








with great kindness and respect, and see their workers as individuals to whom God had
entrusted them with sharing the Gospel, or “Good News.”
Each individual account may differ in emphasis, but they nonetheless share

common principles and values in the three areas noted above.

Suerli: President (Brother) Lin'*'

President Lin (Lin dong), also called Brother Lin (Lin dixiong), founded Suerli—
currently among China’s top producers in wool textiles—in 2002. His company employs
over 200 people and holds a 60 percent market share in China’s wool and cashmere
textile industry, with 20 percent in exports, and annual earnings of about 4.5 million yuan.
The company also hosts a factory church, which has been instrumental in bringing
thousands of people to their annual Christmas celebrations. The company is currently
planning for further expansion into Zhejiang province; their current location is in Zhang
Jia Gang, right outside of Shanghai. Given the ten years he has had to develop this
company, it is actually a rare occurrence for textile companies to grow so quickly and so
fast within a short period of time. He attributes his company’s success to “a lot of hard

work™ as well as “God’s provision.”

121 ¥Names throughout this chapter have been changed to protect the identity and confidentiality of the
interviewee.
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President Lin showing some of the textile machines in his factory (left)

Freshly spun wool for textile machines (right)

When asked whether Christianity or Confucian thought influenced his business
practices more, he replied without a doubt that Christianity had far greater influence.
Pointing to a dusty row of books one of his shelves, he recounted that prior to his
conversion to Christianity, he often consulted secular business management books, but
today, he only consults God and the Bible. He says that in comparison to these secular
management books, “the Word of God is much greater and offers even more in-depth
business insights and guidance.”

During the interview, I also asked President Lin for his thoughts on the differing
practices and principles between Christian and non-Christian businesspeople in China.
For Lin and many other “boss Christian entrepreneurs,” the primary purpose of business
is not to earn profit, but to “glorify God” in their work. He clarified that though they seek

to make a profit according to God’s principles, wealth, status and power are not their
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main goals. To hear this kind of statement coming from a Chinese entrepreneur and
businessman is not only rare in a profit-driven China, but also quite unexpected from
businesspeople in general where oftentimes the importance of “the bottom line” is tacitly
assumed. Throughout our conversation, he emphasized again and again that everything
he was doing was “for God’s glory.” Concretely, this meant that he would not take
advantage of others in business. Even when other less scrupulous businesspeople have
taken advantage of him, thinking he was easy to bully, he said that he would not take
personal revenge, but instead would “thank God anyway and see it as an opportunity for
growth and learning.” He contrasted this with his past, saying that prior to his conversion,
he would definitely have sought vengeance in those situations if someone dared cross
him. But after becoming a Christian, he no longer sought to return “evil for evil, eye for
an eye, tooth for tooth,” but instead, “trusts in God’s sovereignty in those situations.”
President Lin also told me that he hopes to always maintain a “humble attitude,”

recognizing that everything he has is from God and he is simply “the steward” God has

currently entrusted with these things.

President Lin with the company logo in a conference room
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In contrast to many other corporations that often see familial conflict, Lin
attributes the harmony in the management of Suerli to his family’s shared Christian faith.
Whereas other family founded corporations will often have complex family politics over
profit and power, Lin, along with the rest of his brothers and sisters, are able to have very
good working relationships with one another. He admits that the current challenge lies in
their decision to hand over the company to the next generation, but reiterates that together,
he and his brothers and sisters pray over the matter and ask God to guide their decisions.

Whenever he faces challenges, President Lin shared that the best thing he could
do was to turn to God and “lift these things up in prayer.” He testifies that his faith has
given him much rélief and peace of mind in terms of the mental and emotional pressures
of work, along with the usual challenges of business. Whenever he faces problems in the
workplace, he will talk it over with fellow church elders and brothers and sisters and pray
together for guidance. In regards to the various social pressures he faces in Chinese
business culture—giving bribes, attending business parties with hostesses, or “xiaojie,”
smoking, drinking with government officials—he shared that it was due to “God’s
protection,” that he did not have as much trouble as expected with these pressures. For
most private businesses in China, and particularly in Wenzhou, establishing good guanxi
(connections) with government officials has been imperative to the success of business
deals. Despite the tacit approval given to backdoor dealings, Lin and his company have
been able to navigate some of these complicated relationships with “God’s provision™ to
them in these areas. Government ofﬁcials eventually understood that he did not attend
business social gatherings at karaoke bars because of his faith, and even respected him

for it and no longer pressured him to join them. While non-Christian businessmen balk at

53



this, believing that it is necessary to network or build “guanxi” by going to these events,
Lin said that despite some of the “missed opportunities” to build business networks, he
sees that God will often provide in other ways for them. One example of this has been
“God’s protection” to them in the factory setting. Many factories experience multiple
accidents and injuries throughout the years, but Suerli has rarely had any problems in
regards to workplace safety.

As for his workers and employees, President Lin shared that he viewed his
company employees as his “mission field,” or “flock.” Many of his employees were not
Christian when they first started working at his company, but after hearing and seeing the
life testimonies of other factory workers who were Christians, and through bringing them
to the factory’s in-house church, many of these workers later converted to Christianity.
Lin also mentioned here that these workers were invited to sit in church services without
having to work, for full pay. If they did not wish to attend the service, they could choose
to continue working. The day I interviewed President Lin and his vice president, Brother
Ding, I witnessed firsthand the relationships they had with their employees while they
gave me the factory tour. It was clear that many of the employees looked up to President
Lin and V.P. Ding with fondness and respect, and while not all of them shared Lin’s
Christian faith—one employee confessed to me privately that he still has great respect for
President Lin, who has been very kind to him. Lin also shared that one company
employee even came up to him once after a Christmas service and told him, “I am
currently an employee here, and I would like to bring thirty more workers (o your

factory.”
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Housing quarters for factory employees and workers (top)

Dining hall for factory employees and workers {(bottom)

In the past, the local government had asked President Lin to stop holding church
services, after learning about their in-house factory church. While Lin and Ding both

view the government as an authority God has placed over them, citing Romans 13 from

55



the New Testament, both also agree that under circumstances in which they are
challenged to compromise their faith, they must ultimately obey God over the
government. Due to the positive reputation their church has built, the govemment has
seen that they are not trouble-makers or rabble-rousers and has even sent police to help
protect them and keep the peace during crowded annual events such as their Christmas
services, which had over 2,000 people in attendance this past year.

Through his hard work, the success of his business as well as the growth of his
factory church, President Lin hopes that Suerli would be a positive testimony in the
textile industry. In everything he does, he hopes to work hard, do his best, but also to not
neglect the ministry and other responsibilities God has given him. “In the future after |
hand off this company to the second generation, I hope to enter the mission field and do

long-term missions work,” President Lin says, “I cannot imagine any work more

meaningful than this.”

President Lin and Vice President Ding in the factory’s house church
{Background Chinese characters translation: “God loves mankind™)
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Double Rainbow Massage Co.: President (Sister) Song

President Song—also called Sister Song (Song jiemei)—started Double Rainbow
Massage Corporation in 1997. President Song admitted early on that while she had
originally started the massage chain for business reasons, in the last four years she had
“been convicted by God” to use her business as an opportunity to share the gospel “and
advance God’s kingdom™ in her work.

Similarly to President Lin, President Song emphasized that the main motive of
Christian businesspeople is not to make profit, but to share the gospel with those she
works with, primarily her employees. She also stressed the importance of establishing
credibility and business integrity: “Do you exaggerate? Be a person who keeps your
word.” In relation to this principle, she quoted a Bible verse from Matthew 5:37a which
says, “Simply let your “Yes’ be ‘Yes,” and your ‘No,” ‘No.”” In order to establish
credibility in business, “One must show honesty in their words and actions,” she said.

When I further asked how her Christian faith influenced the way she ran business
and the primary differences she saw between Christian and non-Christian businesspeople,
she told me that one of the most positive impacts in Christian thinking was in its
understanding of gi yue jin shen, or “spirit of contracts.” Song explained:

The “spirit of contracts™ is nonexistent in Chinese culture, while in Western

culture it seems to be taken for granted. With the influence of Confucian thought

in China, there is no prominent concept of keeping contracts, but in the Christian
faith, we have a contract with God. The Word of God promises this—that the
blood of Christ binds us in contract to God and acts as His “stamp” on us. This
kind of perspective of keeping contracts is inherent in Christianity and is very
different from Confucian thinking. When I conduct business with others, it
means that I have to keep my word, or my “contract” with that person. This is

very different from Confucian thinking, which emphasizes the authority of the
emperor. The emperor’s word is law, and if he happens to be displeased with you,
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you are dead. So if the emperor decides to “break a contract” or change his mind,

he can do so without repercussion. Essentially, this mindset in Confuctan/Chinese

thinking boils down to: whoever is emperor, or whoever has power, decides what
is law and whether or not they want to keep the contract.

Her sharing here parallels the authoritarian, hierarchical structure of relationships
as well as the idea of “might is right” in Confucianism. As to whether or not Confucian
thbught influenced her business practices, President Song admitted that oftentimes, “I
find myself consciously ridding myself of Confucian influence in my thinking. Since we
grew up with the influence of Confucianism in Chinese culture, there is a societal
pressure that exists.” But with a Christian mindset, “I am able to overcome Confucian
influences in my thinking. For example, with a Confucian mindset, the Junzi
(gentleman/nobleman) is the highest ranking in society, and the laborer is the lowest. So
with this type of thinking, I would view my employees (the laborers/masseuse) as lower
than me, but in Christianity, this type of thinking is wrong. These people are equal to me,
and are in equal in God’s sight. Furthermore, I would actually elevate them, because they
are oppressed, so 1 would take whatever chance I héve to help them. For instance, when
they are sick, or have special family circumstances, I would provide extra stipends, salary,
or bonus to help them out.” In regards to a question on discrimination against migrant
workers and how they are viewed or treated, she mentioned, “This depends on the
maturity of the Christian in question, but if the person is mature, we certainly would not
view these people negatively or as lesser than us, but rather as people we can share the
gospel with and introduce to God.”

(Although she did not share this with me personally in her interview, from further

research I found that her massage chain business is one of the few that employs blind
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masseuses. 2 Discrimination against disabilities of any kind is quite common in East
Asia, and it is often difficult for disabled workers to find employment in most places.)

In relation to the point she made earlier about not seeking profit first, President
Song stated that it is easy for non-Christian businesspeople and even Christian
businesspeople in general to be very profit-driven, but for Christian entrepreneurs, the
main motive is to “serve and glorify God” in all aspects of their work. “Christianity is a
very enthusiastic religion so to speak,” she said, “so it permeates Christians’ daily lives,
including business and work-life and how they conduct business.” She also mentioned
that while Christians might not necessarily make the most profit, their business ethics and
principles will have more integrity than the majority of non-Christian businesspeople in
China. “It is easy for non-Christian businesspeople to seek their own interests first
because of a natural lack of a fear of God,” she said, “but from a Christian point of view,
if one is doing something wrong or doing something unethical in a business situation,
God will give the person a strong sense of uneasiness or lack of peace.”

In regards to the conflicts between faith and business, President Song thanks God
“for His protection to me in my business.” So far, she has not experienced any huge
difficulties or inconveniences in her business due to her faith. This is not to say that she
has not met with challenges in business.

When business is bad, or employees are leaVing, I pray often. I ask the Lord for

wisdom, patience, and God gives me all of these. Sometimes He provides me a

way out immediately—for example, when I couldn’t find a house for rent, and

after prayer, God provided one immediately. Other times, God gives me patience

to wait, and helps me understand the limits of money’s power. After you deal with

money in business, you find that money is not reliable, only God is reliable. An

example of this is when you are dealing with employees, and oftentimes the
amount you can offer for salary is limited, since other work places will offer a

122 coe the business website for more information: http://shanghai.unlike.net/locations/301723-Double-

Rainbow-Massage-House
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similar amount. But if you show the employees that you care about them and
respect them as individuals, they will be willing to stay at your company rather
than leave for another company.

Yahweh Plastics Co.: President Lee & President Chang

President Li started a plastics company in 1999 with eight other business partners.
While both she and her company have been quite successful, President Li was extremely
modest and down-to-earth regarding her work with the plastics company. When I asked
her what was different about the way she conducted her business because of her faith, she
mentioned that it was primarily through building trust that their company was able to get
off the ground. “Diligence and honesty were crucial,” she said, “it was very important for
us to keep our word in order for us to build that kind of trust with customers and business
partners.” Like the other company presidents, Li also emphasized that making profit was
not the main motive. “When we realize something in the production process is not quite
right, we will stop and change the production process, even if it brings us a loss.”

Li admitted that the competition in the plastics business can be tough, and it has
been a temptation for their company to value profit first over quality and integrity in their
business. “Other companies have added water to their plastic to make the production
process easier and cheaper. In the short term, they have been able to make more profit,
but in the long-term, customers still found our plastics products to be better and more
reliable. So even if in the short-term we suffered losses in profits compared to companies
who took short-cuts, in the long run, people know that our products are better than the

companies who made short-term gains. From that experience, even though it was
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tempting for us to take short-cuts as well, we saw that short-term gains do not profit in
the long-run.” Li firmly believes that “if we do not follow God’s principles, we will
experience God’s punishment.” When I asked her for an example, she shared that at one
point, she and her partners had deliberately taken a short-cut in the development of their
plastics business and immediately lost a large shipping order. “After reflection, I saw this
was clearly God’s punishment on us for taking an unethical short-cut,” she said,
“following that experience, we have been very careful to not take any more shortcuts.”
In regards to tﬁe influence of Confucian values on their business, Li pointed out
that there are both positive and negative values that fall under Confucianism. “For
positive values that are consistent with the Bible, we will most likely follow those too,”
she said, “but for principles or values that are inconsistent with God’s principles from the
Bible, we will definitely not follow those.” Li stated that the primary difficulty for most
people is actually “following through on these principles and values and living up to them.
While we might believe something, people without a belief in or having a fear of God
will find it harder to obey these good principles, whether Confucian or Christian.”
President Chang, like President Li, is another Wenzhou entrepreneur “boss
Christian,” who currently resides in Shanghai after expanding his electronic home goods
business to outside of Wenzhou. When discussing the influence of Confucian and
Christian thought on his business practices, he pointed out that the post-Mao reform era
(gai ge kai fang) did not emphasize Confucian thinking yet, as socialist thought was still
most influential overall. In spite of this, he said his personal Christian faith was most
influential in his business practices. He emphasized three points: honesty (cheng shi),

love (ai), and faith (xin xing).
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It is important for us as Christian entrepreneurs to be honest with all of our

customers and business partners; through that, they are able to build a foundation

of trust with us and do long-term business. Love is important as well, because it

goes hand in hand with honesty. With love for our neighbors and honesty, there 1s

no evil (gui za).
In regards to faith, President Chang said, “Our faith in God allows us to rely on Him
rather than ourselves in different situations we face.” He then gave an example,
contrasting the difference between doing business with Christian and non-Christian
businessmen. “When I am doing business with another Christian businessman; I know I
can trust him-—yparticularly after we have prayed over the matter together aﬁd discussed
things over. Because both parties have integrity, we can finish a business deal in a few
hours.” In contrast, with a non-Christian businessman, the process is much more
complicated. “It can take up to two months to get a business deal done with a non-
Christian businessperson, primarily due to the fact that I do not know if I can trust him.
Because of this lack of trust, I have to go through lengthy investigations and other
complicated processes to do background checks.”

Similar to the other boss Christians mentioned in this chapter so far, President
Chang regards his prayer and devotional (Bible-reading) life as very iﬁﬂuential in his
business decisions and day to day living. He quoted a favorite verse of Wenzhou
entreprencurs from the New Testament: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.” Like
President Lin, he believes in inviting factory workers to church during their working
hours with full pay; he will “pay laborers to sit and listen to the gospel; they can choose
to work or not.” Because of his and many other boss Christians who do this, he shared

that in some cases, “over 90 percent of their factory workers accepted the Christian faith

by the end of the year.”
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Wenzhou Government Official: Party Secretary Fan

Before I interviewed former Party Secretary Fan from one of the Wenzhou
districts, I was instructed to address her as Fan da jie (older sister), because of her highly
respected status in both the public and among the Christian community. In her youth, she
was sent to one of the coldest, harshest regions near the Russian border for peasant
reeducation. Later on, she served as Party Secretary for one of the districts in Wenzhou
and is now currently the president of a shoe conglomerate group in Wenzhou, which
oversees 1,579 different shoe businesses. The professor who introduced me to her
informed me that she is a highly successful government official and businesswoman and
is highly respected in both Wenzhou and outside of Wenzhou. She has met with upper-
level government officials such as Hu Jintao and many others in the central state
government.

Due to her status as a former government official, the interview I conducted with
her differed in some aspects compared to the others. During the interview, I asked if she
thought her faith conflicted with her duties and responsibilities as a party member and
government official. She told me, “No, even as a Christian, I love both country and God.”
She added that even Lee Ruihuang, former Chairman of the National Committee of the
CPPCC had said before, “Faith (xin yang) is good for the people.” From her perspective,
the influence of Christianity on society is very positive, because it helps “stabilize
society.” She gave examples of how “conflicts in business are easily resolved” due to

Christian faith. For example, one Boss Christian she knew personally had a business
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partner who ran away from debt and caused a lot of trouble for this Christian
entrepreneur. Instead of hating this man or seeking retribution for his losses, this
Christian entrepreneur forgave him and did not ask for his money back when the guilty
partner returned. “Today this Boss Christian is very successful,” she told me.

While serving as Party Secretary, Fan said that she “never openly proclaimed her
faith,” even though without her stating it, others around her knew of her Christian faith.
“Due to this,” she said, “I had to be very careful with my actions and words in public.
People knew I was a Christian too because my father had been a pastor in Wenzhou.”
Throughout her tenure as Party Secretary, Fan was held in high regard. Unlike various
government officials, she had a spotless reputation and was known for never using her
power in office for public corruption or for personal gain. Due to her clean reputation,
she later became a highly successful businesswoman. “People said that investing their
money with me was as safe as putting it in a bank.” Fan emphasized the importance of
serving others, both in her time in office and in business. “Zuo-ren (way of treating others)
principles are very important too. The way we treat our workers and employees, whether
we are honest and trustworthy, donating to and helping with charities and humanitarian
causes—these are all very important principles based on God’s Word.”

When asked whether Confucian principles influenced her way of conducting
business, she described that while this may not influence Christians very much, it does
have a lot of influence on non-Christian businessmen. When I asked her why corruption
is still so common among businesses in China, she answered, “While many parts of
Confucian thought stresses good ethics and principles too, without belief in God, and a

subsequent fear of God, there is no accountability for their actions and behavior, so many
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are not able to follow through on the principles of Confucianism.” When I asked her what
the government thought about Christianity and its role in society, she told me that in her
view as a former government official and among her colleagues, it is “definitely viewed
as a positive social force—and can help contribute to the stability and economic

prosperity of China.”

65



Conclusion

The personal testimonies of these Christian entrepreneurs mirror much of what
Max Weber had theorized long ago on the intersections between Protestant ethics and
capitalism. For many Wenzhou Boss Christians, their main motive and calling in life is
not to “get rich” as fast as possible, but to glorify God in their work. To them, profit is
not the end all, but rather a byproduct of hard work, as well as evidence of “God’s
blessing” in their work.

This thesis does not argue that wealth or economic development go hand in hand
with Christianity or the Protestant ethic. Rather, through the éxamples of these Wenzhou
Christian entrepreneurs interviewed here and many others, we see a consistent trend of
hard work, integrity of character, and a desire to do good for society-—all for the sake of
“glorifying God” and “showing their love for God.” Whether it is in their interactions
with other business partners or with their subordinates and employees, the Confucian
spirit of ren (benevolence) as well as the Protestant command to “love thy neighbor” is
evident. In challenging situations where they are tempted to compromise their values,
they turn to God in prayer and seek guidance. If they make an unethical decision, they
openly admit to suffering the consequences and submitting to “God’s punishment.”

Due to their “personal relationships with God” and their deep desire to please God,
“Boss Christians” have a stronger incentive to live up to higher moral standards than the
average non-Christian Chinese entrepreneur. While Confucian values may overlap with
Christian values, there is ultimately no higher authority which holds the individual

accountable for their actions. Confucianism emphasizes a morality centered on the family
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(a show of filial piety), and in theory, ren (benevolence) should overflow from within the
family unit to outside of the family. Yet for most contemporary Chinese, the Confucian
values that have been popularly adopted more often emphasize authoritarian, hierarchical
relationships—whether it is father-son, superior-subordinate, or emperor-subject. As
mentioned previously, Confucian concepts of ren-yi-/i (benevolence, rightness, and ritual)
as well as the ideal model embodied in Junzi mirror many Christian principles—and yet,
the application of these principles has been “spotty,” not unlike the Central Party’s 1,200
rules and regulatidns against corruption.

In the present situation, China’s legal system is not yet at the point in which they
can effectively implement all the laws and rules against corruption. Bribery of judges and
corruption in the legal system is so commonplace that the legal system has essentially
been reduced to a joke. In order to have a functioning legal system, there must be a
common understanding and acknowledgement of some set of moral standards in society.

Fortunately for China, “there is already recognition that integrity is the
comerstone of the market economy,” says government economist Zhao Xiao, “but
establishing a good cornerstone is no simple matter.”'?* Can Protestant Christian ethics
be one step towards establishing a good cornerstone? In the absence of Confucian self-

regulation and a functioning legal system in China, I believe the answer is yes.

1% 7hao Xiao, “Market Economies with Churches, and Market Economies without Churches,” Insights into

the Chinese Economic Sector, accessed May 16, 2011,
http://www.danwei.org/business/churches_and_the_market_econom.php
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