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Introduction 
1910 is an important year for the history of Christian mission in general and the Christian mission among the Buddhists in Asia particularly.  It saw the World Missionary Conference successfully held in Edinburgh and also the publication of The New Testament of Higher Buddhism (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1910) authored by Timothy Richard (1845–1919), a Baptist missionary to China who shared his view on the relationship between Christianity and other religions at the Edinburgh Conference.  Before considering the proper missionary strategy among the Chinese Buddhists in the 21st century, one must note first the dramatic change Buddhism in Asia has undergone in the last few decades. This essay will offer a more focused historical survey on the Christian mission among the Chinese Buddhists in the last one hundred years or so and a more general reflection on the Christian mission among the Buddhists in Asia.
Timothy Richard at the Edinburgh Conference

Timothy Richard is particularly remembered for his contributions to the social and political reforms in China, especially his efforts in disseminating various Western social and political thoughts which had inspired many Chinese intellectuals. Other than promoting the “Western learning” through publications, Richard himself also engaged in relief work for famine and established a university in the heartland of China. Interestingly, on top of his rather busy missionary, educational and political activities, he took the initiatives to contact people of other religions, including Buddhist leaders.
  
At that time many other Christian missionaries despised Chinese Buddhism which was admittedly rather weak and in disarray. However, through reading some Buddhist scriptures and personal encounters with some Chinese Buddhists, especially the influential Buddhist reformer Yang Wen-hui (1837–1911), Richard became aware of not only the significant similarities between Christianity and Mahayana Buddhism, which is the dominant form of Buddhism in China, but also the emerging revival of Buddhism in China. Richard did not only help Yang to form partnership with Buddhist reformers from other countries, Richard also worked with Yang to translate some Buddhist texts into English.
  

Richard’s translation was criticized on the ground that he used a lot of Christian expressions to translate the Buddhist terms.  However, it is very important to note that Richard’s intention was not to convert Buddhists to Christianity. Underlying his “theological” translation was his expectation that through demonstrating the similarities between Buddhism and Christianity, Buddhists and Christians “no longer feared each other as foes, but helped each other as friends.” 
  In other words, Richard’s translation aimed at establishing the common ground for the cooperation or “brotherhood” between Buddhists and Christians.
 However, Richard’s concern was not restricted to the so-called inter or intra religious relationship between Buddhism and Christianity as such. For him, an even more important goal of promoting Buddhist-Christian dialogue was to “strengthen the forces struggling against the selfish materialism of this age.”
 
As Andrew F. Walls correctly points out, Richard started his mission with a strictly evangelistic understanding of mission, but his experience in China expanded as well as deepened his understanding of mission - first to include feeding the hungry, and then to consider measures to eliminate the hunger, and at last to address the deeper or wider issues of justice and peace, including the oppressions throughout Asia and the race of armaments among the nations in the West.
  This is rather obvious that what Richard concerned most was not the relationship among religions, but how to liberate the world from oppression, poverty and violence and to deliver humankind from ignorance, superstition, selfishness and sin through the establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth.
 For Richard, the ultimate aim of missionary work is the establishment of the kingdom of God on earth rather than the salvation of individual souls and this missionary vision is to be materialized through the cooperation of between Christians and non-Christians in the promotion of social justice, international peace, etc.

Given Richard’s Kingdom-centered understanding of mission, one may not be surprised to find that when he spoke on the question concerning the relationship between Christianity and other religions at the Edinburgh Conference, the focus of his discussion actually shifted from inter-religious relationship to the issues of the poor and oppressed.
 Similarly, after the outbreak of the First World War, Richard published An Epistle to All Buddhists, a small bilingual (in Chinese and English) book published in China.  In stead of encouraging the Buddhists to convert to Christianity, the book urged them to form partnership with Christians to work together for the poor and the oppressed and to build up a new world civilization of justice and peace.


Perhaps one may summarize that Richard’s approach to Christian mission and inter-religious dialogue, which is reminiscent the Kingdom-centered approach in the contemporary discussion concerning theology of religions, makes him not only a critic of colonialism, militarism as well as consumerism but also an active proponent for inter-religious dialogue and cooperation.
  
Revival of Chinese Buddhism and the Christian Responses
During the Republican period (1911-1949), partially due to Yang Wen-hui’s efforts, Buddhist philosophy became an important source of ideas for many Chinese intellectuals.  Some of Buddhist thinkers, e.g. Zhang Tai-yan (1868-1936), even made use of modern scientific theories to criticize Christian theology.  Some of the Buddhists trained by the Buddhist seminaries established by Yang or influenced by his model of Buddhist education, which Yang learnt from Christianity, became influential leaders of the Buddhist reform.   The best known of them is probably Ven. Tai Xu (1890-1947), who made a lot of efforts to modernize the Buddhist education and organizations, to engage in various social and political activities, and to reinterpret the Buddhist doctrines creatively in response to the contemporary social and political contexts.
 It is important to note that Taixu had a relatively friendly relationship with Christianity and even frankly admitted that the Buddhist reforms launched by him were partially inspired by Christianity, especially the missionary activities in China in education, social welfare, medical service, etc. 

Due to the recognizable revival of Chinese Buddhism, some Christian missionaries began to take a more positive view on Chinese Buddhism. Other than the Chinese Christians who were attracted to and then even converted to Buddhism, some Chinese Christian intellectuals proposed to learn from Chinese Buddhism concerning its successful experience in indigenization into the Chinese soil.  Some Christian churches even began to adopt some Buddhist styles in their worship. 

Among the Christian missionaries working among the Chinese Buddhists, the best known probably remains Karl Ludvig Reichelt (1877–1952).
 Though his interest in Chinese Buddhism was partially inspired by Timothy Richard, Reichelt’s approach to mission among the Buddhists is quite different from that of Richard. Reichelt’s approach places greater emphasis on the idea that Christianity is fulfillment of other religions. His endeavours in establishing meeting places in Buddhist architectural style for Buddhists and Christians, adopting some Buddhist terms and practices in Christian worship, etc. aimed at providing a friendly environment which might attract Buddhist monks to visit or even stay for spiritual cultivation. These meeting places included the Jing Feng Shan in Nanjing, Tien Feng Shan in Hangzhou and then Dao Feng Shan (Tao Fong Shan) in Hong Kong, which remains rather active in promoting Buddhist-Christian dialogue.
  No matter whether this is Riechelt’s intention, these efforts, including his hospitality with financial assistance to the Buddhist monks escaping from Mainland China to Hong Kong around 1949, were considered by some others as strategies for proselytizing or converting Buddhist monks to Christianity and as a result angered many Buddhists.  In fact, there were several polemical disputes between Buddhists and Christians in Hong Kong and Taiwan during the second half of the twentieth century. 
  
Modernization and Globalization of Chinese Buddhism

Though the reforms proposed by Taixu could not continue in Mainland China after 1949 due to the historical and political circumstances, his basic ideas, including his aspiration for establishing a humanistic Buddhism, which places emphasis on this-world rather than next life, have been materialized and deepened in primarily in Taiwan and to a lesser extent in Hong Kong and overseas.  After undergoing certain twist and turn or ups and downs, Chinese Buddhism has become to a certain extent modernized and globalized. Today Buddhism is probably the biggest and most influential religion in Taiwan and possibly also in Hong Kong and Mainland China.  In Taiwan, it has established a good number of universities, television channels, schools, hospitals, relief work agencies, etc.  In addition to its cultural and social influences, Buddhism became rather influential in the politic development in Taiwan as well.
  An even more remarkable achievement is that many Chinese Buddhist missionaries have been sent to most of the major continents and they have successfully established Buddhist temples or organizations in some other parts of Asia, USA, Europe, Australia and even Africa.  In Mainland China, with the government’s support, the first World Buddhist Forum, which was the biggest Buddhist conference in modern China with representatives from Theravada, Mahayana and Tibetan traditions, was held in Hangzhou in 2006.  This event signifies the recognition of government with regard to the possible contribution of Buddhism towards the enhancement of social harmony. 
  .
Partially due to the rise of Buddhism in China, there have been some academic conferences on Buddhist-Christian dialogue held in China with some participants from overseas, including the international conferences held in Xi’an in 2003, in Hong Kong in 2006 and in Hangzhou in 2009.
 Furthermore, there are many other occasions or examples of Buddhist-Christian dialogue in China. 
   The increase of these dialogues indicates that there are a lot of potentials for the future development of Buddhist-Christian dialogue. 
Humanistic Buddhism and Pure Land 
The revival of Chinese Buddhism during the first half of the 20th century was accompanied by the formation of the idea of humanistic Buddhism, which involves some re-interpretations of the Buddhist doctrine of Pure Land. Admittedly, the traditional Buddhist doctrine of Pure Land tends to focus on one’s own rebirth in the next life in a paradise established by the other-power of the Amitabha Buddha (Amida). This kind of eschatological hope might appear to be too individualistic, other-worldly and supernatural to be relevant to Buddhist social praxis.  It seemed to have nothing to do with this world, excepting that one might call upon the name of Amida (pronounced as o-mi-to-fu in Chinese) at one’s deathbed and as often as possible in one’s daily life.  However, many modern Chinese Buddhists reinterpreted this seemingly “other-worldly” concepts in relation to Buddhist social praxis, including environmental protection. Nowadays, the concept of Pure Land has become the doctrinal basis of the reforms and the resultant new forms of Buddhism.  
A typical example of this Humanistic Buddhism and re-interpretation of the Pure Land can be found in the motto “to build the Pure Land in our midst” proposed by Master Hsing Yün (Xing-yun) of  Buddha-Light Mountain (Fo Guang Shan) which is probably the most modernized or globalized example of Buddhism in Taiwan.
 The Dharma Master states, “Where is the Pure Land for a Ch’an practitioner? It is in the performing of lowly tasks.  It is in the love for and salvation of others.  It is also in the transformation of one’s surrounding.”
  He further explains, 
“Humanistic Buddhism is not a new kind of Buddhism: it is simply a name used to emphasize the core teachings of the Buddha. The Buddha taught wisdom and compassion.  These Teachings always lead us back to the lives of other sentient beings. To not understand the unity of human nature and Buddha nature is not to understand the teachings of the Buddha. Humanistic Buddhism encourages us to participate in the world and be a source of energy that is beneficial to others.  Our enlightenment depends on others, just as their enlightenment depends on us.  Master T’ai Hsü (Taixu) said that we can achieve Buddhahood only by fulfilling our humanity.”
 
Similar interpretation of the Pure Land can be found in the writings of some other Buddhist leaders in Taiwan, including Ven. Cheng Yen, who established the Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Foundation (ci ji gong de hui), which has become one of the most influential relief agencies in Taiwan.   Another important example is Venerable Chan Master Sheng-yen (1931-2009), founder of the Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhist Associate (fa gu shan) and promoter of Spiritual Environmental Protection (xin ling huan bao).  Underlying the famous Movement of the Pure Land on Earth advocated by him is his understanding that “when seen through the Buddha’s eye of wisdom and compassion, every place in the world is a Pure Land.”

One may find that in modern Chinese Buddhism, the doctrine of Pure Land changed rather dramatically from an “other-worldly” concept into a more “this-worldly” concept, from a Pure Land out there into a Pure Land related to Pure Land in the human heart.  Based on these re-interpretations, the doctrine of Pure Land becomes the major imagery inspiring the Buddhist participation in social praxis and also the doctrinal foundation for a balance between social praxis and spirituality. 

For the Kingdom of God

The case of Chinese Buddhism is by no means alone.  There are comparable movements in other countries in Asia. For example, there was a revival as well as resistant Buddhist movement called Protestant Buddhism formed in Sri Lanka.
 Cases of globalized Buddhism and Buddhist Humanism can also be found in Japanese Buddhism.
  There are many Buddhist liberation movements, which are collectively called Engaged Buddhism, formed in various countries in Asia.
 These revival and liberation movements in Buddhism in Asia make it rather necessary for the Christian mission among the Buddhists to take serious the task of Buddhist-Christian dialogue. The rise of Humanistic Buddhism and Engaged Buddhism, together with the “this worldly” re-interpretations of the Pure Land and other doctrines, may make the dialogue between Christianity and Buddhism on the relevant concepts, e.g. Pure Land and Kingdom of God, desirable and fruitful.
 
At this juncture, one may recall Timothy Richard’s Kingdom-centered approach to mission and Buddhist-Christian dialogue.  Though the concept of Kingdom of God was conventionally thought to be an eschatological doctrine related primarily if not exclusively to individual’s final destiny after death, Richard’s interpretation of the Kingdom of God illustrates a trend in modern Christian theology, which tended to interpret the Kingdom of God as an ideal society to be actualized or established on earth in history through human efforts, rather than a trans-historical, super-natural reality to be established by God alone. Although this kind of interpretation of the Kingdom of God has been criticized by many Biblical scholars and systematic theologians as being too one-sided and overlooking the transcendence or future dimension of the Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of God remains a key concept in the contemporary understanding of Christian mission. 
In hindsight, some of Timothy Richard’s ideas are questionable and his Kingdom-centered approach to Christian mission might be too ahead of his time. At that time, Buddhism in Asia might not be ready to form any viable or sustainable partnership with Christianity to work for a just and peaceful world.  However, after one hundred years, with its doctrinal development as well as social, political and cultural influences, Buddhism in Asia has become much well-prepared than before.  Considering also the urgency of today’s pressing issues concerning environmental crisis, human rights, rise of nihilism, conflicts among religions or races, etc., it is perhaps the high time for Christians to further explore the Kingdom-centered approach to the Christian mission among the Buddhists, to have more in-depth dialogue with Buddhism and to form partnership with Buddhism for the manifestation of the Kingdom of God.
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