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Introduction

Relations between church and state have historically ranged from the relatively mild tensions
in Western democracies (Dillon 1999; Robins & Robertson 1987; Moyer 1990; Hanson 1987)
to the fundamental conflicts over authority found in authoritarian, especially communist states
(Hanson 1980; Stehle 1987; Leung 1992; Weigel 1992; Goodstadt 1996). Ideological
incompatibilities and cultural differences led to repeated clashes of authority in communist
China between those who sought atheist communism and those who held religious beliefs
(Ramet & Ramet 1993; Treadgold 1973). Problems involving the Catholic Church are more
complex because its hierarchical structure posed extra challenges to the omniscience of the
ruling Communist Party (Ramet & Ramet 1990; Michnik 1993; Szajkowski 1983).

In the whole period of British rule in Hong Kong (1841-1997), no religious group,
including the Catholics, had ever offered a social frame to the mass to engage in a social
movement to challenge the colonial rule. However, since the post-colonial period, within a
few years of the Chinese rule in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), the
Catholic leader Bishop Joseph Zen Ze-Kiun started. Later in 2006, Zen was elevated to
Cardinal offering a frame for social movement on a couple of social issues challenging the
HKSAR government as well as Beijing in the name of defending some basic Christian values
such as religious freedom and human rights.

Social scientists argued that religious organisations, like any social organisation, could
offer a frame either to stabilise the society by rendering social, medical and educational
services to the needy and the poor or by collecting dissents to agitate social change (Snow,
David & Benford 1992: 137). This chapter aims to discuss how the Catholic Church went from
playing a role of the contractor to the Hong Kong British government to stabilise the society to
becoming a frame for social movement to ‘rock the boat’ in the HKSAR. One of the key figures
in promoting social movement in the Catholic Church is Cardinal Zen, whose politically active
actions and influence were frowned upon by the Tung administration of HKSAR as well as
Beijing leaders who also wanted him to be removed for their own benefit. In participating in
active social movements, the Catholic Church has become part of the emerging civil society in
Hong Kong that championed the preservation of the fundamental and universal values of
freedom and human rights.
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Early Roles of the Hong Kong Catholic Church

Catholic missionaries were invited by the British to take care of the spiritual needs of the Irish
soldiers in the Hong Kong barrack soon after the arrival of the first group of British in 1841.
Since then, the Catholic missionaries have provided Catholic-based education in the colony for
the past 150 years and established a large network of Catholic schools in Hong Kong, giving
the impression that the Catholic Church had a very warm relationship with the British (Leung
& Chan 2003: 23-46). At the same time, the Catholic Church also provided a large array of
social services to the community at large. However, Christian churches were regarded as
‘contractors’ instead of ‘partners’ to British Hong Kong’s education and social services,
because the church only ran the schools and social services according to the government’s
education and social policy as well as received a government subvention of 80% of the
running expenses (Leung & Chan 2003: 23-46).

In the late 1960s, under the leadership of Bishop Francis Hsu (1969-73), social issues and
Christian teachings were integrated into daily life as suggested by the Second Vatican Council
(1963-65) (Goodstadt 2003: xi-xvi). Bishop Hsu then responded to the widespread anger
about social abuse, government corruption and official complacency (Goodstadt 2003: xi-xvi).
Such actions angered the British colonial administration. As such, it is possible to argue as
suggested by E. Goffman that cultures generate a ‘primary framework’ that renders particular
social acts meaningful. Religion has been effectively and efficiently mobilised as a frame for a
social movement as in Poland (Osa 1997: 339-366). Tarrow also noticed how the frame works
in an authoritarian state and remarked that where power is centralised and conditions are
homogenised, once opportunities are opened, framing and organising a social movement are
facilitated (Tarrrow 1994: 93).

Prior to the handover of Hong Kong to China on 1 July 1997, the Christian churches,
including Catholic Christians, became increasingly involved in politics and social actions to
fight for religious freedom and lifestyle under the ‘One Country, Two Systems’. The Catholic
Church became involved in the fight for democracy and religious freedom because many of its
members were Hong Kong‘s new middle and professional class who had become politically
proactive as a result of fear of the incoming authoritarian Communist rule and demanded that
the Church support their cause (So & Ludmilla 1996: 364-398). Thus, in the 1991 and 1995
Hong Kong Legco elections, the Catholic actively supported the election campaign, so much so
that the turnout rate of Catholic voters was much higher than that of the general public (86.6 per
cent vs. 39.1 per cent in 1991; 81.5 per cent vs. 35.8 per cent in 1995). The majority of
Catholic voters were pro-democracy (Leung 1992a: 151-186; Chan & Leung 1995: 275-314).
As such, the Catholic Church adopted a political frame to champion the needs of their religious
community.

The Catholic Church after the Handover

Since 1997, after the return of sovereignty to China, Hong Kong has become the first ‘Special
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Administrative Region’ (SAR) of PRC. This political change also affects the status and
functioning of the Catholic Church. In reality, the Catholic Church has become even more
vocal. One of the first social issues taken up by the Catholic Church after 1997 was the right of
abode issue for mainland wives and children who were born of mainland women and Hong
Kong men. Many of these wives and children came to live in Hong Kong under a two-way
permit. As such, they were overstayers, and once they exceeded the legal duration of stay in
Hong Kong, they became illegal immigrants. These children together with the mother applied
for right of abode after the handover with the view that they would be granted permanent abode
by the new SAR government.

The right of abode appeal was upheld by the Court of Final Appeal that under the Basic
Law, all mainland children born of Hong Kong permanent residents are entitled to live in the
HKSAR, but the Hong Kong government rejected the decision. The Government’s rejection
was based on the argument that these children and wives would put enormous pressure on
housing, employment and public health.1 Some scholars and human rights groups accused the
Government of producing dubious statistics to instill fear in the public and give the impression
that the only possible solution would be to have the judgment effectively overturned.2 Cardinal
Wu and Zen of the Catholic Church also criticized the Government’s stance on the Right of
Abode which gained the support of the public. Cardinal Wu stated:

A large number of adult Hong Kong residents came from the Mainland to settle here in
the 1950s and 1960s. Hong Kong at that time was not blessed with a strong economy or
firm social structure. Nevertheless, when faced with a continuous flood of refugees,
there was no hesitation, and doors were opened to welcome them … Based on the
belief that ‘blood is thicker than water’ and that ‘all within the four seas are one
family’ … how can we harden our hearts, look on with indifference and a lack of
humanity, and use ‘interpretation’ to deny them hope …?3

Here the Catholic leaders, in particular Cardinal Wu and Zen in their pastoral letter, offered a
successfully framing which enables the social movement to ‘mobilize potential adherents and
constituents to garner bystander supporters and to demobilize antagonists as suggested by
scholars like Snow et al. (Snow, Benford, Rochford, Jr., & Worden 1986: 465-66; Snow &
Benford 1988).

The second issue that the Catholic Church engaged in was educational reform. Here the key
issue was the implementation of the so-called ‘mother-tongue’ as the medium of instruction for
schools. Under the Hong Kong educational system, all schools adopted a bilingual policy
where students are taught in Cantonese and English, with some also offering Mandarin as a
third language. Among the academically good schools (a large number of them are Catholic
schools) the common language medium is English. These schools produced students who
excelled not only in academic subjects but were also excellent English language speakers. Out
of 512 secondary schools, there are 250 Protestant and Catholic run schools, forming 49 per
cent of the total number of secondary schools. Among Christians, Catholics run the largest
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number of schools in Hong Kong, followed by Anglicans, then by the Church of Christ in China
(Brown 2001: 19-61). Including kindergartens, primary, secondary, and other schools, the
Catholic Church sponsored 297 schools which served 219,615 students (Hong Kong Catholic
Directory 2008: 624-625). In a survey conducted in 1999, it was revealed that 76 per cent of
high-ranking officials in the Hong Kong government had graduated from Christian (Protestant
and Catholic) schools.4

The shift of language policy was criticised by some Catholic priests amidst the outcry by
many parents who continued to see English as a key to a successful career for their children.
The key arguments against the change of language policy was that it would affect Hong Kong‘s
status as a metropolitan city and that it would not address the declining language standard
among students. However, research showed that this policy would deprive Hong Kong students
of an opportunity to learn English as compared to students of Taiwan and the mainland which
have stepped up English learning in their educational policy (Leung 2000: 125-152). However,
within the Church, there were diverging views.5 In addition, the Church also disagreed with the
Government’s educational objective which aimed at enriching the moral, emotional, spiritual
and cultural life of their students to improve the materialist world and lead a healthy life
(Brown 2004: 263-274) while the objective of the Catholic education was on the
transcendental value of life and taking morality and spirituality as the key priority, and arguing
that the materialist world and healthy life should be pursued to support the moral and spiritual
endeavour, which are essential to leading a life of truth, goodness, and beauty in this world and
the eternal life (Flannery 1975: 725-37).

Another area of contention between the Catholic Church and the HKSAR was the
management of schools. The Government introduced the school-based management (SBM)
system to advance openness, accountability and democracy in all of the schools. Catholic and
Christian educators view the SBM system as a direct challenge from the Government and
argued that this policy infringed their religious freedom. The composition of the new school-
based management system comprised 60 per cent school administrators as well as 40 per cent
representatives from teachers, parents, alumni and community leaders who might or might not
be Christians or Catholics. Among the teachers, the majority were lay members, and around 73
per cent were non-Catholics. The Church viewed this change as a challenge and a dilution of
the power of the Church that would impede their policies on Catholic education.

In addition, Bishop Zen, representing the Catholic Church, also expressed apprehension
over the Government’s policy to introduce compulsory teaching requirements and texts on
issues such as the support of abortion that might contradict the Catholic teachings. Such
policies forced the Catholic Church to distance itself from HKSAR’s education (Brown 2004:
263-274). Bishop Zen’s anxiety was not groundless, and it was confirmed by the former
director of the Central Policy Unit, the pre-1997 Hong Kong Government’s think tank, which
perceived that there was a desire within the SAR Government to lessen the dependence on
religious organisations for the provision of education (Goodstadt 2003: xi-xvi).

Bishop Joseph Zen thus publicly expressed his own concern to the Catholic educationalists
that the Catholic educational vision and mission would suffer immensely if the Education
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(Amendment) Bill 2002 were passed (Zen 2004). Although the Bill was passed in 2004,
Bishop Zen had asked the Catholic schools to reject the order of the Government and
maintained the status quo of the school curriculum for a period of 4 years. When Zen filed a
court case against the Government, political analysts realised that the educational conflict had
not ended yet and that it would carry on. Zen lost the court case; but the framing role of the
Catholic Church began to bear fruit when the other Christian churches followed in Zen’s
footsteps, and other educational sponsoring bodies asked the same question vis-à-vis the
government. In this clash in educational reform, Zen offered a frame in interpreting that
simplifies and condenses the complicated issue by selectively punctuating and encoding
objects, situations, events and sequences of actions within his present environment (Snow,
Rochford, Jr., Worden & Benford 1986: 465-66).

A third issue the Catholic Church became actively involved in was the issue pertaining to
Article 23 of the Basic Law that requires the Hong Kong government to legislate the
prohibition of acts of secession, subversion, treason, theft of state secrets, sedition, as well as
foreign political organisations conducting political activities in Hong Kong, and local political
organisations establishing ties with foreign political bodies. Bishop Zen led the Church and
joined the legal professionals and the pro-democratic groups in voicing his objection to the
proposed new laws that threatened the freedom that Hong Kong people used to enjoy. The
opening part of his speech in a seminar on the legislation of Article 23 of the Basic Law fully
revealed his attitude towards this issue:

I am worried about the legislation of Article 23 of the Basic Law because the contents
of the consultation document and the aggressive style of the document constitute a
serious threat to the ‘One Country, Two Systems’. Under the principle of the ‘One
Country, Two Systems’, the Hong Kong Catholic Diocese operates smoothly like many
other Catholic dioceses in the world. According to the guiding principles of the
consultation document, if the Catholic Church in China in future were to be condemned
as an organisation endangering the national safety, the Catholic Church in Hong Kong
would follow the same fate (…). If we legislate Article 23 of the Basic Law according
to the consultation document, the religious policy of the mainland can be easily
transmitted to us. What is the religious policy of the mainland? It alludes to an
‘absolute control’ on religious matters. It levies a heavy punishment on those who
refuse to render absolute obedience by arbitrary persecution6.

His opposition to the legislation was clearly built on the fear that the repressive Chinese
religious policy would be introduced into Hong Kong if the fire screen of the ‘One country,
Two Systems’ were to be removed after legislation of the Article 23 of the Basic Law. As a
result of his vocal actions, he was defined by the press as the most strident and high-profile
supporter of the proposed new laws and became a focal point of political opposition to the
unpopular, Beijing-backed government (Lague & Murphy 2003: 24-27). On 23 November
2002, 60,000 to 70,000 citizens rallied against the legislation of Article 23, and the anti-
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government rally on 1 July 2003 was the largest rally with half a million people participating
since the turnout during the June 4th Incident of Tiananmen 1989. Catholics joined the rally
after a prayer meeting led by Bishop Zen at the rally’s starting point. Zen himself did not join
these rallies but was engaged in private prayers of long hours in a chapel during the whole
event.

Bishop Zen became the only outspoken dissenting voice at the time when local pro-
democratic groups which were traditionally the strongest voices of protest had been
marginalised. Zen became the new conscience of Hong Kong after the retirement of Anson
Chan, the former Chief Secretary, and Martin Lee, the Democratic Party leader. The frame
offered by Zen on this issue set up a social consensus when it ‘resonates’ with a population not
only by mirroring the existing value (religious freedom) but also by clearing defining and
assigning the blame for the particular problem (legislating Article 23 of the Basic Law) to the
Government and offering the solution by suggesting the dropping of the legislature all together
as suggested by theorist Gamson (Gamson 1992: 7).

Bishop Zen was elected as the most Outstanding Personality of 2002 by the mass media
organised by the prestigious South China Morning Post, Radio Hong Kong Channel 3, and the
popular newspaper The Apple Daily. From the 2558 votes, Zen won 50 per cent and so came
first. Readers who chose Zen mentioned that he embodies the values of hope, justice, charity,
love and wisdom and fights with outspokenness and bravery. He is also regarded as an
inspiration to all (The Apple Daily 1 Jan. 2003; Kung Kao Po 12 Jan 2003). He was also
chosen as one of the ten most influential public figures when Radio Hong Kong celebrated the
10th anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to China in 2007. The Wall Street Journal echoed the
local opinion to the international community that Bishop Zen was leading the Hong Kong
Catholic opposition as democracy parties became marginal and that Bishop Joseph Zen was
moving to fill a political void by playing the role of a ‘frame’ by collecting pro-democratic
activists in the name of freedom and human rights (Lague 2003: 14). In addition, his action was
also supported by Vatican. When he made his ad limnia visit to the Vatican in September 2004,
he was received warmly by Cardinal Sordano, Secretary of State of the Vatican, and Sordano
verbally supported Zen’s endeavour of defending freedom (South China Morning Post 1
December 2004). The elevation of Bishop Joseph Zen to the cardinalate in April 2006
reflected the Vatican’s high opinion of Zen, as it entrusted him with the duty of adviser and
assistant to the Pope on China Affairs in addition to his duty as the prelate of the Hong Kong
Diocese. From such recognition, it is not difficult to imagine his popularity and public support
of his fight against the government on the above issues. As such, Zen can be seen as providing
an effective frame to pursue human rights, democracy and religious freedom and to mobilize
the Hong Kong middle class and professionals to launch their demands.

The fourth issue concerns the role of the Hong Kong Catholic Church in the relationship
between the Vatican and the mainland Chinese government. Sino-Vatican diplomatic relations
were established in 1942 but were formally cut in 1951 with the expulsion of the papal nuncio
Archbishop Riberi (Chen & Jiang 2003: 162-276). Under communism and Mao Zedong’s
emphasis on class struggle, religion became part of the bourgeoise and thus was not tolerated.
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It was only after the Reform Policy of 1978 that religion began to reappear in China. However,
the Sino-Vatican relationship went on a roller-coaster ride.

In 1981, Cardinal Casaroli, then Secretary of State of the Vatican, made the first overture to
China, aiming at normalising Sino-Vatican relations. However, the Vatican’s unilateral
appointment of Bishop Dominic Deng Yiming in 1982 led to a temporary suspension of the
Sino-Vatican relationship (Leung 1992: 189-256; Tang 1991: 126-130).7 However, informal
contact between the Vatican and China was resumed shortly thereafter, and some progress was
made. In November 1987, Zhao Ziyang, then Secretary General of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), met Cardinal Sin of Manila in Beijing, and they agreed to hold talks to initiate a
formal Sino-Vatican negotiation.8 The meeting gave hope for heralding a new dawn in the
Sino-Vatican rapprochement. However, there remain major differences such as the
appointments of bishops and the relations between the official and underground Chinese
Catholics. Added to these two existing issues are Beijing’s demand for the transference of the
ecclesiastical administration to the civil authority and the demand that the Vatican refrain from
interfering with China’s internal politics. Above all, the Catholic-HKSAR government
relationship has brought international attention and impacted on the Sino-Vatican relationship.9

Throughout the years, Hong Kong has played a crucial role in the development of the
Catholic faith and Catholic churches on the mainland. Hong Kong’s efficient and effective
communication attracted overseas bridge-builders for meetings on coordination and the
exchange of views. The diocesan-sponsored Holy Spirit Study Centre provided excellent
services to overseas bridge-builders as its research section had a good collection of data on
religions in China for consultation. Its staff helped initial programmes in various ways,
including accompanying new workers for an initial trip to China and providing up-to-date
information through its quarterly publication Tripod. The Hong Kong dioceses’ traditional role
of a ‘bridge-building Church’ for the revival of the Chinese church won the approval and
appreciation of the Vatican.10

The bridging missions were aimed at the revival of the Chinese church and coincided with
the beginning of ‘openness’ in socio-economic policies in the modernisation programme of
Deng Xiaoping since 1979. The bridge-building mission mainly focused on supporting
churches, the training of priests, sisters and Catholic laity, sending religious literature and
teachers, and giving financial aids for church operation and church-related social service
projects. This assistance, which was extended both to the official and unofficial sectors of the
Church, has played a crucial role in the past two decades in the revival of Catholicism in
China.

The actual extent of the revival and development of the Chinese Church is reflected in
some basic statistics. Religious activities propagated very rapidly. In 1983 there were 300
Catholic churches in China, by 1987 the number had increased to 2,100; by 1992 to 3,900; by
1997, 5000; and 5,400 churches in 2004. The number of Catholic adherents was estimated to
have risen from 3.3 million in 1986 to over 10 million in 1992, and 12 million in 2004
(including both the official and underground churches). In 1997 there were 1,500 Catholic
priests. In 2004 there were 2,200 priests, three-quarters of whom were ordained in the past 12

8H=C E H ? ?GM CG . CG G 2HGA 4HGA 9 ? 0PI G CHG H KHM? M 8I =? ? CM? Q 4 G 0GA 4  ? K=? G 1CEE? 1 C ? P - M?K :GC ?K CMQ K? KH7 ? M
0 HHD .?GMK E MMI ? HHD=?GMK E IKH ? M =H EC GHMMCGA ?M CE =MCHG, H= /

.K? M? KH GHMMCGA HG   

.
HI

QK
CA

M
-

M?
K

:
GC

?K
CMQ

K?
-

EE
KCA

M
K?

?K
?



years (‘A Chronology of Catholic China’ 1993: 19; China Catholic Communication 1993: 10-
18; 1997: 10-18; 2000: 8-14, 18-20; 2004: 18-20).

In the same year of 2004, it was recorded that in the official sector there were one national
seminary, 6 regional seminaries and 7 provincial seminaries and 10 diocesan seminaries with
1,000 major seminarians and 600 minor seminarians in training. There were 10 training centres
for the underground sector with 800 seminarians (major and minor) in training. There were 40
novitiates for religious sisters, with 1,500 sisters in training in the official sector and 20 in the
underground sector for the training of 1,000 sisters (‘A Chronology of Catholic China’ 1993:
19; China Catholic Communication 1993: 10-18; 1997: 10-18; 2000: 8-14, 18-20; 2004: 18-
20). In 2004, there were 1,000 candidates in 19 seminaries and 5 pre-seminaries while there
were 800 in the 10 underground seminaries (China Catholic Communication 2004: 18-20). In
2004, there were 3,300 sisters with 40 convents in the open sector and 1,600 in 20 convents in
the underground sector of the Chinese church (most of them under the age of 35) (China
Catholic Communication 2004: 18-20).

The great expansion of churches and chapels as well as the increase of priests and sisters
reflect that this rapid expansion was the result of the bridge-builders who donated huge
amounts of money to build and restore churches nationwide, both in rural and urban settings,
responding to the needs of local Catholics who desperately needed pastoral care.

However, the revival of Catholic life did not go along with the state-Party’s policy, which
aimed at eliminating the religious influence in the socialist state (Ye 1996). One year before
Hong Kong‘s handover to China, Ye Xiaowen, head of the Religious Affairs Bureau of the
State Council of China, visited Hong Kong and indirectly warned Hong Kong Catholics that the
bridge-building should come to a halt after 1997. He argued that since the mainland did devise
the idea that Hong Kong should conform to the mainland’s religious policy, the Hong Kong
Catholics should not attempt to transplant its religious practice to the mainland. He frankly
reminded the Hong Kong Catholics that after the transfer to Chinese rule in 1997, they should
observe the principles of ‘mutual non-subordination, mutual non-interference and mutual
respect’ as stipulated in Article 148 of the Basic Law of Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region of PRC (Sunday Examiner 5 July 1996; China Message August 1996: 12-13). This
was the first official indication from the PRC to the HKSAR to refrain from their bridge-
building endeavour. Prior to that, many religious visitors to China informally got the same
message that requested Hong Kong Catholics to refrain from engaging in the bridge-building
mission.11

After Hong Kong’s transfer to Chinese rule, Bishop Joseph Zen, the coadjutor Bishop of
Hong Kong who had taught in mainland seminaries for the last ten years, was politely but
firmly refused to visit Chinese seminaries in February 199812. The clerics and laity leaders of
the Hong Kong Catholic Church under Zen’s leadership were not willing to yield to the
demands of the Chinese officials who indicated that Hong Kong should stop building bridges
with China after the handover on 1 July 1997.13 In other words, the Hong Kong Catholic
Church had a dual role to play: the bridge-building church for the revival of the Chinese
Church, a mission given to them by the Vatican, and the role of a local church to deal with the
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HKSAR government. Hong Kong with its international vision tried to embrace the dual
missions simultaneously under the leadership of Zen.

In the dispute between the Vatican and China on the canonisation of 120 saints in China
(October 2000), Zen not only openly criticised China’s grip on its Chinese bishops by forcing
them to follow the Party on this religious issue, but also revealed that he was asked by an
official from the Liaison Office in HKSAR to celebrate the canonisation modestly. Zen’s
message caused great alarm in Hong Kong society as the message from the Liaison Office was,
ipso facto, an interference with religious freedom in Hong Kong.14 Beijing’s continuous attack
on the Vatican during the whole week of celebrations for Canonisation Day through its
propaganda mechanism that condemned several saints as rapists and criminals was curtailed
by Zen’s open retort. With Zen’s message, public attention was diverted from the controversy
of canonisation to the infringement of religious freedom in Hong Kong.

The Vatican had one more reason for favouring Bishop Zen, and as a matter of fact, many
Catholic experts who know China and its church affairs do as well. In February 2002, there
were 51 experts of different nationalities invited by the Propaganda Department of the Vatican
to brief its new leaders on China affairs.

Among these 51 experts none stood up at the critical moment to speak for the Vatican on the
controversial canonisation of 120 saints in China, except Zen who was brave enough to defend
the Vatican’s position at his own expense. Above all, his defence was so successful that it put a
halt to Beijing’s continuous attack on the Vatican.

For the Vatican, the value of Bishop Zen of Hong Kong can be seen in Beijing’s suggestion
to remove him from Hong Kong in exchange for restarting the suspended Sino-Vatican
negotiation of 2001. The suggestion was made in 2002, when the campaign of anti-legislation
of Article 23 of the Basic Law was in full swing while Catholic opposition on education
reform had not yet been resolved. Although the Vatican had been anxious to normalise the Sino-
Vatican relations, it had to evaluate Beijing’s offer in the political context of the triangular
relations between Beijing, Hong Kong and the Vatican. Not only did Bishop Zen continue to
head the Catholic community in Hong Kong to fight for religious freedom and human rights, but
on 24 March 2006 he was also elevated to Cardinal of the Hong Kong Catholic Church and
became a close adviser of the Pope. The Vatican also did not entertain Zen’s removal from
Hong Kong as requested by the Chinese government.15

The current head of the State of Council of the Vatican Cardinal Sordano’s encouragement
by asking him to continue his endeavour to fight for freedom signified that he was needed by
the Vatican in Hong Kong and on mainland China. With Zen’s elevation to Cardinal, he became
one of the few Chinese advisers who really knew about China and who could influence the
Vatican on its Chinese policy with his expertise in China affairs. On 22 September 2006, Zen
met the Pope and suggested retiring from being the prelate of Hong Kong to concentrate on
Chinese affairs (South China Morning Post 22 September 2006). The Vatican appointed
Bishop John Tong to be his coadjutor to share his responsibility of the Hong Kong diocese,
while Zen continued to take care of the Chinese Catholic Church. However, the contributions
of Zen in defending the fundamental values of the Catholic Church gave the Vatican reason to
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entrust him with the duty to look after China affairs. The additional responsibility of being the
chief adviser on the Vatican’s Chinese Affairs allows Zen to fly between Hong Kong and Rome
more frequently than before. On Christmas Day 2008, Zen announced that he will be succeeded
by Bishop John Tong, who propagates a milder approach.16 Hong Kong’s church-state
relationship will turn a new page in the post-Zen era.

Discussion and Analysis

Having discussed the roles of the Catholic Church and to understand more fully the actions
taken by the Church and Cardinal Zen, it is imperative that we explore how the Catholic
Church framed its role.

The Catholic Church has its own teachings based on theology on the church and state
relationship to guide the church in its relation with the government and politics. Although the
church teachings do not directly refer to the ‘framing’ roles which is a technical term in social
sciences, they explain why the church engages in this role to stabilise or unstabilise the society.
These teachings are documented in the Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern
World of the Second Vatican Council (1963-65):

The role and competence of the Church being what it is, she must in no way be
confused with the political community, nor bound to any political system, for she is at
once a sign and a safeguard of the transcendence of the human person.
In their proper spheres, the political community and the Church are mutually
independent and self-governing. Yet by different title, each serves the personal and
social vocation of the same human beings.
The church, founded on the Redeemer’s love, contributes to the wider application of
justice and charity within and between nations. By preaching the truth of the gospel and
(…)she shows respect for political freedom and responsibility of citizens and fosters
these values. (Abbott 1966: 287-288)

A Catholic scholar argued that under the principle of separation of the church and state,
cooperation between the church and state is expected to serve the needs of the same people
who live under the reign of a political system and belong to the Church. In real life, the
Catholic Church should help human beings to live a life filled with morality and spirituality
and prepare them for the eternal life, while the government is expected to help people live a
decent life and to satisfy their basic needs to enable them to pursue a moral and spiritual life
(Li 1992: 85-86). It explains why the Catholic Church was prepared to play a ‘framing’ role to
work for social stability by cooperating with the Hong Kong government by providing
educational, social and medical services and responding to the people’s needs before Hong
Kong reverted to Chinese rule again. The Catholic role of framing for social stability became
possible when a mutual interest was found between the British government and the Catholic
Church.
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Such a role continued as Hong Kong returned to the mainland and became a special
administrative region. The HKSAR Catholic Church continued its role as a bridge to stimulate
the revival and growth of the Chinese Catholic Church although its role was met with much
obstruction by the Chinese government. However, despite this, churches have proliferated on
the mainland. As a result of this increase in church membership, the Chinese government may
have felt ill at ease. This explains why the Chinese government wanted to eliminate the
bridging efforts of the Catholic Church in HKSAR as it could nourish a possible frame to
challenge the Chinese rule as witnessed in the Falun Gong case.

Another framing role was created by Cardinal Zen when he appealed for support from his
members and the public at the time of the discussion of Article 23 of the Basic Law. He framed
the movement in the name of justice, charity, religious freedom and human rights. With this as a
guiding frame, his message appeals to all sectors of the Hong Kong population. The Church, by
giving the guiding principle as a moral leader, played a ‘framing’ role in the social movement
to annul the legislation. Most of the commentators stated that without Zen’s support, the legal
professionals would not have persisted in the struggle.17 A related issue is education reform
where again Bishop Zen defended the interest of the Church, and religious freedom in
education. In actively establishing a frame for social action and social movement, Cardinal Zen
was careful not to become politically involved. Hence, he refused to become involved in
political activities or join political parties. He argued that his framing role was not for
political reasons but for religious reasons and thus for the protection of basic Christian values
of human rights.

Notes

1    Frank Ching, “Scare Tactics”, Far Eastern Economic Review, May 1999: 18.
2    Ibid.
3    Cardinal Wu, “God is Love”. Pastoral letter issued on 30 May 1999, and reprinted in Kung Kao Po and Sunday Examiner

(Hong Kong) 6 June, 1999.
4    The telephone survey was done by the author in 1999.
5    Mission schools run by international specialists in education like Jesuits, La Salle Brothers, Canossian sisters, St. Paul Sisters

and Maryknoll Sisters who have been providing the best education in Hong Kong to date. The international horizon of those
foreign missionaries from the US and Europe as well as their global experience in education led them to view the mother
tongue teaching policy negatively.

6    The speech was in Chinese and translated into English by the author.
7    Cardinal Casaroli, the Vatican’s Secretary of State, went to Hong Kong to greet Bishop Deng Yiming who was released in

1981 after 22 years of imprisonment in China, as the first contact from the Vatican. The Pope during his Manila visit in
February 1981 made a very conciliatory speech to China to reinforce his intention to make contact with China. See ‘The
Pope speaks to Chinese Christians’, Sunday Examiner, 27 February 1981.

8    Revealed by Fr. Jose Calle, S.J., who accompanied Cardinal Sin in the latter’s meeting with Zhao Ziyang in November
1987.

9    Since 2002 within the church circle a rumour prevailed that Beijing suggested to the Vatican that the removal of Bishop
Joseph Zen of Hong Kong would be a sign of the Vatican toward China for resuming the Sino-Vatican negotiation which
came to a sudden halt in August 1999. This rumour was confirmed by Bishop Zen himself when the author interviewed him
in July 2004.

10  This was revealed by Cardinal Edward Cassidy, a retired Vatican official who was familiar with the church affairs in the
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Greater China Region. He was interviewed in May 2004, in Sydney, Australia, by the author.
11  I visited China with 12 religious sisters of the Sisters of the Precious Blood from 27 December 1996 to 3 January 1997, and

was told the same message by the Vice-President of the Chinese Patriotic Association.
12  The details of the issue were reported by Bishop Zen when he met this author in November 1998.
13  Religious officials from the Catholic Patriotic Association opined to various religious visitors to Beijing prior to and after the

Hong Kong handover that the Catholic Church of Hong Kong should stop ‘interfering’ in the Chinese Church.
14  I had a long discussion with Bishop Joseph Zen on this issue in November 2000 right after the canonisation.
15  I was informed by an informant who is close to the Vatican in September 2006.
16  Sunday Examiner, 15 February 2009.
17  Professor Sinn Elizabeth, the assistant director of the Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong, and other scholars

expressed this view in an international symposium in September 2002.
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