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Introduction by the Translator

The candid autobiography of Ying Mulan (born 1933), member of a famous Catholic family in Beijing, uniquely mirrors the turbulent changes of Chinese society in the second half of the twentieth century. At the age of 17, Mulan was imprisoned for one year during her university studies in Shanghai because of an imprudent statement concerning the Korean War. Being blacklisted, she served as a forced laborer in four different work units and labor camps from 1958 to 1980 until she finally managed to return to Beijing, where she began to work for a government organization that controls and directs the activities of the Catholic Church in China. In the labor camp in Shanxi Province, she married Wang Jikun and gave birth to a daughter in 1972. Her husband died in 1990, and her daughter was independent by then. Thus, at the age of 60, Ying Mulan decided to become a nun and joined the Josephine Sisters of Beijing Diocese. Sr. Ying actively participated in the many-layered revival of religious life that began in China in the 1980s. Her memoirs, written in 2019, look back at the sorrows and joys of a faithful and ambitious woman. Sr. Ying frankly reveals many hidden details of life in China, including cruel incidents during the Cultural Revolution and insider information on the struggles of the Catholic Church within an atheist regime.

In order to appreciate the significance of her work, it is important to understand the wider historical and theological contexts informing Sr. Ying’s autobiography. I offer an overview of China’s tumultuous religious history, explaining the political circumstances that eventually led both to Sr. Ying’s imprisonment and to the development of China’s unique ecclesiology. I then offer an account of Sr. Ying’s life, exploring her family history, education, and later Christian life. Finally, I turn to her written autobiography to show not only how it fits into a larger tradition of spiritual writing, but how Sr. Ying’s text advances a pragmatic Christian ethic perhaps related to its paradoxical political investments in both state-approved Catholicism and the one true and apostolic Church.


The Wider Historical Context of Christianity and Catholic Nuns in China

It will be helpful to introduce a few places and events and the wider historical background relevant to Sr. Ying’s memoirs. The city of Beijing, the home of Ying Mulan, became the location of a slowly growing Catholic community since the days when the Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci built a small chapel near the Xuanwu Gate, later known as “South Church” (Nantang) in 1605. In the seventeenth century, Jesuit missionaries tried to get a foothold in Beijing as court officials, and they served the emperors as astronomers, cartographers, mathematicians, medical experts, and translators. Emperor Kangxi (in power 1662–1722) granted the missionaries a piece of land in the west of the imperial palace, where the “North Church” (Beitang) was built around the year 1700.1 These two famous churches, the “South Church” and the “North Church,” became important locations for Ying Mulan, and she refers to them in her records very frequently.

After a long period of persecution (roughly from 1705 to 1860), Western missionaries could again work more openly in the city of Beijing, where they built churches, schools, hospitals, and orphanages.2 In 1872, the Lazarist Bishop of Beijing, Louis-Gabriel Delaplace (1820–1884), founded a community of Chinese nuns called the “Josephine Sisters” after their patron saint.3 By 1949, this community had 266 Chinese members who worked in the parishes, schools, and orphanages of the Diocese of Beijing. Like all other religious congregations in China, the Josephine Sisters were dissolved after 1949, and some of the sisters were forced to marry during the campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s. In the years around 1987, the Josephine Sisters were formally refounded, and, in 1994, Ying Mulan joined this diocesan congregation (see chapter 9).

Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, Chinese reformers and Western missionaries worked for the progress of China through education and modern publications. Especially the defeat in the Sino–Japanese War of 1894 gave impetus to the reform movement. However, Empress Dowager Cixi (1835–1909) was always on the side of the traditionalists. In spring 1900, she supported the antireform and antiforeign Boxer Movement, whereupon groups of Boxers from Shandong and Hebei Province invaded Beijing and threatened to kill all foreigners and Chinese Christians in the city. About 20,000 or more Chinese Catholics were killed throughout China in that summer, 5,000 alone in Beijing. (The total Catholic population of China was around 700,000 in 1900.) The subsequent occupation of Beijing by the Allied forces in August 1900 led to political changes that allowed the implementation of fast reforms in the past decade of the Manchu Dynasty (1901–1911). However, the Manchus, who had refused to mix with the native Han-Chinese for a long time, were perceived as “foreigners” by revolutionaries like Sun Yatsen (1866–1925). In 1911, the old dynasty collapsed, only to usher in several decades of strife among Chinese generals who fought for the control of certain provinces or regions of China. Finally, the “Northern Campaign” led by Chiang Kaishek (1887–1975) in 1926–1927 unified China under the Kuomintang (KMT, also known as “Guomindang, GMD”) and brought about a period of rapid economic and technological development.

In the past decades of the Manchu Dynasty, one of the reformers, Ying Lianzhi (1867–1926), the granduncle of Ying Mulan, envisaged and promoted social changes. He encouraged the Chinese to learn from the West and pushed for reforms, such as the education of girls. In 1902, he founded the first influential modern newspaper in north China, the Dagong bao, whose editorial office was located in the foreign concession in Tianjin so as to protect it from government sanctions. His critical, innovative, constructive approach to social and educational reforms and his active Catholic faith influenced the whole Ying clan.4

Sr. Ying grew up during the era of the “Republic of China” (1911–1948), which was a time of disunity and cultural pluralism allowing for growth of the Protestant churches and the Catholic Church in China. The first modern Christian colleges and universities were established in Shanghai in the second half of the nineteenth century, beginning with the St. Ignatius College (Xuhui Gongxue) founded in 1849. Together with the Chinese Catholic reformer Ma Xiangbo (1840–1939), French Jesuit priests founded the Aurora University in Shanghai in 1903. The schools in the new style discouraged girls to bind their feet, and, for the first time, Chinese women obtained access to systematic education, eventually even to university education. In comparison to Shanghai, the capital Beijing was lagging behind. In the early twentieth century, the Catholic missionaries in Beijing, mainly French Lazarists, were busy with rebuilding the churches and institutions damaged in the boxer year 1900, and they ran several elementary and middle schools directed by Marist Brothers and by sisters congregations coming mainly from France.5 The outbreak of World War I thwarted plans to establish a Catholic institution of higher education in Beijing. Ying Lianzhi, the granduncle of Sr. Ying Mulan, worked for the creation of a Catholic university there, which materialized with the help of Benedictines from the Archabbey St. Vincent, Latrobe, Pennsylvania. The year 1925 counts as the founding date of the Catholic University of Beijing (also known as Fu Jen University), and this college had two affiliated high schools, one for boys, one for girls. In her childhood, Sr. Ying was a student at Fu Jen Middle School for Girls (see chapter 6).6

The Japanese invasion of China, an event that impacted Sr. Ying’s family, began with the occupation of the northeastern part of China, then known as “Manchuria,” in 1931. There, a puppet state was created with the cooperation of the Manchu prince Puyi (1906–1967). A few years later, Japanese generals led their armies to occupy Beijing and the coastal provinces of East China. From 1937 until 1945 Beijing was under Japanese control. The Ying family was known for patriotic resistance against the Japanese aggression, possibly also because they were from Manchu descent and tried to show that they were by no means “collaborators” with the Japanese. Because of their patriotic activities, both the father of Ying Mulan and her famous uncle Ying Qianli were arrested in Beijing by the Japanese, who tried to extort information from them; however, both survived the tortures in jail (see chapter 5).7

The end of World War II and the capitulation of Japan brought another four years of war to China, creating a situation that would ultimately have grave consequences for all levels of society, for the economy and for cultural life, and for all religions in China. Ying Mulan completed her high school education in those years, and she witnessed how communist soldiers occupied the city of Tianjin in the end of 1948.

In the northeast of China, Soviet Russia had taken over modern military equipment from the surrendering Japanese, and soon these weapons were given to the communist guerilla fighters in the region, who then were able to “liberate” China from north to south in a bloody war which cost more lives than the Anti-Japanese War before. Japan had weakened the KMT regime of Chiang Kaishek substantially, and this played into the hands of the Chinese communists under the leadership of Mao Zedong (1893–1976). The expulsion of the KMT forces to Taiwan enabled the official founding of the People’s Republic of China by Chairman Mao on October 1, 1949.

Since the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921, antitraditional and anti-Christian tendencies combined with the call to resist foreign colonialism and imperialism. This propaganda was reinforced by secret agents from Soviet Russia who organized a movement against Christianity in 1922 and later helped to mobilize the population against Western influence in China. Thus, the most advanced institutions of learning in Shanghai, such as St. John’s University, run by American Episcopalians, and the Aurora College, where French was the language of instruction, faced increasing pressure from the antiforeign movement until they were finally merged into state-run universities in the early 1950s. Already in the 1920s foreign missionaries were portrayed as agents of imperialism and colonialism, and many left China after the killing of some missionaries during the “Northern Campaign” in 1927.8 However, the general population of China was always grateful for the educational and humanitarian services of the missionaries, and many came to the modern Christian hospitals for treatment. Unlike Japan, the Chinese elite was rather slow to learn from the West, and thus it happened, that even after 1911 many colleges, middle schools, hospitals, and printing presses were established, equipped, and directed by foreigners rather than Chinese leaders, who generally lacked resources and modern knowledge.9 The international mission societies and congregations (including sisters congregations) owned and maintained many institutions; however, these were gradually handed over to the Chinese in the Republican Era (1911–1948). Needless to say, most seminaries and dioceses of the Catholic Church were headed by foreigners, although the Holy See in Rome always emphasized that natives should gradually take over, and in 1926 the first six Chinese bishops were consecrated in Rome.10

For the Catholic Church, the year 1946 was of special importance because the hierarchy of China was established, and Bp. Thomas Tian Gengxin (1890–1967) was nominated Archbishop of Beijing.11 This signaled a certain maturity and independence of the Catholic Church in China. More and more foreign bishops of China’s 139 dioceses and prefectures were replaced by Chinese prelates. The expulsion of practically all missionaries in the years from 1949 to 1955 was a big shock, not only for China, but also for Western donors, since China had been the most important mission destination for a century. The new atheist regime in China forced the population to support the anti-imperialist campaigns and to cut off ties to the “enemy,” especially during and after the Korean War (1950–1953).12 In 1951, the nuncio of the Holy See in China, Archbishop Antonio Riberi (1897–1968) was expelled from China, due to the staunch anticommunist statements he circulated. At that time there were still hopes that the new regime would somehow collapse, but the atheist government managed to consolidate itself. Since Catholic bishops are nominated by the Holy See, the interruption of diplomatic relations with the Vatican led to the problem of electing and consecrating Chinese bishops without papal mandate. This situation might in the long run have created a “national Chinese Catholic Church” somehow similar to the Anglican Church in Great Britain, but it led to a split between official and “underground” church which is mentioned a few times in Sr. Ying’s memoirs. Beginning in 1958 Chinese bishops were elected and consecrated “independently,” a protocol that led to the threat of excommunication from the Holy See in 1958. After the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), a more tolerant attitude was adopted by the ecclesiastical authorities, but since the Catholics in China did not have access to these more recent theological developments, they still followed, to some degree, the older rules prohibiting any cooperation with communists. This situation created an unavoidable split in China with an “official” Church that cooperated with the communist government and an “underground” Church, which was loyal to Rome despite its limited contact with the Holy See. The division of religious communities in China into an “official” and a “nonofficial” faction can also be observed in the case of the Protestant Church, where the conflict between the “house churches” and the official church remains a permanent tension.13

While the problem of episcopal nominations in China has been largely resolved,14 tensions between underground bishops and official bishops remained especially prevalent in the 1990s when Bp. Fu Tieshan (1931–2007), Sr. Ying’s benefactor, led the official church. Consecrated without papal mandate, Bp. Fu Tieshan was highly controversial since he held high government offices, voiced criticism of the Holy See, and was not reconciled with the Pope until his death. He was somehow the symbol of the “state-run church” and therefore many underground Catholics in Beijing did not attend his Masses. These matters are politically sensitive, thus they are not mentioned by Sr. Ying who consistently supports her influential benefactor by enumerating Fu Tieshan’s many achievements and contributions to the Diocese of Beijing. Sr. Ying repeatedly emphasizes the unity of the “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church” (especially in chapter 12), omitting the important fact that the illegal consecration of Bp. Fu was a threat to the apostolic tradition of the Catholic Church.

The twentieth century was also the “century of science” for China, creating a worldview that saw religion as lesser than technological development. However, Sr. Ying’s memoirs, which also hint at this fascination with science, nonetheless seek to reconcile the potential contradictions between science and religion. For example, her text points out that many scientists were Christians, thus science and religion could not be contradictory. Sr. Ying’s perspective offers a different approach from the more general devaluation of religion in the 1950s to the 1970s when the materialist and atheist state ideology of the communist regime used “science” to fight “superstitions.” For some time “religion” was basically equated with “superstition.” Thus, many religious sanctuaries and churches were destroyed, old traditions were ended, and cultural treasures were annihilated during the incessant nationwide campaigns mentioned or described also in Sr. Ying’s memoirs.15 These campaigns started with the “land reform,” when many thousand landlords were executed, and they reached their climax at the “Cultural Revolution” (1966–1976), a mass movement planned by Mao Zedong to annihilate his political rivals. From 1958 to 1961 the campaign for rapid industrialization called “Great Leap Forward” led to the most severe man-made famine (in official sources termed as “natural catastrophe”) of human history with an estimated death toll of more than 40 million.16

When Sr. Ying was still a high school student, the year 1949 was termed the year of “Liberation” by the CCP, since the new regime proclaimed freedom from foreign powers and from old and “feudalist” traditions.17 Since 1949 the pervasive power of the CCP created a uniform society. The former pluralism was ended by force. Education, academic life, mass media, economy, social activities, and culture in general were all put into a uniform straitjacket. The learning of Western languages, except Russian, was discouraged. Anyone who did not support the new regime was easily denounced as “rightist” or given some other label which effected that he or she was sent to work units or labor camps as “forced laborer.” Many monks, nuns, priests, and sisters were forced to marry. A new era was to come, and religion was already perceived by many as having been thrown “on the garbage dump of history.” During the Cultural Revolution the “bishops, the priests and the members of religious orders, whether they were patriotic or not were arrested, insulted and sent to hard labor or to prison. Many suffered a miserable death as result of mistreatment.”18

Sr. Ying’s memoirs offer a lens into late twentieth-century China when, after three decades of “class struggle,” the new leader of China Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) announced policies of “Reform and Open Up” (gaige kaifang) in 1978. Thus the exiled “enemies of the people” had hope to return to their old homes. The senseless and unproductive “class struggle,” which had confined hundreds of thousands of innocent people to labor camps, ended, and China embarked on a more pragmatic policy to speed up production and develop not only the economy, but also schools, universities, academic studies, and a more pluralist culture in general. For the Christian churches in China, this change meant that they could hold public services again after a forced interruption of 25 or more years. Sr. Ying mentions that the South Church in Beijing was the first Catholic Church in China open to the public in 197819 (see chapter 8). However, the second large church in Beijing, the North Church, was only returned to the diocese in 1985. At the same time, the Chinese government revived the institutions it had set up in the 1950s to control Christianity in China, namely the Patriotic Association of the Catholic Church (PA) and the Three-Self Patriotic Movement of the Protestant Church in China. The old slogans of “anti-imperialism” and “anticolonialism” were revived, although they had somehow lost their meaning. Nevertheless, the actions of foreigners or potential missionaries in China were observed with great scrutiny, in order to curb any influence of foreign circles on the official “five religions” (Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism) in China.

The state sought to control the practice of Christianity in China, and Sr. Ying’s memoirs offer an important perspective on the tensions that characterized Catholic life and identity. Sr. Ying mentions that around 1990 the shift from the Latin liturgy to Chinese Masses took place in China (chapter 9). This development occurred only because nonofficial church groups were more free in their secret contacts to foreigners, and they could bring in religious books and articles from Taiwan or Hongkong.20 However, in general Sr. Ying writes from the official point of view, for she did not only belong to an “official” sisters congregation, she also served in the Foreign Affairs Office of the Patriotic Association for a long time. As a result, Catholics from the underground Church in China perceived her as a “threat” and would not easily have dared to approach her. She probably did not have many contacts with underground sisters. In her memoirs she also mentions that Bp. Fu made efforts to register religious people from underground communities so as to support them financially. Sr. Ying portrays this as an expression of the generosity of Bp. Fu, but the underground Christians would have seen this as endangering their freedom by incurring surveillance from the Patriotic Association. Sr. Ying repeatedly prays for the unity of the “one, holy, Catholic and apostolic Church,” but on the other hand she could not break out from the choice she had made once. She was working hard to show that the Catholic Church was compatible with the communist regime, and somehow she was rewarded by the authorities who made her a member of the Political Consultative Conference (PCC) (chapter 20).

In an era where China’s economy grew very fast and some Chinese people became rich, the Catholic Church in Beijing could also develop, and Sr. Ying’s memoirs give many examples of the revival of ecclesiastical life. Churches were restituted to the diocese; they were restored or rebuilt and reopened. The new seminary of the diocese was built with support from the government and opened in 2001. Sr. Ying offers unique observations of other projects that she was personally involved in and sometimes supervised, including the establishment of a home for retired sisters in Pingfang (see chapter 9). The twenty-first century brought many delightful experiences to Sr. Ying. For example, she was able to visit pilgrim destinations in China, and she could even travel abroad and see her relatives in the United States and in Taiwan (see chapters 12 and 20). This experience also mirrors the situation of the general Chinese population, since it became possible for them to travel abroad more easily in the past two decades. The close cooperation of the official Church with the authorities seemed to bear fruit, as the Catholic Church was more respected in society for her contributions. For example, the successful diplomacy of Bp. Fu Tieshan seemed to be very efficient when it built ties which helped Beijing to hold the Olympic Games in 2008 (mentioned in chapter 8).21 Perceiving the deeper needs of the Chinese people, Sr. Ying always encouraged a moral and spiritual revival of Chinese society. Thus, she interprets the political slogan of the “Chinese dream” in her own and specific Christian way (see chapter 21).

Sr. Ying’s memoirs are also valuable because she reflects on both her own role as a nun and other sisters she knew, describing a particular religious identity that emerges out of China’s tumultuous ecclesiastical history. Beginning in the seventeenth century there were groups of Catholic virgins in China, but due to the unstable environment in China no community could survive for a longer period before 1850. As Shanghai became a stable foothold of Christianity after 1842, it soon also developed into a location which housed a number of sisters congregations. Among the first native sisters were the “Presentadines” (Xiantang hui献堂会) who developed from a community of Catholic virgins under the direction of the Jesuit Luigi Sica (1814–1895) since 1854.22 In 1869, the congregation of the “Presentations of the Holy Virgin” was formally established. The sisters helped at the parishes, ran orphanages, clinics, and schools. In 1898, they had 90 religious and worked in the Catholic girls’ schools in Shanghai. They also baptized, gave instructions, and cared for local religious ceremonies. By 1949, they had 600 members, working in Hebei, Jiangsu, and Anhui Province.23 This is only one example of a Chinese congregation of nuns. There were more than 60 indigenous sisters congregations in China in 1949.24 Altogether there were 5,112 Chinese Catholic nuns in China in 1949, many of them belonging to international congregations, and some of those left China after 1949, together with the foreign sisters. In chapter 12, Sr. Ying mentions one of them: Zhu Meifen, a Sacre Coeur Sister from Shanghai, who enjoyed excellent education abroad.

Besides the congregations of native Chinese sisters, about 80 international sisters communities served in China25 since the arrival of the Vincentian Sisters and the Sisters of St. Paul de Chartres in southern China in the 1840s. Due to the instability and the persecutions of the Church, many of these foreign sisters worked first in the port cities (such as Shanghai, Tianjin, Ningbo), but after 1900 the situation was generally considered safe and less xenophobic, so that many recently founded congregations entered the provinces of China. For example, the German Sisters of the Holy Spirit were founded in 1889 and entered Shandong Province in 1905. These German Sisters (later they also accepted American and Chinese sisters in their congregation) began to serve at the Fu Jen University, and in 1935 they took over the school where Ying Mulan was trained in her youth, the Fu Jen Middle School for Girls (founded in 1930 by American Benedictine sisters).26 In her memoirs Ying Mulan does not write much about these sisters, since she lacked information concerning them.27

However, in chapter 9 Ying Mulan mentions the Daughters of Charity (Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent), who are more important in the history of Beijing because they served in several orphanages, schools, and hospitals in the capital. They were founded by St. Vincent de Paul and Louise Marillac in 1633. The congregation was known for charity works and medical services.28 In 1847 they came to China, first to Macau. They served first in Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, and in 1863 entered Shanghai.29 In 1940 they had 28 convents in China with more than 430 sisters serving in many provinces. In Beijing, the Daughters of Charity ran the orphanage in Xishiku (the location of the North Church) since 1862, but they also taught Chinese girls in their schools, such as the Wulongting Zuozhen Middle School (established in 1917, located north of the Beihai, now Beijing No. 4 Middle School). They served at the “French Hospital” at Dongjiaominxiang and at the St. Vincent Hospital at Xishiku (mentioned in chapter 5). They had a home for the aged in Zhuangshu Hutong (near the East Church), and they ran a clinic in Nangangzi (outside Chongwen Gate, mentioned in chapter 18), an elementary school and other institutions. All their institutions were taken over by the new regime in 1951. Although the Daughters of Charity were a French foundation, they also accepted Chinese sisters, and some of their old Chinese members were under the care of Sr. Ying in the 1990s. It would be an important task to write the histories of those congregations, including the fate of their members after 1949 and the attempts at revival after 1980. In this respect Sr. Ying’s memoirs are uniquely precious because they give at least a vague impression of what happened in the decades after 1950.

For Ying Mulan the Josephine Sisters (Ruose hui), founded in 1872 by Bp. Delaplace, became her second “family” and a spiritual home. Her memoirs also tell us that Sr. Ying attempted to have the old convent of the Josephines restituted to the sisters (see chapter 20). However, she herself did not know much about the complicated history of this diocesan congregation, which had branches in other dioceses of Hebei Province, namely in Baoding, Tianjin, and Xuanhua. Their central house was at the South Church originally, but they moved to Xishiku in 1899. In 1927, they established a community at the West Church (Xitang) of Beijing. In 1946, Cardinal Tian Gengxin, the first Chinese Archbishop of Beijing, helped them to register as formal congregation in Rome, and Rev. Zong Huaimo (1904–1978), consecrated bishop of Yantai (Shandong Province) in 1951, served as their director. From 1949 to 1958 Sr. Li Jingyi was superior, and Ying Mulan mentioned that Sr. Li Jingyi was the aunt of the present bishop of Beijing, Li Shan (chapter 17).30 Not much is known about what happened to the Josephine Sisters after 1949. All their institutions were secularized and taken over by the new regime or closed down: the Guanghua Middle School for girls (located at Shishiku) and the Guanghua Elementary School, the St. Joseph Elementary School, and their kindergarten. They also served at the Ankang Hospital, which was merged into the Suifujing Hospital (now known as “Beijing Children Hospital,” at Fuxingmen wai).

Perhaps it would have been possible for Sr. Ying to obtain more systematic information from the older sisters concerning the fate of their congregation, but the experiences of the 1950s were often very bitter, and eyewitnesses remain silent, not only because they do not want to talk about “sensitive matters,” but also because they do not want to be reminded of very sad stories. In this respect we should be rather thankful to Sr. Ying that she talks frankly about some bitter experiences, including an incident when a sister was beaten to death by Red Guards near the South Church (chapter 8). However, also in this case it would be desirable to have more detailed information. In an interview Sr. Ying said concerning this issue she only knows what Bp. Fu told her. Hopefully future oral history projects conducted by local Catholics may bring more light to the matter one day.

Sr. Ying’s memories contain one chapter (chapter 10) on the revival of the Josephine Sisters in Beijing. The community in Beijing was a unique case because they cooperated so closely with the policies of the government. Since the Josephine Sisters were under the direction of the bishop of the Diocese of Beijing, they could work officially, and there was no foreign influence. At the same time other diocesan sisters communities, for example, in Hebei Province, tried to regroup and recover their old traditions stemming from the pre-1949 period.31 Also some international congregations of sisters attempted to train novices and so reestablish themselves in the more open atmosphere in the 1990s and after 2000. However, since the official policy is that religious organizations “must not be controlled by foreign forces,”32 these few sisters communities with ties abroad do officially not exist. Not much
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