
is terme d her e a  'contractual ' o r 'deputy ' relationship . Th e secon d emerge d 
during the 1980 s in the lead-up to the transition o f Hong Kong's sovereignt y 
in 1997 . During this period, some progressive church leaders urged the colonial 
government to introduce political reform and promote democratization befor e 
1997. Increasingly , churc h leader s an d la y member s bega n t o participat e i n 
Hong Kong' s socio-politica l affairs . Thes e churc h activist s openl y criticize d 
the leadership of the churches who, they said, had become part of the political 
establishment. To use a term borrowed from Christian theology, the progressive 
church activists assumed the role of the outspoken prophet. The third form o f 
Church-State relation s emerge d durin g the 1990 s and spanne d th e handover . 
During thi s perio d th e churche s sough t t o fin d way s t o relat e t o th e ne w 
HKSAR government and exhibited an increasing tendency towards 'criticis m 
in participation' . 

The above  type s o f Church-Stat e relation s wer e largel y determine d b y 
Hong Kong's unique and ever-changing socia l environment. The first typ e of 
Church-State relations arose during the political turbulence of the 1950s . The 
Hong Kong government at that time was deeply concerned about protecting its 
authority and colonial rule in the face of political challenges from pro-nationalis t 
and pro-Communis t force s i n Hon g Kong . I t wa s als o confronte d b y 
overwhelming social problems caused by the arrival of hundreds of thousands 
of refugee s fro m th e Mainland . As a  result o f this precariou s situatio n th e 
churches, as social organizations, came to enjoy a privileged position. Moreover, 
in comparison to the Chinese religious organizations, they had a closer cultural 
affinity wit h the colonial regime. Another factor a t play behind the privileged 
status was the churches access to abundant resources and funds fro m oversea s 
Christian communities . Fo r th e government , th e churche s wer e socia l 
organizations that did not threaten the colonial regime and also had the potential 
to become important partners in social development. The education and social 
services provide d b y the churches helpe d th e government solv e many socia l 
problems. At the same time, by being allowed to become active in education 
and social services, the churches were given the chance to both serve the people 
and preach the gospel, two fundamental mission s o f the Christian faith . 
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The Catholi c Churc h 

In Britai n th e stron g Christia n cultura l heritag e ensure s a  clos e relationshi p 
between Churc h an d Stat e —  th e Anglican Churc h i s considere d Britain' s 
'national church' . Althoug h relation s betwee n th e Britis h Governmen t an d 
Catholic Churc h were strained fo r centuries , today the relationship i s far les s 
antagonistic. B y contrast , i n China , al l religion s ar e ineconcilabl e wit h th e 
ideology o f Marxism-Leninism . I t woul d b e anathema , therefore , fo r th e 
Chinese Communis t Part y (CCP ) to endorse an y religious belief . As patriot s 
and nationalists , the CCP leaders from th e early days of the establishment o f 
Communist China could not be seen to support Christianity, which was labelled 
a 'foreig n religion' . The Chinese government's relationship with the Catholic 
Church wa s furthe r aggravate d b y th e Vatican' s claimin g th e sol e righ t t o 
exercise authorit y ove r al l Catholic clergy , both i n terms of organization an d 
theology. The Vatican's sovereign status in international law was another facto r 
affecting smoot h relation s betwee n th e Catholi c Churc h an d Chines e 
government (B. Leung 1998). 

Shortly afte r th e aniva l o f th e Britis h i n Hon g Kon g i n 1841 , Catholic 
missionaries wer e invited to serve the spiritua l needs o f the British army . As 
soon a s the y anive d the y bega n t o establish , wit h financia l assistanc e fro m 
the colonia l government , Catholi c school s an d a  variet y o f socia l service s 
including reformatory wor k (Ticozzi 1997 , 77). The government was quick to 
realize tha t th e churche s coul d ru n a  number o f high qualit y socia l service s 
and educational institutes at a lower cost than the government. The efforts an d 
contributions of many devout Catholics in Hong Kong, and funds from overseas 
Catholic communities, allowed the churches to expand their services, enhance 
their ability to evangelize and generally strengthen their position to influenc e 
colonial Hong Kong society. 

This workin g relationshi p betwee n th e churche s an d Hon g Kon g 
government i s defined her e as an 'unintended contractua l relationship ' which 
evolved without a  governmental agenda . However, i t cannot be refened t o as 
a 'partnership ' becaus e over the whole colonial era , the Catholic Churc h and 
the Protestant churches had no say over the formulation o f government policy 
on education an d socia l services . Instead, the churches became effective an d 
efficient contractor s used to implement and execute government policies. 

After World War II, the contractual relationship between the churches and 
government expanded greatly. Determined to block Communist infiltration int o 
the colony , th e governmen t encourage d th e Christia n churche s t o provid e 
services to the thousands of Chinese refugees fleein g the Mainland. They were 
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seen a s reliabl e allie s i n th e government' s effort s t o bloc k th e sprea d o f 
Communism, and were encouraged to help oust atheistic Communist influenc e 
in education . Thi s became ver y eviden t followin g th e colonia l government' s 
crackdown on the Communist underground network following th e 196 7 riots. 
In the 1970s , traditional Chines e associations suc h as the Po Leung Kuk and 
Tung Wa h Hospita l Grou p wer e embrace d an d bega n t o ac t likewis e a s 
government 'contractors' . As time passed, the special privileges granted mainly 
to the Christian churches gradually began to diminish. 

The Catholi c Church , however , ha d t o pa y a  hig h pric e t o secur e it s 
position a s a  'governmen t contractor' . Firstly , it s long desir e t o establish it s 
own tertiary education institute was sacrificed. Secondly , on institutional level, 
it was no t abl e t o adop t th e more sociall y activ e rol e with respec t t o justice 
and peace issue s tha t Vatican I I advocated , althoug h individua l cleric s wer e 
involved i n pressure groups . I t was no t unti l th e 1980 s tha t th e Churc h wa s 
able to become more outspoken on socio-political issue s and this was in part 
made possibl e b y th e growin g lenienc y o f th e colonia l governmen t an d 
increasing socia l uneas e a s th e handove r neared . Th e Catholi c Church' s 
willingness t o sacrific e it s tertiar y educatio n ambition s an d socio-politica l 
involvement indicates the extent to which it valued its contractual relationship 
with th e government , wit h the purpose t o serv e the people . I n the 1980s , i t 
became mor e involve d i n socio-politica l issue s an d adopte d th e rol e o f 
outspoken prophet largely due to the 'China factor' — the CCP's atheist views 
and its harsh treatment of the Catholic Church on the Mainland. The Church's 
increasing socio-politica l involvemen t eventually led to the development o f a 
new form o f Church-State relations. 

During the colonia l er a there was littl e contac t between the Hong Kong 
Catholic Churc h an d Beijing officials . Thi s belied a  mutual lac k of trust an d 
would late r complicat e th e buildin g o f Church-Stat e relation s betwee n th e 
Catholic Church and the HKSAR government after the handover. Many Hong 
Kong Catholics' sense of distrust and fear towards the Mainland stemmed from 
Beijing's long and well recorded harsh treatment of religious believers. General 
Catholic support for the pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong also reflected 
anti-Communism leanings. This naturally attracted the attention of CCP leaders 
in Beijing. Thus the position of the Hong Kong Catholic Church was to furthe r 
complicate th e alread y tens e Sino-Vatica n relation s (B . Leun g 1992b) . 
Moreover, Beijin g generall y interprete d Hon g Kon g Catholi c assistanc e t o 
Mainland Catholics as interference i n China's internal affairs an d at odds with 
CCP interests. 

In the lead-up to the handover, Beijing expressed concern about Christian 
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activities i n Hong Kong by allowing the contractual relationship between the 
government an d churche s i n th e fiel d o f educatio n an d socia l service s t o 
continue i n the HKSAR, bu t askin g fo r th e elimination , o r at leas t reductio n 
of certain kinds of Hong Kong Christian 'assistance ' to Mainland Christians , 
and calling for the end of church participation in Hong Kong's socio-politica l 
affairs. 

Shortly before the handover, on various occasions the Hong Kong Catholic 
Church's leadershi p wa s caugh t i n a  dilemma vis-a-vi s China' s expectation s 
of Christian churches . The leader s o f the Catholi c Dioces e were prepared t o 
make some concessions in an effort t o ensure good Church-State relations with 
the HKSAR government. This included the elimination of Catholic involvement 
in the pro-democratic movement , and downscaling the promotion of the 199 5 
Legislative Council Elections as had been done in 1992 . However, these same 
leaders wer e no t prepare d t o reduc e th e Church' s assistanc e t o Mainlan d 
Catholics despite Beijing's warnings . 

Soon afte r th e handover , effort s b y th e ne w HKSA R governmen t t o 
introduce reform s i n th e educatio n an d socia l servic e sector s unsettle d th e 
Catholic Church, which interpreted them as a threat to the previously accepted 
'contractual' terms . Coadjuto r Bisho p Josep h Ze n Ze-kiun , consecrate d i n 
December 1996 , was to take the lead in the gradual redrawing of Church-State 
relations i n th e day s leadin g u p t o the handove r an d th e year s immediatel y 
following it . 

The Catholic Church was involved in a series of controversies following the 
handover: i t supported Mainlan d applicant s i n the 'Righ t o f Abode' row; the 
diocese decided to participate passively in the Legislative Council Elections in 
2000; the semi-dormant parish socia l concern movement was reactivated and 
it strongly supported the canonization of the 120 China Martyrs; and it voiced 
its concern abou t religious freedo m i n the HKSAR apropo s the Falun Gon g 
movement. The Church joined political dissent to oppose the implementatio n 
of Article 23 of the Basic Law. All of these reflected th e church's increasin g 
political activism . As the churc h bega n mor e an d more t o play th e rol e o f 
prophet b y becomin g a  vocal conscienc e o f societ y an d intensifyin g it s 
promotion of social justice, Church-State relations began to worsen. 

The downgrading of the Christian churches in the government's Precedence 
List (from fift h t o ninth position), the decreasing representation of Catholics in 
government educationa l an d socia l refor m committees , an d th e indirec t 
government refusal t o allow a papal visit to the HKSAR, reminded the Catholic 
Church not to be naive about preserving close Church-State relations. The less 
than smooth relations actually forced th e Church to stop sitting on the fence . 
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Bishop Joseph Zen , the successor o f Cardinal Wu, was forced t o make more 
clear-cut decision s regarding the Catholic position o n various socio-political 
issues and to become more outspoken as a social 'prophet' . 

The shar p chang e i n relation s betwee n th e Catholi c Churc h an d 
government wa s fo r th e mos t par t th e resul t o f major shift s i n Hong Kong' s 
socio-political environmen t du e t o th e chang e o f sovereignty . Withi n th e 
Catholic Church there are different opinion s concerning Church-State relations. 
The Catholi c traditio n allow s interna l discussion s an d argument s throug h it s 
own mass media.1 However , no open disputes were heard due to the teaching 
authority an d cultur e o f obedienc e withi n th e Church . I n 1999 , the Catholi c 
leadership decided to organize a synod in an effort t o chart a new future pat h 
for the Church. Due to the rough socio-political environment and fundamenta l 
incompatibility of atheism with religious beliefs, the Church needed to consider 
policy adjustments . 

The Protestan t Churc h 

Over a period of 50 years, the Hong Kong Government and Protestant churches 
were abl e to build a  firm an d close relationship . Even today , the contractua l 
relationship betwee n th e governmen t an d churches continue s t o benefit bot h 
parties. This particular type of Church-State relationship i s referced t o here as 
a 'channelled partnership' . The support of the colonial government , however , 
disappeared when Hong Kong became a Chinese SAR in 1997 and a new form 
of Church-Stat e relation s bega n t o emerge . On e challeng e cam e fro m th e 
increasingly clos e relationshi p betwee n th e ne w HKSA R governmen t an d 
Chinese religious organizations . 

The second type of Church-State relations emerged during the era of rapid 
social change in the 1980s . The 'problem of 1997 ' made many people in Hong 
Kong lon g fo r democrati c politica l reform . I t was in this socia l environmen t 
that a  group of reformed Protestan t church leaders and lay Christian activist s 
became mor e activ e i n socio-politica l issue s an d bega n urgin g th e colonia l 
government t o implement democrati c reforms . Fro m the early 1980 s to mid-
1990s, these church activist s openly expressed thei r concerns to the Chines e 
government regarding the future of religious freedom in Hong Kong. They also 
sought t o secur e th e continuatio n o f the churches ' involvement i n educatio n 
and socia l service s afte r th e handove r an d demande d tha t th e colonia l 
Government speed up the pace of democratic reform before 1  Jul y 1997 . 

The above demands were made in three statements issued by the Protestant 
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churches in 1983 : the 'Proposed Statement of Faith for Hong Kong Christians 
in th e Fac e o f Socia l an d Politica l Change' ; th e 'Statemen t o n Religiou s 
Freedom by the Protestant Churches of Hong Kong'; and 'Opinions of the Hong 
Kong Protestant Delegation to Beijing on the Future of Hong Kong'. Reverend 
Kwok Nai-wang o f the Hong Kong Christian Counci l supporte d th e position 
that in 198 8 the Legislative Counci l choose the members on the basis of full y 
democratic an d direc t elections . Anothe r well-know n Protestan t figure , 
Reverend Fung Chi-wood, le d a movement protesting agains t the building of 
the Daya Bay nuclear plant in 1986. 

In Decembe r 1986 , a  pro-Beijing 'socia l critic' , Xi n Weisi , warne d th e 
reformed churc h leader s tha t thei r involvemen t i n politica l issue s wa s 
tantamount to recreating a western middle ages-type of Church-State relations. 
His comments triggered an intense debate that continued for many months and 
greatly hampered the development of the Protestant socio-political movement . 
In 1986 and 1987 , the conservative church leaders who held the reins of power 
in th e Hon g Kon g Christia n Counci l attempte d t o silenc e th e voic e o f th e 
reformed churc h leaders. Furthermore, they sought to remove any clergy who 
supported democrati c refor m i n the Hon g Kon g Christia n Council . I n 1987 , 
the Anglican Church demanded that Reverend Fung Chi-wood stop expressing 
his 'secular ' views in public and asked him to travel overseas to study for two 
years. I n 1988 , Reveren d Kwo k Nai-wan g lef t th e Hon g Kon g Christia n 
Council an d founde d th e Hong Kon g Christia n Institut e wher e h e continue d 
his battle for democratic reform wit h limited resources. This form o f Church-
State relations i s here refened t o as one of 'critica l opposition' . 

In the 1990s , as Hong Kong entered the final stages of the power transition, 
the opportunities for the churches to become involved in socio-political issues 
declined, an d the struggl e fo r democrati c refor m becam e more difficult . I t is 
likely that the churches' new position of 'critical opposition' will prove effectiv e 
only after substantia l political reform i n the Mainland. This will in turn affec t 
the political attitude of the Hong Kong SAR government. 

The thir d typ e o f Church-Stat e relation s emerge d i n th e mid-1990s . A 
group o f churc h leader s sough t way s t o dea l wit h th e futur e Mainland -
dominated, pro-Communist HKSAR government. Their efforts t o mobilize the 
collective action of the Protestant community triggered intense debate among 
the Christia n churches . An attemp t wa s mad e t o encourag e churchgoer s t o 
participate i n th e debat e surroundin g th e choosin g o f Selectio n Committe e 
members, the National Day Celebration Service and Christian participation in 
the Election Committee. The group of church leaders held similar ideas and a 
common political position. They shared a strong sense of national consciousness 
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and identity , sough t t o influenc e th e politica l structur e o f Hong Kong i n th e 
face of the future rule of a Beijing appointed government, attempted to mobilize 
the Protestant community to respond to the 'problem of 1997 ' and an anay of 
social and political problems. They also advocated an attitude towards politics 
that emphasized both criticism and participation. 

These churc h leader s sough t t o fin d a  balance betwee n th e struggl e fo r 
reform an d a willingness to compromise fo r the greater good — this position 
has bee n describe d her e a s on e o f 'criticis m i n participation' . Thi s ne w 
approach fall s somewher e betwee n th e churche s previou s relationshi p o f 
'channelled partnership' with the government and their increasing move towards 
one of 'critica l opposition' . Researc h conducte d b y the authors suggest s tha t 
the leaders of the Protestant churche s granted legitimac y to the new HKSAR 
government by encouraging Protestant participation in the Selection Committee 
and Election Committee . Although thes e sam e church leader s argued that b y 
taking part in the two undemocratic bodies they would be able to ensure some 
fairness and be a voice of criticism, their influence proved to be severely limited 
and largely ineffectual. Th e authors also point out that the arguments put fort h 
by the church leader s i n favour o f participating i n the political anangement s 
behind th e settin g u p o f th e post-colonia l governmen t wa s untenable . Th e 
resulting form of Church-State relations is refened to here as one of 'organized 
dependence', whic h describe s a  kind o f politica l relationshi p i n whic h th e 
Church i s willing t o stan d behind an d mobilize th e Protestan t communit y t o 
support the government in order to win a friendly attitud e in return. Moreover, 
it is expected that this relationship of organized dependence is likely to continue 
in the near future. The HKSAR government, i t appears, welcomes the support 
of the churches and knows well the considerable influence th e church leader s 
exert ove r th e genera l Protestan t community . However , w e anticipat e tha t 
compromise woul d outweig h th e struggl e t o reform i n the futur e interactio n 
between these church leaders and the Hong Kong SAR government. 

Implications t o Democratizatio n an d th e Buildin g o f Civi l 
Society i n Hon g Kon g 

The three types of Church-State relations that have emerged over the past half-
century have seriously impacted the political development of Hong Kong and 
will continu e t o d o s o i n the future . I n the West , the Christia n churche s ar e 
often see n t o b e ver y activ e i n socia l affair s an d a t time s pressurin g 
governments t o implemen t politica l reform . I n Hon g Kong , th e churches ' 
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position as a government 'contractor ' fundamentally determine d Church-Stat e 
relations an d th e churches ' exercise o f power . Whil e bot h Churc h an d Stat e 
benefited fro m this contractual relationship, the churches' hands were tied and 
they were force d t o sacrifice thei r role a s critical prophe t whe n dealin g wit h 
the government. The government secured a faithful, an d dependent partner and 
reduced the risk of the churches challenging it s social policies. Indirectly, the 
government wa s abl e t o us e th e churche s t o exer t contro l ove r potentiall y 
critical segments of society. Further study is needed to determine the extent to 
which th e governmen t wa s abl e to channe l it s policies throug h th e churche s 
and, apart from the churches, to discover what other social organizations were 
drawn int o the government' s net . Particula r attentio n shoul d b e give n t o the 
growing influenc e o f certai n Chines e religiou s organization s an d thei r 
relationship with the new HKSAR government . 

In additio n t o th e 'institutiona l channellin g strategy ' employe d b y th e 
government, Church-State relations can shed light on the development of civil 
society an d th e proces s o f democratizatio n i n Hon g Kong . Contemporar y 
sociologists argu e that democratization i s a key factor behin d the building o f 
civil society . Crai g Calhou n ha s suggeste d tha t civi l society  i s a  politica l 
community organized by citizens that stands outside the State (Calhoun 1993) . 
Civilian members of society hold rational-critical discourse on political issues 
in th e publi c sphere , an d th e criteri a fo r suc h discours e i s 'good ' argumen t 
through which they reach consensus, build identity and become an organized 
social movement . Thi s proces s o f rational-critica l discours e ca n expan d it s 
'democratic inclusiveness' , and recognize and accept members with differen t 
identities in a civil society. One question that arises when applying the theory 
of civil society to the study o f Hong Kong Church-State relation s i s whether 
the Christian communit y has a part, or can play one, in the development o f a 
civil society in Hong Kong. This study reveals that the second type of Church-
State relations in Hong Kong — refened to here as 'critical opposition', where 
certain reformed churc h leaders and lay Christians struggled for socia l justice 
and politica l democratizatio n —  reflect s a n attemp t b y th e churche s t o hel p 
build civi l society . The controversy smroundin g the churches' involvement i n 
the Selectio n Committee , Nationa l Da y Celebratio n Servic e an d Electio n 
Committee exposed serious divisions within the Christian community and saw 
the emergence o f a  group o f clergy and lay Christians who were prepared t o 
stand u p fo r thei r politica l ideal s an d principle s an d openl y criticiz e th e 
government. B y taking par t i n debates on socio-politica l issue s the churche s 
have the potentia l t o develo p a  Christian socia l movemen t an d a s suc h hel p 
build a civil society in Hong Kong. 
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Theoretical Reflection s 

From th e stud y o f Church-Stat e relation s i n Hon g Kong , i t i s possibl e t o 
examine furthe r th e contribution s an d limit s o f th e theor y o f institutiona l 
channelling. A s show n i n th e previou s analysis , studyin g th e relationshi p 
between Stat e an d societ y i s a n effectiv e startin g poin t o n whic h t o buil d a 
theoretical framewor k o f Church-Stat e relations . Moreover , institutiona l 
channelling i s als o a  heuristi c concep t tha t ca n hel p expos e th e patter n o f 
interaction between the government and churches on an organizational level . 
John McCarthy and his colleagues point out that the State or government i s a 
rational social actor that uses the mechanisms of taxation, the law and various 
policies t o contro l an d influenc e socia l movemen t organization s (McCarthy , 
Britt an d Wolfson 1991) . This stud y show s tha t the Hong Kong governmen t 
was abl e t o manipulat e effectivel y th e churche s int o becomin g par t o f th e 
government establishment . Joh n McCarthy an d his colleagues als o point ou t 
that grassroot social movement organizations can escape the net of institutional 
channelling becaus e tax law s and governmen t policie s affec t the m less . This 
study show s tha t thos e Christia n socia l group s operatin g outsid e th e forma l 
church establishment were able to preserve their prophetic character and critical 
voice because they did not rely on government resources. 

The theory o f institutiona l channellin g i s analysed her e an d suggestion s 
are made for possible revision. John McCarthy and his colleagues discovere d 
from thei r researc h i n the Unite d State s tha t stat e tax law s an d policies ca n 
function a s a net through which the government ca n exert control over socia l 
movement organizations . The research behind this book found tha t the Hong 
Kong governmen t use d it s allocatio n o f fund s an d resources i n the field s o f 
education and social services to exert control over the churches and other civil 
organizations. The implication is that a government can use a variety of means 
to exert control over potentially threatening civil organizations. 

Secondly, th e theor y o f institutiona l channellin g suggest s tha t th e 
government i s a n activ e socia l acto r wherea s mos t socia l movemen t 
organizations are passive agents controlled, or at least influenced, by the former. 
Those social movement organizations that operate within the net of government 
influence are largely forced to comply with its policies while those movements 
outside th e ne t ar e abl e t o escap e th e State' s controllin g mechanisms . I t i s 
possible to argue that McCarthy and his colleagues' analysis neglected the fact 
that socia l movemen t organization s ca n b e rationa l socia l actor s rathe r tha n 
merely passiv e agents . Thi s stud y show s tha t churche s ca n respon d t o th e 
government's attempts to control them in two ways. 



Summary and  Conclusions  155 

The firs t ca n b e calle d 'taci t compliance' . I n chapte r 5  i t i s argue d tha t 
some Protestant church leaders developed a  kind of patron-client relationshi p 
with th e Hon g Kon g colonia l government . Whe n confronted , however , wit h 
the reality of a major change in Church-State relations following Hong Kong's 
handover to the Mainland, the church leaders had to consider new ways to relate 
to th e ne w pro-Communist , Beijing-appointe d HKSA R government . Thi s 
reveals th e churches ' abilit y t o becom e rationa l socia l actor s —  th e churc h 
leaders assessed change in the external environment and responded by altering 
the way they interacted with the new government . 

The secon d ca n b e calle d 'strategi c action ' —  opposin g th e State' s 
channelling mechanism. McCarthy and his colleagues noted that local grassroot 
organizations can escape the net of the government. This study found that such 
organizations were able to do so not simply because of their location but as a 
matter o f choic e an d consciou s decision . Fo r example , th e establishmen t o f 
the Hon g Kon g Christia n Institute , a s describe d i n chapte r 5 , wa s du e t o 
Reverend Kwo k Nai-wang' s controversia l departur e fro m th e Hon g Kon g 
Christian Council. Under pressure from the Mainland government, the Council 
attempted t o restric t hi s involvemen t i n socio-politica l affairs . I n 198 8 h e 
founded the grassroots Hong Kong Christian Institute and continued his social 
and political participation outside the established church. This shows that some 
social movement organizations are not simply passive agents. On the contrary, 
they are active and rational social actors, like Bishop Joseph Zen of the Catholic 
Church, who battle against the government in order to secure social and political 
reform o n humanitarian grounds . 
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