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               Series Introduction 
      Dyron B.   Daughrity, Series Editor       

   C  hristians in the City  is a fascinating and cutting-edge series that looks 
carefully at Christians in many of the world’s greatest urban centers. It 

draws on interdisciplinary methods including anthropology, ethnography, 
sociology, phenomenology, and history. The series marks a signifi cant 
contribution to the growing body of scholarship on world Christianity, 
lived religion, material religion, urban studies, and globalization as it 
engages people on the ground, in their local setting. The cities are drawn from 
around the world: North America, Asia, Africa, Europe, Latin America, and 
Oceania. 

 The Series’ books highlight how Christianity is changing particular metro 
areas, as well as how those areas are impacting the Christian religion. Many 
different although often overlapping forms of Christianity are discussed in 
the volumes: Pentecostal, Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant, non-
denominational, Eastern Orthodox, immigrant churches, megachurches, 
charismatic, evangelical, independent, and house churches. The net is cast 
wide in order to understand better what is happening with Christianity as it 
engages the great urban centers of the world. Christian organizations in the 
city—universities, private schools, and faith-based charities—will be explored 
as well. 

 The Series features established as well as rising scholars. We have taken 
great care to choose authors who live in the cities under consideration, or at 
least have lived in those cities in the past. There is an intimacy that comes 
through in these volumes, and readers from those cities will recognize the 
streets, the sounds, the vibe, and the cultural accents that make cities unique. 
The volumes are written with crossover appeal—for audiences both inside 
and outside the academy. 

 Each volume contains interviews with leading fi gures from the city under 
consideration—as well as a broad array of laypeople—in order to gain a well-
rounded perspective on these cities. There will be no shortage of material, as 
Christianity is not only the largest world religion in terms of adherents, but is 
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also extremely widespread geographically, making it a diverse and complex 
religion that takes root in the soil of the cities it has been planted in. 

 The Series will consist of monographs on 25 of the world’s great cities, 
with carefully chosen, exceptional authors who have an intimate understanding 
of the city they write about. As the list of books in the series expands, a global 
balance will be maintained. The current list of cities/volumes that have either 
been contracted or are under consideration are: 

   ●  In North America  : New York, Los Angeles,* Boston, Houston,* 

Montreal*   

  ●  In Asia  : Shanghai,* Hong Kong,* Seoul, Delhi, Manila   

  ●  In Africa  : Cairo,* Addis Ababa, Kinshasa,* Lagos,* Johannesburg,* 

Nairobi*   

  ●  In Europe  : Moscow, London, Athens   

  ●  In Latin America  : Sao Paulo,* Rio de Janeiro,* Havana, Santiago, 

Mexico City   

  ●  In Oceania  : Sydney*   

  ●  *Books already contracted.    

 This Series has been several years in the making, and we are excited to see 
them now coming to light. Over half of the books are contracted, but the 
search continues for authors for the remaining volumes. We are open to 
proposals of other cities from potential authors. 

 Over half of the world’s population lives in cities, and the expectation is that 
in coming years the number of people leaving the countryside for the city will 
only increase. Since its earliest days, Christianity was a religion of the city: 
Jerusalem, Alexandria, Antioch, Damascus, Corinth, Thessaloniki, and Rome. 
Established by the apostles themselves, that pattern continued. As Christianity 
expanded further, it gravitated towards cities: Aleppo, Edessa, Seleucia-
Ctesiphon, Aksum, Etchmiadzin, and Constantinople. 

 The pattern continued, as the energy of the city attracted Christian 
missionaries, scholars, and laypeople in search of opportunity. As cities 
developed, Christians established bishoprics, cathedrals, and centers of 
learning in cities. Today, the great centers of Christian thought and infl uence 
are located chiefl y in cities: Seoul, Addis Ababa, Rio de Janeiro, Dallas, Athens, 
Rome, and Moscow. 

 A series on Christians in the cities is timely, and promises to break new 
ground. There is an undeniable power in cities—a power to attract. And 
Christians continue to make their way, bringing with them manifold Christian 
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practices, routines, rituals, and beliefs. In all of their diversity, they are united 
in one thing—they consider themselves Christians. And they live in the city. 
  

  For more information about this series, contact the Series Editor:  
  Dyron B. Daughrity  

  Professor of Religion  
  Pepperdine University  

  dyron.daughrity@pepperdine.edu    

mailto:dyron.daughrity@pepperdine.edu
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               Introduction            

   S torms are the reason Hong Kong has become a global city. Its harbor, 
offering protection from fi erce typhoons, attracted British colonialists to 

seize it from China in 1842 after the First Opium War. Storms are a fact of life 
in Hong Kong, the natural storms approaching from the south and the political 
storms approaching from the north—and a gigantic one, whose impact still 
cannot be fully assessed, has engulfed the city over the past decade. Storms 
have made Hong Kong what it is. The city navigated storms and channeled its 
energy into a resilient society and a prosperous economy, and whether the 
most recent storms will continue to make Hong Kong, or eventually break it, 
is yet to be seen. 

 Christians are a minority in this city geared towards trade, but they are 
remarkably visible in all parts of society. Though rather conservative and 
inward-looking, they have signifi cantly contributed to social change throughout 
the city’s history; fragmented in a multiplicity of denominations, independent 
churches and small fellowships, they share a common identity that stubbornly 
stands apart from the values of mainstream society. This book offers a 
comprehensive portrait of Christianity in the global city of Hong Kong and tells 
some of the stories, past and present, of this dazzling faith group—its journey 
through 180 years of local history, its unique character today, its continuous 
passion for individual and communal change, and the amazing vitality of 
people who, through heavy storms, have remained anchored in their faith. 

 What is Hong Kong? A short note for non-local readers: Hong Kong is both 
a city and a small territory on the southern coast of China, politically part of 
China, but governed as a “special administrative region.” It consists of three 
parts: Hong Kong Island, the fi rst location given the name “Hong Kong” and 
still the economic and political center of the territory; the Kowloon peninsula, 
the most densely populated part of the territory; and the New Territories, 
which include new towns, villages, large areas of mountainous uninhabited 
land and around 230 outlying islands. Nowadays, the name “Hong Kong” 
usually refers to the whole entity, both urban and rural, with the latter so 
strongly integrated into the urban infrastructure and lifestyle that they cannot 
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be separated. Hong Kong is a city that, for 155 years, belonged to the British 
Empire and was returned to China only in 1997. While some see Hong Kong’s 
handover to China as a long overdue redress of colonial injustice, many locals 
see it as simply a transfer of power from one master to the next. Originally, 
the independent administration of Hong Kong—summarized in Deng 
Xiaoping’s famous slogans “Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong” and “one 
country, two systems”—covered all areas of government except foreign and 
military affairs: currency, economy, taxes, judiciary, police, infrastructure, 
education, social welfare, and so forth. On this basis, post-1997 Hong Kong 
initially maintained a high level of civil and political rights. However, this 
administrative autonomy has been under increasing pressure, evidenced by 
the recent adoption of policies obviously designed by the central government. 

 In terms of economic and social development, Hong Kong is one of the 
world’s most highly developed territories, ranking fourth worldwide in a 
combined measure of life expectancy, education, and per capita income.  1   Its 
stock exchange is the world’s third largest in terms of capitalization, and it 
famously brands itself as the city with the most Rolls Royces. Yet, the city also 
ranks fi rst among highly developed economies in terms of inequality. Indeed, 
elderly grannies pushing trolleys through the crowded streets to collect 
cardboard for a subsistence living are a common sight; government and NGO 
statistics show that more than 220,000 people (nearly 3 percent of the 
population) are living in sub-standard housing.  2   

 Hong Kong is one of the most densely populated areas of the world, with 
around 7.5m people living on only 1,100 sq. km (410 sq. mi). In fact, the 
inhabited areas comprise only one-quarter of the whole land area. Large parts 
of the territory remain as untouched nature—pristine beaches, impenetrable 
forests, steep mountains, and outlying islands. Only a few minutes from the 
central business district are places of wilderness. Wild animals—monkeys, 
boars, and snakes—are frequently sighted, occasionally even in urban areas; 
migratory birds take rest in isolated areas of the territory; and attentive hikers 
may have a chance to come across rarer species of wildlife such as the 
porcupine, civet cat, or barking deer. 

 Culturally, Hong Kong is very Chinese (92 percent), yet also truly 
international. The most signifi cant other ethnic groups are people from the 
Philippines and Indonesia (each 2 to 3 percent of the population), mostly 
employed as domestic workers; South Asians (around 1 percent), some of 
them descendants of colonial employees as well as more recent immigrants 
working in the construction industry; and Caucasians (less than 1 percent). 
The most commonly spoken language is Cantonese; other commonly spoken 
languages are English and Mandarin. While Cantonese and Mandarin both 
belong to the Chinese language family and have a nearly identical written 
language, the spoken languages are signifi cantly different. Despite this 
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predominantly Chinese population, the city has an international feel. This has 
not only to do with its long colonial history, but with the self-understanding of 
many Hongkongers, who proudly see themselves as a distinctive people, a 
hybrid of Chinese and Western. 

 In short, it is a city that enthralls its visitors with its pace and its contrasts: 
the urban jungle and the mountain peaks rising from the sea; the crowded 
streets, ubiquitous vendors, abundant eateries and street signs competing for 
attention; an amazing mix of tradition and modernity; and a hypermodern 
infrastructure permeated with remnants of traditional religion and culture. 
Woven into the complexity of this city is a Christian community that, although 
a minority, plays a disproportionally large role in social, political, and economic 
life.  

   The Many Faces of Christianity in Hong Kong  

 This book portrays the amazing diversity of Christianity in Hong Kong, 
introduces its people, and explains some of the factors that make this vibrant 
community move. Christians in Hong Kong stand at a crossroads of East and 
West, on the threshold of China, where they have witnessed unprecedented 
Christian growth in the last few decades. A looming shadow for some, a luring 
opportunity for others, China is part of what powers the people in Hong Kong 
and what drives Christian life. The book’s eight chapters, then, approach 
Christianity in its diverse expressions of faith and in its manifold impact on 
society. 

 The fi rst chapter provides a systematic overview of the material and spatial 
reality of local Christianity, discusses some of the underlying economics, and 
refl ects on the different forms of Christianity as encountered in its material 
expressions. The second chapter introduces the large variety of denominational 
traditions, from spiritually progressive Christians to conservative evangelicals 
and Pentecostals, and discusses their places within society. It shows how 
these churches pragmatically live and work together while always maintaining 
a strong focus on their own congregations, and it identifi es trends in local 
church life. The next chapter surveys international Christianity, from charismatic 
migrant churches to those catering to expatriates in the fi nancial industry. It 
analyzes how these Christians contribute in unique ways to local society, and 
it examines why international churches attract many local Christians. The 
fourth chapter portrays the Christian presence in the cultural realm—
entertainment, movies, music, and sports—and shows how the quest for 
identity has been a driving factor in Christians’ cultural production. 

 Chapter 5 is especially important, as it introduces past and present Christian 
ministries in the social realm. It considers how Christian individuals, churches, 
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and NGOs have contributed to all aspects of social care; it explains why 
Christians, despite their minority status, have played such a huge role in the 
city’s social, medical, and educational services; and it shows how Christians 
have successfully maintained a double role, partnering with the government 
to improve the people’s welfare while speaking out for social justice. 

 Chapter 6 discusses the missionary vision of local Christians. It reveals 
how the unique position of Hong Kong brought local Christians a calling to 
spread the gospel in an environment that is diffi cult to access. It tells the story 
of how Hong Kong has always been a safe place for missionaries to China; 
how Hong Kong has been a hub for channeling Bibles and Christian literature 
on their way north; and how local Christians have contributed to the growth of 
Christianity in mainland China. 

 Chapter 7—on Christians in the political realm—has been looming over the 
writing of this book ever since the beginning. This chapter summarizes the 
political developments of the past decades and highlights how Christians have 
played leading roles on both sides of the political spectrum, among the political 
establishment  and  within the movements for political change. It explains why 
Christians, although deeply divided over the 2014 umbrella movement, which 
called for universal suffrage, converged in opposition to the 2019 extradition 
bill. The chapter concludes that the Christian resistance to the erosion of civil 
and political rights is deeply linked to the question of Christian identity. Finally, 
the concluding chapter offers a few signposts of local theology in Hong Kong. 
It identifi es the features of a “lived theology,” traces the emergence of a local 
theology, and shows how two different strands of local theological production, 
postcolonial and Sino-Christian theology, both contextually express the 
Christian faith in Hong Kong. While the latter continues the tradition of dialogue 
between Christianity and Chinese culture (including philosophy and religion), 
the former refl ects the deep ambivalence of local people as both Chinese and 
British. It considers how this hybridity, beyond the false dichotomy of East and 
West, is local Christians’ unique contribution to global Christianity.  

   A Short History of Hong Kong Christianity  

 This is not a history book, even though historical information is intermittently 
offered.  3   As part of this introduction, it is enough to mention major historical 
developments in a few broad strokes so that the reader may fi nd initial 
orientation. The history of Christianity in Hong Kong has, since the 1841 
establishment of the fi rst local Roman Catholic prefecture, been intimately 
intertwined with events in China. In the same way as British colonialists 
understood the island as a stepping-stone to China, the various mission 
societies saw Hong Kong as a logistical base and safe harbor. We may thus 
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link the history of Christianity in Hong Kong to certain periods in China and 
distinguish a fi rst period from 1841–1949, when the People’s Republic of 
China was established; a second period from 1949–1978, when the churches 
in Hong Kong re-established themselves independently from China; a third 
period, 1978–1997, when China began to open up to the world and Hong Kong 
resumed its role as a hub for reaching out to China; and fi nally the last period 
from 1997 to the present. 

 During the fi rst period, Christianity was spread through four major 
movements. The fi rst movement was based on mainline churches and mission 
societies, which set up bases in Hong Kong starting in the 1840s. The fi rst to 
start was the Catholic Church, followed by the American Baptist Mission 
(1842) as the fi rst Protestant mission in Hong Kong; the next fi ve years saw 
the arrival of the London Missionary Society, the (Anglican) Church Missionary 
Society, and German Pietists from the Basel Mission and the Barmen Mission. 
In the 1880s, the Wesleyan Methodist Mission and the American 
Congregationalists from the American Board of Commissioners of Foreign 
Mission arrived. The Catholic Church and these seven Protestant missions are 
the eight mainline denominational churches that still play a major role in Hong 
Kong Christian life.  4   

 The second movement was the arrival of non-mainline churches, beginning 
in the late nineteenth century: among them was the Seventh Day Adventists 
(1888), the Pentecostal Church (1907), the Pentecostal Holiness Church 
(1909), and the Assemblies of God (1928). 

 A third movement, beginning in the early twentieth century, was the 
emergence of indigenous churches in mainland China independent of Western 
mission societies. These churches also spread to Hong Kong, as Chapter 2 will 
explain. Finally, the deteriorating situation in China and the beginning of the 
Second World War in Asia led several missions to move their activities fully or 
partly from China to Hong Kong, among them the Evangelical Free Church 
(1937) and the Christian and Missionary Alliance (1940). 

 The second period began in 1949 with the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China and the increasing political pressure on Christians, who 
were accused of complicity in China’s past colonial humiliation. During the 
Korean War, the international church community supported the U.S., and 
pressure turned into persecution, leading to the forced departure of foreign 
missionaries from China. Many of them withdrew to Hong Kong, where they 
hoped to wait for a return to China while supporting Chinese Christians from 
outside. Important among the churches that moved to Hong Kong during this 
period were several Lutheran denominations. Hong Kong churches previously 
linked to denominations in China now became separated and had to set 
themselves up as independent churches. The period from 1950 to the 1970s 
was a time of unprecedented hardship in China, with several political 
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campaigns aimed at purging Mao’s enemies leading to the deaths of millions. 
This period brought a huge number of refugees to Hong Kong, which provided 
ample opportunity for Christians to serve locally, as Chapter 5 will show; from 
the Second World War until the 1960s, the city was largely a refugee society. 
Some mission agencies and Christian NGOs began to use Hong Kong as a 
base to reach out to the Chinese diaspora in other parts of the world, recalling 
the mission mode of the early nineteenth century, when missionaries were 
not yet allowed to serve in China and could only reach Chinese people through 
overseas Chinese communities. 

 The third period was made possible by the end of the Cultural Revolution 
and the death of Mao, both in 1976, and it truly began in 1978 with Deng 
Xiaoping’s “reform and opening up” policy, which allowed a normalization of 
religious life in China. Churches in Hong Kong soon recovered their interrupted 
relations with their historical roots and reconnected with their fellow Christians 
on the mainland, and they contributed fi nancially, logistically, spiritually, and 
theologically to the rebuilding of Christianity in China. In the 1980s many 
Christians in Hong Kong had high hopes for more signifi cant changes in China, 
yet their excitement was increasingly overshadowed by the imminent 
handover to China and the uncertainty about future religious life in the 
territory. The fears of many Christians were realized with the violent crackdown 
on the 1989 democracy movement in China, and a wave of solidarity 
swept through Hong Kong, carrying many Christians along with it. However, 
the ensuing disillusionment with developments in China also led to the 
departure of many Hongkongers, including many Christians who found a 
warm reception in Chinese communities overseas. Many regard this third 
period as the transformation of a refugee society into a city of locally born 
residents—in other words, the time when Hong Kong acquired its unique 
local identity. 

 The years since 1997 have been an emotional rollercoaster for local 
Christians. First, there was hope, excitement and enthusiasm: about the 
tremendous growth of Christianity on the other side of the border, about the 
ministry opportunities enabled by this growth, and about China’s entry into 
the global economy and its social opening up, which seemed to presage 
gradual changes in the social fabric. This positive wave crested with Beijing’s 
hosting of the 2008 Summer Olympics, which fi lled many Hongkongers’ 
hearts with a sense of national pride. Since then, however, the atmosphere 
has turned increasingly dark, with China’s political intervention extinguishing 
most Hongkongers’ hopes for democratization and the continuous 
development of civil and political rights. The growing repression of civil and 
religious movements in China, the intransigence shown towards the 2014 and 
2019 social movements in Hong Kong, and the 2020 introduction of a National 
Security Law have made both Christians and non-Christians increasingly 


