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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

On October 23, 1930 Chiang Kai-shek became a 

Christian. Shortly thereafter followed the Manchurian 

incident, propelling China and Chiang to the forefront 

of Asian, and often international affairs. For the 

next thirty years Chiang had to be considered in inter

national affairs, first as the most powerful and widely 

recognized leader on mainland China until the revolution 

in 1949, then as president of the Chinese on Taiwan, 

ready to strike back. 

After 1930, Christianity was to play a significant 

role in Chiang's affairs, both in his thoughts and actions. 

It is almost inconceivable, for instance, that Chiang would 

have relied so heavily on missionary support and advice in 

his rural reconstruction program, essential in discredit

ing communist reforms, had he not been a Christian himself. 

Yet Chiang's religion, of daily importance to himself, has 

been largely overlooked by historians. Most historians 

Japan's unprovoked occupation of Manchuria, 
September 18, 1931 



have discussed it only in connection with his second 

marriage to Soong Mei-ling in 1927 and in dealing with 

his kidnaping at Sian in 1936. This oversight might have 

resulted from a misunderstanding of Chiang's motivation. 

What observers have often taken for opportunism or des

potism was, to Chiang, a step toward achieving divine will 

Though divine will throughout history has been considered 

sufficient justification for almost any action, Chiang did 

not use his calling as a blanket justification. He was 

generally careful to align his actions v/ith the teachings 

of the Bible and with the general Christian thinking of 

the day. In this, he acknowledged his belief in God*s 

general revelation to mankind as well as God's special 

revelation to himself. 

Most people who came into contact with Chiang 

recognized that he was religious, though they seldom knew 

him well enough to understand the substance of his faith. 

Joseph Stilwell, later a bitter personal enemy of Chiang, 

mirrored both the recognition and the lack of understand

ing in 1942 V7hen he said that "he [Chiang] takes it 

[religion] seriously, whether it's sincere or not. Maybe 

he is fortifying his intuition by communing with his 

maker." 

^Theodore H. White, ed., The Stilwell Papers (New 
York: William Sloane Associates, Inc., 1948), pp. 132-133 



Neither enemy nor friend found it easy to 

understand Chiang's religion. Just as every believer's 

relationship with God is molded by countless unique cir

cumstantial and psychological factors, so was Chiang's. 

His spiritual actions, largely private in character, were 

nevertheless open to the scrutiny of the world. Each 

observer measured Chiang against his own standard of 

orthodoxy. Thus, we find a remarkable diversity of opin

ion concerning Chiang's religious character during these 

thirty years. He was found to be "admirably equipped to 

3 
foment intrigue," yet held in esteem "primarily on moral 

4 
grounds." Chiang was derided for thinking he was "the 

5 

Lord Incarnate," while at the same time he publicly pro

claimed he was the servant of Jesus Christ. 

In the midst of this controversy, however, there 

did run a thread of orthodox and uniform religion to which 

Chiang was extremely faithful. Protestant Christianity 

of America was its foundation, but Chiang's religion was 

3 
Te-kong Tong and Tsung-jen Li, The Memoirs of Li 

Tsung-jen (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1979), p. 
552. 

John Leighton Stuart, Fifty Years in China (New 
York: Random House, 1954), p. 119. 

5 
White, The Stilwell Papers, p. 225. Comment was 

made in 1943. 

^"The Spirit of Christian Soldiers," Christian 
Century, 15 March 1944, pp. 331-332. 



more than that. His religion evolved from a sense of 

destiny, from his belief that he was God's chosen man to 

7 
unify China. His belief in this regard was not unlike 

Paul's, a call in which ordinary conventions were dis-
g 

regarded in fulfillment of divine prerogative. 

The evolutionary process of Chiang's religious 
9 

thought was eclectic, typically Chinese. The major 

differences between Chiang and his contemporaries was in 

his incorporation of various elements of a foreign reli

gion, Christianity. Chiang's religion thus turned out to 

be a synthesis of both Eastern and Western thought. 

He had learned many Christian attributes long 

before his introduction to Christianity. The ascetic in

fluences of his Buddhist mother and his classical Confucian 

education are notable. Much of these philosophies are 

perfectly compatible with Christianity. These influences 

v/ere later influential in Chiang's reeeptiveness to the 

Christian gospel. In addition, Chiang recognized the 

Sir Meyrick Hewlett, Forty Years in China 
(London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1943), p. 225; Robert 
Payne, Chiang Kai-shek (New York: Weybright and Talley, 
1969), p. 137. 

^See Ro. 1:1, 11:13; I Co. 9:1; xMerril F. Ungers 
discussion of "Apostle," (Christian), Merril F. Unger, 
Unger's Bible Dictionary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1966), 
pp. 72-73. Compare Paul's claim to apostleship with the 
original qualifications set forth in Ac. 1:21-22. 

^Hollington K. Tong, ed., China Handbook, 1937-
1943 (New York: Macmillan Co., 1943), p. 26. 



strength of Western institutions in sharp contrast to the 

weakness of those in China. The leading military powers 

of the day had all adopted VJestern technology and had 

thereby become successful. As Chiang was first and fore

most a military man, this had a great influence on his 

conception of what ideas really supported a militarily 

powerful nation. To him, the most progressive men in 

China were Dr. Sun Yat-sen and his associates, and they 

were heavily influenced by Western political and economic 

principles. Through such vicarious associations with the 

West, Chiang later moved closer to formal adoption of 

Christianity. 

When I speak of Chiang's religion after 1930 I am 

primarily speaking of Christianity, and will examine his 

religious behavior on the basis of commonly accepted tenets 

of the Christian faith. These he professed not only col

lectively as "Christianity," but individually through 

specific points of doctrine. I will also examine Chiang's 

faith in terms of Paul Tillich's definition of faith, 

one's "ultimate concern," central to and involving all 

aspects of one's personality. By adopting this broader 

view, one v/ill find it easier to understand the nature of 

the particular system which he had developed to embody his 

•^^Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1957), pp. 1-5. 



ultimate concern, a system Christian in form and substance, 

yet distinctly mixed in shading, drawing from both Asian 

and Western influences. 

An examination of anyone's religious life is 

bound to be difficult. In religion one searches for the 

unattainable ideal. The resulting failures are often 

rationalized by the person in question, seeking justifica

tion for the actions that led to those failures. This 

rationalization makes the fact of the moment difficult to 

determine. For example, the controversy over Cromwell's 

motives at Drogheda still persists after 330 years. 

Though the controversy has never been resolved, it does 

not mean that historians have not been able to draw a 

substantially accurate picture of Cromwell's religious 

life. A detailed description of Chiang, as well as a 

substantially accurate one can be developed, especially 

after his conversion to Christianity in 1930. The sources, 

both favoring and discrediting Chiang, are significantly 

greater in amount. During much of this period Chiang, 

as the head of China, was constantly in the news. This 

resulted in a great deal of scholarly and popular 

See various accounts of Drogheda in the follow
ing: Edward, Earl of Clarendon, The History of the 
Rebellion; Christopher Hill, God's Englishman; Antonia 
Eraser, Cromwell: Our Chief of Men; and Seamus Macmanus, 
The Story of the Irish Race. 



investigation, and a spate of news and magazine articles, 

propoganda sheets, and books. Chiang also met regularly 

with both political and religious leaders. Naturally, 

each viewed Chiang subjectively. But this could be an 

advantage to the researcher, for it provides a spectrum 

from which to select and examine comments and claims 

regarding Chiang's religious life and character. In 

addition to the evidence Chiang himself provided, both 

conscious and unconscious, I have heavily relied on the 

testimony of those who came into ctDntact with him. Some 

of them only met him on occasion; others worked with him 

regularly. Yet each of them formed an opinion of Chiang 

and his religion. Most of these commentators were well-

known. Therefore, their biases tov/ard Chiang are 

generally evident. 

Because no one writer has concentrated on Chiang's 

faith, most sources provided only small bits of informa

tion on the subject. Most books and articles on Chiang 

were generally concerned with established historical 

facts, source materials, or chronology. One exception 

is Pinchon P. Y. Loh's book. The Early Chiang Kai-shek. 

Loh has analyzed Chiang's actions and writings with a 

psychological emphasis for the period 1887-1924. Though 

this period is outside the scope of this study. The Early 

Chiang Kai-shek was extremely helpful in tracing the 

development of mental and spiritual attitudes which were 
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firmly established in Chiang by the time of his conversion. 

To my knowledge, this is the only book that deals centrally 

with Chiang's thinking and the workings of his mind. Thus, 

I have found it particularly useful in developing a method

ology for use in examining Chiang's faith. From this 

study I intend to unravel the unique religious character 

of Chiang Kai-shek. 



CHAPTER II 

RELIGIOUS INFLUENCES PRIOR TO CHRISTIANITY 

A. Buddhist influence. 

Chiang Kai-shek was surrounded by active religion 

from the time of his birth in rural Chekiang on October 

31, 1887. Though we know little about his father's in

fluence in religious matters, we do know that Chiang's 

mother was the great moving force behind his inquiries 

into the benefits of the traditional religions of China. 

After Chiang's father died in 18 95, this influence became 

even more pervasive. 

Chiang's mother, Ts'ai-yu, was a devout Mahayana 

Buddhist, careful to explain Buddhism to her children. 

Not only was she a teacher of Buddhist thought, but a 

faithful follower as well. Her house was run strictly 

and frugally, always with an eye toward the religious 

aspects of life. This atmosphere was strengthened by the 

presence of Chiang's m.aternal grandmother, with whom Chiang 

often lived while away at school. Remembering his grand

mother in 1932, Chiang wrote that "few indeed instruct 

their child or grandchild to be virtuous and righteous 

and encourage him to serve humanity in general, as did my 
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12 
grandmother." Though the religious principle of serving 

humanity is found in both Buddhist and Christian theology, 

the evidence suggests that Chiang took such encouragement 

to heart at an early age, long before V7estern religion 

became a factor in his life. 

Even before his introduction to Christianity, 

Chiang had envisioned himself as a man who could serve 

millions and thereby save them. According to Comrade 

Stepanoff, an advisor under Mikhail Borodin, Chiang was 

not greedy in his desires. Speaking to a meeting of the 

Russian Communist Party and the Cantonese communist group 

in April 1926, Stepanoff said. 

He [Chiang] longs to become a hero in the eyes of all 
China. . . . He wants for his purposes, power and 
money. I emphasize, as having observed it myself, 
that he wants money not to enrich himself, but to 
effect some grand liberal gesture. 1-3 

This testimony is even more significant in that it came 

at a time when the Russian communists were trying to 

evaluate Chiang objectively and his future malleability 

in light of the goals of his Kuomintang party. The evi

dence presented above suggests that Chiang took seriously 

many principles of life taught by his mother and grand-

m.other. 

•'-̂ S. I. Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek 
(London: Peter Davies, 1948), p. 11. 

""•"̂J. O. P. Bland, "The Chinese Mind," Atlantic 
Monthly, October 1934, p. 472. 
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In daily life, Chiang's mother V7as a strong example 

of devotion to religious principle, a practicing vegetarian 

who shunned luxury, though her family v/as far from poor. 

She wore no silk, and taught Chiang to enjoy manual labor 

when he was away from school. According to one of Chiang's 

biographers, "they [Chiang and his mother] enjoyed their 

manual labor, wearing coarse dress and eating coarse food 

14 

without feeling the least discomfort." Although it is 

difficult to know exactly how Chiang felt about his 

mother's example, it is well-known that he honored his 

mother highly and determined to be a good son. The aus

terity and discipline that Ts'ai-yu had taught her son 

were to be important contributing factors in the develop

ment of Chiang's religious beliefs. 

While not working at her loom, Ts'ai-yu would 

read Buddhist sutras. Chiang remembered her teachings 

and later incorporated some of them into his own thinking, 

though he never embraced Buddhism as a religious system. 

In a memoir to his mother written soon after her death in 

June 1921, Chiang noted the influence of her Buddhist 

thought and mentioned a number of specific sutras which 

she had explained to him, including the Suramgama, the 

Vimalakirti-Nirdesa, the Vajracchedika-Pranapaparamita, 

14 Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 40. 
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and the Avalokitesvara. Of the writings mentioned, the 

Suramgama Sutra, according to Lin Yu-tang, is perhaps the 

most representative of the Mahayana school of Buddhism in 

which Chiang was instructed."''^ 

The Suram.gama Sutra emphasized self-discipline, 

especially necessary in resisting worldly tem.ptations. "̂^ 

In this Chiang was later to become famous. But it was 

not until after his marriage to Soong Mei-ling and his 

conversion to Christianity that this sort of self-control 

would become consistently evident. Chiang learned the 

discipline and devotion to principle fundamental to the 

practice of Buddhism, but he did not direct himself toward 

the eightfold path of salvation taught by Buddhism. As 

Chiang himself explained in the memoir dedicated to his 

deceased mother, he was not committed to Buddhism. 

According to Chiang, he had "only dabbled a little in the 

philosophy of nature" by 1921 at the death of the chief 

protagonist of Buddhism in his life. He felt no compul

sion to accept Buddhism in its entirety. The teachings 

of the Suramgama and the Vajracchedika-Pranaparamita sutras 

which had led his mother to eat no meat and to wear no silk. 

1 c 

Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 25. 

Lin Yu-tang, ed., The Wisdom of China and India 
(New York: Random House, Inc., 1942), p. 492. 

1 7 
Lin, The Wisdom of India and China, p. 542. 
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for instance, held no sway on him.^^ Chiang, always con

cerned with being an obedient son, was able to fulfill his 

filial piety by devoting himself to his mother, but not 

necessarily to her religion. 

The effect of the Buddhist religion in Chiang's 

life had been relatively small. Some years after the 

death of his mother, however, he became more interested 

in formal religion. But by then he was surrounded by a 

new group of Chinese, many of whom were immersed in Western 

ideas and institutions. Though Chiang was never again to 

be closely associated with Buddhist thought, he did retain 

the attributes of austerity and self-discipline. These 

were to have a marked effect later in Chiang's formulation 

of Christian reasoning after his conversion in 1930. More 

immediately, these Buddhist principles which he had learned 

from his youth were to influence his perspective of Con

fucianism, the ancient learning tool of China. 

B. Confucian influence. 

Chiang began his classical education in 1892. By 

the age of nine he had read the four Confucian classics: 

18 
A. F. Price and V7ong Mou-lam, trans.. The Dia

mond Sutra and the Sutra of Hui Neng (Berkeley, California: 
Shambhala Publications, Inc., 1969), p. 26; Lin, The Wis
dom of India and China, pp. 544-545. As an example of the 
teachings: "Pure and earnest bhikshus (religious devo
tees), if they are true and sincere, will never wear 
clothing made of silk, nor wear boots made of leather 
because it involves the taking of life." 
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The Great Learning, The Middle Way, The Analects, and The 

c • 19 
baymqs. Encouraged by his mother, he had studied these 

writings which were the standard education of the day. 

It was characteristic for Chinese to adopt the 

best from each religion and philosophy in the development 

of their own attitude toward the meaning of life; neither 

Chiang nor his mother was unusual in this respect. The 

final synthesis was then left to each individual. Thus, 

it was not unusual for Chiang to devote himself to Confu

cian philosophy rather than Buddhist religion, even though 

he continued to be influenced by various Buddhist teachings 

Until about 1903 Chiang continued to receive a 

standard classical education, completing the five Confucian 

20 canons in addition to the four books. It was during 

this period that Chiang came to appreciate the activities 

of his maternal grandfather, Wang P'iu Chai. According 

to Chiang, his grandfather was an expert in the classics, 

especially the Book of Odes and the Book of Rites. This 

must have impressed Chiang, for he v/as then studying those 

very books and often quoted from, them later in his public 

career. Although Wang was rich, he had lived a diligent 

19 
Brian Crozier, The Man Who Lost China (New York: 

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1976), p. 33. 
^^Book of Odes, Book of Ancient History, Book of 

Changes, Book of Rites, and the Spring and Autumn 
Chronicles. 
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and frugal life, raising his children on strict principles 

of propriety, righteousness, purity, and honesty. Though 

Chiang continued to receive Buddhist instruction at home 

through his mother and grandmother, he became inclined to 

identify himself with the "this-worldly" philosophy of 

Confucianism, despite the fact that the "other-worldly" 

deism of Buddhism upheld similar principles of life such 
r 

as diligence, discipline, and austerity. Even before his 

maternal grandmother's death in 1905, Chiang had discovered 

his spiritual foundation in Confucianism. While on school 

holidays Chiang remembered listening to his grandmother 
22 

recite Buddhist sutras while he read Confucian classics. 

In 1904 Chiang's education diverged from the clas

sical standard. It was in that year that he v/ent to study 

under Ku Ching-lien at the Pavilion of Literature in 

Fenghua, Chekiang. Though Chiang continued to study clas

sical literature, Ku guided him toward an austere form of 

Confucianism. The School of Confucian scholars of the 

Sung Dynasty (960-1126 A.D.) was headed by Chu Hsi, who 

stressed the importance of moral endeavor, self-denial, 

23 and self-discipline. Though these attributes were 

^Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 13. 

^^Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 10. 

^"^Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 35. 
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taught in Buddhism, when taught with a Confucian framework 

they were not accompanied by restrictions on harmful ac

tion. The freedom to act became increasingly important 

to Chiang, for in addition to his regular classical educa

tion he began receiving lessons from Ku in current affairs, 

primarily the activities of Sun Yat-sen and his national

istic movement. The study of current affairs heightened 

Chiang's awareness of the revolutionary fervor which had 

been brewing in China since the Taiping Rebellion of 1850-

1864. It also contributed to his eventual decision to 

seek a military career. 

When Chiang went to Japan in 1907 to attend a 

Japanese military academy, he had been given a full clas

sical Chinese education, a substantial amount of Buddhist 

instruction at home, and tutoring on current Asian politics 

by Ku Ching-lien, who in turn had encouraged him to study 

abroad to increase his political understanding. At first 

reading this seems much more a philosophical education than 

a religious one. Chiang was more interested in the secular 

aspects of both Buddhism and Confucianism, playing down 

the religious elements in both. Yet three important 

factors which would influence Chiang's religious life soon 

emerged. By 1907 Chiang had developed a profound respect 

for ancient China. He came to view the Confucian writings 

and classics as a morally comprehensive means of attaining 

his ultimate goals. At the same time he altogether 
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rejected Buddhism as a religion, deciding to refrain from 

the study of man and his relationship to the universe. 

This humanistic approach to the philosophy of life was 
O A 

evidence of his dedication to Confucian philosophy. 

Less directly related to religion, Chiang had been devel

oping a liberal, action-oriented philosophy of politics. 

But this political philosophy was to become important in 

guiding Chiang and his associations during the next twenty 

years. Chiang embraced both V7estern political and religi

ous conventions, for they too were action-oriented. The 

religious characteristics he had developed by 1907, 

ironically, were more Western than Chinese, though they 

had been drawn from Buddhist and Confucian teachings. As 

Chiang learned more about Japan and the West, he was will

ing to examine systems of life other than those of China. 

It was in Tokyo in 1907 that he encountered his first 

major non-Chinese code of life. 

O A 

^Analects 11:11—"Tzu-lu asked how one should 
serve ghosts and spirits. The Master said. Till you have 
learnt to serve men, how can you serve ghosts? Tzu-lu 
then ventured upon a question about the dead. The Master 
said. Till you know about the living, how are you to know 
about the dead?" See also Analects 6:20. For a further 
explanation of Confucian attitudes toward the spirit 
world, see Herbert Fingarette, Confucius--The Secular 
as Sacred (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1972), 
chapter 1. 
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C. Japanese influence. 

After Japan's defeat of Russia in 1905, the con

cept of "bushido" (Way of the Warrior) assumed a profound 

significance in Chiang's life.^^ That an Asian nation 

could defeat a major European power seemed incredible to 

Chiang. He believed the chivalric warrior code of feudal 

Japan, emphasizing personal loyalty, courage, sincerity, 

and ascetism, had led to the development of a national

istic spirit among the Japanese. These qualities were 

merely extensions and elaborations of the diligence, 

discipline, and austerity that Chiang had learned from 

his youth through Buddhist and Confucian writings. In 

fact, "bushido" was based on the principles of Zen Buddhism, 

though it was primarily a secular code. 

After being rejected first in 1905, Chiang was 

finally admitted to the Preparatory Military Academty in 

Tokyo in 1907. There he was able to personally examine 

Japanese military strength. It was there that he fully 

realized how weak China had been, not only militarily but 

morally as well. 

From 1907-1911 Chiang was being trained for a 

military and revolutionary career. Other than 

25 
James C. Thomson, Jr., While China Faced West, 

American Reformers in Nationalist China, 1928-1937 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1969), p. 12. 
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revolutionary works, Chiang did little reading. He joined 

the Sun Yat-sen Revolutionary Society, and stayed busy in 

its activities. In Japan he met Ch'en Ch'i-mei, twenty-

one years his senior, who later became one of his closest 

friends and patrons. Through Ch'en's influence, China's 

revolution became Chiang's life. He was little interested 

in religion. Yet as Chiang embarked upon the actual work 

of the revolution, moral and ethical problems presented 

themselves. Rather than ignore the problems, Chiang dealt 

with them in his own mind, for he needed a sense of order 

in his life. In his early revolutionary years, Chiang 

sought primarily philosophical answers. As these answers 

proved to be incomplete, his search focused on religion. 

In 1911 Chiang gained his first battle experience 

in the initial stages of the republican revolution, cap

turing the governor of Chekiang province. To successfully 

attack and enter the heavily fortified hotel in which the 

governor was staying, Chiang had to rely on tactics con

trary to the military principles taught by classical 

2 6 
Chinese strategists. Thus, Chiang left the realm of 

the theorist for that of the practitioner. Chiang re

treated from the ideals that he had studied and relied 

upon in the development of his political thinking. In 

later years more noticeable inconsistencies led many to 

Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 67. 
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accuse Chiang of blatant opportunism, especially in the 

area of religion. Yet in his attitudes and writings one 

can see how Chiang gradually developed a defense for his 

actions. At various times his justification was based on 

differing ideologies, but it was always notable thereafter 

in Chiang's career. 

The beginning of the Chinese revolution was the 

beginning of a lifetime of war and revolution for Chiang, 

thus altering the rules of normal peacetime devotion to 

classical Confucian principles he still theoretically 

espoused. In public life, Chiang saw himself above the 

standards of morality imposed by the various Buddhist and 

Confucian schools of thought. As a revolutionary soldier 

he could not be bound by traditional forms meant for tra

ditional circumstances. "Bushido" had a significant impact 

on Chiang's reasoning, offering him a philosophical alter

native, based on military action, which could produce re

sults. Japan had proven that the spirit of "bushido" had 

worked for warriors; it had worked against China in 1894-

95, and again against Russia in 1904-05. The Way of the 

Warrior was a system in which Chiang could find justifi

cation for his moral inconsistencies, so long as he was 

a soldier who received no personal gain or comfort 

through his actions. Through this v/arrior code of 



21 

conduct Chiang could justify political assassinations and 

armed robberies for the sake of the revolution.^^ 

D. Chiang's religious synthesis, 1914-1921. 

By 1914 Chiang was familiar with the three philos

ophies of life which were most directly involved in molding 

his religious thought. Thereafter it was a matter of 

choosing the most beneficial elements of each. Chiang 

returned to Japan from China in 1914 and there began to 

carefully examine his moral conduct, keeping a diary with 

2 8 

a record of his mistakes. This diary was probably the 

beginning of his sincere religious search, for it embodied 

the recognition that something was lacking in his life. 

He continued his military studies, but once again began 

to read Chinese philosophical classics. It seems that 

during the next five or six years Chiang turned toward a 

more encompassing philosophy of life. He sought a phi

losophy that could offer satisfactory reasons for his 

becoming the kind of man that the revolution would demand. 

In his search Chiang turned to the idealist school of neo-

Confucianism, basing many of his conclusions about life on 

the interpretations of Mencius. In the introduction to 

2 7 
Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 26-27; 

Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 44; Thomson, While 
China Faced West, p. 153. 

^^Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 82. 
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Chiang's collected essays from the Voice of the Army,^^ 

he referred to a saying by Mencius that reflected the 

importance he attached to having a system of morality. 

If, on self-examination, I find that I am not upright, 
shall I not be in fear even of a poor man in his loose 
garments of haircloth? If, on self-examination, I 
find that I am upright, I will go forward against 
thousands and tens of thousands.30 

VJithin this framework, so long as Chiang remained "upright" 

he could press on against tremendous odds. Because he 

felt that he had tremendous odds to press against, this 

encouraged him to remain upright. For he was not only 

pressing against the enemies of the Republic, but against 

many of the friends and sponsors as well. 

The period 1911-1921 v/as characterized by repeated 

ups and downs in Chiang's spiritual life, a period in which 

he was often "unable to exercise rational control of his 

31 behavior in moments of stress." He was often impatient, 

32 

uncompromising, impulsive, and ill-tempered. Chiang 

realized that these personal problems could be devastating 

to his career, so he was anxious to resolve them. 

2 9 
The revolutionary magazine which Chiang pub

lished in Tokyo during 1912 and 1913, and to which he 
regularly contributed. 

^^Hollington K. Tong, Chiang Kai-shek, Soldier 
and Statesman, 2 vols. (London: Hurst and Blackett, 
1938), 1: 27. 

•̂'"Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 50-51. 

^^Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 32. 
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Accordingly, by 1918 Chiang had taken steps to increase 

his understanding of the "uprightness" which xMencius had 

spoken of in his writings. Pinchon P. Y. Loh, psychological 

biographer of Chiang's early years, gives a good account 

of Chiang's thinking at the time. 

In 1918 his meditations, influenced as they were by 
the notions and concepts he had acquired from Mencius, 

^the Great Learning, and the Idealist school of Neo-
Confuci,anism, showed a marked proclivity toward 
transcendance in interpersonal relationships, self-
reliance in the pursuit of a life purpose, and intro
version in character cultivation. . . . By 1919 he was 
of the belief that his self-rectification should go 
beyond the negative concepts of 'remorse' and instead 
stress the values of serenity (ching), attentiveness 
(ching) , tranquility (tan) , and constancy (î ).33 

Later Chiang v/ould be noted for tranquility and constancy 

in his Christian life, but in 1919 he was only beginning 

to incorporate them into his life. 

Chiang's attitude caused continual tension and 

quarrelling between himself and other revolutionaries. He 

continued to be highly idealistic and unwilling to allow 

opinions contrary to his ov/n. The problems caused by 

Chiang's attitude came to a head in the fall of 1920 over 

the role of the Hakka general, Ch'en Chiung-ming, in the 

Kwangtung military operations. When Ch'en failed to follow 

Chiang's advice, Chiang became extremely upset, threatening 

to resign his post. In November 1920 Sun Yat-sen chided 

him for his fiery temper and his excessive hatred of 

O "3 

Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 59. 
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mediocrity, adding, "you should sacrifice your high ideals 
O A 

a little and try to compromise." Though Chiang consid

ered Sun's advice for several days, he decided to retire 

anyway, assured that he was right. This extreme devotion 

to ideals would later become prominent in Chiang's reli

gious life. But in religious life, just as in secular 

life, Chiang's understanding of the ideals was always the 

basis for his devotion. 

One can trace the continuing development of 

Chiang's increasing confidence in the merit of his own 

opinions in an exchange of letters between himself and 

Tai Chi-t'ao. After an explosive argument over Chiang's 

resignation, Chiang wrote to his old Chekiang friend, 

I have a bad temper and am unusually lacking in good 
m.anners. As I have lately been taken so much advan
tage of and suffered so much at the hands of others, 
I became unconsciously crude the other day, bursting 
out all at once. . . . I know myself that I have been 
ridiculous.35 

In his letter, Chiang was willing to admit that 

his personal behavior was less than exemplary. But no

where did he admit that his opinion in the matter, the 

original cause of the problem, was wrong. He even justi

fied his rude behavior by informing Tai that he had been 

taken advantage of. Thereby Chiang implied that v/hen he 

Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 116. 

35 
Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 37-38. 
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was reasonable, as others urged him to be, his right 

opinions were disregarded. 

Tai then tried to persuade Chiang to reconsider 

his actions by holding Sun forth as an example. Chiang's 

rejoinder indicates the confidence he placed in his own 

decisions. 

In Kwangtung province there is a peculiar atmosphere, 
and a man like Mr. Sun, who treats people with sin
cerity, is not to be found. The complications of the 
situation there, my Elder Brother, you could not 
totally comprehend.37 

Chiang's resort to special pleading in calling on 

Tai to recognize the incomprehensibility of the situation 

to the layman v/as common in Chiang's future attitudes 

toward others. It is notable that he even included Sun 

in the ranks of those to whom the situation was so easily 

miisunderstood. Though he admired Sun, Chiang was in his 

own mind justified in his opinions because of the extraor

dinary situation in Kwangtung. He felt that he was the 

only person who understood the political situation, and 

therefore only he could make correct military and polit

ical judgments in the area. This attitude carried over 

into his religious behavior. Not only did he plead that 

the military and political climate had been altered by 

the extraordinary circumstances, but that the spiritual 

Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 39-41. 

Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 42-45. 
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atmosphere had been changed as well. As long as he could 

resolve the moral problems raised by the unusual circum

stances to his ov/n satisfaction, Chiang was content, and 

cared little for the opinions of others. 

When Chiang's mother died on June 14, 1921, he went 

home to make the funeral arrangements. In spite of his 

military obligations, he remained there a great deal of 

the time until November when she was buried. Her death 

troubled Chiang spiritually, causing him to reflect upon 

his own life and his purpose in it. He built his mother 

a Buddhist monastery at her death and continued to offer 

38 
religious ceremony to her. But his ceremonial offerings 

were those of Confucian convention. There seemed to be no 

attempt by Chiang to reexamine his mother's religious 

teachings in light of her death. According to Loh, " . . . 

by 1921 he began to find the quintessence of life's purpose 

summed up in the traditional teachings of China's ancient 

39 
past, a purpose mirrored in the life of Tseng Kuo-fan." 

Prompted by his mother's death, Chiang drew his 

spiritual resources together. He realized his shortcomings 

and was quick to admit them. As he worked to improve his 

character and his moral "uprightness," he became increas

ingly convinced that he was a man of destiny, and that no 

•^^"Couple of the Year," Time, 3 January 1938, p. 14. 

39 Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 52. 
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matter how difficult or unpopular his decision might be, 

he was bound to carry them out. He felt that he would 

gain guidance from his destiny and strength from his 

righteousness. By 1921, Chiang was firmly convinced that 

he had a destined role in China that he must fulfill, and 

that he would be given the strength to fulfill his mission 

so long as he remained true to his Chinese philosophical 

heritage. In 1921 he wrote in his diary that, 

the only way to avoid confusion of the heart is to 
conduct affairs according to (regulated) procedure and 
to engage in reading in (regulated) sequence. . . . 
With an expansive and illumined mind, a firm and cou
rageous spirit, I will cultivate a glorious stature so 
as to become illustrious throughout the world. It is 
evident what will ensue therefrom.40 

According to Loh, by this time the essential Chiang had 

begun to emerge, and his actions thereafter could "be 

regarded as the fulfillment of a fixed purpose in accord-

41 
ance with a regulated procedure." 

Chiang's purpose of unifying China remained the 

same throughout his life. This goal transcended his 

religious thinking, for he sensed that it was a part of 

his destiny, no matter what means were involved in attain

ing it. Undoubtedly, at the time Chiang wrote the above 

in his diary, mentioning "regulated procedure" and "read

ing in regulated sequence," he was referring to the 

Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 62. 

41 Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 62. 



28 

Confucian system and writing. Yet once he embraced 

Christianity, he was no less diligent in his regulated 

conduct according to Christian doctrine and in his regular 

reading from the Bible and other Christian literature. 

The essential Chiang that had emerged by 1921, almost 

exclusively from contact with Asian doctrines and influ

ences, was to have an important bearing on his religious 

character after his conversion to Christianity in 1930. 

Chiang v/as to understand Christianity in light of the 

problems in China. 



CHAPTER III 

APPROACHES TO THE VJES' 

Chiang had had few contacts with Christianity 

before his marriage to Soong Mei-ling in 1927. But he 

did have some knowledge of Western thought. Though he 

was never strongly pro-western, Chiang recognized the 

advantages to China of certain Western hallmarks such as 

technological modernity. With the belief that the West 

did have something to offer technologically, Chiang was 

willing to examine Western thought in other areas. This 

openness led him to a serious examination of communism, 

and later, Christianity. His experience with each of 

these philosophies of life was to permanently alter his 

religious beliefs. 

A. The Taiping Rebellion and Western modernity. 

Before Chiang was twenty he had learned something 

of Taiping ideology. He had become interested primarily 

because of the sayings and deeds of his grandfather. VJang 

V, -. 4 2 
had been a Taiping sympathizer, if not actually a rebel. 

But the connection between Chiang and Taiping thought can 

42 
Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 15 

29 



30 

be misleading. Though Taiping ideology was based on the 

Bible and Christian principles, there is no evidence to 

suggest that Chiang was religiously influenced. Rather, 

he was attracted by the ethnic issue involved. Commenting 

on the Taiping rebels some years later, Chiang said, 

. . . . in the past our forefathers Hung and Yang rose 
in the southeast to overthrow the Ch'ing (Manchu) dy
nasty; though they failed and were defeated, their 
ethnic consciousness has flourished and becam.e a great 
moment in our history.4 3 

In fact, Chiang later idolized Tseng Kuo-fan, the Chinese 

scholar-general who quashed the Taiping Rebellion. 

Through his study of the various writings of Tseng 

Kuo-fan, Chiang began to refine his military thinking, 

realizing that in rebellion both martial and diplomatic 

arts must be mastered. Though Chiang was sympathetic to 

the anti-foreign militancy of the Taipings, he also be

lieved they had accomplished little. Tseng's advocacy of 

Chinese modernization during the last half of the nine

teenth century impressed Chiang, for he recognized how 

their lack of modernization in the twentieth century had 

reduced China's standing in the world. 

Perhaps Chiang's most basic and positive approach 

to the West prior to his association with Christianity was 

his interest in Western modernity. This interest was 

Vincent Y. C. Shih, The Taiping Ideology 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1967), p. 
495. 
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developed primarily from his study, not his acquaintances. 

In addition to the warrior spirit he admired among the 

Japanese, Chiang recognized the importance of their modern

ization during the Meiji period. Japan might have defeated 

China without modernization, but never Russia. Though he 

could appreciate the ethnic protest couched within the 

Taiping Rebellion, he deplored the Taiping's narrow view 

of China in the modern world community. Believing that it 

was important to learn modern techniques, Chiang studied 

German, thinking that he might further his military educa

tion in Germany. He also studied English and Russian, and 

44 even recommended that his son study English. But it was 

Chiang's study of Tseng Kuo-fan that provided the basis 

for his belief in the advancements of the V7est. In Tseng 

he could see not only an accomplished soldier, but a first-

rate scholar as well. Since Chiang was a soldier, tradi

tionally scorned in Confucian society, he sought assurance 

that the soldier's work was necessary in those extraor

dinary times, and that it could not only be justified, but 

honored as well. 

These traces of Western influence in Chiang's life 

were almost altogether of a practical and temporal nature. 

Therefore they had little bearing on his religious life 

except as they helped Chiang to see beyond the life and 

Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 4. 
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traditions of China. His recognition of the beneficience 

of Western technology and military thought enabled Chiang 

to justify at least a reasonable examination of other 

aspects of Western life. Some he accepted. Others, such 

as communism, he rejected. This degree of open-mindedness, 

while not essential, did make Chiang's formal acceptance 

of Christianity easier. 

B. Soviet Russian influence. 

After 1922 Chiang's influence in the Chinese 

government rose considerably. His display of loyalty to 

Sun during Ch'en Chiung-ming's rebellion left no doubt in 

45 Sun's mind as to Chiang's dedication to the revolution. 

With his promotion, Chiang began to deal in political as 

well as military affairs, and through this promotion en

countered Soviet Russia for the first time. 

The disagreement between Chiang and Sun over the 

role of Soviet Russia in the Chinese revolution was to 

have a direct influence on Chiang's religious life. His 

distrust and eventual hatred of communism led not only to 

disagreements with Sun, but also to a search for every 

available resource in combating godless communism. Along 

with the distinctively puritan virtues derived from his 

study of East Asian philosophies, Chiang's hatred of 

"^^Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 56. 
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communism was just one more step toward the militant 

Christianity he would embrace in 1930. 

Chiang's problems were not with Sun's Three Prin

ciples of the People, but with his method of implementing 

them in China. According to Paul Linebarger, Sun's Three 

Principles were alien to Marxism, more "akin to the 

working philosophy of America, a pragmatism tinctured by 

4 6 
idealist vestiges." Sun rejected the Marxian premise 

that history is linear, and sought to return to China to 

the prominence of her past. In this Sun and Chiang were 

in agreement. Yet when it came to establishing an inter

national power base. Sun sought the aid of Soviet Russia, 

which involved allowing individual members of the Chinese 

Communist Party to join the Kuomintang. Chiang had at 

first been interested in cooperation with Russia, but 

became disillusioned after a three-month visit to Moscow 

48 
in 1923. Not only was he concerned about Russia's 

internal factionalism, but also her evasiveness regarding 

49 Soviet imperialism in Mongolia. 

46 
Paul M. A. Linebarger, The China of Chiang 

Kai-shek, a Political Study (Boston: World Peace Founda
tion, 1941), p. 252. 

47 
Paul K. T. Sih, ed., Sun Yat-sen and China 

(Jamaica, New York: St. John's University Press, 1974), 
p. 126. 

48 
Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 209-210. 

49 Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, pp. 62-63. 
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After arriving back in Shanghai from Russia, 

rather than immediately returning to Canton to report on 

his findings, Chiang hurried to Chi Kou to offer religious 

homage to his late mother. Sun again grew upset with 

Chiang's "moody indiscipline," and sent the following cable 

on December 24, 1923: 

You have on your shoulders an extremely heavy responsi
bility from this trip. Please come to Canton immedi
ately to report all matters, and plan in detail the 
scheme for Sino-Russian cooperation. Your opinion, 
which we respect, about the political situation and en 
your proposals we want to discuss v/ith you in person. 

When Chiang finally arrived in Canton, he proposed caution 

instead of cooperation. His advice, probably too late to 

have made any difference, was disregarded by Sun. Thereby 

a m.ajor reorganization of the Kuomintang was effected with 

little or no effective consultation with Chiang. Writing 

in 1957 Chiang explained Sun's reckless attitude toward the 

51 
Soviets by citing Russian methods of deception. Though 

Chiang did not squarely lay the blame for Soviet coopera

tion on Sun, he did lose faith in Sun's political judgments 

Chiang continued to support Sun during his lectures 

on the Three Principles of the People, but remained scep

tical of the chances of its implementation while Chinese 

50 Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 65. 

•̂'•Chiang Kai-shek, Soviet Russia in China: 
Summing up at Seventy (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 
1957), p. 20. 
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communists were allowed in the Kuomintang. Though he 

admired Sun's philosophy, Chiang felt that Sun was enamored 

with the Soviet image, lacking a concept of the political 

implications of allowing them so much influence in China. 

In a letter to his good friend, Liao Chung-Kai, Chiang 

politely said that he believed little of what the Russians 

said. Though he had spent considerable time and money in 

examining Soviet intentions, Chiang felt that "not the 

slightest attention had been paid to his advice," although 

52 

his conduct in Russia had been "impeccable." 

Chiang's letter to Liao is instructive in that it 

provides a complete justification by Chiang for his oppo

sition to Sun's course in implementing his own principles, 

v/hile at the same time em.phasizing his personal loyalty. 

Again, Chiang saw himself as having been taken advantage 
53 of. But unlike his role in earlier confrontations, 

Chiang was by 1924 more confident in his conduct and 

opinions. Previously his personal shortcomings had, in 

his own mind, detracted from the strength of his arguments. 

By 1924 Chiang would not be swayed, even by Sun, for he 

was making a concerted effort to improve his behavior, and 

therefore felt that his opinions deserved respect and 

^^Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 210-
212. 

•̂̂ See related material, page 24 above. 
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support. An entry from Chiang's diary from late 1923 

expressed his desire for personal change. 

One morning I av/oke to examine my past transgressions. 
(I became aware that) the reason I was despised was my 
excessive, frivolous jests, and the reason I aroused 
jealousy in people was the haughtiness that remained 
unexpurgated in me. . . . Henceforth I must needs 
practice meticulous self-control and amiability in 
my personal conduct. I would rather be ridiculed as 
archaic and doltish than be regarded as wild and un
governable. 54 

Chiang's conduct was often at odds with the "meticulous 

self-control" he envisioned late in 1923, but he was making 

a serious effort to change. 

C. Religious development. 

Chiang understood that his personal behavior was 

wrong and counterproductive. Such an admission on his 

part was essential to his personal advancement. By con

fronting and to some degree overcoming his shortcomings, 

Chiang did become more effective in his revolutionary 

work. That willingness to admit wrongdoing was also the 

first requirement necessary beyond a basic belief in God 

55 

in accepting Christianity. The Bible continually ex

horts self-examination. This doctrine is altogether 

compatible with the Confucian view of the upright man, a 

^^Loh, The Early Chiang Kai-shek, p. 64. 

^^Josh McDowell, Evidence That Demands a Verdict 
(San Bernadino, California: Campus Crusade for Christ, 
1972), see end pages. 
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view with which Chiang was intimately acquainted. The 

following quotations from the Analects and the Bible are 

representative of their general teachings on the matter 

of self-examination: 

Analects 1:8—The Master said, if a gentleman is 
frivolous, he will lose the respect of his inferiors 
and lack firm ground upon which to build up his educa
tion. First and foremost he must learn to be faithful 
to liis superiors, to keep promises, to refuse the 
friendship of all v/ho are not like him. And if he 
finds he has made a mistake, then he must not be 
afraid of admitting the fact and amending his ways. 

Bible, I Co. 11:27-28—Therefore whoever eats the 
bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy 
manner, shall be guilty of the body and the blood of 
the Lord. But let a man examine himself, and so let 
him eat of the bread and drink of the cup. 

Bible, II Co. 13:5--Test yourselves to see if you 
are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not 
recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is 
in you--unless indeed you fail the test? 

Further, both the Bible and the Analects indicate 
* -

that the virtuous man is the man who accomplishes his goals 

Analects 2:1—The Master said. He who rules by 
moral force is like the Pole-star, which remains in 
its place while all the lesser stars do homage to it. 

Bible, Mt. 7:5—You hypocrite, first take the log 
out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly 
enough to take the speck out of your brother's eye. 

Bible, Ja. 5:16—Therefore confess your sins to 
one another and pray for one another, so that you may 
be healed. The effective prayer of a righteous man 
can accomplish much. 

Chiang felt that he had been given a destined duty, and 

that he would succeed so long as he remained virtuous. 

The only question was on which system he was to base that 

virtue. Though Chiang knew little of Christianity in 1924, 

his attitudes toward repentance and righteousness were 



38 

generally in line with Christian theology, thus smoothing 

the way for his acceptance of Christianity six years later. 

D. Communism and Christianity. 

With Sun Yat-sen's death in February 1925, Chiang 

was freed to try his own implementation of the Three Prin

ciples of the People. Fortunately for Chiang, Sun never 

constructed a formal system whereby they should be put into 

effect. According to Sun, the utility of ideas determined 

their merit. 

We cannot say in general that ideas, as ideas, are 
either good or bad. We must judge whether, when put 
into practice, they prove useful or not. If they are 
of practical use to me, they are good; if they are not 
useful to the world, they are not good.^^ 

With this kind of latitude, Chiang could envision himself 

as loyal to Sun and his principles without continuing the 

ill-advised course of alliance with the communists. As he 

rose in power with the Kuomintang, Chiang sought to reverse 

this policy. 

Chiang sav/ commiUnist land reforms and social 

activities as a direct subversion of the republic which 

Sun had envisioned. The more active the Chinese commu

nists became, the more Chiang distrusted the Russians and 

their intentions in China. Therefore it v;as no surprise 

that he severely limited the power of the communist members 

56 Linebarger, The China of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 2 52. 
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within the Kuomintang when he learned of a rumored plot to 

assassinate him. Though he continued to cooperate v/ith 

the Soviets, Chiang was then looking for an opportunity to 

make China independent of Russia. In a vague political 

statement released in February 1926, Chiang said, "Mencius 

said that big things are not done, not because we are unable 

57 to do them, but because we do not do them." With the 

reorganization of the Kuomintang in March 1926, Chiang had 

taken the first step in seeing that Soviet influence was 

eliminated in China. His actions led Leon Trotsky to com

ment in September 192 6 that. 

Sun Yat-senism as an idealist petty-bourgeois doctrine 
of national solidarity was able to play a relatively 
progressive role in the period when the communists 
could get along in the same organization with the stu
dents and progressive merchants on the basis of a 
vague and informal alliance. . . . Sun Yat-senism has 
become altogether a thing of the past.^^ 

Though Chiang publicly stated that he was striving for the 

purity of Sun Yat-sen's principles, he had convinced the 

Soviets and many Chinese leaders that the ideas he had 

were ideas of his own. 

One thing Chiang and Sun had agreed on was the 

need for spiritual motivation among the people of China. 

They had both discerned the forcefulness of Western 

c 7 
Tong, Soldier and Statesman, 1: 140. 

5 8 
Les Evans and Russell Block, eds., Leon Trotsky 

on China (New York: Monad Press, 1976), p. 118. 
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spirituality and hoped to incorporate it in the fight 

against doctrinaire Marxism. Chiang was perfectly able, 

in the traditional eclectic manner of the Chinese, to 

justify this V7estern moral drive in the teachings of 

Chinese antiquity. He often quoted the sages when making 

a military or political point based on the action-oriented 

methods of the West.^^ 

Communist terrorism increased throughout 1926 lead

ing to the anti-Christian movement of 1926. Christian 

schools were closed, students on holiday were organized 

for anti-Christian work, and infiltrators tried to disrupt 

Christian organizations from within. While Chiang too 

was in favor of limiting Christian work within China, he 

began to see in them a group which could be helpful to him 

in eradicating the comjnunists. Many of the wealthiest and 

most able men in China were Christians. From their incep

tion, the Chinese Communist Party had been anti-religious, 

but especially anti-Christian. They equated Christianity 

61 
with cultural penetration. The two groups seemed to be 

natural enemies. Therefore, though Chiang himself was 

little disposed to advance the Christian cause in China, 

5 9 
Linebarger, The China of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 258. 
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he began to seek the help and advice of powerful Chinese 

Christians. This effort was in keeping with his belief 

that the internal problems of China had to be solved 

before the external problems could be considered. 

After Chiang's coup of March 1926, his prestige 

within the Kuomintang rose significantly, though he still 

did not have seniority within the party. As he continued 

to rise in popularity on the strength of his military 

performance in the Northern Expedition, the left wing of 

the Kuomintang began to attack him. At first the attacks 

were anonymous, with vague references denouncing personal 

power in general. But by the end of 1926 Chiang was being 

6 2 

personally attacked as a warlord and dictator. The com

munists stepped up their revolutionary activities early in 

1927, taking advantage of Nationalist victories over the 

warlords and the Kuomintang's power shift to the left. 

Chiang decided the time had come to act. In April 1927 

he expelled the communists from the party and began a 

purge. With the financial backing of the Shanghai bankers 

and underground, Chiang broke with the Russians permanently 

and established a right-v/ing government in Nanking. 

In spite of his accomplishments, Chiang stood to 

lose ground in the party. The left wing, established in 

Wuhan, continued to oppose Chiang and made every effort to 

^^Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, pp. 94-96. 
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discredit him. Having no regional power base, Chiang 

resigned on August 13, 1927, in the interest of unifying 

the Nationalist government. 

With his resignation, Chiang was powerless. But 

he had accomplished the first step toward his ultimate 

goal of unifying China, the expulsion of communist party 

m^embers from the Kuomintang. Through his intense hatred 

of communism, Chiang had begun to seek alliances which he 

might otherwise have shunned. Thus, Chiang's association 

with Russian and Chinese communists pushed him toward a 

careful examination of Christianity and the benefits it 

might provide in combating communism. In 1926 his 

interest was altogether utilitarian. By 1927 with his 

courtship and marriage to Soong Mei-ling, Chiang also had 

a personal interest in Christianity. 

Shortly before Chiang's resignation, Mikhail 

Borodin, about to be expelled from China, said that he 

was convinced that Chiang was honest in his fight for the 

nationalist cause, but that he was "surrounded by men 

whose interests are altogether selfish." His comm.ent 

is significant because it identified a problem which was 

to follow Chiang throughout his career. The worst accu

sations against his governments in China were against the 

officials he was responsible for, not against Chiang 

63 Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, P. 27 3. 
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himself. 

Chiang's "honest fight" was not given up with his 

resignation. He continued to prepare himself for the time 

when he would become head of the nationalist government 

which he had helped to unify. Part of Chiang's preparation 

came in his approach to the "Soong dynasty." Their support 

later strengthened Chiang politically and financially. At 

the same time, Chiang's marriage to Soong Mei-ling was to 

permanently alter his view of religion. 



CHAPTER IV 

CHIANG'S CHRISTIANITY 

It was with Chiang's courtship of Soong Mei-ling 

in 1927 that he began to seriously consider the religion 

he was to adopt three years later. Chiang already pos

sessed several qualities which were essentially Christian, 

chosen from among the teachings of Asian religions and 

philosophies. He had been intimately associated with 

such powerful Chinese Christians as Sun Yat-sen. But at 

the time, Chiang had been little interested in religion, 

and Sun was not known for his evangelizing ardor. While 

these contacts had served to familiarize Chiang with 

Christianity, none had persuaded him. Soong Mei-ling 

fully intended to persuade Chiang to adopt Christianity. 

A. Chiang's marriage to Soong Mei-ling. 

Mei-ling and Chiang had first met at the home of 

Sun in 1922. From that time they exchanged letters, 

meeting only occasionally until Chiang formally proposed 

to her in May 1927. It was an unusual match. Chiang was 

a soldier, traditionally low on the Chinese social scale; 

he had a disreputable background and was known for his 

44 
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womanizing; foremost, he was not a Christian. Chiang was 

not a likely candidate for entry into the Soong family. 

Though his spiritual foundation was alien to that of the 

Soong's, Chiang was attracted by their influence and estab

lished connections. The religious disparity and political 

attractiveness become evident in Brian Crozier's descrip

tion of the Soong clan. 

The father, Charles Soong, had been a Christian since 
his youth and had all the ardor of a convert. One of 
the first Chinese to get his higher education in 
America, he had returned an ordained minister of re
ligion. But he had not found the propagation of the 
gospel incompatible with making a large fortune as a 
manufacturer and by selling Bibles. His wife shared 
his devotion to Christianity. She had borne him a 
balanced family of three sons and three daughters, all 
of whom achieved success or fame. Ch'ingling Soong 
became Sun Yat-sen's second wife and sided with the 
communists. The eldest girl. Filing, married banker 
H. H. K'ung, later Finance Minister. One of the 
brothers was T. V. Soong, who was one of the leftists 
in the Wuhan government, but who was to become Chiang's 
finance minister. The other brothers, T. L. and T. A. 
Soong, both rose to prominence in Shanghai banking and 
industry.^4 

There is no doubt that Chiang was impressed with 

the family credentials. The Soongs later came to dominate 

Nanking government because Chiang thought so highly of 

their abilities. But apart from political considerations, 

there is no reason to doubt that Chiang's love for Mei-

ling was sincere. At a moment when Chiang's accomplish

ments seemed to have amounted to very little, he wrote 

Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 114. 
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the following letter to her in October 1927: 

I am no longer interested in political activities. 
But thinking about the people I admire in this life, 
you, m.y lady, are the only one. V7hile still in Canton, 
I asked someone to convey my wishes to your brother and 
your sister presumably T. V. Soong and Mrs. Sun Yat-sen, 
but without getting anywhere. At that time, it could 
have been due to political relationships. 

Now that I have retreated to the mountain and 
wilderness, I find myself abandoned by the whole world, 
full of despair. Recalling the hundred battles fought 
on the front and my own type of heroism, I cannot but 
feel that the so-called achievement is just an illusion 
or a dream. And yet, my lady, your talent, beauty, and 
virtue are not things I can ever forget. The only 
question is: What does my lady think of this retired 
soldier who has been abandoned by the whole world?^^ 

This is not the letter of a political opportunist, though 

Chiang did benefit from his marriage. In light of Chiang's 

continued devotion to Mei-ling throughout their lives to

gether, one can reasonably assume that his professed love 

for her in 1927 was sincere. 

There was speculation that a deal had been made in 

which Chiang agreed to break with the Russians and to purge 

. 6 6 

the communists as conditions preliminary to marriage. 

This seems unlikely, as T.V, Soong and Madame Sun had been 

opposed to Chiang's rival nationalist government in 

Nanking. Furthermore, they continued to make it known 

that they opposed the marriage. But the biggest hurdle 

continued to be Madame Soong, who refused to consider the 

^^Crozier, The Man Who Lost China, p. 116. 

^^Bland, Chinese Mind, pp. 467-473. 
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match until Chiang had become a Christian. 

Chiang persisted. Madame Soong was moved by 

Chiang's public appearance as a suitor, unusual in the 

courtship of the Chinese male.^^ His actions did indicate 

sincerity, but she was still opposed to the marriage. 

Chiang followed Madame Soong to Japan where he promised 

that he would study the Bible, but told her he could 

promise no more in good faith. Reluctantly she gave her 

consent to the marriage. Chiang and Soong Mei-ling were 

married on December 1, 1927. Two ceremonies were performed, 

one Christian and the other traditional. After his mar

riage, Chiang was to be continually in contact with prac

ticing Christians, not the least of which was his wife. 

B. Chiang's conversion. 

From the time Chiang promised Madame Soong that 

he would study the Bible he was faithful in doing so. It 

was one of the few non-Chinese works to which he had de

voted much time and v/ith which he was impressed. Chiang 

read the Bible everyday and soon found parallels between 

68 
Biblical characters and the heros of ancient China. 

But when encouraged to become a Christian, Chiang was 

"̂̂ "The Courtship of Chiang," Nation, 12 October 
1927, p. 355. 

^^Robert Berkov, Strong Man of China (Boston: 
Houghton-xMifflin Company, 1938), p. 120. 
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hesitant. He still saw Christians as foreigners, a group 

whose power he must reduce if not eradicate. Because the 

communists were leading the way in Christian persecution, 

Chiang was prompted to give Christianity a second look. 

Writing in 1944 Chiang said, "though I was not a believer, 

I studied the reasons animating the opposition [communists] , 

as well as the essentials of Christianity."^^ 

In 1928 Pastor Z. T. Kuang spoke to Chiang about 

becoming a Christian. Chiang's reply is indicative of the 

caution he displayed in the matter during the three years 

between his marriage and his conversion. 

I have just finished reading the New Testament through 
the second time and I am now just beginning to read 
the Old Testament. I want to learn more about this 
Christian religion before I join the Christian Church. 

Chiang must have been weighing each advantage and disad

vantage carefully, for it was unlike him to be so cautious 

in any matter. That Christianity was theologically opposed 

to communism did not necessarily mean that Christians as a 

group would support him in his fight against communism. 

Though Chiang would probably gain favor with the West if 

Chinese Ministry of Information, The Collected 
Wartime Messages of General Chiang Kai-Shek, 1937-1945 
(New York: The John Day Company, 1946), p. 811. 

7 0 
Basil Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang 

Kai-shek (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1943), p. 159. 
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he became a Christian, there was no way of knowing what 

benefits he might receive. At the same time, he would 

alienate a large segment of Chinese v/ho were categorically 

anti-foreign. No matter what his decision, it was bound 

to be a mixed blessing. There was little in his cautious 

manner reminiscent of his bold coups of 1926 and 1927. 

Perhaps the most important reason Chiang wanted 

more time before converting to Christianity was that he 

simply did not understand the Bible. His careful and 

diligent study of the Bible suggests that he was serious 

in examining Christianity. In an article published in 

the Reader's Digest in 1955, Mei-ling remembered that "he 

was still studying daily by himself trying to understand 

71 

the complexities of Old Testament history." Unfortu

nately there were few comprehensive Chinese biblical com

mentaries available at the time, thus further hindering 

Chiang's understanding of the Bible. This lack of material 

was especially difficult for Chiang because he was unfa

miliar with the teachings and traditions of the Christian 

faith. 

For the next two years Chiang spent most of his 

time in military campaigns, but he continued to study the 

Bible every day. According to one writer, it was during 

"̂ -̂ Madame Chiang Kai-shek, "The Power of Prayer," 
Reader's Digest, August 1955, pp. 52-58. 
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this period that Chiang was spurred by an event that rein

forced his nascent Christian convictions. Chiang's army 

was fighting near Kaifeng. There they found themselves 

trapped. V7hen Chiang prayed for deliverance, he promised 

that he would accept Christ as his savior. Thereafter "a 

snowstorm suddenly blew up, slowing the enemy's advance, 

making possible the coming of his ov/n reinforcements during 

72 
the next two days." The story may be apocryphal, but it 

is in keeping with Chiang's belief in the righteousness of 

his mission to unite China. Chiang believed that even God 

would help him fulfill his destiny. He was not surprised 

when God provided him with a miracle. 

On October 23, 1930, after almost three years of 

study, Chiang was baptized into the Methodist church, thus 

publicly adopting the Christian faith. Thereafter Chiang 

regarded himself as a disciple of Dr. Sun Yat-sen and also 

73 
of Jesus Christ. 

Chiang's conversion to Christianity led to a 

flurry of articles and statements by religious and secular 

leaders. Opinion was divided as to Chiang's reasons for 

conversion, but it was generally held that whatever the 

7 2 • • 
Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-shek, 

pp. 96-97. 

^•^Chiang Kai-shek, "Why I Believe in Jesus Christ," 
Christian Century, 8 June 1938, p. 723. 
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reasons, he would make enemies as well as friends. 

Moderate Chinese felt that Chiang was playing up 

to foreigners to enhance his prestige. "̂^ In fact, the 

Nanking government was in trouble. Some observers even 

suggested that Chiang had urged Nanking leaders to convert 

in order to secure foreign loans for the government. "̂^ On 

December 27, 1930, The Religious Telescope ran an article 

essentially supporting this opportunistic view. 

But many church leaders in America believed that 

he was sincere in his motivation. The Advocate did not 

believe, however, that Chiang's conversion would be fol

lowed by wholesale conversions within his government and 

7 6 
army. Its judgment proved to be right. According to 

Archibald Baker, Chair of Missions of the Divinity School 

of the University of Chicago, "primarily this appears to 

have been a personal and domestic affair between the 

77 

president, his family, and his God." Generally Chris

tians took a "wait and see before we rejoice" attitude, 

recognizing that Chiang's conversion could be a drawback 

"Chiang's Conversion," Outlook, 5 November 
1930, p. 368. 

^^"Chiang Kai-shek is Baptized," Christian Century, 
5 November 1930, pp. 1336-1337. 

"^^"Will China's New Convert Help the Missions?" 
Literary Digest, 8 November 1930, p. 19. 

China's New Convert, p. 19. 
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to the Christian movement in China. 

Religious leaders v/ere not so concerned with the 

fact that Chiang might take advantage of the church, but 

rather with his possible actions dissociated from the 

church and what those actions might imply about his reli

gion. The Christian Century warned that Chiang's conver

sion was the first step in a general crackdown on the 

communists. They feared that Christianity would then be 

associated with the bloody repression, which in turn would 

78 
lead to spiritual degeneration in China. Other Christian 

observers, though they were aware of this danger, welcomed 

some effort against the communists who had hunted down 

Christians in Kiangsi province, which was held by the 

79 
communists. There was no doubt that Chiang's conversion 

would be a blow to the communists. But the damage it would 

do to the communists v/ould not have been serious enough of 

itself to induce Chiang to convert. Had he not been sin

cere, it would have been wise for him to remain apart from 

the Christian church. In fact, no law forced him to 

formally adopt any religion. 

Late in 1930 Chiang was at the height of his power. 

8 0 
Anti-foreign sentiment ran high among Chinese radicals. 

^^Baptized, p. 1337. 

"^^China's New Convert, p. 19. 

^^Chianq's Conversion, p. 368. 
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As a result, less than three months before his baptism 

the Nanking government, with Chiang's approval, had 

enacted laws making it difficult for Christians to work 

81 
in China. Chiang had already established close ties 

with many influential Chinese Christians through his mar

riage. In the short run Chiang gained little from his 

association with Christians or his baptism. Whatever 

benefits he might accrue from it in the future were tenuous 

Why, then, did Chiang formally embrace Christianity in 

October 1930? It is reasonable to assume that Chiang's 

decision to join the Christian church was a personal one, 

not motivated by other reasons. Sir Meyrick Hev/lett's 

assessment of Chiang's conversion is one of the most accu-

8 2 
rate, especially in view of Chiang's later behavior. 

The fact the Chiang Kai-shek became a Christian was 
generally accepted as natural in view of his wife's 
family ties and their very close Christian associa
tions. Family undoubtedly was one reason, but he had 
been struck by the good conduct, discipline and loyal 
devotion of Christian soldiers at the front, and a 
study of the Bible, which he always took with him, 
brought conscientious conviction. I do not think 
there was any question of doctrine, but I believe the 
service and sacrifice of Christianity appealed very 
strongly to the President, and he also found strength 
in ordering his life on a basic principle.83 

81 
Baptized, p. 1337. 

^^Hewlett was the British Consul-General to vari
ous cities in China during the twenties and thirties, 
including Nanking and Hankow. From 1931-1935 he became 
fairly well acquainted with Chiang in Nanking. 

83 Hewlett, Forty Years in China, pp. 240-241. 
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Chiang believed that Christ had transcended the narrow 

confines of Judaism. Sun Yat-sen had put himself above 

factional politics. Following these examples, Chiang 

proclaimed himself to be a disciple of both. After 1930 

Chiang was certain of his duty to unite China, and was 

secure in the power his righteousness would bring to his 

holy work. V7hat occurred thereafter was merely the playing 

of the parts. 

C. Early years as a Christian. 

With his baptism in 1930 Chiang found himself in 

an awkward position. For eight years anti-religious forces 

had been gaining strength, often with his blessing. Less 

than three months before his baptism, laws had been passed 

making Christian work difficult in China. Worship services 

84 
had been virtually prohibited in Nanking. Archibald 

Baker, representative of Christians who had been optimis

tic about Chiang's conversion, believed that Chiang would 

still want to establish the supremacy of the Nanking govern

ment in religious matters, and would therefore refrain from 

• -̂ 85 lifting the restrictions. 

Had Chiang wanted to rally support from any influ

ential political or religious minorities, he had chosen 

^"^Baptized, p. 1335. 

85 China's New Convert, p. 19. 
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the wrong group. Christians were one of the smallest 

Chinese religious m.inorities with less than 1,000,000 

believers in a nation of over 400,000,000. By way of 

comparison, there were ten Moslems for every Christian 

8 6 
in China. 

Chinese radicals v/ere anxious to see what the 

Christian president would do, hoping to take advantage of 

mistakes generated by Chiang's adoption of a foreign reli

gion. Almost immediately after his baptism, numerous 

Chinese newspapers began to attack Christians, though not 

87 

Chiang personally. Taking into account his inconsisten

cies regarding Christianity, Chiang down-played the 

importance of his conversion. Until 193 3 he was rela

tively quiet about his new faith. 

Many Christian writers saw Chiang's position as a 

sign of opportunism, designed solely to avert problems 

that might arise due to a strong Christian stance. It was 

not an unreasonable assumption, for similar positions had 

been taken by other Chinese leaders who had become Chris

tians. Sun Yat-sen and Feng Yii-hsiang (known as the 

Christian general) were the most notable examples. Both 

had been converted with little impact on the Christian 

movement in China. Neither Sun as the statesman, nor Feng 

8 6 
Tong, China Handbook, p. 29. 

8 7 
Tong, Soldier and Statesman, 2: 596. 
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as the soldier, showed any evidence of a commitment to 

Christianity. There is no record to indicate that either 

of them was active in Christian work. Feng even repudiated 

Christianity after a visit to Moscow in 1925.^^ Christians 

in China and America therefore felt doubtful that Chiang's 

conversion would be of any help to their cause. With 

Chiang's two years of silence, they began to wonder openly 

about the seriousness of Chiang's commitment to Christ. 

They wondered if the vital faith of Chiang's conversion 

was not being replaced by the formality of nominal faith 

89 which often followed the conversion of Chinese leaders. 

Chiang's silence about his new faith would not 

have so disconcerted Christians had their work simply been 

allowed to go forward. From the time of his conversion in 

1930 there had been an increasing amount of anti-foreign 

activity in China. But Chiang had done nothing about it. 

Secular observers saw this as evidence that Chiang's con

version had merely been a ploy to advance his personal 

ambitions. They were reminded of precedents. Had he not 

used the Bolsheviks in the same way in 1925-26? They were 

not surprised when Chiang continued to allow anti-foreign 

activity after his conversion. 

Chiang's anti-foreign attitude remained constant 

8 8 
China's New Convert, p. 19. 

8 9 
Baptized, p. 1336. 
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throughout his life, occasionally changing only in degree. 

In a speech to the Twenty-Ninth Army Corp in Shanghai in 

1927, Chiang succinctly stated his unchanging view that 

"if foreigners are friendly tov/ards us, and show a disposi

tion to support us, then we must unite with them, but we 

must do all we can to overthrow their imperialist govern-

II9 0 
ments." Even foreigners toward whom Chiang was friendly 

recognized that he had no love for foreigners in general. ̂•'' 

Therefore few people were surprised as 1931 and 

1932 passed with little evidence to suggest that Chiang's 

life had been changed by his conversion. Christians, once 

cautiously optimistic, concluded that Chiang was no differ

ent from Sun and other Chinese Christian leaders who had 

followed the same road. Secular observers had always been 

sceptical about Chiang's commitment. To them, Chiang's 

quiescence was further evidence of the treachery he had 

always used when advancing his power. Only Chiang's 

closest friends could see spiritual growth taking place 

in him. Even they, however, could not know the difficul

ties Chaing faced in reconciling the Christian creed with 

the political realities of the day. 

Nevertheless, Chiang privately continued his 

diligent study of the Bible. After his conversion he 

90 
Tong, Soldier and Statesman, 1: 162. 

91 Hewlett, Forty Years in China, p. 130. 
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spent a part of each morning reading the Bible, and prayed 

each evening with Mei-ling. This was not a new routine 

for Chiang, for he had read the Bible and prayed regularly 

since his promise to Madame Soong in Japan in 1927. Accord

ing to a friend who had accompanied Chiang to the front 

line in 1930, "judging from his daily life one cannot but 

admit that long ago he was a Christian in spirit." On 

the front line, Chiang engaged in lengthy prayers and 

always kept a Bible on his desk as a quiet testimony to 

the faith he had been investigating. But although Chiang's 

devotional habits did not significantly change after his 

conversion, his purpose did. While his search for truth 

had led him to adopt Christianity, it became more than a 

personal quest. Later he tried to use his new faith to 

change the social and political circumstances in China. 

In addition to his study of the Bible, in 1931 

Chiang began to hold regular Sunday evening worship ser-

93 . . . 

vices in his home. Often he invited visiting mission

aries to lead devotions. As he met and prayed with 

various missionaries, Chiang came to have confidence in 

them as men of integrity. But he still distrusted the 

usually unconscious westernizing influence they had on 

the Chinese population. 

^^Tong, Soldier and Statesman, 2: 595. 

^"^Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 154. 
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Since 1928, Chiang subtly had been promoting a 

Confucian revival, hoping that social order could be re

stored through promotion of the Confucian heritage of the 

Chinese. Chiang saw no disparity between his professed 

Christian religion and the Confucian philosophy he admired, 

for they each dealt with different realms and were not, 

therefore, mutually exclusive. Confucius had concentrated 

on the study of relations between men. Chiang felt that 

China's past social virtues would best meet China's 

present needs. But there was no doubt in Chiang's mind 

that such a revival would be difficult. As Chiang became 

more comfortable with the mission community, he came to 

view the church as an effective force in maintaining the 

social virtues developed by Confucius, Tseng Kuo-fan, and 

94 the Japanese samurai. In fact, he came to see the 

Christian movement as the revitalizing force that China 

needed. In Chiang's mind, a synthesis of East and West 

might be ideal in solving the continuing disorder in China. 

He also thought that his synthetic method would be effec

tive in meeting the communist challenge which had hindered 

China's progress. 

In 1933 Chiang began to openly support Christian 

work. Till then, the average Christian was little aware 

that Chiang was developing a theory for social regeneration 

94 Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 154. 
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in China based on both Confucian and Christian principles. 

If Christian missionaries were to be involved in the task 

itself, Chiang felt that he must be able to trust them. 

Had the missionaries been unwilling to worship with him 

during the period when he was not supporting their work, 

it is unlikely that Chiang would have considered them for 

high positions in the revival movement. As it was, Chiang 

engaged the missionaries to help in programs designed to 

combat the communist threat in China. 

Because of their patience and unselfish attitude 

toward Chiang, Christians began to see some fruits. Late 

in 1931, Christians were invited through the National Flood 

Relief Commission to preach to flood victims, to help in 

keeping their spirits up. Chiang had learned that the 

truth of God's word would be comforting on the battlefrents, 

and therefore felt that it could be beneficial in any cir

cumstance beyond the control of men. Chiang often re

ceived criticism for too often providing only this type 

of help while ignoring physical relief. To Chiang, the 

spiritual problems were more important than other problems. 

Without sincere spiritual motivation, traditional or 

Christian, Chiang saw little hope for the unification of 

China. There is no question that Chiang was sincere in 

his belief. 

In the autumn of 1931 Chiang also informally con

sulted various Christian groups on affairs of state. 
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Though many restrictions on Christian work remained intact, 

Chiang endorsed the idea that a noted evangelist, Sherwood 

Eddy, be invited to China at least once each year for the 

95 

following five years. These contacts were mostly car

ried out behind the scenes through government agencies. 

But missionaries involved and a few Chinese Christians 

could see that Chiang had not abandoned Christianity alto

gether despite his inconsistencies and lukewarm faith. 

They did not know what turn his faith would take beyond 

1931, but they v/ere sure that Chiang was actively consid

ering his options. 

The news the world received of Chiang had little 

to do with spiritual matters. In 1931 Chiang's Nanking 

government was losing support. His three unsuccessful 

extermination campaigns against the communists frustrated 

Chiang. The world press increasingly scrutinized and 

criticized him. They described Chiang's conversion and 

his approach to the West as merely window dressing for his 

fight against Bolshevik communism. In the French paper 

Mercure, the editors wondered: 

Isn't it strange that these dogmatists of humani-
tarianism take an interest only in the most doubtful 
elements of China, in young politicians [presumably 

95 Thorns on, While China Faced West, p. 155 
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headed by Chiang] who have neither brains nor con
science, tyrants over their own people but who 
nevertheless are able to use a certain jargon— 
playing at democracy, and thus sowing illusion?^ 

Chiang's methods of appeasing the "dogmatists of 

humanitarianism" became the focal issue of democratic 

presses in the West. They generally equated his desire 

for power with something undesirable because of his brutal 

methods. Chiang's authoritarian attitude undoubtedly dis

turbed the world press, largely because the Nanking govern

ment was so openly corrupt. Even Chiang's supporters could 

not deny that. ' 

Writers began to delve into Chiang's past to find 

circumstantial and psychological reasons why Chiang had 

become increasingly authoritarian. Theodore White, a 

leading Chinese observer, concluded that the China of the 

previous decade was the culprit; he did not absolve Chiang 

of the responsibility. According to White, Chiang's 

"false starts in insurrection had taught him that he should 

show no mercy to the vanquished and that the victor remains 

97 the victor only as long as his armies are intact." Often 

newspaper and magazine articles referred to Chiang's nebu

lous connection with the Chinese underworld during the 

^^"Is the Nanking Government Tottering?" Literary 
Digest, 27 June 1931, p. 14. 

^^Theodore H. White and Annalee Jacoby, Thunder 
Out of China (New York: William Sloane Associates, Inc., 
1946), p. 121. 
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mid-twenties, and some continued to resurrect his marital 

problems from thirty years before. In this atmosphere, 

Chiang's standing in the V7est dropped drastically, partic

ularly among Christians who were bound to lose credibility 

by implication in Chiang's Christian inconsistencies. 

When Chiang resigned the presidency in December 

1931 to remove himself as an obstacle to national unity, 

many observers viewed him as a vicious man. One such 

98 
writer was Li Tsung-jen. Li wrote in his memoirs that 

before Chiang resigned his post, he had^ issued orders for 

the execution of a political rival merely to vent his 

99 anger. 

This harsh view was tempered by the opinions of 

those who felt that Chiang was a victim of circumstances, 

and that he v/as doing the best he could under the circum

stances. Among the foremost of these writers was George 

Sokolsky, reporter for the New York Times. During the 

second extermination campaign in May 1931, he wrote that 

Chiang was the "only Chinese leader operating from 

98 
Leader of the Kwangsi clique in 1931. Li had 

supported Chiang in the establishment of a Nationalist 
Government in 1927, but opposed his imprisonment of Hu 
Han-min and Li Chi-shen in 1931. Li later served as 
President of China for a brief period in 1949. Later 
that year he moved to the United States, and from there 
to the People's Republic of China in 1965. 

99 Tong, The Memoirs of Li Tsung-jen, p. 287. 
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unselfish motives." °° After Chiang's resignation Sokolsky 

continued to view Chiang's problems as symptomatic of the 

Chinese dilemma of stratification in society, wherein, 

"the scholar has every advantage over the military man.""'"̂ "̂  

In spite of sympathetic interpretations of the 

actions of Chiang and his Nanking government, the fact 

remained that corruption within the government was wide

spread; executions were taking place; and communist purges 

were leaving thousands dead. This was hardly the Chiang 

Westerners had hoped for at the announcement of his con

version little more than one year before. 

It is true that Chiang was not living up to the 

standards established by most Christians, but he did 

reconcile doctrine and practice in his own mind. That 

Chiang's interpretations of Christianity were not always 

in accord with Western religious trends is not surprising. 

Chiang was Chinese, thoroughly Confucian in his upbringing. 

Unlike Sun and the Soongs, he had not acquired his Chris

tianity abroad. During his study of Christianity he had 

not been insulated from the ethical questions encountered 

in Chinese political life. Thus, Chiang determined to 

resolve ethical problems rather than ignore them. 

100 New York Times, 10 May 1931, Section 9, p. 3. 

"̂ "̂'•"The Fall of Chiang Kai-shek," Literary Digest, 
26 December 1931, p. 7. 
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Recently there has been a trend to view corruption 

within the Nanking government and the Kuomintang as largely 

cultural, stemming from the traditions of centuries of 

Chinese politics. According to Lloyd Eastman, criticizing 

the Nanking government for not eliminating official mal

feasance "is to apply V7estern standards of political conduct 

102 
to a wholly different political tradition." Such an 

explanation was sufficient grounds for rationalization 

for many government officials, but Chiang completely re

jected such justification. He spoke out against corruption, 

pointing out how it had kept the rulers apart from the 

people. Two days before his conversion to Christianity, 

Chiang had acknowledged that "most people regard us 

[Kuomintang] as a special class; nowhere do the masses 

.^,,,103 
regard us with good will. 

In 1931 Chiang's addresses increasingly stressed 

104 
character development, self-discipline, and sincerity. 

By 1932 he was firmly set on a policy of restoration rather 

than revolution, advocating a return to a Confucian society 

in which men were dishonored through corruption. The 

revolution, for Chiang, was over. 

-^^^Lloyd Eastman, The Abortive Revolution (Cam
bridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1974), 
pp. 14-15. 

-^^^Eastman, The Abortive Revolution, p. 17. 

^^'^Thomson, While China Faced West, pp. 156-157. 
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Chiang's gentle coaxing through speeches and talk 

was obviously ineffective, not because he was unconcerned 

or oblivious to the problems, but because he tolerated a 

certain amount of corruption. Chiang pursued the course 

he thought most practical given the political realities 

at the time in China, in spite of his personal opposition 

to that course. He hoped that political corruption could 

be overcome in the long run through the gradual reformation 

of people's attitudes. Chiang was unable to see that his 

spiritual reformation was too gentle and time-consuming 

to keep pace with the volatile unrest in modern China. 

Corruption within his government was perhaps the 

most difficult ethical problem that Chiang had to resolve, 

for it had been firmly entrenched for centuries. He was 

responsible for the government, yet he could not control 

every member. At least Chiang could be satisfied that he 

had not enriched himself through his control over the 

nation. If this was a tainted victory for Chiang's 

Christian moralism, questions of political executions and 

purges were more easily justifiable, for he could find 

ample evidence within the sacred scriptures of his faith 

for such activities. Chiang had found it difficult to 

understand the Old Testament, but he persistently tried to 

grasp its meaning. Many hard political questions he then 

faced in China were addressed in the Old Testament. He 

believed that the lessons taught in the Bible were 
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relevant and still valuable. Not only were the answers 

politically sound, but morally righteous. In Joshua 10, 

Chiang had read of Joshua's fulfillment of God's command 

to destroy the inhabitants of Canaan. 

And there was no day like that before it or after it, 
when the Lord listened to the voice of a man; for the 
Lord fought for Israel. Now these five kings had fled 
and hidden themselves in the cave at Makkedah. And it 
was told Joshua, saying, 'The five kings have been 
found hidden in the cave at Makkedah.' And Joshua 
said, 'roll large stones against the mouth of the 
cave, and assign men by it to guard them, but do not 
stay there yourselves; pursue your enemies and attack 
them in the rear . . . » And it came about when Joshua 
and the sons of Israel had finished slaying them with 
a great slaughter . . . that all the people returned 
to the camp to Joshua at Makkedah in peace. No one 
uttered a word against any of the sons of Israel. 

According to the Bible, with the help of God, Joshua had 

been able to conquer his enemies by means of such battle 

plans as spying, attacking from the rear, and great 

slaughter. Chiang felt that he was destined to unite 

China and to root out communism, just as the Israelites 

were destined to take Canaan, rooting the evil elements 

105 residing there. A common expression in Mei-ling's 

conversation was, "I know nothing can happen to the 

106 
Generalissimo or to me until our work is done." Chiang 

felt that God was protecting him as surely as He had 

105 
See the following passages ind ica t ing I s r a e l ' s 

d e s t i n y to occupy P a l e s t i n e : Ge. 12:6-7; 28:1-4; Ex. 3:17; 
Jos. 1:2. 

106 
Miller, GeneralissimcO and Madame Chiang Kai-shek, p. 6. 
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protected Joshua, for both were involved in holy warfare. 

He could take both comfort and justification from the 

words of Joshua 1:5 in which God said to Joshua, "No man 

will be able to stand before you all the days of your life 

Just as I have been with Moses, I will be with you; I will 

not fail you or forsake you." 

Joshua's battle with the Ajnorites described in 

Joshua 10 was one of many that God not only supported, but 

initiated according to the Bible. Having read through the 

Old Testament, Chiang was familiar with Israelite wars 

against the Philistines, the Midianites, the Assyrians, 

107 and others. Always they were directed against peoples 

who were evil in the sight of God and therefore deserving 

of whatever punishment they received at the hands of the 

Israelites. 

The story of Samson and the Philistines in Ju. 

16:23-30 is representative of the righteous warfare por

trayed in the Old Testament, conducted under God's name. 

Within it are clear examples of unrighteousness on the 

part of the enemy, faithfulness to God on the part of His 

man, and strength to overcome the unrighteous provided by 

God. Considering the above and similar passages through

out the Old Testament, it is hardly surprising that Chiang 

-'•̂ F̂or further amplification see Judges; I Chr. 
14; II K. 19. 
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was able to reconcile his bloody wars against godless com

munism with the tenets of his Christian faith. 

In spite of Chiang's personal justification during 

the early thirties, most conservative Christians saw little 

in Chiang's general political attitude to indicate that he 

was truly a Christian. Passages from the teaching of 

Jesus such as "love your enemies," and "every one who is 

angry [much less one who commits murder] with his brother 

shall be guilty," seemed to clearly preclude such Christian 

108 

vindictiveness. Yet there was at the same time a con

siderable body of Christian theologians around the world 

who, in trying to system.atically deal with the problems 

of morality in the modern political world, found some 

justification for the kinds of actions Chiang was taking 

in his unification of China. 

The leading proponent of the new political morality 

was Reinhold Niebuhr, whose Moral Man and Immoral Society 

(1932) was considered a landmark in the theological 

approach to practical politics. His basic thesis was 

"If good men wished to help create a better world, they 

would have to support methods they themselves might not, 

as good men, otherwise choose. ""'"̂  This recognition of 

^°^Mt. 5:44, 5:22. 

•^^^Donald B. Meyer, The Protestant Search for 
Political Realism (Berkeley, California: University of 
California Press, 1960), p. 229. 



70 

political realities was in line with the personal doctrine 

Chiang had developed for undertaking the unification of 

China. The arguments that Niebuhr and others had advanced 

during the thirties showed that Chiang was not alone in 

his religious thinking. Their writings lent credence to 

Chiang's personal philosophy, indicating that he was not 

necessarily misunderstanding the Bible due to his relative 

newness to its study. 

In Moral Man Niebuhr argued that violence as a 

tool tov/ard a morally approved end is neither necessarily 

good or bad. He pointed out that: 

. . . the assumption that violence and revolution are 
intrinsically immoral rests upon two errors. The one 
error is the belief that violence is a natural and 
inevitable expression of ill-will, and non-violence of 
good will, and that violence is therefore intrinsically 
evil and non-violence intrinsically good. . . . The 
second error by which violence comes to be regarded as 
unethical in intrinsic terms is due to an uncritical 
identification of traditionalized instrumental values 
with intrinsic moral values. Only good-will is in
trinsically good. But as soon as goodwill expresses 
itself in specific actions, it must be determined 
whether the right motive has chosen the right instru
ments for the attainment of its Qoal and whether the 
objective is a defensible one. H O 

Most people other than Chiang's worst enemies felt 

that his motives were right, though many of them disagreed 

with his methods. But once the initial problem of motive 

was resolved in the mind of the observer, the means, being 

•̂ "̂ -̂ Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1941), pp. 172-173. 
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more difficult to identify as to good or bad, became less 

important. Once Western religious observers were satis

fied that Chiang's motives were sincere and good, the way 

was paved for their support of his government in its con

tinuing campaign against the communists and, after 1931, 

the Japanese. 

On leaving China in 1927, Chiang's ideological 

enemy, r-likhail Borodin, stated clearly that he felt Chiang's 

fight for nationalism in China was sincere, not motivated 

by personal desires (see page above).. Within China, 

the reaction was similar. According to V7illiam Tung, a 

nationalist revolutionary who had disagreed with Chiang 

on numerous occasions, "for the consolidation and recon

struction of the country, Chiang's intentions have been 

good, even though many of his means were questionable." 

Sir Meyrick Hewlett, British Consul-General to Nanking, 

felt that there could be no doubt about Chiang's love for 

China. Writing in his memoirs, Hewlett said, 

I think what struck me most was his personal convic
tion in himself in the task he had set himself of 
unifying China. In this conviction there may have 
been a touch of the mystic, but only that touch which 
is evidence of a great leader.112 

William Tung, Revolutionary China, a Personal 
Account, 1926-1949 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1973), 
p. 398. 

•'•"'•̂ Hewlett, Forty Years in China, p. 225. 
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As the thirties wore on, Christian writers indi

cated an awareness of the new political morality and the 

reasons animating seemingly unchristian activities. They 

also cautiously began to take a more positive view toward 

Chiang. But his active support for Christian work after 

1933 probably played a greater role in his acceptance than 

the theological justifications of the new morality. When 

they saw Chiang actively supporting Christian work. Chris

tians could then consider themselves as co-workers with the 

president of China. 

In the summer of 1932 American missionaries in 

China met to discuss the problems associated with communism 

in China, particularly among students and intellectuals. 

No specific results v/ere achieved. But Chiang began to 

consult with Kiangsi missionaries more frequently until a 

remarkable request was made of the missionaries in the 

summer of 1933. Madame Chiang called on William Johnson, 

a Methodist missionary since 1910, and asked him to help 

in the rehabilitation of Kiangsi province, recently wrested 

from communist control. According to Johnson, "she asked 

me if I would study the problem and outline for her a pro

gram for rural reconstruction in Kiangsi on a large scale, 

and plans whereby such a scheme might be carried out under 

mission auspices."^^^ Such direct official approach to 

^-^^Thomson, While China Faced West, pp. 59-61. 
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the mission comm.unity by the central government was unprec

edented, particularly after the anti-foreign riots in 1926. 

Since the Manchurian incident of September 1931, the 

Chinese had gradually begun to turn their anti-foreign 

hostility toward the Japanese and away from the mission

aries. During the period of intense anti-Christian senti

ment, Chiang's integrity had been questioned by many 

Christians. But soon after the Manchurian incident, 

Americans and Chinese alike changed their attitude. With 

anti-foreign feeling directed toward a new group, Chiang 

could more openly support Christian work. Chiang's change 

of attitude not only increased his spiritual standing 

among Christians, but aided in the unification of China. 

This, as always, was his temporal goal. 

Chiang felt strongly that the spiritual reformation 

in China would lead to China's political unification. 

Christianity, as he had discovered in his personal life, 

was a dynamic force and would be well-suited to the re

making of China. And, as George Sokolsky had pointed out, 

"protestant Christianity had always been most effective in 

China in its American forms and through the agencies of 

American missionaries." Chiang was well aware of this 

and was therefore willing to place a portion of the 

•^•^^Sokolsky, Tinder Box of Asia, pp. 21-22. 
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reconstruction of Kiangsi in the hands of the Methodist 

mission with his personal backing. "̂-̂^ 

The National Christian Conference, to which Johnson 

had presented the proposal from. Mrs. Chiang, was startled 

to receive such an offer after Chiang's years of apparent 

spiritual inactivity. The conference members were pleased; 

however, they felt that Chiang's position as president 

was too tenuous for American Christians to identify them

selves with his economic reconstruction program. There

fore they decided to go ahead with the program, but without 

monetary support from the government. After the con

ference, Chiang personally chose George Shepherd, a 

Congregationalist missionary, to direct the Christian 

rural reconstruction experiment in Kiangsi. The program 

proved to be extremely successful within its limited 

scope. Its success was due primarily to George Shepherd 

personally, rather than to the mission community of which 

he was a representative. Had Chiang's initiative to in

clude Christian missionaries in the reconstruction of 

China been more heartily received, Christian missionaries 

in turn could have played a greater role in the formula

tion of future policy in China. Yet because of the 

Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 62. 

"̂ "''̂ Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 68. 
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inherent conflict of interests in relations between church 

and state, there v/as little criticism of the missionaries' 

compromise. Most Christians were happy just to find that 

their regular mission activities were hampered less by the 

Nanking government. 

Toward the end of 193 3 there was a growing pro-

Christian attitude in China. Kuomintang leaders made 

statements favorable to Christians that would have been 

unthinkable several years earlier. From this one can 

assume that Chiang had continued to promote pro-Christian 

views since his conversion, though he had not done much 

beyond suggesting. He felt strongly that Christian zeal 

could be beneficial in promoting the spiritual life of 

China, but knew that he must be cautious in his association 

with Christianity. To the surprise of most Christians, 

men such as Tai Chi-t'ao, Chiang's ideological adviser, 

began making statements such as "it would be a mistake to 

117 
leave religion out of the Boy Scout program. " Such was 

an encouraging sign for Christians. In fact, the Nation

alist government had turned the corner, willing and ready 

to v/ork v/ith Christians instead of fighting against them. 

Chiang had never looked better to Christians since his 

conversion. 

Because of dramatic changes in Chiang's religious 

•'••'•'̂ Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 161 
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life. Christians around the world cast him̂  in a more 

favorable light. According to his official biographer, 

Hollington K. Tong, Chiang and Mei-ling prayed together 

118 twice a day and before meals. The information that 

Chiang was so devoted to his religion is not so important 

in this statement, for there was ample evidence to cor

roborate such devotion. What is important is that Chiang's 

official biographer was making such statements. This in

dicated that Chiang himself wanted the world to know of 

his Christian faith. 

It has been said by critics of Chiang that he was 

merely angling for American support in his adherence to 

Christianity. But it seems unlikely that Chiang's primary 

motive in portraying himself as a devout Christian was to 

gain American support. Though he certainly did seek Amer

ican aid, Chiang's testimonies to his Christian faith 

reached throughout the world. American and European 

audiences, as well as Chinese, were well aware of Chiang's 

religious commitment. Furthermore, Chiang's testimony 

remained strong and relatively orthodox throughout his 

life. It is true that Chiang could have posed for ad

vantage for a short time under certain circumstances, 

but unlikely that he could have carried a masquerade 

for a protracted period of time in every situation. One 

•'••'"̂ Tong, Soldier and Statesman, 1: 82. 
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could not always say exactly v/hat Chiang's faith embodied 

just because of his remarkably consistent testimonies. 

Many areas of life were seldom touched upon. But one 

could not expect much more from a layman like Chiang. 

After all, he was not a professional religious thinker. 

Chiang's commencement address at Ginling College 

in 1934 marked an important stage in his Christian growth, 

for it was one of the first public expressions of his 

faith. In his speech Chiang stressed the importance of 

religion in life and described Christianity as a religion 

with a definite goal and a lofty purpose, whose founder 

was a revolutionary in living as well as thinking. Chiang 

equated Sun Yat-sen's three principles with the philosophy 

of Jesus Christ.''"'''̂  The statement that the Father of 

Modern China had based his political thinking on the 

teachings of Christ was a strong and undeniable testimony 

on Chiang's part to the efficacy of Christianity. Yet in 

his Ginling address, Chiang fell short of the evangelical 

Christian interpretation of the Great Commission to "go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded 

you II 120 

•'•-'•̂ Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 154. 

^^°Mt. 28:19-20. 
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In spite of his personal devotion to the teachings 

of the Bible, Chiang never became evangelical. He was 

satisfied to draw on general religious principles, rather 

than the specifically Christian doctrines, when addressing 

non-Christian groups. In this respect, Chiang was very 

close to unitarianism, as we will discuss later. He felt 

above all that the principles of Christianity could help 

in achieving the unification of China through a new social 

regeneration. If Christianity could do that, then Chiang 

felt that his religion would have served its purpose well. 

D. The New Life Movement. 

The New Life Movement was probably the best single 

example of Chiang's use of the Christian religion to pro

mote nationalism in China. It was inaugurated in 1934 

for the purpose of rejuvenating China through the promotion 

of a regulated life, guided by the ancient Chinese virtues 

of IĴ  (regulated attitude) , î  (right conduct) , lien 

(honesty), and ch'ih (integrity). Christian moralism was 

undoubtedly present in the movement. But it was always 

separated from organized Christian religion and shrouded 

in Confucian rhetoric. 

The ideological foundation of the New Life Movement 

is nebulous. Many people saw it simply as a Confucian 

reformation. Obviously the basic virtues eschewed were 

Confucian. In fact, a great deal of the speeches Chiang 
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made on behalf of the movement were based directly on 

Confucian teachings. Chiang believed that because China 

had been great in the past, her greatness could be revived 

So year after year Chiang drew on Confucian texts to ex

pound the meaning of the four virtues. Nothing in life 

seemed too trivial for Chiang to personally delve into. 

In 1938, for example, Chiang expanded the meaning of i, or 

right conduct, with regard to recreation. Quoting from 

the Book of Music in support of his explanation, Chiang 

wrote, 

If likes and dislikes are not controlled from within, 
and the mind, beguiled from without, becomes incapable 
of self-criticism, then reason is forsaken. When 
reason is forsaken, and sensual lusts are pursued, the 
heart becomes disobedient and deceitful, behavior be
comes loose and lawless, and widespread social confu
sion follows.121 

To Chiang this classical logic was undeniable. To the 

Chinese of the iconoclastic May 4th tradition, Confucian 

philosophy was irrelevant and unacceptable. 

Confucian texts did seem to support Chiang's goals 

for the New Life Movement, but they did so only vaguely. 

Confucianism was not rigorous nor was it demanding. It 

dwelled more on understanding than action. And the 

121 
Chinese Ministry of Information, Wartime 

Messages, p. 149. 
122 

John Israel, Student Nationalism m China, 
1927-1937 (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 1966), p. 97. 
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ancient Chinese virtues used for the movement were so 

vague that they left room for a great amount of interpre

tation. For years Chiang interpreted the virtues variously 

He saw no reason not to expand the original meaning of the 

virtues. Chiang justified his actions on the grounds that 

changing times demanded changeable virtues. Chiang, in 

essence, reconciled the naturalistic ethics of Confucius 

123 with the political principles of Sun Yat-sen. In so 

doing, he became a political theorist in his own right. 

In an address broadcast from Chungking on the fifth anni

versary of the New Life Movement in 1939, Chiang explained 

why and how the virtues should be altered. 

The essence of the Nev/ Life Movement lies in the anci
ent virtues of 'Propriety, Justice, Integrity, and 
Conscientiousness,' manifested in daily living—in our 
dress and in our food, in our homes and in our 
travels. . . . But in the present phase of our V7ar of 
Resistance the living conditions of the people have 
greatly changed. Therefore, the spirit of the New 
Life Movement must be m.anifested in more concrete and 
active ways and must be in harmony with the demands of 
the times. . . . I wish now to expound the meaning of 
a disciplined life in wartime. First, about Lî , 
'Propriety.' In its ordinary sense it means 'good 
manners,' but when applied to wartime it should mean 
'good discipline.' . . . Confucius once said, 'To 
have a sense of shame is akin to having courage.' A 
'sense of shame' implies an awakened conscience while 
•courage' implies 'heroic struggle.' With awakened 
consciences and courageous spirits we can carry on the 
'heroic struggle' and be v/orthy citizens of modern 
China.124 

•'-̂ '̂ Linebarger, The China of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 151 

^^"^Chinese Ministry of Information, Wartime Mes-

sages, pp. 189-191. 
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One can rightly wonder if Confucius ever envisioned such 

worthy citizens of modern China. 

No matter now carefully Chiang concealed his 

philosophizing in Confucian terms, his logic was tenuous 

and not necessarily in concert with the spirit of Con

fucianism. Obviously Chaing's philosophical analyses 

regarding the New Life Movement were by and large his own. 

They were, actually, based on foreign ideological systems. 

It is at this point that Chiang's Christianity became 

important in the movement. 

Chiang could see that Confucianism was a philos

ophy of life more than a religion because it did not compel 

an individual to conform to its precepts. Therefore Con

fucian society became static. Religion was different. 

According to the Bible, when God commanded people. He 

demanded that His will be carried out, whether they consid

ered it right or wrong. 

As Chiang found in his own life, compulsion v/as 

more effective than advice. Thus, in the New Life Movement, 

he tended to use the teaching methodology of Christianity. 

Chiang tried to introduce specific rules of conduct which 

were less easily disregarded than general principles such 

as "honesty," and "integrity." Rules such as "do not 

dance," "do not spit," and "keep your collar buttoned" 

were more in line with Judaic, Old Testament tradition 

than Chinese Confucian philosophy. Much of the movement 
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was based on biblical doctrines, and only scarcely linked 

to Confucianism. In addition, it was through the Old 

Testament that Chiang had found personal justification for 

his political actions. In light of his personal belief in 

the power of the Christian faith and his study of the scrip

tures of Christianity, it is unlikely that Chiang developed 

his movement for regeneration of the nation without con

siderable reference to his religion. The above factors 

suggest that Christian moralism was indeed a prime factor 

in Chiang's development of the New Life Movement. 

Late in 1934 the New Life Movement became more 

closely associated with organized Christianity than at 

its inception, though the teachings remained Confucian at 

least in appearance. In a statement to the New Life Com

mittee, Chiang recommended that the Young Men's Christian 

Association (YMCA) be used as an integrating force, a role 

which he had seen the Christian church play in the United 

125 
States and England in the maintenance of social order. 

The YMCA had been influential in Chiang's establishment 

of the Society of Moral Endeavor, the military version of 

the New Life Movement v/hich stressed moral conduct. There

fore it was again called on to aid administratively in the 

rejuvenation of China. It is worth noting here the type 

of Christian organization that Chiang chose to employ in 

1 2 S 
Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 165. 
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the promotion of the movement. The YMCA was prim.arily 

devoted to character building rather than evangelization, 

and character building was precisely the goal of the New 

Life Movement. Chiang was not interested in converting 

China to Christianity. He was willing to use the morals 

of Christianity to promote the good character among Chinese 

which he thought necessary for the unification of their 

country. 

The New Life Movement was an ideological mix, but 

the influence of Christian thought was.unmistakable. Some 

writers believed that the origins of the movement lay in 

the doctrines of the Methodist Church of which Chiang was 

12 6 
a member. This is a dangerous assumption however, for 

it is so difficult to pinpoint the origins of any movement 

or system of thought that was based on ideas, which in turn 

were formed through countless experiences and circumstances. 

Edgar Snow, for instance, says that the puritanism of the 

New Life Movement was copied from the Red army, and notes 

127 similarities. Obviously, that the two movements have 

points in common does not make them relatives in the sense 

that they drew upon one another for support. But through 

careful examination of the doctrines of a movement, its 

•^^^Payne, Chiang Kai-shek, p. 160. 

•'•̂ '̂ Edgar Snow, Red Star Over China (New York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1968), pp. 282-283. 
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methods, and its founders, one can determine relative 

influence. Thus, while one cannot say that the New Life 

Movement originated from any specific Christian group, 

Christianity must be considered an important part of the 

movement, both in its principles and organization., 

According to the editor of the Chinese Recorder, after 

Chiang's Good Friday message of 1937, 

Here and there one may see how Confucian emphases are 
being carried forward into and supplemented by Christ's 
principles. . . . But it is recognition that the 
Christian faith, being adventurous, meets the needs 
of adventurous people.128 

By the end of 1934 the New Life Movement was al

ready experiencing problems. Despite initial successes 

in Kiangsi province, the program was failing in urban areas 

The situation in Kiangsi had been unique because the rural 

reconstruction program had been run by American mission

aries and because the area had been controlled by the 

communists. Chiang had spent a great deal of time there 

and helped to develop an esprit-de-corps in his revival 

129 effort. When Shepherd wrote to the United States about 

the New Life Movement in glowing terms, observers recog

nized that such success had been limited to very few 

areas. Anglican Bishop Ronald Hall wrote that "the only 

way to combat communism is to travel . . . the same road 

•^^^Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 186. 

"'"̂  Thomison, While China Faced West, p. 159. 
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that the communists are traveling—love of the poor."-'-̂ ^ 

By implication he meant that the Nationalists had been 

unconcerned about the poor. His implication was not 

categorically true, but the fact remained that the com

munists had been more effective and faster in addressing 

the problems of the masses. Hall's comment did not seem 

far-fetched to many Christians. 

Shepherd himself, in charge of the Kiangsi restora

tion, began to doubt his association with the Nationalist 

cause. But as his contacts with Chiang became increas

ingly frequent, he found that Chiang did have a genuine 

interest in the people. Once Shepherd remarked that "he 

[Chiang] came from the village, lived simply and close to 

the ordinary village dweller. His interest in the liveli-

131 hood of the common man was deep." It seemed to 

Shepherd that Chiang was simply a victim of devastating 

circumstances that would have been difficult for anyone 

to work through. 

Ultimately Chiang failed in his New Life Movement. 

First, many Chinese churches were unwilling to support 

Chiang through fear they might be implicated by his 

practices. Second, his m.ovement offered no practical and 

few spiritual answers to the problems of China. As Chiang 

•'""̂ T̂homson, While China Faced West, p. 94. 

''"̂ "'"Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 182. 
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confronted Japan, Shepherd felt that he could in good faith 

accept the post of adviser to the movement that Chiang had 

offered him. But no matter who controlled the movement, 

the problems still remained. The New Life Movement was 

directed from the top and not from the bottom. This led 

to continuing criticism of Chiang, for in China the people 

were physically suffering from the lack of an effective 

program. According to Lin Yu-tang, 

. . . an American professor . . . lecturing in Chinese 
colleges was completely surprised by the burst of 
laughter among student audiences whenever he made a , -.̂  
perfectly serious reference to the f̂ ew Life Movement. 

This statement indicated that while people in America were 

anxious to hear of Chiang's spiritual hunger and his asso

ciations with and use of the Christian church, the Chinese 

largely did not care about Christian teachings, even if 

they were cloaked in Confucian platitudes. The masses 

reaped few fruits of the movement which was to rejuvenate 

133 
their country and revitalize their livelihood. 

E. The Sian Incident. 

In spite of laudatory reports on Chiang's Christian 

life by Shepherd and other missionaries who had worked 

closely with him, many Christians remained sceptical. 

•'-^^"Chiang's Virtues," Literary Digest, 27 Febru
ary 1937, pp. 14-15. 

•'-•̂ "̂ Thomson, While China Faced West, p. 177. 
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After their surge of support in the early days of the New 

Life Movement, many Christians had become disappointed 

that Chiang's program was only nominally religious, and 

were afraid of what actions its increasing militancy might 

produce. But Chiang's efforts in fighting the Japanese in 

1936, and an event associated with that fight turned the 

tide of Christian support once more in his favor. 

On December 11, 1936 Chiang v/as kidnaped by Chang 

Hsueh-liang, Vice Commander-in-Chief of the Northwestern 

Bandit Suppression Forces, while on a military mission to 

Sian. Chang had hoped for a reconciliation between Chiang 

and the communists in their resistance to Japan, but such 

an effort met with Chiang's stern refusal. During the 

two weeks of captivity, Chiang renewed his Christian com

mitment. In speeches and letters he demonstrated his 

Christian faith by stressing its importance during his 

captivity. Those who had been sceptical of his conversion 

were then convinced that he was sincere. 

After his capture, Chiang had refused food and 

water, declaring that he wanted nothing but a Bible. 

Though his bargaining position looked hopeless, Chiang 

remained intransigient. Once he commented to Chang, 

"today you have lethal weapons; I have none, but instead 

I am armed with the principles of righteousness. They 
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are my weapons of defense."^^^ Many China observers were 

surprised when officials and soldiers from all parts of 

China demanded Chiang's release.^^^ Chiang was not. As 

he continued to read his Bible during captivity, he gained 

increasing strength and became even more resolute in his 

determination to refuse negotiations under duress. As 

Chiang wrote in his diary on December 13: 

Jesus Christ was tempted by Satan and withstood him 
for forty days. He fought against evil influences 
more strongly that I do today. I am now, however, 
fighting the mutineers with ever-increasing moral 
strength. I must maintain the same spirit which led 
Jesus Christ to the Cross, and I must be ready to meet 
death. . . . At the moment examining my own mind, I 
find it clear and calm. My mental comfort is that I 
shall be able to carry out my lifelong conviction.136 

Adversity renewed Chiang's sense of righteousness which in 

turn led him to identify his task of uniting China with 

that of Christ's in saving mankind. After almost two weeks 

of captivity, Mei-ling joined Chiang on December 22 and 

was with him until his release three days later. Chiang's 

diary entry for December 22 is evidence of his strengthened 

conviction of the righteousness of his cause. 

134 
Chiang Kai-shek and Madame Chiang Kai-shek, 

General Chiang Kai-shek, The Account of the Fortnight 
in Sian when the Fate of China Hung in the Balance 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Doran & Company, Inc., 
1937), pp. 143-144. 

135 
Couple of the Year, p. 15. 

1̂ 6 
Chiang, Fortnight in Sian, p. 169. 
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When I read the Old Testament this morning I happened 
to come across the saying that 'Jehovah will now do a 
new thing, and that is. He will make a woman protect 
a man. when my wife arrived in the afternoon it 
seemed that the word of God was to be carried out.^^"^ 

The Christian community was ecstatic over reports 

of Chiang's renewed commitment during the kidnaping at 

Sian. Throughout the United States pastors and laymen 

alike praised Chiang for his devotion to the teachings of 

138 

Jesus. Chiang's personal testimony to that effect in

creased his prestige among American Christians still more. 

In a letter to the American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Missions dated April 25, 1937, Chiang was straight

forward about his faith. 

I have been a Christian now for ten years and during 
that time I have been a constant reader of the Bible. 
Never before has this Sacred Book been so interesting 
to me as during my two weeks' captivity in Sian. I 
found myself placed in detention without having a 
single earthly belonging. From my captors I asked 
but one thing, a copy of the Bible. in my solitude 
I had ample opportunity for reading and meditation. 
The greatness of the love of Christ burst upon me 
with new inspiration, increasing my strength to 
struggle against evil, to overcome temptation and 
to uphold righteousness.139 

With the publication of Chiang's own account of the Sian 

137 
Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-

shek, p. 124. 
138 

Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-
shek, p. 124. 

139 
Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-

shek, pp. 161-162. 
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incident later in the year, the general public was clearly 

infomred that Chiang was serious about his commitment to 

Christianity. 

Reports of Chiang's renewed faith reached the 

secular world with an unusual directness seldom displayed 

by temporal leaders in discussing spiritual matters. One 

American newspaper reporter's curiosity was so aroused by 

a tale of divine deliverance that he asked Chiang about the 

event and his Christianity. Chiang replied: 

. . . my faith came back to me, and I prayed long and 
earnestly. I confessed my sins and-shortcomings, and 
then I prayed that if God had really chosen me to lead 
China to her salvation he would now send me a sign--
would show the way to safety. When I opened my eyes 
[after escaping in the early morning] the light had 
grown stronger, and not far away I saw two white hares. 
I knew instinctively that God had sent them as a sign, 
and that they v/ould lead me to safety. 14 0 

In his answer, Chiang admitted that he had been less faith

ful to God before his kidnaping. He clearly stated that he 

had sinned and then confessed his sins to God. This was 

the first step in a spiritual regeneration for Chiang. 

Such forthrightness left little doubt about Chiang's com

mitment to Christ. Nor was there any doubt about Chiang's 

sense of mission "to lead China to her salvation." 

-'-'̂ Ĥallett Abend, My Life in China, 1926-1941 
(New York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1943), p. 234. 
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F. The war years. 

Chiang was more vocal about his Christianity after 

the Sian incident. His speeches and testimonies took on 

a different character. While in captivity, Chiang had 

been impressed with the sacrificial Christ, and the story 

of Christ's passion took on a fresh meaning for him, for 

he too was suffering for his cause. He came to associate 

himself more with the suffering Christ than with the war

riors of God as protrayed in the Old Testament, soldiers 

who executed God's judgment on the unrighteous. Certainly 

Chiang did not forget the concept, but the idea of the 

single savior was captivating. He noticed that though 

God had used both Jesus and the Old Testament judges as 

deliverers of His people, only Jesus was able to offer 

permanent salvation. He believed that Jesus had been 

closer to God than anyone else, and had suffered most for 

his people. 

Another reason for Chiang's renewed interest in 

New Testament motifs was the nature of the struggle 

developing between China and Japan. Early in his Christian 

life, the communists and warlords had been his mortal 

enemies. They were identified as the unrighteous tribes 

of Canaan by Chiang who believed that God would destroy 

them. The communists and warlords were considered more a 

nuisance than a threat. When the Japanese waged a full-

scale war against China, Chiang recognized that he was 
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not fighting the same kind of enem.y. The Japanese were 

not merely a bothersome pest. They were awesome mili

tarily and had the power to annihilate China. 

Even before his first visit to Japan, Chiang had 

been impressed with the Japanese, especially with their 

modernization campaign. During the course of his military 

training in Tokyo, he also saw the far-sightedness of their 

military planners. Above all, he was impressed with the 

Japanese national spirit. Ever since, Chiang had been 

impressed with it, all the more due to China's lack of it. 

Chiang could not compare the Japanese to the degenerate 

tribes of Canaan, for they were a more worthy opponent, 

more like the mighty Roman Empire of Jesus' day. Chiang 

felt that to save China from Japanese aggression, he would 

have to become more like Jesus. 

The impact of Chiang's Bible study during his cap

tivity at Sian was evident; it was demonstrated in speeches 

such as his Good Friday message of 1937: 

The many virtues of Christ I cannot possibly enumerate. 
Today being Good Friday, I merely wish to explain some 
of the lessons I have derived from the trials of Christ. 
His utterances from the cross are our spiritual inheri
tance . . . in this strange predicament [Sian captivity] 
I distinctly recalled the forty days and nights which 
Christ passed in the wilderness. . . . His prayer in the 
Garden of Gethsemane and the indignities heaped upon 
him at the time of His trial.141 

•'•̂ •'•Chiang Kai-shek, "Why I Believe in Jesus," 
Christian Century, 8 June 1938, p. 723. 
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Chiang identified himself with the suffering Christ. He 

gained strength in knowing that he was not suffering alone. 

The speech is noteworthy because Chiang placed emphasis on 

the person of Christ. Increasingly Chiang focused on 

Christ and His examples. 

In his letters and accounts after the Sian Incident, 

Chiang raised Christian concepts publicly and discussed 

them. Such Christian concepts as sin, confession, and 

prayer to a personal God, were mentioned frequently in a 

straightforward manner. Yet the suffering Savior, Jesus 

Christ, was the primary concern in Chiang's missives and 

speeches. Chiang's suffering at Sian resulted in spiritual 

growth. Such personal experiences influenced him greatly 

in his role as the leader of China, but he always had dif

ficulty in transmitting biblical truths to the Chinese. 

In a radio broadcast to Chinese Christians in 1938, Chiang 

explained his reasons for believing in Christ. He said 

that in particular he wanted to give a clear testimony of 

his faith to the Chinese. He also gave his personal inter

pretation of Christ's m.ission on earth, suitably twisted to 

meet the growing Japanese aggression (Japanese armies 

having invaded China some nine months earlier.) The bulk 

of Chiang's speech depicted Jesus as a revolutionary. 

The concept itself was not far-fetched; religious writers 

had used it before. But Chiang's reasoning was often at 

odds with biblical teachings. Speaking of Jesus' national 
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revolution, Chiang said, 

Jewish people . . . were no different than cattle and 
slaves; all liberties had been taken away from them 
and all power put into the hands of the Romans. . . . 
He [Jesus] awakened his nation, he led his people, to 
bring about national revolution.142 

Chiang was wrong in saying that the Jewish people had been 

treated as cattle and slaves. They actually had a great 

deal of political, personal, and religious freedom. Chiang 

made a more serious mistake in representing Jesus as an 

advocate of nationalism. Consider the following passage 

found in Jo. 18:33-36: 

Pilate therefore entered again into the Praetorium, 
and summoned Jesus, and said to Him, 'You are the King 
of the Jews?' Jesus answered, 'Are you saying this on 
your own initiative, or did others tell you about Me?' 
Pilate answered, 'I am not a Jew, am I? Your own 
nation and the chief priests delivered you up to me; 
what have you done?' Jesus answered, 'My kingdom is 
not of this world. If My kingdom, were of this world, 
then My servants would be fighting, that I might not 
be delivered up to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom 
is not of this realm.' 

Jesus never advocated Jewish nationalism. He only taught 

his followers to direct their energies toward the further

ance of the eternal kingdom of God, not toward the earthly 

nations that would pass away. 

Chiang's assessment of Jesus as a social revolu

tionary also misrepresented the teachings of Christ. 

Chiang said that following Christ's spirit in the eradica

tion of disorder and corruption, "he [the Chinese] can 

Chiang, Why I Believe in Jesus, p. 723. 
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build up a new life, abundant, expanding and ascending. ""'•'̂^ 

Here again Chiang was mistaken, for Jesus' view of the 

abundant life referred to spiritual abundance, not physi-
144 

cal. He never promised his followers economic success. 

Chiang's most accurate protrayal of Jesus was that 

of Jesus as a religious revolutionary. Certainly Jesus 

taught against hypocrisy and hollowness of religion. To 

Chiang, the aims of Christ's religious revolution were to 

effect national and social revolutions. His interpreta

tion shifted the goals of Christ's religious revolution 

from the spiritual to the temporal realm. Because of this 

understanding, Chiang equated the situations in Palestine 

at the time of Christ with those in Republican China. 

Thus, Chiang was able to identify himself with Christ. 

Therefore when Chiang presented Christ as an example for 

others, he was inferring that people should follow him. 

Chiang's understanding of the doctrine of atone

ment through Jesus' blood was clear and orthodox. His 

testimonies such as the one below clearly indicate such 

a belief. 

I have often sought to study the secret of Jesus' 
revolutionary passion. It seems to me that it is 
found in His spirit of love. With His wonderful love 
Jesus sought to destroy the evil in the hearts of men. 

143 

'Jn. 10:1-12. 

Chiang, Why I Believe in Jesus, p. 724. 

144 
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to do away with social injustices and to enable every
one to enjoy his natural rights as a human being and 
receive the blessings of liberty, equality, and happi
ness. . . . His purpose to save the world and humanity 
was firm and His faith was immovable. He gave Himself 
in utter love and sacrifice for others. . . . When He 
was nailed to the cross and made to suffer unspeakable 
pain. He faced the ordeal with calm and fortitude. . . . 
See Jesus lifted on the cross; He still looks to Heaven 
and pleads with God to forgive His enemies for their 
ignorance. V7hat marvelous love! Jesus' revolutionary 
spirit came from His great love for humanity.145 

How, then, could Chiang have so misrepresented the teach

ings of Christ when he understood the person of Christ so 

well? The explanation lies in the fact that Chiang placed 

supreme importance on one goal in life--fthe unification of 

China. It seems that Chiang could only see the similarities 

between himself and Jesus because he was so anxious to save 

China from Japanese aggression. His justifications for 

considering himself the savior of China were understandable 

if one takes into account the seriousness of the Japanese 

threat to China's existence. Chiang saw himself not only 

as a religious savior, but as a political and social savior. 

Chiang thought that Jesus must have been the same. 

In the China Handbook, 1937-1943 there was a quote 

by Thomas F. Ryan taken from his book Wartime China as 

Seen by Westerners: 

•̂ '̂ Ĉhinese Ministry of Information, Wartime 
Messages, p. 61. 
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China is fortunate in having as its leader in this 
most critical period one who is a declared Christian, 
one who has publicly stated his belief that every man 
needs a religion and has chosen for his own the 
leadership of Christ.146 

In this short passage one finds both the strengths and 

weaknesses of Chiang's Christian commitment. He had chosen 

for himself the leadership of Christ, yet publicly stated 

that every man need only have "religion." Though one 

could not seriously doubt Chiang's commitment to Christ 

and his personal belief in the Bible, his view toward other 

religions and philosophies remained disconcerting to funda

mental Christians. The approach Chiang had taken toward 

other v/orld religions should be understood in terms of 

his cultural background. 

The Chinese, being traditionally eclectic, were 

generally willing to recognize the truths of all religions. 

Chiang was no different. Throughout his Christian life he 

held this view. The Society for Moral Endeavor, estab

lished by Chiang in the early thirties, was extremely 

broad-minded religiously so long as members followed the 

established rules of conduct. Chiang was willing to 

compromise for the sake of the unification of China. 

Chiang's speech before the First Conference of the 

•̂ '̂ T̂ong, China Handbook, p. 760. 

""•̂ "̂ Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, pp. 316-

317 
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Chinese Mohammedan National Salvation Association in July 

1939 was another example of his concern with political 

rather than religious ends. 

One of the good qualities of the Chinese Mohammedans 
is their militant life and physical fitness. . . . I 
hope you will go further and propagate your ideals 
. . . so as to contribute to the progress of society. 
Mohammedanism has many good points; its weakness is 
its lack of sufficient understanding of the nature of 
society. . . . They remain alien to the non-followers 
of their religion. . . . What they should realize is 
that all great religions have a similar aim--to save 
mankind and save the v/orld. All have a universal out
look. Mohammedanism is a great religion and a reli
gion of salvation. To carry out their mission Moham
medans should try to save not only themselves but also 
non-Mohammedans. I sincerely hope that Chinese 
Mohammedans will re-affirm their solidarity with the 
Chinese people of other religious faiths and thus 
manifest the true spirit of universal religion.148 

Chiang's views should be understood in terms of the eclec

tic Confucian philosophy in which he was educated. Such 

eclectic thinking had in fact been taken for granted in 

China as the most acceptable religious attitude. Naturally 

it had become a part of Chiang's thinking. But Chiang had 

no cultural or religious connections with Islam. Why then 

did he encourage Mohammedans to propagate their faith? He 

did not do it simply for the benefit of ten to fifteen 

million Mohammedans; he did it to bring about the unifica

tion of China. 

Chiang reaffirmed his traditional Chinese view of 

"'•̂ Ĉhinese Ministry of Information, V7artime 
Messages, p. 3 05. 
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religion in 1943 in his book China's Destiny. 

With regard to religion, China's own philosophy of 
life . . . automatically became a lofty system, supe
rior to any other philosophy in the world. Yet the 
Chinese nation also accepted foreign religions and 
was able to select the most profound philosophical 
principles of those religions and develop them to
gether with China's own ancient philosophy of life. 
Thus, after the Tsin and Wei dynasties," Buddhism from. 
India and Central Asia was introduced into China. 
During the Sung and Yuan dynasties, Mohammedanism was 
introduced into China. At the end of the Ming and the 
beginning of the Ch'ing dynasties, Christianity was 
introduced into China. And all of these have bene
fited Chinese thought and learning.149 

So long as any religion or philosophy promoted righteous

ness and bettered the morality of members of society, Chiang 

would be glad for its presence. Chiang felt that God had 

destined him to fulfill the solidarity of China, and 

thereby justified his use of religion to promote solidarity. 

As Paul Linebarger aptly put it, "assuming even an abnormal 

egocentrism, Chiang is above ambition; he has no welfare 

150 
but that of the state." 

In 1942 considerable tension developed between 

Chiang and his Western allies. He felt that China was 

neglected in favor of other theatres, even though the 

Chinese had been fighting Japan since 1937. In China, 

Chiang was at the same time accused of being too dependent 

•'•'̂ Ĉhiang Kai-shek, China's Destiny, p. 95. 

•"•^^Linebarger, The China of Chiang Kai-shek, 
p. 256. 
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on America. He became defensive about such accusations. "̂ ^̂  

Under the circumstances, Chiang could have reconsidered 

his stand on Christianity, religious symbol of the Western 

powers. Yet his religious life changed little. Chiang 

continually read the Bible and lived a simple ascetic life, 

abstaining from tobacco and alcohol. He continued to pray 

daily. According to Joseph Stilwell, Chiang's evening 

prayers were not to be disturbed for anything, not even 
I C O 

for an appointment with Stilwell himself. Testimonies 

such as this are valuable because they were given by those 

who had no particular interest in religion and no particu

lar love for Chiang. 

Chiang's Christian messages continued to emphasize 

the suffering Christ. If any change in his religious life 

took place after his complaints to the West, it was his 

increased understanding of Christianity. This increased 

understanding was evident in his Christmas message to 

wounded soldiers in China in 1943. Chiang was more evan

gelistic than ever, inviting Christian pastors openly to 

visit the sick and wounded and tell them about the "true 

way of life." He compared his soldiers to Christ when he 

talked about their sacrifice, explaining why Christ had 

"̂ •̂'"Joseph W. Esherick, ed. , Lost Chance in China, 
the World War II Despatches of John S. Service (New York: 
Random House, 1974), p. 88. 

"'•̂ V̂7hite, The Stilwell Papers, p. 132. 
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poured out his blood to save all mankind. ̂ ^^ Through his 

bitter experience during the war, Chiang came to be more 

appreciative of the eternal truth he understood Chris

tianity to contain. Using Christ as an exam.ple of self-

sacrifice, Chiang urged the wounded soldiers to take 

comfort in Christ, just as Christ had taken comfort in his 

Father in heaven. It is significant that this address was 

presented to a non-Christian audience. As Chiang matured 

in the Christian faith, it became evident that his commit

ment transcended his association with the West. 

Chiang's Christianity cannot be properly considered 

without placing it in the context of his daily life. 

Personally, Christianity occupied a significant portion 

of his daily routine through Bible study, prayer, and fel

lowship. Publicly his Christian commitment was not empha

sized. Chiang gave at least two Christian messages each 

year, at Christmas and at Easter. Much of his Christian 

thought can be found in those public messages. Supple

mental materials such as letters, testimonies, and inter

views given by Chiang are helpful in filling in the gaps. 

But Chiang was in no sense a preacher. 

Seldom did Chiang's addresses to the nation make 

specific reference to Christianity. They usually dealt 

with either current events or the particular problems 

15 3 
Christian Soldiers, pp. 331-332. 
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which China faced at the moment. But virtually every 

speech referred to Sun Yat-sen's Three Principles of the 

People as China's ultimate goal. Chiang's arguments for 

the attainment of that goal were often supported by ancient 

texts. His speeches were monotonously regular. According 

to one biographer, "he never entertained any new concepts, 

never permitted himself the least deviation from the 

154 
accepted doctrine." But Chiang felt that he had a 

mandate from heaven to accomplish his purpose, so he saw 

no reason to deviate. 

It would be wrong to assume that Chiang was less 

than a dedicated disciple of Christ just because he did 

not preach about Christ in every public statement. By any 

fair standard of judgment, his life was a paragon of Chris

tian devotion. But his approach to religion was typically 

Asian, and this sometimes led Western Christians to mis

interpret his actions. Chiang felt that the search for 

religion m.ust be undertaken individually. He felt that 

all the major religions had benefited human society; he 

also felt that Christianity was the true way for spiritual 

salvation. Thus, he worked closely with missionaries and 

encouraged them̂  in their work, particularly when they 

tried to provide for both the spiritual and physical needs 

of the people. 

Payne, Chiang Kai-shek, p. 237. 
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Chiang's Christian interest ranged beyond the 

routine of daily Bible study and prayer. This regulated 

routine was seen by some people only as an extension of 

the rigid discipline he had always imposed on himself as 

a soldier. But Chiang enjoyed reading Christian literature 

other than the Bible for fresh insights into the meanings 

of biblical passages. According to one v/riter, Chiang's 

favorite book beside the Bible was Pilgrim's Progress. "''̂^ 

In 194 4 Chiang began to read the devotional book 

Streams in the Desert daily. He marked and annotated its 

chapters while he read. He did this for the benefit of 

his son, Chiang Ching-kuo, and encouraged him to read the 

book. The passage from Streams in the Desert for August 

15, 1945, the day the Japanese surrendered, was particularly 

significant for Chiang. 

'Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom 
of God.' (Ac. 14:22) The best things of life come out 
of wounding. V7heat is crushed before it becomes bread. 
Incense must be cast upon the fire before its odors 
are set free. The ground must be broken with the sharp 
plow before it is ready to receive seed. It is the 
broken heart that pleases God. The sweetest joys in 
life are the fruits of sorrow. Humian nature seems to 
need suffering to fit it for being a blessing to the 
world.156 

1 ss 
Miller, Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-shek, 

p. 162. 
Mrs. Charles E. Cowman, ed.. Streams in the 

Desert (Los Angeles: Covvman Publishing Company, 1950), 
p. 239. 
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The thought expressed above echoed Chiang's life and 

mission in the world. He understood suffering and its 

consequence in life. 

In addition to his personal spiritual enrichment, 

Chiang made the Bible more readily available for the 

Chinese. In 194 6 he edited a translation of the Psalm.s 

by a Catholic scholar, John C. H. Wu. Checking Wu's 

translation against several others, Chiang marked passages 

with his likes and dislikes. Chiang would go over Wu's 

comments, and then the passages themselves, sometimes 

three or four times. At the publication of the translation 

of the Psalms, he expressed his hope that V7u would continue 

translating until he had translated the entire New Testa

ment and thereby "help our Christianity spread ever more 

.. T iil57 widely. 

Chiang was interested in the spread of Christianity. 

He usually supported any efforts to that end. But the 

actual work of spreading the gospel was left to the pastors, 

missionaries, and theologians. Chiang felt that he already 

had been given a divine duty in unifying China. His devo

tional life was designed to strengthen and justify the 

political and military work necessary for accomplishing 

what he felt was God's purpose. For those who knew Chiang 

•̂ "̂̂ "Psalms translated by Chiang Kai-shek," Time, 
9 December 1946, p. 73. 
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well, his Christian commitment was unquestionable. Lay-

Christian evangelism is a relatively recent trend, and 

tends to cloud one's perception of Christian dedication 

in earlier periods. In the forties, the distinction 

between ordained ministers and laymen v/as sharper. Each 

had their work. Chiang felt that his reward should come 

in the fulfillment of the task he had been given. 

G. Chiang faces communism. 

After Japan's defeat in 1945, Chiang was again 

squarely confronted with the spread of'communism through

out China. The prospects for continued Nationalist rule 

v/ere slight. Yet Chiang maintained his steadfast belief 

that he would be allowed to fulfill his destiny of uniting 

China under his rule. In his Christmas message in 1947, 

Chiang again looked to the suffering Christ as his example. 

Look at the world situation through the lens of the 
Christian face. . . . Certainly no one has ever known 
sorrow on this earth as did He whose birth we honor 
at Christmas. His life was an ordeal of persecution. 
He was despised and rejected of men. By any human, 
everyday success standard, Jesus' career on earth was 
a career of failure and unrelieved disaster. And yet, 
how tremendous was His ultimate success, how total His 
final triumph! We know now that his strength was born 
of the purification which He gained from His sacrifice 
and affliction.158 

Chiang saw parallels between his career and that of his 

professed savior. He felt that he had been purified 

158 Hsiung, The Life of Chiang Kai-shek, p. 358. 
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through sacrifice and affliction, just as Christ had. 

Though the situation looked hopeless for his continued 

control in China, the parallel had held true to that 

point. His ultimate success seemed only a matter of time. 

As Chinese communists drove Chiang to the brink 

of expulsion from China, he relaxed the stern moral 

standards he had established for himself. One biographer 

wrote that Chiang started drinking heavily during 1948 and 

that he had to drink to sleep at night. Chiang's official 

biographer, Hollington Tong, even conceded that he would 

have to drink one and a half cups of whiskey each night to 

159 

induce drowsiness. Chiang was in a spiritual depres

sion, for drinking was contrary to the principles he had 

established for himself. 

It is remarkable that Chiang's weakness with 

alcohol was the only observable deviation from his personal 

principles. He always had been aloof since his conversion 

in 1930. But because of his leadership in China, Chiang 

had been constantly in the news and continually scruti

nized by the world press. One should consider his cele

brated deviation from principles in light of Chiang's 

entire Christian life of 45 years. Had there been other 

inconsistencies, its not likely they could have gone 

unnoticed. 

Payne, Chiang Kai-shek, p. 281. 
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Chiang's expulsion from the mainland might have 

prompted drastic changes in his Christian thinking. Cer

tainly his link with America could have given cause for 

such a change, for Time reported in 1950 that "the 

Generalissimo is in a state of disturbing and potentially 

disastrous antipathy to the United States and to every

thing American." But there seems to have been no 

connection between Chiang's relationship with America and 

his Christianity. In 1942 he had disagreed with the 

Western allies, yet his religious life went on without any 

noticeable change. Just as before, his understanding of 

the Bible expanded with the passage of years through study 

and prayer. 

On Taiwan, Chiang's Christian life went on as in 

161 Nanking and Chungking. According to his wife, "every 

morning at 6:30 we pray together and share devotional 

reading and discussion. Every night before retiring we 

162 
also pray together." Chiang engaged in long periods 

of solitary prayer and Bible study. When reading the 

Bible he would mark passages v/ith one of four colors to 

aid his study. He continually abstained from alcohol and 

•'•̂ "̂What the Gimo Thinks," Time, 24 July 1950, 
p. 29. 

•̂ •̂'•Payne, Chiang Kai-shek, p. 314. 

^^^xMadame Chiang Kai-shek, The Power of Prayer, 
p. 55. 
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tobacco 'as before. 

Chiang regularly attended Christian church services 

on Sunday at a small chapel near his home, often praying 

and leading scripture reading. He was always willing to 

worship publicly and to display his belief in Christ. 

According to one pastor who had preached to Chiang numer

ous times, he was always attentive and interested in the 

interpretations of difficult texts in the Bible, and often 

invited his regular pastor to his home in order to discuss 

those matters more fully. Such was the routine of 

Chiang's religious life throughout his life on Taiwan. 

Regular study resulted in a fuller understanding 

of the Bible on Chiang's part. In the past he had believed 

non-Christian religions, along with Christianity, were 

religions of salvation (see page 98 above). To justify 

such a view one would have to explain such passages from 

the Bible as the following: 

If we [Jesus' disciples] are on trial today for a 
benefit done to a sick man, as to how this man has 
been made well, let it be known to all of you, and 
to all the people of Israel, that by the name of 
Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom 
God raised from the dead . . . for there is no other 
name under heaven that has been given among men, by 
which we must be saved.1^4 

•"•^^Interview with Carl Hunker, president of the 
Taiwan Baptist Theological Seminary. April 1979. 

^^^Ac. 4:9-12. 
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Chiang's Good Friday speech in 1950 indicated that he had 

changed his view of the role of Christ. As before he 

viev/ed the Savior as the suffering Christ. Chiang still 

placed emphasis on Christ's physical presence in Palestine. 

But in addition he acknov/ledged that Christ was the sole 

savior of the world. Though there is no record available 

as to how Chiang came to reinterpret Biblical scriptures 

in such a way, it is reasonable to assume that through his 

reading, study, and conversations he continually gained 

new insights into the spirit of the Bible. 

Chiang had once used Christ almost exclusively as 

an example to the Chinese people of suffering for the sake 

of righteous cause. He later described Christ as a person, 

and stressed the importance of Christ's life for each 

individual. His address before wounded soldiers in 1943 

indicated a shift in this thinking. He first wanted them 

to understand the example of Christ's sacrifice. But then 

he wanted them to know that they could take com.fort in 

believing that Christ had suffered for them. In his 

Easter message in 1960, Chiang urged that Christ's cruci

fixion and resurrection be looked at not only as historical 

facts, but as spiritual foundations that had meaning in 

each life. This point of view was significantly different 

from his view during the mid-thirties when he looked at 

Christianity as a good religion because of its "definite 

goals" and "lofty purpose." 
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Throughout the fifties, while the world waited to 

see if the Chinese communist experiment would be success

ful, Chiang remained in the international news. Though 

his reputation as a v/orld leader declined rapidly many 

Christians still held Chiang in high esteem as the great 

hope of salvation for Communist China. While on a trip 

to Asia in 1957, American evangelist Billy James Hargis 

interviewed Chiang and asked how he could justify his 

obsession to return to the Chinese mainland if it involved 

the world in another war. Chiang replied: 

My country was the first to suffer from communism. 
She was also the first to resist communism. Today 
the whole free world confronts this ideology. It 
denies the existence of the living God and invents 
its own gods. The only way to destroy this false 
ideology is to follow the spirit of Christ. The 
apostle Paul once said, 'Be strong in the Lord and 
in the strength of his might. Put on the armor of 
God that you may be able to stand against the wiles 
of the devil.' "it is my fervent belief^that with 
the help of God we shall succeed. . . .1^6 

In spite of his belief and willingness to follow the spirit 

of Christ, Chiang never succeeded in destroying the commu

nists or in unifying the mainland. 

-^^^Hargis was an evangelist and radio preacher 
whose primary concern during the late fifties^was the 
spread of communism. One pastor has describea him as 
the Joseph xMcCarthy of religion. 

^^*^Billy James Hargis, "Three Christian Giants," 
American Mercury, December 1957, p. 15. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Chiang lived out his life on Taiwan, leading his 

island nation in the economic miracle of developing an 

economy second only to Japan's in Asia. He lived with 

the conviction that he would som.eday return to mainland 

China to deliver his people from communist control. 

There is no doubt about what Chiang wanted from 

life. His desire to wrest mainland China from the commu

nists was a quiet obsession, always present, always fore

most, touching on every part of his life. Today Christians 

might invoke Matthew 6 in decrying Chiang's "admirable 

16 7 
obsession." "But seek first His kingdom and His right-

16 8 
eousness; and all these things shall be added to you." 

Yet like Christ, Chiang too m.ight have prayed, "Thy will 

169 

be done on earth, as it is in Heaven." Chiang sin

cerely felt that God had given him a divine duty. Through 

such natural signs as the snowstorm at Kaifeng in 1930 and 

"SCI 

Hargis, Christian Giants, p. 16 

^^^Mt. 6:33. 169... ^ T p, 
Mt. 6:10. 

Ill 
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provision of the hares at Sian in 1936, Chiang felt that 

God had reenforced his call for Chiang to unify China. 

One cannot say why a man sees his destiny as 

directed by God. To understand Chiang's sense of mission 

one must accept testimony from Chiang and others in light 

of one's understanding of the workings of God. Strictly 

speaking, that is beyond the realm of the historian. But 

the historian can examine a man's professed religion in 

terms of how he interpreted its tenets, and how well he 

practiced what he believed. 

Chiang's Christianity was a peculiar blend by 

Western standards. It was fundamental, yet tended to be 

directed intuitively. In his early Christian life Chiang 

had sought justification for his wars to unite China and 

had found it in the Old Testament. But he had not been 

so naive as to identify himself with the judges just 

because he saw justification in similar situations to the 

one in which he found himself in China. Chiang devoted 

him.self to righteousness before seeking God's help, for 

he believed that the prayers of a righteous man could 

accomplish much. Through his prayers and regular Bible 

study, Chiang sought to understand the mission which he 

believed God had entrusted to him. 

It may be said that Chiang was devoted to the 

unification of China long before his conversion to Chris

tianity. This suggests that his goal was merely placed 
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in the context of God's will for the sake of reconciling 

his actions with the testament of his new faith. But 

regardless of how Chiang came to understand it, he be

lieved that God had given him the duty. Chiang needed no 

philosophical justification for his actions. Confucianism 

gave reasons for waging war and killing men; he had studied 

the ancient texts of China and had found them full of 

v/isdom in every area of life except one. Chiang felt that 

life could not be satisfying with only a philosophical 

understanding of it, no matter how profound the philosophy. 

He never belittled Confucian philosophy; to the contrary, 

Chiang always held Confucianism in high regard and often 

used its texts in speeches and letters. But he felt that 

religion touched upon a different area of life than philos

ophy, and that both could therefore be incorporated in 

one's life without compromising either. Thus Chiang be

lieved that the spiritual power of Christianity and the 

propriety of ancient Chinese traditions, together, could 

succeed in solving China's psychological and spiritual 

problems. 

While the notion m.ay seem impractical in retro

spect, Chiang thought it would work. His understanding 

in 1934 of the workings of spiritual power was not what 

it would be later. Just as everyone who aspires to 

spiritual growth must grow gradually, so did Chiang. 

Having been raised in China, in a home devoted both to 
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Buddhism and Confucianism, Chiang had learned to take the 

best from each system. He tended to do the same with 

Christianity. What Chiang did not understand was that 

according to the Bible, the power of the regenerated life 

could come only from accepting the person of Christ—which 

he had done, and not merely from following the example of 

Christ--which he had encouraged others to do. 

As Chiang's Christian experience deepened, espe

cially as he saw the devastation brought upon the Chinese 

by war, he understood the Bible to teach that everyone 

needed a personal savior, not just an example. Chiang 

felt that the suffering Christ embodied the struggle which 

he and the Chinese people were involved in, a struggle 

which he felt they must ultimately win. Through the war 

years, Chiang's basic theology shifted from the Old 

Testament concept of righteous judgment executed upon the 

wicked, to the essentially New Testament theme of deliver

ance through suffering. On Taiwan, Chiang continued to 

pray and study the Bible, convinced that he would someday 

return to the mainland. 

Chiang believed that Chinese nationalism was God's 

will. Therefore he felt it should be implemented by all 

means. This sense of mission clouded Chiang's perception 

of Christ. He viewed Jesus as the complete revolutionary, 

concerned with every area of life, purified through suf

fering, and empowered through total devotion to God. 
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Chiang never grasped the biblical teaching that Jesus not 

only delivered mankind from spiritual bondage, but regen

erated life through the spirit. But whatever Chiang's 

perceptions of Jesus as the man, he did recognize him as 

the son of God and the savior of mankind. He prayed to 

him regularly and studied his words. He believed that 

Jesus was the supreme example of God's man, carrying out 

the will of God through his ov/n suffering. Chiang tried 

to follow that example. He believed that to do so would 

result in the achievement of the goal God had given him. 

As he lived out his life on Taiwan, day after day just 

ninety miles from the mainland, Chiang learned patience. 

He never returned to mainland China. 

Therefore do not be anxious for tomorrow; for 
tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has 
enough trouble of its own. 

Matthew 6:34 
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