
The U.S. delegation poses with the leaders of China’s five major religions following the Beijing Multi-Faith Forum.

In October 2009, a delegation of fourteen U.S. religious leaders, scholars and the leadership of the American-Chinese 
Multi-Faith Religious Exchange (ACMFRE) visited Beijing, Nanjing, Suzhou, Kunshan, Shanghai, and Hong Kong to 
meet with China’s religious leaders, as well as leaders from business, government and academia. The delegation was 
comprised of representatives from Buddhism, Catholicism, Islam, and Protestantism. The U.S. delegation was led 
by Mr. Dee Froeber, Minister to Internationals at Forest Hills Baptist Church, Raleigh, N.C., and Executive Director of  
ACMFRE. Dr. Larry Harper, Senior Pastor at Forest Hills Baptist Church, served as the delegation’s advisor.
In addition, the delegation included:

•   Dr. Rob Nash - Global Missions Coordinator, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship
•   Dr. Harry Rowland - Director - Missional Church Ministries, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship

•   Dr. Brent Walker - Executive Director, Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty
•   Dr. Ron Epstein - Dharma Realm Buddhist Association

•   Father Larry Janezic - Executive Director, Franciscan Action Network
•   Bishop Hee-Soo Jung - President - College of Bishops, Episcopal Leader – 

Northern Illinois Conference of the United Methodist Church
•   Dr. Ghulam Mir - Islamic Society of North America
•   Mrs. Sara Mir - Islamic Society of North America
•   Mrs. Angelia Harper – Forest Hills Baptist Church

•   Mr. Al Haskins – Finance Director, ACMFRE.
•   Mrs. Sandra Haskins – Project Director, ACMFRE

•   Mr. Jeff Wood – Project Coordinator, ACMFRE

To increase bi-lateral 
understanding regarding 
the role of religion in China and the 
U.S.

To explore, from a multi-faith 
perspective, the contributions organized 
religion offers, and the challenges of 
religious faith in modern society, both in 
China and the U.S.

To discover new directions and
opportunities for progress in the 
dialogue between China and the 
U.S. on the subject of religion.

Goals of the Exchange

October 17– 29, 2009  Final Report



In June 2007, His Excellency, Ambassador Zhou Wenzhong of 
the People’s Republic of China, and Dee Froeber, Minister 
to Internationals, Forest Hills Baptist Church, Raleigh, NC,  
discussed the American public’s perception regarding the  
role of religion in China. Ambassador Zhou suggested that a 
bi-lateral exchange of religious delegations would have a  
positive impact on the American public’s understanding of 
religion in China.  

Ambassador Zhou subsequently arranged a meeting for Mr. 
Froeber in Beijing with then Deputy Minister Wang Zuoan of 
the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA).  (In 2009, 
Deputy Minister Wang became SARA’s senior official.) Deputy 
Minister Wang responded positively to the proposal for an 
exchange of religious leaders.  A similar discussion was also 
held with Rev. Dr. Cao Sheng-jie, former President of the China 
Christian Council, who also expressed interest in a multi-faith 
exchange.  In January 2008, a proposal drafted by Mr. Froeber 
to bring a multi-faith religious delegation from China to the U.S. 
was accepted by SARA.

The First American-Chinese Multi-Faith
Religious Exchange
In September 2008, a delegation of twelve Chinese religious 
leaders and government officials visited Atlanta, Georgia, and 
Washington, D.C. to meet with U.S. religious leaders, as well 
as leaders from business, government, and academia.  The 
delegation was comprised of China’s five major state-approved 
religions, namely Buddhism, Catholicism, Islam, Protestantism, 
and Taoism.  The Chinese delegation was led by the President 
of the China Christian Council, Rev. Gao Feng, and advised by 
the Deputy Minister for SARA, Wang Zuoan.  

Due to substantive dialogues, both U.S. and 
Chinese participants in the 2008 Exchange 
came away with a more developed understand-
ing of religious freedom, practice, and diversity 
in China and the United States.  Given the 
success of the 2008 Exchange, SARA officials, 
China’s religious leaders, and many U.S. partici-
pants expressed a strong desire for continued 
bi-lateral multi-faith dialogues.

In November 2008, SARA’s then senior official, Minister Ye 
Xiaowen, attended a symposium sponsored by George-
town University’s Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and 
World Affairs.  During the symposium, Minister Ye met with 
Mr. Froeber and other ACMFRE officials and extended an 
invitation to the ACMFRE organization to assemble a U.S. 
multi-faith religious delegation for a reciprocal visit to China 
in 2009.

Preparation for a Multi-Faith
Exchange in China
In July 2009, an advance planning delegation comprised 
of the ACMFRE leadership visited potential venue sites 
in Beijing and Hong Kong.  Meetings were held at SARA 
headquarters in Beijing with Director Guo Wei, Foreign 
Affairs Department. The planning delegation also met with 
Buddhist, Catholic, Islamic, Protestant and Taoist religious 
leaders, as well as representatives from the China Chris-
tian Council/Three Self Patriotic Movement (CCC/TSPM), 
Nanjing Union Theological Seminary, the Chinese People’s 
Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries, and the 
Institute of World Religions of the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences (CASS). The planning delegation traveled 
to Hong Kong to meet with the Hong Kong Christian Coun-
cil leadership, the Hong Kong Council of the Church of 
Christ in China, and the Centre of Buddhist Studies, Hong 
Kong University.    While planning for the 2009 Exchange, 
ACMFRE  leadership had regular meetings with the diplo-
matic staff of the Chinese Embassy in Washington, D.C., 
including a meeting with His Excellency Ambassador Zhou 
Wenzhong.
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The Beginning An Invitation to Continue the Dialogues

The U.S. delegation (Dee Froeber, far left) meeting with Minister Wang Zuoan (far right) at the 
headquarters of the State Administration for Religious Affairs, Beijing.
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Events and Topics
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In addition, the historical influence of Christianity in American 
society and the cultural and spiritual foundations of China today 
were explored.

At a meeting with government officials at SARA headquarters, 
Minister Wang briefed the delegation on the role and function of 
SARA as it administers laws and regulations in a country where 
the state regulates religious affairs. Such oversight stands in 
contrast to the U.S. model of separation of religion and govern-
ment. Minister Wang went on to address SARA’s six-fold mis-

sion, which ranges from 
oversight and coordination 
of religious affairs to pro-
viding financial support for 
religious institutions by pay-
ing religious leaders salaries 
or providing land-grants for 
houses of worship. In addi-
tion, questions and answers 
flowed back and forth that 
centered on clarification of 
SARA’s discharge of its du-
ties and possible directions 
of China’s religious policies 
in the future.    

At the invitation of the Chinese People’s Association for Friend-
ship with Foreign Countries, the delegation was invited to attend 
the opening session of the George Bush China-U.S. Relations 
Conference entitled, “Looking Ahead After 30 Years”.  This was 
the first time a religious delegation had been invited to attend 
this bi-lateral Sino-U.S. conference.  The delegation was greeted 
by Neil Bush (son of former President George H.W Bush) and by 
China’s Foreign Minister, Yang Jiechi.  

Beijing, October 17 – 21, 2009
The U.S. delegation’s official People’s Republic of 
China host was the State Administration for Religious 
Affairs (SARA).  While in Beijing, the delegation 
had meetings and dialogues with Chinese religious, 
academic, civic and government leaders. Individual 
meetings were held with leaders of Buddhist, Catho-
lic, Islamic and Taoist Patriotic Associations.   Each 
gathering included dialogue and white paper presen-
tations by U.S. and Chinese participants.
These discourses presented 
delegation members with an 
overview of these mainstay 
religious traditions of China 
that included their:
•   History and demographics
•   Present day opportunities
    and future challenges
•   Strategic plans for
    addressing future needs
•   Growth expectations
•   Educational training for
    religious clerics and others

Part of this cross-cultural exchange gave delegates 
an inside intimate look at these historical traditions of 
faith as they toured temples and holy places where 
thousands of faithful worship each week. A 30 mem-
ber Taoist orchestra performing on traditional Chinese 
instruments revealed a rich history of Taoist liturgical 
music.

The delegation was received by the Catholic Arch-
bishop of Beijing, attended services at historic South 
Gate Catholic Church, and visited the National 
Seminary of the Catholic Church in China where the 
Executive Vice-Rector was a 2008 American-Chinese 
Multi-Faith Religious Exchange delegation mem-
ber.  An especially memorable event was the Beijing 
Multi-Faith Religious Forum that brought together the 
leaders of the five major religions in China for dia-
logue with their U.S. counterparts, marking the first 
time in the history of Sino-U.S. relationships that such 
a gathering had been convened.  

A forum was also hosted by the Institute for World 
Religions of the Chinese Academy for Social Scienc-
es (CASS).  CASS is considered the premier aca-
demic research organization and think-tank in China.   
CASS scholars and U.S. delegation members 
presented white papers addressing the relationship 
between religion and government in both countries.

Meeting at Beijing Lonquan Monastery with Master Xue Cheng (third from left).

Below: Concert byTaoist musicians
in Beijing

Above: Dr. Brent Walker, right, making a
presentation at CASS following a forum.
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Nanjing, Suzhou, and Kunshan 
October 22 – 23, 2009
In Nanjing, delegates had an opportunity to learn first-hand 
from seminarians at Nanjing Union Theological Seminary 
about their vision for the future of the Christian church in 
China.   In a visit to Amity Printing Company, corporate leader-
ship described how Amity serves the Christian church in China 
through its domestic Bible production.  Four million Bibles were 
sold in 2008 through the Three-Self Patriotic churches. (These 
being churches officially registered and permitted to operate 
under government authority.) Amity also serves as the largest 
exporter of Bibles world-wide with distribution to over seventy 
countries. To date, over sixty million Bibles have been printed.

The delegation traveled by train to Suzhou, visiting the Han 
Shan Buddhist Temple; and then to Kunshan to visit the Qian-
deng Church (Protestant). These visits with religious leaders 
allowed the delegation to learn first-hand about religious 
practices in a more rural setting.

Shanghai, October 24 – 26, 2009
In Shanghai, the delegation met with leadership of the China 
Christian Council /Three Self Patriotic Movement 
(CCC/TSPM). (The President and General Secretary of CCC 
were both members of the 2008 American-Chinese Muliti-Faith 
Religious Exchange delegation.) The dialogue and discus-
sion centered on the evolution of the Protestant church in both 
China and the U.S., including theological education, lay leader 
training, and social service ministries as well as opportunities 
and challenges the Christian church faces in both nations as it 
looks to the future.

Hong Kong, October 27 – 28, 2009
In Hong Kong, the delegation heard from noted Chinese 
theologian, scholar and author, Kim-Kwong Chan.  This af-
forded the delegation an opportunity for in-depth discussion 
regarding religious faith and practice in China within the 
broader social, political and economic context.  

The delegation’s final event was a multi-faith forum open to 
the public at Hong Kong University.  The forum addressed 
the role and social responsibility of world religions in 
modern society.  The leaders of the six major religious tradi-
tions in Hong Kong (Buddhism, Catholicism, Confucianism, 
Islam, Protestantism, and Taoism) as well as U.S. delegation 
members presented white papers addressing the 
significance of inter-faith dialogue in solving world problems, 
developing mutual understanding, and fostering peace, 
harmony and sustainable development. This event was his-
torical, in that it marked the first time Hong Kong University 
hosted a multi-faith religious delegation from the U.S.

Events and Topics

Speakers at the Hong Kong University Mult-Faith Forum.
Prof. C.F. Lee (center) moderated the event.

to do joint research. U.S. delegates and Chinese speakers 
discussed findings and future forecasts regarding the role of 
religion in China and the U.S. today as well as the relation-
ship of religion and government.

While in Shanghai, the delegation attended services at the 
historic Shanghai Community Church, originally founded in 
1925, and visited the Jade Buddha Temple, whose history 
dates back to the early 1900’s.

A forum was hosted by the Institute of Religious Studies of 
the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences (SASS).  At SASS, 
academia, government and religious leaders come together

Dialogue wth the China Christian Council in Shanghai. Front row left to 
right; Kan Baoping (Gen. Sec. CCC), Madam Guo Wei (Director-Foreign 
Affairs SARA) and Gao Feng (President CCC).



Outcomes of the Exchange
The ACMFRE Delegation, as well as others in the United States 
who heard post-delegation reports, gained new insight and 
understanding about the current vitality of religion in China.  The 
U.S. delegates repeatedly heard China’s religious leaders say 
with great enthusiasm, “This is the golden age for religion in 
China!”  

Significant dialogue took place with religious leaders, academia, 
and government officials regarding the role of religion in modern 
society, specifically their vision for the future and the challenges 
and strategies for accomplishing desired goals.  Multi-faith 
dialogue offers a unique platform for each faith group to freely 
exchange ideas and beliefs, to learn from one another, and to 
promote overall understanding.  In addition, delegates learned 
that infrastructure is being developed to support the growing 
need for training and support of religious leaders.  

At the same time, it is important to note there was frank and 
informative dialogue on a number of sensitive and controversial 
issues on the subject of religion. A number of “classical” issues in 
this debate were discussed including the limited distribution and 
sale of Bibles in-country, the treatment of religious adherents 
based upon both practice and belief (as opposed to the U.S. 
where only practice is regulated), the banning of certain religious 
groups, and the requirement that all churches and members 
register with the government. The most poignant discussion in 
this vein revolved around the nature, concept and definition of 
religious freedom in China as compared to the same in the U.S.

While discussed with candor, the tone of all dialogues was 
diplomatic and carried out with a spirit of inquisitiveness in order 
to understand the deeper issues, contexts and concerns held 
by each Sino-U.S. participant. Most significantly, U.S. delegates 
came away with a better understanding of the relationship 
between the government body, SARA, that implements religious 
policy and the religious communities where faith is practiced.

Unanticipated outcomes took place. Chinese multi-faith religious 
leaders developed closer mutually beneficial working relation-
ships between themselves and also with SARA officials dur-
ing both the 2008 and 2009 ACMFRE.  Mutual friendships and 
cooperation between these religious leaders and SARA are 
essential for religion to function as a positive factor in building a 
harmonious society. U.S. delegates from varied faith traditions 
built lasting friendships and discussed cooperative ventures in 
the days to come.

While describing the role of SARA at a meeting held at SARA 
headquarters, Minister Wang Zuoan remarked, “This is a day 
history will remember!”  Indeed a number of historic events 
took place during the delegation’s time in China:

•      Minister Wang informed the delegation they were the first  
       joint U.S. multi-faith religious leaders delegation to visit 
       China and SARA headquarters since the founding of the  
       People’s Republic of China
•      National-level leaders of China’s five major religions held  
       an historic group summit with the U.S. delegation.  Both   
       Chinese and U.S. leaders suggested the summit should
       be held annually, alternating between China and the U.S.
•     The U.S. delegation was the first multi-faith religious  
       leaders’ delegation to visit the headquarters of each of  
      China’s five patriotic religious associations
•     Imam Chen Guangyuan, Islamic Patriotic Association  
       of China, noted that the U.S. delegation’s Muslim 
       member was the first U.S. Muslim voice to be heard         
       inside the Chinese Association’s headquarters
•      The U.S. delegation was the first multi-faith religious 
       delegation, American or Chinese, invited to attend the  
       George Bush China-U.S. Relations Conference
•      The administration of Hong Kong University announced  
       the U.S. delegation to be the first U.S. multi-faith 
       religious leaders’ delegation to visit the University in 
       its 100-year history
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U.S. delegation with the Archbishop of Beijing at South Gate Catholic Church.

U.S. delegation with Iman Chen Guangyuan, center standing,
Islamic Association headquarters, Beijing
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Conclusion

Both Chinese and U.S. participants were afforded new 
insights and gained more thorough understanding of 
religious freedom, practice, and diversity in a side-by-side 
comparison of these phenomena in both countries.  Both 
of the Exchanges involved multiple facets of society on 
both U.S. and Chinese soil, with cross-cultural hurdles to 
bridge at almost every turn.  

China is at a crossroads today in terms of meeting the 
challenges of responding to the tremendous growth of 
Christianity and other religions. Various estimates number 
as high as four hundred million people of faith within the 
borders of China. These estimates include those who visit 
“official” houses of worship that are representative of China’s 
five major faiths as well as “underground” Christian meeting 
places, private temples and shrines as well as folk religions. 
Sociologists, historians of comparative religion, and others 
who study such movements may one day look back on this 
era in China’s history as one of the greatest religious move-
ments representative of sheer numbers and growth in world 
history. 

Minister Wang Zuoan stated, “China and the United States 
have the most important bilateral relationship in the world.  
If these two countries can get along, then the whole world 
will benefit.  The efforts of people-to-people contact are 
important.  Religion can be a good channel for this.  Religion 
should be a positive element to our relationship and not a 
barrier”.

There are multiple opportunities and open doors before us.  
Our challenge will be to determine the next steps to take 
toward closer ties, better understandings, and practical reali-
ties.  Professor C. F. Lee, the moderator at the Hong Kong 
Multi-Faith Forum, wisely said, “There is an old Chinese say-
ing, ‘A journey of 1000 miles begins with one step.’ 
Even though we have a long march ahead, we can get 
started now.”

In December of 2007, during a plenum of the Politburo called specifically to address the role of religion, Chinese President Hu 
Jiantao called on Chinese government officials to pay more attention to the positive contribution of religion in China.  The out-
come of this forward-looking statement remains to be seen.  However, the timing of both the 2008 and 2009 American-Chinese 
Multi-Faith Religious Exchanges offered unprecedented opportunities for frank and informative dialogue that dealt in a spirit of 
candor with many sensitive issues as well as with commonalities shared.  Notwithstanding President Hu’s comments, these 
conversations would not have been possible in the not too distant past. There are many changes taking place in China today 
toward a spirit of dialogue and recognition of religion as 
an important building block of modern society.

Amity Printing Company
Beijing Multi-Faith Dialogue

Chenghuang Temple
China Christian Council/Three Self Patriotic Movement

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
Chinese Patriotic Buddhist Association
Chinese Patriotic Islamic Association
Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association
Chinese Patriotic Taoist Association

Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign 
Countries 

George Bush China-US Relations Conference – Opening 
Ceremony

Han Shan Buddhist Temple
Hong Kong Buddhist Association

Hong Kong University, Centre of Buddhist Studies
Jade Buddha Temple

Jiangsu Administration for Religious Affairs
Kunshan Administration for Religious and Ethnic Affairs

Kunshan Qiandeng Church
Lonquan Monastery

Multi-Faith Dialogue at Hong Kong University
Nanjing Union Theological Seminary

National Seminary of Catholic Church in China
Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences

Shanghai Administration for Religious and Ethnic Affairs
Shanghai Community Church
South Gate Catholic Church

State Administration for Religious Affairs, PRC
Suzhou Administration for Religious Affairs

2009 Delegation Hosts, Forums
and Events

U.S. delegates with Neil Bush, center, Opening Ceremony,
George Bush China-U.S. Relations Conference, Beijing.



New friendships and relationships developed between U.S. delegation members that have the potential for furthering interaction 
with China.  The delegation members represented Forest Hills Baptist Church, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship Global Missions, 

Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty, Franciscan Action Network, Islamic Society of North America,
Dharma Realm Buddhist Association, and the United Methodist Church

 
Specifically for Forest Hills as a local Baptist church, and the ACMFRE, relationships were established with:

•    Chinese provincial and local government leaders

•    Nanjing Union Theological Seminary 

•    Amity Printing Company

•    Beijing Christian Council

•    The Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries

•    Shanghai China Christian Council 

•    Pastors from Shanghai’s major Christian churches

•    Hong Kong Christian Council leadership

Potential Future Projects
As a direct result of the 2009 Exchange, a number of discussions occurred regarding potential future projects.

These possibilities include:

•      A summit for in-depth dialogue between the leaders of China’s five recognized religions and religious leaders from the U.S.
•      Linking individual churches in the U.S. with the China Christian Council

•      Chinese religious/faith group delegations visiting the U.S.
•      Theological training for Chinese pastors

•      Chinese seminary students matriculating at U.S. theological institutions

Work and dialogue is on-going among various parties to build upon the relationships established as a result of this exchange
and to assure that there is more progress to be made in the future toward these goals.

Focused on the Future
Organizational Linkages

Nanjing Union Theological Seminary

Shanghai Harbor

Assembly line at Amity Printing Co.

U.S. delegation at Amity Printing Company

Delegation meets with grad students at Nanjing Seminary

Dee Froeber (center) makes a 
presentation following Shanghai 
Academy of Social Sciences forum 7



Chinese Host
State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA), People’s Republic of China

United States Sponsors
Ministry to Internationals, Forest Hills Baptist Church, Raleigh, North Carolina

Cooperative Baptist Fellowship Global Missions, Atlanta, Georgia
Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty, Washington, D.C.

Acknowledgment and Appreciation to:
His Excellency Ambassador Zhou Wenzhong 

Embassy of the People’s Republic of 
China in the United States of America

Minister Ye Xiaowen and  Minister Wang Zuoan
State Administration for Religious Affairs, People’s Republic of China

Hong Kong Buddhist Association

A very special word of appreciation goes to former 
President Jimmy Carter for his on-going support of this project.

2009 American-Chinese Multi-Faith Religious Exchange Sponsors
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U.S. delegation poses in front of the Bell Tower, Suzhou, with Abbot Qiu Shuang of Han Shan Temple


