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Socialization of Language and Morality 

at Chinese Christian Church of Berlin

Jingyang Yu

I first came across members of the Chinese Christian Church of Berlin 
(CCCB) in November 2010. Within a month of arriving in Berlin as a 
student, members of the CCCB approached me on the university cam-
pus and the students’ dormitory on three separate occasions. Two of them 
came up to me in the students’ cafeteria, handing out pamphlets about 
Christianity and Jesus and inviting me to go to their church on Sunday. 
The third approach was from a friendly neighbour in the dorm, who 
asked me to join her and her friends for dinner later that Friday evening 
to ‘have some fun’.

Attracted by my own imagination of what a fun Friday night might be 
like, I went to dinner with my neighbour and her friends, which turned out 
to be a meeting of their Bible group. It took place in a Chinese acupuncture 
and massage centre in Prenzlauer Berg that was owned by two members of 
the group. Fifteen people were present that evening, including a few stu-
dents like myself. The majority of group members, either employees of 

J. Yu (*) 
Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity, 
Göttingen, Germany
e-mail: yujingyang@outlook.com

© The Author(s) 2022
I. Ahmad, J. Kang (eds.), The Nation Form in the Global Age, Global Diversities, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85580-2_13

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-85580-2_13&domain=pdf
mailto:yujingyang@outlook.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85580-2_13#DOI


330

companies or owners of their own businesses, were between thirty and 
forty years old. The meeting lasted for five and a half hours and included 
Bible reading, general and small-group discussions, singing gospel songs, 
praying and dinner, which all the members referred to as a ‘feast of Love’ 
(爱宴). At the end of the evening, the groups sat together in a circle, with 
closed eyes and firm grips on each other’s hands, and shouted my name 
together in their prayers. They called out my name and ‘Hallelujah’ repeat-
edly, thanking God for leading me to this meeting tonight, asking Him to 
have mercy on me and begging Him not to give up on me:

‘God, Jingyang is an innocent child! She did not know she was a sinner!’1
‘She didn’t know!’
‘She did not know she has to go to hell!’
‘She didn’t know!’
‘Hallelujah!’ several voices shouted together.
‘Please forgive her ignorance and give her another chance! Please, my 
Father in Heaven!’
‘Hallelujah!’
‘Save Jingyang!’, ‘Save Jingyang!’ Almost all of them chanted together.
‘Amen!’

A fun Friday night indeed.
I was determined to come to terms with what I had experienced that 

Friday night. I started attending the CCCB’s Sunday service and con-
ducted fieldwork with three different Bible groups in different parts of 
the city in November 2011–February 2012, September–December 2012, 
January–March 2014 and August 2015–July 2016.

This chapter starts with a brief introduction to the CCCB before 
describing the unique demographic characteristics of the congregation 
compared to other Chinese Christian churches in Germany. It presents 
extensive ethnographic data in the following two sections, where it analy-
ses the motivations of the first-generation Chinese immigrants in taking 
their children to the church and the strategies the church leadership pur-
sue in meeting the needs and wishes of its members. Besides highlighting 
Chinese language and identity, the final section shows how the CCCB 
also provides Chinese migrant families with a space in which to construct 
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shared codes of morality and thus institute the socialization of that moral-
ity at a religious institution.

�The Chinese Christian Church of Berlin

During my fieldwork, there were two Chinese Protestant churches in 
Berlin: the CCCB with which I began this chapter, and the Chinese 
Alliance Church of Berlin (CACB). Starting out as an informal Bible group 
of seven students in West Berlin in the 1980s, the CCCB has grown into 
the largest Chinese Christian congregation in Germany in recent decades, 
especially since the Rutgers Community Christian Church (RCCC), a 
Chinese Christian church in New Jersey, USA, began providing it with 
financial and personnel support in 1999. Since 2006, the CCCB has rented 
the church building of the Protestant Church at Hohenzollernplatz 
(Evangelische Kirchengemeinde am Hohenzollernplatz) in the southwest 
of the city, where they hold their weekly service every Sunday afternoon 
and ‘an evening of worship’ every Thursday evening.

Chinese Christians in both China and the diaspora tended to call 
Catholicism ‘Catholicism’ (天主教) and Protestantism ‘Christianity’ 
(基督教). Members of the CCCB considered themselves to be ‘Christians’ 
(基督徒), while many of them enjoyed drawing a sharp distinction 
between the Catholics and themselves during their discussions. Pastor 
Xu, who had been preaching at the CCCB since 2006, was baptized in a 
Baptist Church in Taiwan. The RCCC and CCCB both had strong theo-
logical objections to infant baptism and offered full-immersion baptism 
to adults only. However, Pastor Xu and members of the CCCB Church 
committee refused to be associated with the Baptist denomination. 
Instead, they emphasized repeatedly, the CCCB was ‘an independent 
church’, ‘a Christian church’ that did not belong to any denomination.

Währisch-Oblau (2005) and Gotthard Oblau (2006, 2011) have ana-
lysed the establishment of Chinese Protestant churches in Germany and 
point out that most of these churches exist in the form of ‘Freikirchen’ 
(free churches) within the German categorization of church institutions. 
Most Chinese Protestant churches in Germany, like the CCCB and 
CACB, were founded and supported by mission-oriented institutions in 
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countries outside Germany, typically in the US, and often share an unre-
served focus on missionary work. The CACB, the second Chinese 
Christian church in Berlin, was founded in 2006 by ‘the Christian and 
Missionaries Alliance’ (C&MA) with personnel and funding directly 
from the US. By 2015, the C&MA, an American evangelical denomina-
tion with more than six million members in seventy countries, had estab-
lished two Chinese Christian churches in Germany.

�Students Leave, Families Come

Being the largest Chinese Christian congregation in Germany, the CCCB 
had roughly 250 members at the time of my fieldwork, about 180 to 200 
of whom attended church services on Sundays.2 Compared to the German 
‘Landeskirchen’, the CCCB had much less interest in collecting accurate 
data about its members. Neither the pastor nor the church committee 
was able to provide any precise demographic data for their community. 
During the Christmas service on 24 December 2012, Pastor Xu 
announced that there were around 250 members of the Church, of whom 
a third were under the age of 25. My impression during participant 
observation was that this figure was roughly correct. A regular Sunday 
service usually attracted around 100 to 120 adults and 60 to 80 children.

Since 2000, German universities have undergone a series of reforms, 
including offering more studies and programmes to meet the needs of 
international students. The increasing number of courses in English and 
the separation of Bachelor’s and Master’s Studies, for example, has made 
it easier for foreigners outside Germany to become students at German 
universities. At the same time, more ‘agents for education abroad’ (留学
中介) have opened for business in China, offering an application advice 
service for Chinese students wishing to enter German universities and 
colleges. These additional incentives enhanced the popularity of Germany 
as a destination for Chinese students, whose number quintupled from 
1999 to 2004. Since 2004, Chinese students have become the largest 
group of foreign students in Germany. By the end of 2015, 38,833 
Chinese citizens had been issued with residence permits for educational 
purposes, about 32% of all Chinese immigrants in Germany.

  J. Yu



333

As education became the main channel of migration from China to 
Germany, it will be useful to note some features of this migration in the 
past decade. Demographically this is a relatively young community, with 
a high percentage of university graduates and a low percentage of third-
generation immigrants. Except for the immigrants in ethnic businesses, 
those in the main body of Chinese students and young professionals have 
few transnational ties, lacking relatives other than the nuclear family. 
With neither a family circle nor an ethnic neighbourhood, institutions 
like Chinese language schools or Chinese Christian churches have become 
important for Chinese immigrants, especially in socializing them into 
language and morality and transmitting Chinese heritage from one gen-
eration to the next.

The high percentage of students among Chinese immigrants in 
Germany translates directly into their participation in religious commu-
nities, including Chinese Christian churches. Oblau and Lüdde (Oblau 
2006; Lüdde 2011) document the increasing proportion of students 
belonging to Chinese Protestant churches across the country since 2005, 
and how this demographic shift among church-goers has shaped these 
churches’ profiles. However, at the CCCB the number of student attend-
ees was gradually shrinking, being replaced by families and children as a 
significant part of the community. Back in 2003 the CCCB had fourteen 
Bible groups, six of which consisted entirely of students, and only one for 
‘jobholders’ (上班族). In 2012, the CCCB had eleven Bible groups, only 
one of which was for students. Although there were students scattered 
among the other groups as well, most Bible Group Captains (查经小组
小组长) told me that they had mostly jobholders in the group.

In an article Pastor Xu posted on his blog on 25 March 2010, he 
proudly discussed the increasing number of families in the congregation, 
from only three when he first arrived in 2006 to a double-digit figure that 
was still rising year by year. Although unable to provide accurate statistics 
of the size of the congregation, all the Church committee members I 
talked to confirmed that the participation of families and jobholders had 
been growing fast. Throughout the years of my participant observation, 
the perceptible transformation of its sociological structure, and particu-
larly the unseemly decline of students at the CCCB, caught my atten-
tion. How should we understand the increase in the number of families 
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and the decrease in the number of students? When the number of stu-
dents had been increasing and student churches had become the majority 
among Chinese Christian churches across Germany, why and how did 
the CCCB evolve differently? (cf. Kang 2021) And most importantly, 
what motivated Chinese migrant families to join the CCCB, and how 
did the CCCB manage to keep them coming and staying?

This chapter aims to answer these questions. Through an extensive two 
years of fieldwork, I examine the roles of Bible groups, Sunday school and 
Chinese language programmes both within and outside the church. I 
investigate the strategies of the church leadership and examine how the 
pastor and the Church committee have acted together to shift their focus 
from students to families in order to reach their goals.

�A ‘natural environment’ of Speaking Chinese

When I first met David in 2014, he was five years old. Both his parents 
were ethnic Chinese who had first come to Germany around 2002 as 
students, had stayed and found jobs after graduation, and had been rais-
ing a family in Berlin with two adorable children. David was the younger 
child and had been born and raised in Berlin. He was in the last year of 
kindergarten when we met during a Sunday service at the CCCB. After a 
big smile and a cheerful ‘Hallo’ from him, I asked him in Chinese ‘What’s 
your name?’ The smile disappeared, and the five-year-old suddenly put 
on a stern face, shook his head slowly and said to me ‘Deutsch, bitte’ 
(‘German, please’).

During my fieldwork at the CCCB, I never saw David speak Chinese. 
Whenever his parents talked to him in Chinese, David stared at his par-
ents with his big beautiful eyes without saying a word. ‘You have to be 
patient’, said his father, summing up his approach. David responded only 
in German, when his parents finally ran out of patience and switched to 
German themselves.

This was why David’s parents considered it necessary to take him to 
church every week. In the opinion of David’s father, Mr Xie, the Chinese 
Christian Church of Berlin was the best place for guiding his children in 
learning and speaking Chinese, much better than any Chinese language 
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school. ‘There [at the language school] a teacher is teaching, children 
have to sit there and learn, it’s all fake, and the children know that!’ 
‘Fake?’ ‘Yes, fake! It is all arranged, not natural, and the children them-
selves know that. But here at church, this is a very natural environment 
[…] real and authentic. We are not pretending that we are teaching 
Chinese, we are all just speaking Chinese naturally: this is very real. Only 
here can children really be immersed in a Chinese environment.’

Ms Meng, mother of three children and a Sunday school teacher, 
agreed with Mr Xie completely. She had tried several Chinese language 
schools in the city before bringing her sons to the church. None of the 
schools worked very well for her boys, she explained, as they hated to ‘go 
to school’ at the weekend. ‘Actually, the most important thing is not to 
have Chinese classes, but rather the Chinese environment! … Think 
about how we grow up, right? Which one of us learnt Chinese during 
Chinese class at Chinese language school? It is the environment, after all!’

The unwritten goal of cultivating children’s Chinese language skills 
had become a priority for the community organizers, and the parents 
spoke highly of the ‘Chinese-ness’ of the atmosphere in the CCCB and 
the Chinese-oriented events. The CCCB not only provided a Chinese-
speaking environment, it also introduced Chinese traditions and customs 
into its community life. The major Chinese traditional festivals were 
elaborately planned and earnestly celebrated at the CCCB. Pastor Xu 
gave festive sermons, and church leaders offered special programmes 
echoing major Chinese holidays. The Church committee and all Bible 
Group captains organized grand entertainment shows and lavish ban-
quets for the Spring Festival. In all these activities, the engagement of the 
children always played a prominent role.

The impact of this Chinese environment went beyond the activities 
during Sunday service. The parents I encountered at the CCCB all valued 
the potential circle of friends and the social life their children could cul-
tivate during their participation at Sunday school and enthusiastically 
arranged play-dates and other get-togethers to strengthen their contacts 
and relations with Chinese friends. Quite frequently, the interest of the 
parents in the sermon did not seem to be as high as their interest in 
Sunday school. During every single service I attended over the years, 
there were often far more members gathered outside the Sunday school 
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classrooms to chat with each other than members remaining seated in the 
main hall to listen to Pastor Xu preaching.

As Bourdieu points out, institutional experiences like schools draw 
children into transformative practices that go far beyond what they learn 
from textbooks in the classroom (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron 
1990). The impact of implicit socialization, where the transmission of 
principles, habitus and cultural capital takes place, could be far more 
effective and formative than the explicit socialization written in the text-
books (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). While Bourdieu and Passeron criti-
cized schools as institutions for the reproduction of legitimate cultures, 
the first-generation Chinese immigrants embraced institutions of this 
kind and believed in the impact of implicit socialization on the next gen-
eration. Those parents shared their faith in implicit socialization as a 
powerful medium for transmitting knowledge and competence and to 
transform the habitus and practices of the next generation.

Not surprisingly, the Sunday school teachers at the CCCB were asked 
to speak Chinese in the classroom, although it could be challenging to 
guarantee a Chinese-only classroom during Sunday school, as many 
young children had little knowledge of Chinese the language. ‘At least we 
try to do that’, one member of the Church committee told me. He also 
explained to me that speaking Chinese was the expectation of most mem-
bers. Ms Zheng, one of the teachers in the class of six to eight years old, 
considered it important to ‘set the rules straight’ with the young pupils in 
her class and to make sure they were in a Chinese-speaking environment 
as long as they were in the church. ‘We are the Chinese church. If we 
don’t speak Chinese even here, where else?’, Ms Zheng asked me rhetori-
cally. But what if the children could not understand? ‘We tell them some 
stories, but mainly do handiwork and drawings. […] The children, of 
course, would still speak German among themselves, but we, their teach-
ers and parents, have to set an example in speaking Chinese not only in 
the classroom but everywhere in the church and on Sunday afternoon.’

The CCCB provided Chinese immigrants in Berlin with a unique 
environment in which Chinese was the dominant language. Under the 
leadership of Pastor Xu and the Church committee, the CCCB was not 
only a place for ‘getting to know God’ and strengthening the Christian 
faith of Chinese immigrants in Berlin, but also a ‘natural environment’ in 
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which the younger generation could speak and learn Chinese. Based on 
the growing number of families and the significant proportion of young 
children, this strategy proved very effective, and the CCCB became a 
popular place to go on a Sunday afternoon for Chinese immigrants.

The rise in the number of families attending was also reflected in the 
size of the Sunday school classes. In 2012, the CCCB had four classes for 
different age groups. Every class was taught and supervised by six to eight 
church members. This meant that among the 100 to 120 adults who 
attended Sunday service, about thirty of them were responsible for orga-
nizing and teaching Sunday school classes for the next generation. As the 
work of Sunday school became increasingly important, the Church com-
mittee decided to add a new ‘Department of Children’ to their agenda to 
hold weekly meetings to organize Sunday school and offer special events 
for the children during the school holidays. By providing an extensive 
programme for children, the CCCB was not only a place of worship, but 
also an additional school for second-generation Chinese immigrants in 
Berlin to learn the Chinese language and culture.

�‘Noah’s Ark’: A Bible Group Case Study

It was Saturday. The CCCB’s Bible group called ‘Noah’s Ark’ (诺亚方舟) 
was meeting in the parish house of Trinity Church in Charlottenburg, in 
West Berlin for their Saturday gathering. The meeting began at 9:30 in 
the morning with a prayer. The group sang a few gospel songs together 
before they proceeded to the main session of Bible Reading, usually con-
sisting of one or two paragraphs interwoven with discussions and per-
sonal testimonies. The entire ‘Noah’s Ark’ groups consisted of about 
twenty adults and fifteen children, though the average turnout was usu-
ally twelve to fifteen adults and ten to twelve children.

‘Noah’s Ark’ was only 500 metres away from Huade Chinese Language 
School (华德中文学校), the biggest Chinese language school in Berlin. 
‘Huade’, literally meaning ‘China and Germany’, was founded in 1992 
and attracted more than five hundred pupils every Saturday in 2016. As 
all the children in ‘Noah’s Ark’ were attending Huade School at the same 
time, the Bible group’s timetable was connected closely with the schedule 
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of the Chinese language school. Every Saturday morning, the parents first 
brought their children to Huade School, where classes started at 9 a.m. 
While most parents gathered in the waiting room of the school to chat 
after the classes started, members of ‘Noah’s Ark’ walked together to their 
Bible group meeting.

The Bible group meeting started at 9:30, its members being divided 
into two sub-groups. The ‘upstairs group’ used a small room with hardly 
any furniture besides a large table surrounded by chairs. The participants 
in this sub-group were mainly parents whose children were old enough to 
attend Huade School on their own. The ‘downstairs group’ used the big-
gest room in the parish house, with a large indoor playing area and plenty 
of toys, and a back door facing directly on to the outdoor playground in 
the back yard. All the adult participants in this ‘downstairs group’ had 
children who were too young to attend Huade School. These young chil-
dren, sometimes even babies, played with each other in the corner with 
toys while their parents kept an eye on them during the Bible reading 
session.

Both ‘Noah’s Ark’ sub-groups ended their sessions at 11:45 punctually. 
A few parents from the downstairs group would walk to Huade School to 
pick up all the children, whose classes at the language school ended at 
12:00. The other members would come together, set up the table in the 
big room and prepare lunch. All the Chinese Christians in the CCCB 
who were members of ‘Noah’s Ark’ referred to their common lunch as a 
‘Feast of Love’. Each member brought one or two dishes from home, all 
of which were placed on a long table to form a buffet, which was shared 
by all those present.

The Bible discussion might have its ups and downs, but the quality of 
this lunch buffet had always been superb. That Saturday when I attended 
was no exception. I picked my share of the buffet and sat down next to 
Mr Song. He stared at my plate of goodies, and asked: ‘Do you know 
how to make a German potato salad?’

‘You want German potato salad? Come on, look at these golden-brown 
coloured dumplings!’ ‘No, it’s not for me! It’s for my children!’ Mr Song 
pointed to a young boy and a young girl playing board games with others 
at a kids’ table. ‘They don’t like Chinese food so much; they like potato 
salad. Neither I nor my wife knows how to make it!’
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Mr Song and his wife were both born and raised in Fujian Province in 
southern China and came to Germany to study in 2000. On completing 
their education, they stayed in Germany and started a family there. When 
we met, Mr Song was working as a software engineer in a small town near 
Frankfurt am Main, while his wife and their children stayed in Berlin. 
‘Actually, we could have moved. My wife stays at home anyway. But we 
decided to keep the family here, and I commute every week. People all 
say that the schools in Hesse are actually better, but that town [where I 
work] is too small! No Chinese church, no [Chinese] Bible groups, let 
alone a Chinese language school! How can my children learn any Chinese 
there?’ Mr Song drove at least five hours each way to commute, and I 
could almost see all the miles on his face as we were speaking. ‘But it is 
not easy for my wife either. She has to take care of three children here, all 
by herself! Our youngest is only two years old!’

In spite of the hardships of taking care of three children by oneself, the 
exhaustion of driving more than five hours twice a week and the fact that 
the public schools in Hesse had a better reputation, Mr Song and his wife 
still preferred to keep the family in Berlin. The Chinese church, the Bible 
group and the Chinese language school were the reasons Mr Song gave 
me when I asked him for his reasons for staying in Berlin. His nine-year-
old daughter, SS, walked around the buffet table as I was talking to her 
father. ‘Look at her, she only has the face of a Chinese, everything inside 
is German!’ commented Mr Song. ‘All my kids are talking to each other 
in German; I and my wife sometimes don’t know what they are talking 
about. I have to really catch up with my German to talk to them. […] 
They play these German games, watch German TV, we don’t know any-
thing about it.’

SS’s best friend, QQ, was the youngest daughter of Ms QD and Mr 
WG, both active members of ‘Noah’s Ark’. Just like Mr Song, QQ’s par-
ents were very pleased to find SS as a regular play date. ‘They go to the 
language school together and sit in the same classroom’, said Ms QD; 
‘here [pointing at the playground] they play together, and tomorrow 
[Sunday] they can be together at church for a whole afternoon’.

‘It does not matter if they are speaking German among themselves; 
however, it matters that they make friends, make real Chinese friends’, 
commented Mr WG, the father of QQ, when I asked him about the 
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language QQ was using. ‘Language learning has to happen naturally, you 
can’t force them. We have three children, we both work, you just can’t 
force things like this, you don’t have the time! I say “Put on your shoes, 
you are late for school!”: if it saves me time to tell them in German, then 
I will not speak Chinese, there is not so much to think about.’

Although Ms QD and Mr WG did not consider Chinese learning to 
be the main reason for taking her daughter to attend church activities, 
they were very proud to share QQ’s improvement in Chinese language 
capacity. Ms QD enthusiastically told me that QQ could speak much 
better Chinese than her brothers. She was also able to write some Chinese 
characters, something none of her brothers was ever able to do. QQ 
recently started attending a Chinese calligraphy class at Huade School in 
the afternoon, which Ms QD was visibly very excited about. However, 
she did not forget to emphasize the importance of having her Chinese 
best friend, SS, who shared the credit for all the progress QQ was mak-
ing: ‘For children, it is important to have company, to do what their good 
friends are doing. If they don’t have any Chinese friends, how can you 
convince them to go to Chinese classes?’

Pastor Xu praised ‘Noah’s Ark’ constantly during Sunday services, as he 
considered it a great example of ‘cultivating the heart and soul of our 
children’. He came to ‘Feast of Love’ to have lunch on Saturday from 
time to time and spoke highly of the combination of Bible reading and 
Chinese language learning. When asked further about the children who 
attended both Huade Chinese Language School and ‘Noah’s Ark’ Bible 
group, Pastor Xu commented, ‘Oh, they are the best! They go to Chinese 
school, sitting together with other children. Everyone sees immediately 
how great they are! […] They are different from other children. … Oh 
yes, completely different! They are the children of Christian parents, they 
are the children of our church, children of God, and they always behave 
much better than all other children do. Everyone can see and know right 
away what a great church we are.’

The combination of a Chinese language school and a Bible group 
meeting was the main attraction of ‘Noah’s Ark’, and all the members 
scheduled their timetables to fit in accordingly. Starting at 9:30 and end-
ing at 11:45, each session of Bible reading at ‘Noah’s Ark’ lasted a maxi-
mum of two hours and a quarter, while other Bible groups usually had 
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sessions of about four to five hours. When the Huade School was not 
open for classes during school breaks and holidays, the number of partici-
pants at ‘Noah’s Ark’ declined simultaneously. This phenomenon again 
showed the importance of Chinese language learning for the members of 
the CCCB. For many first-generation Chinese immigrants, the Church 
had become one of the options for increasing the Chinese language abili-
ties of their children. For the Church leaders, conversely, providing 
Sunday school and a Chinese-speaking environment had become an 
effective way of bringing in more families with children and thus build-
ing up a stronger community.

�The Superiority of Being a Christian

Besides opportunities to improve the Chinese language skills of the 
younger generation, the CCCB offered Chinese immigrants more than 
regular Chinese language schools could: the teaching of Christianity. 
From Pastor Xu’s sermons to Bible group discussions, CCCB members 
emphasized constantly and heavily the superiority of being Christians in 
general, and promoted the Church as a place for moral education for all 
its members.

At the CCCB, the positive impact of Christianity on the quality of 
family life was addressed publicly and frequently, reflecting a particular 
focus on families. Pastor Xu, Church committee members and Bible 
Group captains often talked about the importance of choosing the ‘cor-
rect spouse’ (正确的配偶) for creating a ‘sound family’ (健全的家庭): 
in other words, choosing a Christian partner was the only way to have a 
good family life. Among the members of the CCCB, a ‘Christian life’ was 
understood not only as a way of leading a good life, it was also the defini-
tion of a good life. At all the baptism ceremonies I attended, when the 
newly baptized member stood up from the water after the full immer-
sion, the crowd unanimously expressed their happiness by shouting, 
‘Now you can finally have a good life!’

This emphasis on a ‘sound family’ was passed on to the next generation as 
well. Preaching and teaching about how to lead a Christian life was a fre-
quent theme at Sunday service and in Sunday school. For many parents, it 
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was crucial to introduce their children to take part in more church activities 
to provide them with a sense of ‘how other Chinese Christians live’ and 
‘cultivate friendships with other Chinese Christian children’.

In Pastor Xu’s sermons and in the CCCB’s publications and materials, 
the superiority of being a Christian was repeatedly emphasized with 
pride. In the fundamental doctrine of the CCCB, ‘The Basic Truth’, this 
issue was verified by means of the following two arguments: 

Only the Christian religion can show you the empty grave and tell you, the 
Savior has been resurrected from the dead. The ancestor of the Jewish 
people, Abraham, died around 1900 BC, and there was no resurrection. … 
The founder of Buddhism, Gautama Buddha, also died. Muhammad died 
at the age of 62 in Medina […]. But only Jesus Christ was resurrected from 
the dead and is still alive to this day, and that’s why everyone who believes 
in him can live forever as well. […] Besides, only Jesus Christ has claimed 
to the world that He is God, while none of the leaders of other religions has 
ever claimed himself to be God. Jesus Christ has the power to turn everyone 
to become Christians and to live as Christians, but other religions do not 
dare to say this. Other religions mostly talk about ethics, morality or 
goodness, but only Christianity can provide us with the power of the heart 
and soul, and turn everyone into a new person.3

Pastor Xu mentioned these points in his sermons frequently to remind 
all the brothers and sisters in the church to be ‘confident about their 
choice to lead a better life’. This self-awareness of being ‘better’ was par-
ticularly visible during their missionary work: they approached non-
Christian Chinese and asked questions like ‘Are you happy?’ and ‘Do you 
have a meaningful life?’ When the answers were ‘Yes’, they asked follow-
up questions: ‘How can you possibly be happy when you are not 
Christian?’ and ‘How can you have a meaningful life when you do not 
know God?’ The missionaries at the CCCB often reminded one another 
to be ‘friendly and polite, to show our Christian character’, since in their 
opinion being ‘friendly and polite’ was a unique virtue that only Christians 
could possess.

Researchers have examined the impact of religions and religious com-
munities on immigrants’ experiences in a new society. For immigrant 
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communities living in the US, it appears to be particularly urgent for 
parents to protect their children from the negative influences of their 
American peers and American culture, and many parents consider reli-
gious communities to be safe shelters (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 
1995; Waters 2009). Asian immigrants in particular hold that public 
schools in the US do not offer any ‘moral education’ to their children, so 
they rely on religious communities for additional input. Zhou and 
Bankston (1998) show how Buddhist and Catholic institutions transmit 
the heritage of language and culture to the younger generation. Chen 
(2006, 2008) and Yang (2010) both describe how Christian churches 
become very attractive to Chinese immigrants by framing children’s obe-
dience to parents in Christian vocabulary and invoking the authority of 
Jesus Christ to discipline the younger generation.

Chen (2006) specifically analyses intergenerational conflicts among 
Chinese immigrants in the US. She argues that ‘Confucian notions of 
filial obligation’ are the key difference between the first and second gen-
erations. When the first generation can no longer use their Confucian-
based parenting practices with their children, they turn to Evangelical 
Christianity for help. Johanna Lüdde (2011) makes a similar argument 
about Chinese students who have converted to Christianity in Germany. 
She considers the hierarchical structure of Chinese Christian churches 
and the emphasis on obedience and filial piety towards a ‘Heavenly 
Father’ to be the main attractions for young Chinese overseas, as they 
provide the ‘Confucian traditions’ that are familiar and trustworthy for 
the members to rely on.

Chen and Lüdde both refer to obedience and filial piety as Confucian 
traditions, although neither explains what Confucian traditions exactly 
are. In Chen’s work, Christianity replaces Confucianism as a parenting 
tool, while in Lüdde’s view, Christianity resembles Confucianism as a set 
of ‘coping strategies’. In the case of the CCCB, narratives of ‘obedience’, 
‘duty’ and ‘humility’ were indeed present, but Pastor Xu and the church 
leadership focused rather on the overall transformation of heart and soul 
as Christians. Instead of relying on being the elders for authority over 
against the younger generation, it was more important to embrace the 
Christian way of life being promoted at the CCCB, and to guide the 
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younger generation on the right path through their regular participation 
in church activities.

The superiority of being a Christian convinced many parents that the 
church was the best place for children to grow up. ‘Why should I send 
them to some language school when they can be in the house of God?’ 
asked one parent, while chatting with me in the ‘Martin Luther Room’ 
during Pastor Xu’s sermon. Besides wanting the younger generation to 
have a Chinese-speaking environment at weekends, the conviction that 
the church was ‘a better place’ and that Christians were ‘better people’ 
played an essential role in motivating the first-generation Chinese immi-
grants to bring their children to CCCB.

‘More than two hundred Chinese gathering together is itself the best 
environment for children’, said Ms Huang. She and her husband had 
been active members of the CCCB for almost ten years. Living on the 
outskirts of Berlin, the couple had to drive fifty minutes one way every 
Sunday afternoon to attend church services with their two children. 
When I asked her for her reasons, she summed up her belief in this way: 
‘Good values, good worldview, and orientation to spiritual life. Parents 
do not even need to guide their children to learn anything here, they are 
already surrounded by the best education, all in Chinese; they can just 
watch, hear, and learn. For a parent, there is no better place to bring your 
children to!’

�Conclusion

Research on migrant religious communities in Germany frequently con-
nects their religious practices with the question of integration. From 
Egyptian Christians to Buddhist Vietnamese, scholars have examined 
communities of various religious and ethnic backgrounds to analyse how 
their religious institutions have served as sites of communication, media-
tion and negotiation in order to integrate and assimilate these communi-
ties into German society (Baumann 2004; Währisch-Oblau 2005). There 
are also many works on Turkish immigrants and Islamic congregations 
(e.g. Fetzer and Soper 2005; Öztürk 2007; Ewing 2008). In contrast to 
the usual denunciations of Islamic beliefs potentially preventing Muslims 
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from becoming ‘proper’ citizens in German civil society, research on 
Christian churches often addresses the positive impact of integration for 
immigrants in the country. Dümling argues that migrant Christian 
churches are ‘the site of integration’, and calls for more interaction 
between churches with migration backgrounds and churches without 
them, as she considers such encounters to be outstanding opportunities 
to ‘shape integration’ (Dümling 2011). Lüdde has taken a step further in 
her work with Chinese Christians. She identifies the ‘inner psychological 
problems’ of Chinese immigrants and argues that Chinese Christian 
churches in Germany could palliate them by offering ‘coping strategies’ 
and thereby smoothing the process of integration (Lüdde 2011, 2013).

As I have shown in this chapter, not only is ‘integration’ into German 
society not on the agenda of the CCCB, the Church leadership has 
instead been endeavouring to highlight its use of Chinese language and 
culture. This does not mean that the CCCB has necessarily obstructed 
the process of integration among its members, nor does it imply that its 
members have little willingness to integrate. Rather, the CCCB is one 
more example showing that the experience of being migrants in a dias-
pora can reinforce the sense of nationalist recognition, instead of encour-
aging a sense of world citizenship (van der Veer 1994). The CCCB keenly 
detected the ‘faith’ in implicit socialization among the first-generation 
Chinese parents, and designed their Church programmes accordingly to 
attract more members and multiply the size of their congregation and the 
Church’s own income. Besides the emphasis on Chinese features, the pas-
tor and the Church committee together structured the CCCB’s teachings 
and activities around families. By offering a ‘moral education’ with ‘good 
values’ and ‘a good world-view’, the Chinese Christian Church in Berlin 
also provided Chinese immigrants with a space in which to construct 
shared codes of morality among themselves. In the words of Friedland, 
‘religion offers a nonessentialist basis upon which to construct a collective 
identity and difference’ (Friedland 2002: 393), which is one format of 
religious nationalism.

Religious discourse and practice can be used for nationalist purposes, 
as well as provide a group with the cultural grammar and ritual repertoire 
to define its identity (van der Veer and Lehmann 1999). Although a 
Christian church strongly influenced by the Baptists might not have 
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many roots in Chinese tradition, the CCCB has become an important 
venue for Chinese immigrants to locate their search for meaning and to 
strengthen their Chinese identity. Van der Veer points out that religious 
identity is not necessarily a matter of ‘primordial attachments’ inculcated 
by unchanging traditions, but ‘specific products of changing forms of 
religious organization and communications’ (van der Veer 1994: x). 
Throughout the trajectory of Chinese immigrants in Berlin, their shared 
challenges and aspirations have shaped their senses of longing and belong-
ing, and have brought them together at the CCCB through their Christian 
faith. The combination of a Chinese-speaking environment and moral 
superiority makes the CCCB particularly attractive for families with chil-
dren. This Church constitutes a unique community where language, cul-
ture, national identity and morality are intertwined with one another and 
where the religious institution has become ‘an arena for sociality, collec-
tive organization and the provision of services outside state control’ 
(Friedland 2002: 393). As I have shown in this chapter, the CCCB’s 
leadership has made substantial efforts over the years to enhance the 
Chinese language capacity of second-generation Chinese immigrants and 
to create a space for them to amplify their moral orientation. These strate-
gies, judging from the rocketing donations that have poured into the 
Church in recent years, were well received among Chinese migrant fami-
lies in Berlin. The community as a whole utilized religious discourse and 
practice in order to shape a nationalist identity, an identity they wish to 
pass on from one generation to the next.

Notes

1.	 Unless indicated otherwise, quotations from informants are the author’s 
translation from Chinese into English.

2.	 The number of members appearing on many of the CCCB’s publicity 
materials is ‘around 200’. In his blog of 25 March 2010, Pastor Xu stated 
that ‘at the moment there are 250 adults and children’ in the CCCB.

3.	 Original text from the Homepage of CCCB, ‘The Basic Truth’, http://
home.inter.net/immanuel/jbzl.htm (accessed 1 December 2018). Author’s 
translation from Part 10 entitled ‘Why is Christianity superior than other 
religions’ (from Sect. 3, ‘Religious Belief ’).
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