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Dibattito e conclusione 

The Life of Chinese Lay Christians after the Prohibition of the Rites   

Whereas the first discussions about the meaning, permission or prohibition of the Chinese Rites 

(veneration of the ancestors, cult of Confucius) took place among the missionaries of the Society of Je-

sus in China, the subject was discussed later among the orders and even among the European public. 

After the turn of the 18th century also the Chinese as such were involved. The Jesuits were asked to 

present testimonies about the meaning of the rites and terms from Chinese Christian scholars.  

 They even asked the Kangxi emperor for his testimony which he gave in 1700. At the same time 

also the idea to send a papal legate to China to solve the problems between the missionaries was put into 

action. After the delegation of Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon (1705–1710), however, the Kangxi 

emperor became aware about the different missionaries' attitudes towards the Chinese rites and terms 

and about their disharmony. His benevolent position changed more and more to suspicion about the Eu-

ropeans and their behaviour against China. Under his successors, the Yongzheng emperor, the situation 

became even worse, as shown by different edicts of banishment against the foreigners (1724 and 1732).  

 Whereas the missionaries in imperial service at court were permitted to stay, the others were expel-

led. As a consequence the Chinese Christians in the parishes of the countryside had to take special mea-

sures to survive. Besides Chinese priests they used forms which had already been introduced at the be-

ginning of the China mission, as lay confraternities with special forms of devotion. After the prohibi-

tions of Christianity as a heterodox religion other offices and organisations were added, as catechists, 

virgins, lays as heads of the parish, and so on. The description of such models of survival can be found 

in the famous Lettres édifiantes et curieuses, which were started in 1703, and even more in their German 

pendant, the so-called Der Neue Welt-Bott (since 1726). Both sources describe even more than the offi-

cial letters sent to the superiors in Rome about the daily life with its problems in rural parishes in China. 


