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As the state power unrestrictedly extends into the public sphere and suppresses social organizations and groups, and the civil society of Mainland China is still at an immature stage in which churches are not capable of resisting the state intervention as such, believers are forced to disobey.
Introduction

Wenzhou, a coastal city in southeast Zhejiang Province, has been experiencing rapid economic growth in the private sector. Wenzhou people who are good at doing business are known as “Jewish in China”. Meanwhile, due to the rise of Christianity, Wenzhou is known as “China’s Jerusalem”, where there are many wealthy Christians and magnificent church architecture. Although these characteristics have shaped a unique model of the development of Christianity in Wenzhou they also draw the unfavorable attention of some authorities. From late 2013, the provincial government had been further implementing the “Three Rectifications and One Demolition” campaign. Non-religious reasons such as urbanization, rural-urban planning and public security were adopted to remove holy crosses from church spires and demolish the whole church buildings or additions. Local church members estimated that more than one hundred churches were affected, including official churches, underground churches and Catholic churches, among which most of them are in Wenzhou. Besides, news reports and information indicate that abuse of power was experienced during the process of forced evictions. For instance, the officials were rude and violated their own promises; the demolition process was arbitrary, the identities of demolition workers were unknown, and there were officials without permission participating in the demolition. Church leaders were detained or put into jail, church members who tried to protect the churches were attacked and hurt, and the family members of protestors were threatened; some churches were sealed off. Not only did the campaign hurt and worry local and overseas believers, it also put religious freedom and church-state relations at stake.   
This article attempts to analyze the church demolition from the perspectives of public sphere and civil society.
Public Sphere and Civil Society

Public sphere and civil society are interrelated yet distinct. Public sphere refers to the sphere between state and society (or social actors) such as public places, newspapers and magazines, and institutional channels. Both public sphere and civil society affirm the importance of independence from the state, but the former focuses on the sphere that allows discussion on public affairs among the state, social organizations and individuals, while the latter emphasizes the self-organization of society. In other words, public sphere can be denoted as social space consists of autonomous, pluralistic and open intermediate organizations.(
) On the other hand, civil society can be defined as “the sum of autonomous social organizations independent of the state power.”(
) Density, diversity, power and the mutual relations among social organizations are criteria for measuring civil society. Scholars generally agree that a civil society should be: separated from the state, self-organized by social actors, based on rational discussion, built upon civil rights guaranteed by law, maintained through civic culture, capable of balancing the state power, facilitating national development, helping communities and individuals express their opinions and protect their interests, and building varieties of ties among social actors. Civil society, “on one hand, emphasizes freedom and rights of individuals, on the other hand, places importance on civil responsibilities and the virtues of participating in public affairs…Actively, it facilitates the quality of governance, passively, it can protect individual’s freedom by restraining state power.” (
)
Unregulated State Power Extends into Public Sphere

Christianity has been spreading rapidly over different regions in Zhejiang province. Some local Christians are keen on showing the existence of churches in the public sphere by constructing holy crosses and different architectural styles of churches. By doing so, the symbolic social power of church is established. Nevertheless, some authorities view holy cross as a political symbol. The Western ideology it connotes contradicts with Chinese communism. Thus, the government of China would not tolerate the expansion and increasing influence of churches, and would restrain their growth by different means if necessary. Some officials said that the demolition campaign was not intended to target Christianity but all illegal buildings. In a joint statement, the church people also admitted that some church buildings might be illegal due to complicated historical background and regional factors, but they were willing to complete all the missing procedures and negotiate with the government in the hope that the government would consider their circumstance. However, it does not mean that the government was correct. Conversely, they tried to deceive the public with biased wordings. For example, Sanjiang church, a state-sanctioned church in Wenzhou, cost more than 30 million yuan to construct, and it was approved and designated a “model project”. However, the government contradicted itself and had the whole church destroyed with the reason that “(the church) seriously violated the Land Administration Law and Urban and Rural Planning Law” while it promised only to remove the cross and additions originally. Furthermore, churches in Baiquan and Zhoushan, after going through all the application procedures or examination and approval of the construction of crosses, were still demolished at last. Moreover, illegal religious buildings were listed as “must be demolished” or “first to be demolished” in some of the government documents. Regarding the acts of the government, it is true that some illegal religious buildings were involved, but not only did the officials not consider lenient handling, they also tightened the standard of judgment or violated the laws and regulations in the demolition process, and even accused church members of spreading rumors and participating in illegal assemblies. On the other hand, different levels of Three-Self Patriotic Movement Committee (TSPM) and China Christian Council (CCC) supported the campaign successively, including the national and provincial associations. For example, Zhejiang TSPM and CCC declared that those demolition actions targeted not only churches but all the illegal buildings, and even quoted 1 Peter 2:14—“or unto governors, as unto them that are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers, and for the praise of them that do well”—to persuade pastoral workers to report and negotiate with the government if they found out their churches were illegally built. Later, National TSPM and CCC repeated the same declaration and regretted exceptional cases of forced evictions. However, in fact the provincial and municipal governments had held several meetings on rectifying religious buildings during which detailed plans for demolition were established. Moreover, news about religious freedom being tightened kept popping. For instance, Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs issued prohibition on house church assemblies in Wenzhou and some party members were questioned about their religious status. In summary, it is believed that the government actions aim not simply at illegal buildings, but to suppress the existence and influence of Christianity in public sphere.
Rule of Law Protects Civil Society and Religious Freedom

Facing the actions and power abuse of the government, some churches chose to coordinate, and torn down or covered up their crosses. Meanwhile, mainland and overseas Christians, media and the international community expressed different levels of response to the demolition campaign. At the beginning, many believers fasted and prayed, and urged others to pray so that God would strengthen the faith of the demolished churches’ members and that outsiders would know about their suffering. On 8th April, Wenzhou Christians called for the immediate stop of the church demolition in a joint statement signed by more than a thousand of mainland and overseas Christians. Participants came from various denominations and regions, including official churches, underground churches and seminaries. Other responses included overseas church representatives submitting a letter to the Consulate General of the PRC in the U.S., and overseas media reports on related news. Moreover, some church members, including believers from official churches, tried to resist the forced evictions. For example, when Sanjiang Church in Wenzhou was notified about the demolition, thousands of worshippers held overnight sit-ins and staged protests to confront the police. The officials had postponed the demolition deadline but some believers were hurt in the protests. It is proven that as the state power unrestrictedly extends into the public sphere to suppress social organizations and groups, meanwhile, the civil society in Mainland China is still at an immature stage and churches are not capable of resisting the state intervention as such, believers are forced to disobey. Besides, Wenzhou Church said they did not oppose the “Three Rectifications and One Demolition” campaign but it should exclude the holy crosses or else it would be discrimination against Christianity. Such kind of argument reflects that churches can face the demolition campaign in a rational way, but is after all merely on the level of protecting churches’ own interests without concern about the whole development of civil society or showing the quality of the member of the civil society. It is worth paying attention that some believers indicated that the demolition was against the law and they were considering to appeal to the court. On 28th February, Zan Ai-Zong, an Christian online writer wrote a public letter to the President of the PRC saying that work which is beyond the government’s duty should be handled by the society or court in a just way to prevent invoking administrative litigation. On 16th June, a group of clergies and ministers in Wenzhou wrote a letter to the municipal mayor in which they pointed out that the demolition violated the laws, e.g. the laws on administrative compulsion and administrative penalty. To be specific, neither a warrant that asked people to move out before the demolition deadline, nor that of the compulsory execution were issued, and the persons involved never knew about the determination of punishment. As holy crosses are religious assets, the campaign also violated the Constitution, Regulation on Religious Affairs, General Principles of the Civil Law and Property Law. Besides, information reveals that officials might have discussed about the compensation with some churches involved but some believers rejected to receive the money in order to retain the rights to sue. If the churches take legal action, the verdict of the court might involved other communities affected by the demolition campaign. It implies that the responses of the Christian communities may influence the non-religious sectors and the development of China’s civil society.
Building Civil Society Together
In the past years, the government has carried out a huge amount of land expropriation and demolishment in the names of urban planning, urban renewal, heritage preservation and reconstruction. The church demolition in Zhejiang is just a similar case to restrict the development of Christianity. Besides, the so-called “rule by law” is meant only to be utilized by the government to secure its control over society, but not to restrain its power. This is not only opposite to the spirit of the rule of law, but also shows that “rule by law” is a hollow promise. Therefore, the church should endeavor to build civil society in Mainland China, and express their concerns on public affairs with different social organizations, communities and individuals in order to monitor the government and prevent the state power from extensively intervening in different aspects of society. Second, some scholars pointed out that the church demolition reflects several important issues, including whether the State has changed its religious policy, the coming into public or registration of the underground church, and the illegal construction and internal division of the official church. Taking the latter as an example, the standing committees of Rui’an Municipal Official Church collectively presented a resigning letter to the Municipal Ethnic and Religious Affairs Bureau on 17th June, in which they claimed that “Since the demolition by the government arouses anger of the majority believers…we unanimously agree that Rui’an Municipal Official Church has lost its bridging role between the government and churches. Hence, we request for the termination of its duty.” Third, some scholars indicated that the role of “boss Christians” is an important characteristic of the developmental model of Christianity in Wenzhou. Generally speaking, they have higher level of education, relatively liberal thoughts, more capital, broader social networks, and are more capable of organizing. They are the leaders and the source of financial scattering over official church and underground church or shuttling between the two. Some of them are political figures or have connections with the officials. In the church demolition, some churches tried to negotiate with the government, and boss Christians might act as a buffer. In the long run, however, building a mature civil society is still necessary. Lastly, what truly worries the State leaders are the universal spirit of Christian faith and its potential to build a civil society. Therefore, Christian churches should put effort to let the authorities understand that the development of public sphere and civil society is beneficial to the governance of the POC Government, and this requires the endeavors of both the State and society.
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