Reading Christian Scriptures: the Nineteenth-Century Context
Chloë Starr
Stored in the Bodleian library in Oxford for over a century have been two large collections of publications by missionaries in China. These works, many of them short tracts, were exhibited at international book exhibitions, one in Philadelphia in 1876 and one in London in 1884. The catalogue for the Philadelphia exhibition gives us a good idea of the sort of scriptural texts produced for nineteenth-century Chinese consumption and begins to sow doubt into notions of ‘the Bible’ as an entity published, distributed and taught to Chinese Christians.
 Apart from fifty or so different editions and single books of scripture, there were several hundred commentaries and annotated scriptures, narrative works, including educational primers, biographies of saints, catechisms, and liturgical books such as prayer books and hymn books. The volume of tracts and para-biblical texts begins to give an idea of how the protestant missionaries—who put so much emphasis on translating and introducing scripture throughout China—viewed those scriptures: theologically, pedagogically, and devotionally. This chapter provides a brief introduction to the types of scriptural text available in China in the nineteenth century, and considers what this array of annotated works and exegetical essays might have meant for the incipient protestant church.  
Study of the Bible in China to date has been dominated in the West by attempts to trace histories of editions, and to examine the roles and characters of the western missionary translators.
 In concentrating scholarly attention on Bible translations and their chronology, under the assumption that this consumed all of the energies of the missionaries, less has been studied of their textual context. Although missionary tracts have been the subject of linguistic and theological enquiries,
 there is still little written on non-Biblical texts, with nothing published, for example, on the Book of Common Prayer in China, although that cornerstone of Anglican liturgy and worship appeared in numerous translations across the century in various language levels, dialects, and textual forms. 

This essay began as an attempt to study how late Qing intellectuals approached the Bible as a text, to reconcile traditional Chinese modes of reading and textual scholarship with patterns of Bible study as introduced by their missionary tutors.
 The aim was to question whether Qing dynasty textual scholarship, philological techniques, commentary and ‘accompanied reading’ traditions had any effect on patterns of nineteenth-century Biblical reading. Did an accommodation to Chinese textual practices threaten an orthodox western reading of scripture, or rather enable a Chinese comprehension? The level of influence that western missionary publications in baihua 白話 (spoken vernacular Chinese) had on the developing Chinese language in the nineteenth century is beginning to be re-assessed in mainland China,
 but there is scant research on the reverse effect, how Chinese textual practices influenced missionary translators and educators. And when Chinese Christians translated scriptural texts for themselves, did their centuries of inherited thinking on canons and classical interpretive practices leave a mark which has influenced modern scriptural reading practices? Or is the modern institutional framework of New and Old Testament studies in Chinese seminaries, and analysis in the Chinese academy, entirely derived from western curricula from the early twentieth century? 

It soon became apparent, however, that this is not an adequate frame of reference. The original intent of this essay was to use the extensive collection of nineteenth-century Christian tracts and biji (notes or essays, often recording an individual’s daily life) in the Bodleian library’s holdings to build up as clear a picture as possible of how newly-converted, educated Chinese scholars reconciled the reading of Christian scripture with their own patterns of text reading, but prior questions surrounding the texts available to Qing readers demand consideration before scholars’ reading habits can be determined. The reception of the Bible by Qing intellectuals cannot be separated from the parallel processes of the making-Chinese of the text by its western translators and contextualisers, and this has yet to be researched in depth. Three initial points emerge, which will be sketched throughout this paper: that Protestant writings were more in line with centuries of Catholic production than might be imagined, with scores of para-biblical texts out in the reading environment; that the availability of such texts recasts the reception/ appropriation question; and that a textual reformatting is a key part of that reception – but on the part of the missionaries, rather than the Chinese side.

Several categories of text supplement the numerous annotated Scriptures and commentary editions that rolled off the mission presses, and this paper presents a rather taxonomic examination of primers and children’s educational texts, Bible stories and dictionaries, as well as liturgical texts which quote extensively from Scripture. Other categories of published tracts and volumes included biographies, hymnals, apologetic essays, allegories such as translations of Pilgrim’s Progress, and later in the century, systematic theologies and volumes of church history. The great majority of these were, however, translated from English-language sources, sometimes edited for Chinese consumption, whereas much Bible-related material was produced specifically for Chinese readers and reading patterns.
  

Although translations of the Bible into Chinese are not the focus of this paper, it is worth an early digression to note that among these too, the addition of intertextual and supratextual commentary often followed Chinese practice, blurring the distinction between Bible and commentary. Block printing, the major form of Chinese print production, had for centuries provided a means of cheap and rapid book production, and one which encouraged a textual fluidity, and discouraged notions of copyright or authorial intellectual ownership of the text. When Chinese circulated manuscripts among friends, for example, they would not expect the text to return in its pristine form. Reading was a process of writing, and re-writing: all educated Chinese were trained in techniques of textual emendation. Handwritten commentaries often found their way into later editions of texts, and ‘eye-brow’ commentary at the top of the page supplemented intertextual commentary in printed editions of texts.
 
While the American Samuel Schereschewsky’s translation of Genesis from 1866 provides a rare example of a ‘straight’ Bible translation, late in the century,
 many more followed Chinese textual norms. Produced in Shanghai, Schereschewsky’s unannotated portion of scripture is without preface or explanatory notes, the text itself divided only by tiny interlineal verse numbers. Proper names and places names are marked by lines running vertically alongside the text, but the aim has clearly been to produce as unmediated a text as possible. In the Chinese context, such an edition makes a strong theological statement, presenting the scripture for God to speak through directly, and presuming a notion of textual reading that distinguishes it from the various annotated and sinicized texts on the market.    

Medhurst’s Annotated Romans is a much more typical example of nineteenth-century Bible translation-cum-annotation: the Biblical text is interspersed with copious explanations.
 Detailed notes follow each phrase or sentence in Paul’s letter. The first couple of line annotations, for example, include discussion of the time frame of writing (57AD); the language of the text (‘colloquial Greek’), the target audience, and so on. The notes also move towards application: if we really want to understand difficult texts, we should pray humbly. Early verses gloss the name of Paul/Saul; present cross-scriptural references to the Old Testament; explanation of diaconal content; historical background, theological explanation of the Trinity, as well as notes which provide cross-references to the Chinese context. The reader of this scripture is told, for example, that David was King of Israel about the time of King Zhao of the Zhou dynasty. This form of text would be readily comprehensible to readers educated in textual emendation practices. 
1. Primers 
A flourishing industry of children’s Christian material in Chinese emerged after formal Sunday Schools were established in China in the late 1860s, with large numbers of popular children’s tracts produced in translation by the Chinese Religious Tract Society in the 1880s.
 However, much earlier in the century, some radically Chinese teaching material was being produced, the most outstanding example a primer by W. H. Medhurst.
 There are tens of extant editions of Medhurst’s Trimetrical Classic, or Three Character Scripture (Sanzi jing 三字經), a work based on the Chinese children’s character-learning text, and taking the same title. Termed jing, ‘classic’ or ‘scripture’, Medhurst was able, just as Catholic predecessors had done in their Four Character Scripture texts, to draw on this ambiguity to create a short Christian text that both aspired to the teaching status of a classic and was scriptural. Medhurst’s original was published in 1823, and reprinted numerous times.
 Alternative versions followed from other missionaries,
 and commentary editions were soon supplemented by sequels and imitative versions.
 Versions for educating females, such as Sophia Martin’s Trimetrical Classic for Girls (Xunnü sanzijing) promoted a more gendered agenda, combining instruction on the value of female learning with theological input which paralleled the standard (i.e. male) texts.

The three (and four) character scriptures are some of the most innovative missionary-authored para-scriptural texts ever to have been produced. The Bible is recreated in précis, in rhyming couplets of three characters each. More poem than academic exegesis, Medhurst’s text is highly creative, with an assonant, regulated flow of speech, in a clapper beat text. The three note text simplifies the entire biblical narrative, but cleverly so: the sense is retained even though the work is only 924 characters long, like a Reduced Shakespeare Company rendition of the bard’s plays in an hour. Daoist elements vie with Confucian and Buddhist terms. Creation resonates with the opening lines of the Daodejing in its ‘Beginning without beginning, it ends without end’ (始無始, 終無終), and prosperity theology meets platonic dualism.
 This is very much a Chinese document, drawing on Chinese language, culture and pedagogy: critics might question whether it is possible to have too much acculturation. In terms of content, like many of the missionary products, the Three Character Scripture text leaps from Genesis almost directly to Jesus’ saving power, and from there to the application of scripture. Readers are told ‘how to act,’ that is, follow God’s law, act rightly, read and obey scriptures, receive baptism and communion. The ‘message’ of protestant evangelicalism is integrated into the scripture. This pre-digested reading of scripture focuses on belief and a right response; on grace and action, on the apocalypse and judgement demanding unceasing prayer and praise from God’s people, a rectification of hearts and a proclamation by mouth. 

Annotated versions of the classic tell us perhaps more about their author’s views on scripture and its function. An 1846 edition from Ningbo of Medhurst’s text with commentary by D. B. McCartee, entitled New Improved, Annotated Three Character Scripture, provides one such example.
 Each six character phrase, or couplet, is given a paragraph of comment. This is no longer a text for children or illiterate learning, but a much more detailed educational work. Even in children’s textbooks, the missionaries were bringing their commentary on texts into texts, in Chinese fashion. The first phrase: ‘He transformed heaven and earth, and created all creatures’ (化天地，造萬物), is expanded with comment explaining how heaven and earth could not have been born of themselves, but needed a creator God to produce them, and that this true Creator Lord made heaven and earth, including the sun, moon and rain. Without a sun, moon, clouds and rain, then there would be no grass or trees, and thus no food for birds and animals. Amplification of the meaning of this stylistically brief text is intermixed with explanation of a more biological or zoological nature. Comment on the second phrase (‘He created humans, the true Lord’ 及造人, 真神主) melds an explanation of how God provides for all human needs, with an explanation of who he is, going to the root of the theological argument of the nature and substance of the Trinity. Even before he created people, notes the commentator, first God created food for people, together with clothes and objects for daily use, and then afterwards created them. He made it so that if people were hungry there would be food, if they were cold there would be clothes. The true God has three persons (you san wei 有三位) called the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit; his substance is of one nature and one body (qi shi zhi you yi xing yi ti 其實只有一性一體).

In the commentarial glosses, a significant amount of theology is introduced. Some annotations give detail to the impressionistic flow of the poetry, others correct knowledge of the Chinese pantheon. Explanation of the omnipotent Christian God, for example, is followed with discussion of his name, Shangdi, and comparisons made between the God who is uncreated, and the Great Jade Emperor (Yuhuang taidi), whose birth date we know as the ninth day of the first lunar month. Some phrases of the text are annotated with reference to scripture, such as ‘God is Spirit, Eternally without form’ (神爲靈，總無形) which is glossed by reference to Jn 4.24 on worshipping God in spirit and truth, and a quotation from Acts on how to worship, noting in passing that prayer requests must come from a life of doing good. 

God’s nature and form preoccupy the first several stanzas of the primer. The commentator explains how God’s creating humans in his image did not mean that God had a form, since he was spirit, but that humanity shared the same nature as God,  with humans possessing the four Confucian virtues of benevolence, righteousness, ritual propriety and wisdom (ren, yi, li, zhi 仁義禮智), and a spirit and knowledge that enables them to manage the earth and its flora and fauna. The story of Adam, Eve and the prohibited tree is equally elliptical in the text, but prolix in the annotation. God wanted to see if Adam and Eve would obey him, and set a small test, ordering that they not eat the fruit of just one kind of tree. The devil, formerly an angel who rebelled and was punished by God, took the form of a snake. Some say, notes the commentator, that Eve’s sin was a very minor sin, but this is not so: God did not intend to give them any other orders, merely prohibit one tree to test them. This was a very easy order to follow, but still Eve was unwilling, and so their sin was great, and their nature changed to evil. ‘All are evil, there are none who are holy’ continues the text, with support from David in the psalms, and metaphorically from Jesus, whose saying ‘a good tree produces good fruit, and an evil tree evil fruit’ is here quoted as referring to people’s hearts, that with evil hearts they cannot do good acts. If our founding ancestors had evil hearts, the same is true for the generations they gave birth to, states the commentator, explicitly countering the theory of innate human goodness of the philosopher Mencius. From these first few stanzas and their explanations, it can be seen how historical and theological/mythical explanation are intertwined, with an emphasis on comprehending scripture in order to transform one’s mode of life.     
2. Biblical Stories and Narratives 
Biblical texts were re-worked into story formats by missionary educators, employing different styles to appeal to their readership. Like other categories of work, many of these were direct translations of English materials, and like much of the missionary output, by the last third of the century had adopted a level of language that was somewhere between the written language of official documents and the written vernacular of popular fiction. The missionaries termed this ‘qian wenli’ or easy classical, and it can be seen as a precursor to the colloquial vernacular adopted for writing by the early twentieth-century iconoclasts.
 

Medhurst’s volume of 1846, Historical Records of the Bible (Shengjing shiji, 聖經史記), pre-dated the vogue for translation over composition. The title refers directly to the great literary-historical text of Sima Qian from the second century BCE, and presents the Bible broken up into narrative episodes.
 Non-versified, unlike scripture translations, Medhurst’s text is characteristically both simple and highly readable. The stories that Medhurst retells are close to translated versions of the Bible. This can be seen in the narrative of the first six days in Genesis, the text of which reproduces almost verbatim circulating editions of the Bible. A notable feature of Medhurst’s selection of stories is his use of commentary notes at the end of chapters in the voice of the Grand Historian (太史), in the manner of Sima Qian’s Historical Records. This formula provided an excellent opportunity for comment, served to authenticate the stories, and deliberately placed the narrative in the mould of great historical writing. ‘What this chapter has been discussing is the day of rest and events in paradise,’ begins one such entry. ‘Now there are two uses of the Sabbath, to honour God, and to give rest to people on earth.’ Like the annotated Bibles, Medhurst’s book of historical narratives takes the opportunity to develop the message of scripture after the interests of the writer. This compilation of narratives continues with the flood, Abraham and Isaac, through to Moses by Chapter 28, but the work remains unfinished.

Other works were more derivative. J. W. Quarterman’s 38-page story text stands out for the quality of its illustrations.
 These are western engravings, presenting western/ Jewish-looking figures showing some of the more renowned episodes in the lives of Biblical characters in characteristic poses, such as Cain killing Abel, the animals entering the ark and others drowning in the flood; Babylon and Babel, etc. The link between the pictures and passages suggests Quarterman’s selection of stories was governed by available illustrations. The stories again integrate comment with the abridgements, with thematic links made between Old and New testament episodes. Creation, for example, comes with Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath added in, and this is then extended to contemporary application: ‘Someone asks, how may we serve the true God?’ Answer: read the Bible, sing hymns, pray, do good works, listen to teachings in church, and teach your family members to do the same. The story of the Flood and Noah is linked to discourse on sacrifice (via the thank-offering Noah sacrificed) and thence to Christ, and Christ’s sacrifice as the means to salvation. Episodes develop away from the text: from Noah, for example, the comment moves to an extended section on idols, with historical references to the descendents of Noah in Asia, and specifically to the Han Chinese as descendents of Biblical figures. 
3. Bible Dictionaries 

The English term ‘dictionary’ covers a number of different texts in Chinese. John MacGowan’s 1873 translation of John Eadie’s Biblical Cyclopaedia (1849), is closest to the notion of an explanatory volume of words and terms used in scripture, representing both a translated and an interpreted volume in its form.
 Three pages of preface in classical Chinese explain the need for a searchable volume and the value of scriptural study. Unlike Chinese language dictionaries, opines the preface, this one is not contending for linguistic brilliance, or competing with the heterodox theories and false doctrines of minor schools of learning, but aims to expel falsity and revere truth.
  The dictionary is compiled in stroke order and then thematically, with an index according to traditional radical order (一部，丿部，乙部 etc.). Much of the dictionary covers proper names: people and places, giving reference for each from within scripture together with an explanation of the term. The first fascicle of text begins with the term ‘seven’ (qi, 七), explaining how much use is made of the number seven in the Bible, with God creating the world in 7 days, 7 years of good and bad harvests, Jewish festivals on the 7th day, through to the seven churches, seven candlesticks, seven spirits etc. of the apocalypse, and so on.
 The second entry in the text discusses the name Shangdi (God), which signals the tetragrammaton YHWH, ‘the One Who is of Himself, Jehovah’, and who showed his power in creating all creatures. A cultural as well as linguistic frame of reference is built up for readers across the entries, which number several hundred.  
 
A second form of bible ‘dictionary’ is exemplified by A. P. Happer’s Elaborating the Meaning of Holy Scripture of 1874.
 This is not so much a dictionary, as a summary of each book of the bible in turn, with a page of text per book. Happer’s reference text is written in a modern vernacular (baihua) and is simple to follow: those with a moderate education could consult it easily. Each section presents a mixture of analysis and interpretation of a book, giving basic information on authorship and composition, commenting on the structure of the text, and pointing out any other important features. The section on Genesis, for example, explains that this book is the first of the Pentateuch, written by Moses through revelation, and describes how Jehovah (Yehehua) created heaven, earth and humankind, and how the records of the first nine generations of humankind describe human sin and its consequences in Adam and in Noah. Babel, Abraham and Sarah are all alluded to, as Happer points out that the book of Genesis covers the events of 2369 years.
 Thematically, the power of God to create and destroy, to punish sin and apply grace, is signalled. Scripture is revelation, and what is written must come true. The veracity of Genesis is clear: there are only a few generations from Adam down to Moses, so the events were not so far removed in time, and both later references, and the interrelation of Genesis with New Testament texts prove its revelatory truth. The description of Genesis ends with a note on the three divisions of the narrative: chapters 1-8, 9-11, and 12-49, placing the text somewhere between a dictionary and a Bible commentary.  

As with the previous volume, in contrast to the simple vernacular of the main text, the preface to Happer’s work is in a significantly more elevated and erudite form of classical Chinese. This preface, written from the Peaceful Virtue Hall, sets out the rationale behind a scriptural overview. When you glance through the entire scriptures, you will see the height of its meaning and depths of its sentiment, its excellent perfection in discussing things pertaining to the human. God’s miracles and signs are set forth in it, as is Jesus’ power and glory. A reader will find, though, that the number of books is perplexing, and that there were more than twenty authors from Moses to John, all coming from different generations and with different purposes in exhorting or warning their audience. In adopting a formal division between preface and text, missionaries allowed themselves to indicate to their readership their literary skill and the true extent of their linguistic ability and erudition. The split in style and language accorded with the traditional mode of fictional writing, but in scriptures and classics there was usually no such language division. The form of preface suggests a leisured Chinese scholar penning works with a flourish from his scholar’s studio. The pose of a Chinese literatus was calculated to present scriptural study as an appropriately cultured pursuit, and show that Christian writings could accord to Chinese writing norms. This text, and its line of argumentation and appeal, was directed towards the literati who had undergone a traditional education in the Confucian classics. 
4. Overviews and Reading Guides 
A wide selection of works devoted to providing an overview, or outline of scriptures, was published to enable Chinese readers to find their way around the text.
 Jakob Lörcher’s substantial work of 1873 is a typical example of a scriptural overview. The Preface describes its aim and purpose, giving first a ‘Brief Explanation of Scripture,’ which states that the Bible is for people to know God, his will, and his means of saving people. The second section presents an overview of the divisions of Bible, with discussion of the two testaments: the Old Testament, divided into history, teachings and prophets, showing God’s almighty nature, his Law, and his will, and the New Testament, showing his atoning and saving power. The third section presents ‘Holy Scriptures as the sure foundation of the Way,’ and the fourth describes the history and chronology of the Old Testament. This latter is given at length for the 2369 years from Adam to the death of Joseph. Tables of the ages and deaths of Genesis figures (Adam at 930, Shem who lived from 912-1042; Enoch from 905-1140 etc.) are printed, alongside reign tables of the  Kings of Israel and Judah etc., presenting a historical chronology of events. The intent to historicize, and to echo the format of Chinese dynastic histories, is clear. Following this preface, the main text gives introductions and overviews book by book of both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.

By contrast, John Preston’s Table for Reading the Scriptures (1895) presents not so much an intellectual as a practical manual for Bible reading.
 The Preface comments on the huge number of books in Bible: if you do not have a good method of reading them then it is difficult to be clear on the principles of righteousness. This volume, explains the author, divides up the chapters and verses, using the principle of allowing scripture to explain scripture, by putting associated chapters together for reading, such as where prophecies of the Old Testament are fulfilled in the New, or where the ceremonies of Moses are explained in Paul’s letter to the Hebrews. The aim is to link meanings, so that readers can recite the scriptures with their mouths and turn it over in their minds. If one follows in the proper sequence then gradual progress will be made; if you respectfully obey the teaching of holy instruction, then you will daily progress and will increasingly obtain the light of the Holy Spirit. 

The second section of text comprises ‘Reading Notes’, a table of abbreviations giving the names of biblical books, and the tables for scripture selections. Each year has 24 period divisions, each with 15 (or 16) days which make up the Chinese calendar year, so the Old Testament and New Testament is split up accordingly. Each day there are 3 reading sessions and 4 readings, the first and second to be read in the morning, the third during the day and fourth in the evening. Chapters are given in characters, and verses denoted by punctuation marks. The bulk of the text, a Reading Table for Scripture sets out columns and rows of readings for morning, noon and night in each season, beginning with the first period of Spring, following the Chinese New Year. The entire Bible may thus be conveniently and systematically read by all able to follow a calendar. 
5. Selections of Scripture Sentences
The concerns of home environs and the societies to which missionaries were affiliated inevitably affected the patterns of scripture reading that incoming missionaries brought to China, A strong belief in the power of scripture alone to convict and save was seen when an early missionary such as Karl Gützlaff (1803-51) spread tracts abroad by offloading thousands along the littoral, and appears later in the tracts which presented dozens of sentences from scripture with no explanation and little context.
 There were two main sets of these tracts: the first which presented selected scriptural verses (sometimes together with credal statements) to form a core outline of the gospel, and others which targeted certain vices.
 Charles Finney Preston (1829-77), an American Presbyterian, edited in the 1860s many of the latter type of ‘Selections from Scripture’, including ones on Avarice, Lust, Intemperance and Alcohol, as well as more benevolent topics such as the (Confucian) Five Relationships or Five Virtues. The version on Gambling is precisely that: six pages of quotations relevant to gambling (including cognate themes such as covetousness) taken sequentially from the Bible, from Exodus through to the letter of James.
 It is not wholly clear whether these texts were intended for individual exhortation or self-improvement, as teaching aids, or for group study.

The Swiss missionary Rudolf Lechler’s Scripture Quotations is one of many examples of compilations of string after string of scripture quotations. The pattern throughout is one of listing Bible verses plus occasional explanatory sentences, with multiple verses in each section. These decontextualised selections of scripture sentences are more programmatic in their theology and more directive in their application than other categories of text. The first few sections of Lechler’s volume, for example, are headed:
1. On what the Bible teaches people about the Way they should believe
2. How we ought to follow the Way of God
3. Scripture shows us how we should treat animals
4. How to die with a mind at ease
Later sections include selections of quotations on: the Bible, God’s law, the Decalogue, good behaviour, morality, prayer, the Kingdom of Heaven; on the merit of God in creation and of Jesus in salvation; on husbands, wives, fathers and mothers, children, servants, household heads, and widows. The final sections include not just scripture quotations but prayers to use on various occasions, such as in the morning, before eating, before studying, etc. The Bible becomes a guide for living and for lifestyle, a ‘how to live’ manual. A similar text by the well-known writer D. B. McCartee discusses at length the rationale for selections of scripture sentences, arguing that although scripture was written by different people in different eras, there is a principle (li 理) which runs throughout, and that biblical books must be read together. Because of the difficulties of probing the entirety, and because local scriptural translations were not yet complete, selections by category of important sayings would enable better searching of scripture and the mysteries of the whole to be inferred.
 In addition to many of the same categories of sentences that Lechler offers, McCartee also lists scripture verses on such topics as the Trinity; forbidden foods; angels; devils, and verses for those in distress or needing comfort. 
6. Liturgical Texts 

Most missionary figures known for scripture translation also produced prayer books, and the tens of editions and reprints testify to their import for the nascent Chinese protestant church. The earliest of these prayer books were printed in high classical Chinese, but by the 1850s missionaries such as Medhurst and Karl Gützlaff had published editions in vernacular Chinese, alongside literary language versions. During the 1860s family editions for home use appeared, and several dialect versions of prayer books were prepared in the southern and eastern sea-board areas around the treaty ports.


The history of the prayer book in China evinces a different picture of the missionary church to usual depictions: one of ordered gatherings, of ritual, and of simple services. The efforts and energy expended in publishing printed volumes of the Prayer Book suggest a concern for the language and meaning of the service among missionaries of various denominations, as well as belief in the value of liturgical texts for the Chinese church. These texts expand our understanding of scriptural readings in pointing towards the liturgical use of scripture. The history of the Anglican Prayer Book also raises interesting theological points regarding mission: the curious promotion of a denominational text by members of other churches; imagined relations of church and state in China; expectations of liturgical and credal universality, and of cultural assimilation. 

It is striking how many catechisms appear in the catalogues: even more than the number of scripture texts, and it is clear that teaching of basic doctrine was a priority for the first generation of missionaries. Most catechisms date from the 1850s through to the 1870s, with the prayer books falling into a similar time bracket, from the 1840s onwards, with a concentration in the 1860s.
 The teaching role of catechistic works complements publications for use in worship like the prayer books, which themselves contain no explanations of liturgical texts. We might suppose a natural concentration in the early years of mission activity on core texts and simple explanatory works, with higher level exegesis and hymn books favoured once congregations were more established. (Hymns were a relatively recent addition to Sunday services in England, and large numbers of hymnals only appeared after 1820; their centrality to nonconformist worship explains the large numbers produced by missionaries.
) 

Publication and marketing of prayer books in China extended well into the twentieth century. By the 1930s, catalogues of protestant literature were still listing great numbers of full and partial translations of the scriptures categorised according to language type and the name for God used in each, but a new generation of translators had also continued to produce editions of the BCP, now most commonly under the term Gongdao wen (公禱文). The longest of these ran to over 500 pages, suggesting that demand was still high and that editions remained widely used in the church. Alongside standard prayer books (where standard now meant in baihua, commonly termed ‘mandarin’) readers could still purchase Shanghai or Fuzhou colloquial editions, a prayer book primer, a commentary on the prayer book, and assorted other collections of collects and prayers for use in schools. As with Bibles, translations of particular terms (especially ‘God’) tended to denote denominational affiliation; and for prayer books, the source edition itself, as well as the version of Bible from which scriptural quotations were taken was key. 

The first BCP text which can be accurately dated is the 1829 text, whose title page was translated into English for the 1845 reprint as Important Words: being the United Prayers and Supplications to God of the English Nation Translated into Chinese Characters, and bears Robert Morrison’s title ‘A Compendium of the Book of Common Prayer.’ The average length of a Chinese prayer book grew considerably over the course of the nineteenth century, as translations of the communion service, baptism rites for various categories of people, and occasional services such as burials or consecrations were added to the basic morning and evening prayer service texts. With increasing length came increasing variety: family prayer books, dialect prayer books, and editions in specific language styles (high classical, simple reading) appeared in profusion. Methodist, ABCFM etc liturgies?  I don’t know if they are as well represented in the Bodleian etc.

Two of the most aesthetically pleasing (and therefore most acceptable to an educated Chinese readership) texts are the parallel versions of the Complete Prayer Book which Medhurst had published at the St Paul’s Press in Hong Kong in 1855. Thread bound with a yellow paper cover on reasonable quality paper, the print style looks like any classical text, with commentary and references in dual line small print, blank circles marking speech sections, and side lines marking proper nouns. The index shows the full range of the text: in fourteen bound fascicles this is the entire Book of Common Prayer, beginning with morning prayer and the litany and progressing through towards the burial service and the 39 Articles. Various glosses are provided, especially early on in the text, such as an explanation of the derivation and meaning of the characters jidu (基督) used for the term Christ (1/ 2b of Mandarin text); or a note that at the end of each prayer everyone should respond with the words ‘Yameng’ (亞孟) ‘which means ‘this is my/our desire’ in colloquial Hebrew.’ 

The Book of Common Prayer of John Shaw Burdon and Samuel Schereschewsky, on which they started work in 1862 and which was issued in Peking in a print run of 1000 in 1872 was, like that of Medhurst, a very neat, full, professional text, bound into three volumes, utilising the best of contemporary Chinese printing practices.
 Containing the BCP in full, with an entire translation of the psalms, this edition shows both what two competent linguists could achieve, with better training and dictionaries than those available to early nineteenth-century missionaries, and how the modern standard language of mandarin was evolving. The text uses a syntax which prefers four character phrases and such literary traces, but in a form which any educated child today could easily read. 

 
During the 1860s and 1870s a number of individuals produced editions of prayer books in dialect form for use in their locale. Some, like the Methodist George Piercy’s edition of A Complete Prayer Book, printed in Canton in 1859, are based on earlier Chinese texts to which alterations have been made for dialect speakers.
 Piercy’s text is also one of very few to have the Amens and antiphonal responses printed in red, to alert the congregation. What is notable across the dialect editions is their mixture of language levels and forms: scriptural quotations may be taken from standard versions and barely altered, and sections of antiphonal response may be practically classical Chinese, but other parts, such as the oral responses of the congregation within prayers, may be intelligible only to locals. Pronouns might be transcribed into dialect characters, but other terms are mostly written in standard characters. Texts such as Warren’s Household Prayer Book (家人祈禱文) printed in Hong Kong in 1867 were specifically designed for daily use in a household, with the words usually ascribed to the priest here printed for the household head (jia zhang 家長), with ‘household members’ supplying congregational responses.


For an emergent church in a country of protocol, ritual and hierarchy, with a strong tradition of literacy, it evidently made good sense to have text-based community prayers, whatever the preferences of those from less-liturgical denominations. The large numbers of prayer books produced and the high scriptural content of the prayer books suggest that this was one of the main ways in which Chinese congregations came to know the Bible. 
Conclusions
If the image of reading scripture in China conjures up a small group of people huddled in an apartment poring over the Word, then we need, at very least, to allow into the picture a few other documents on the table beside them. Chinese Bible translation and production spawned an entire language and culture industry across the nineteenth century. This two-way cultural exchange saw grammars, dictionaries, and Confucian classics produced for Western study of China, and translations into Chinese of tracts, Bible stories and morality works representing the missionary offering to Chinese readers.
 One could argue that the primers and language text-books were all part of a mission industry, geared to enabling the better learning and teaching of Chinese by mission partners in order to enhance their ministry. But the texts produced demonstrate the deep knowledge that many who taught the Bible had acquired and internalised of Chinese traditions and classical texts. It is unsurprising that the earliest professional sinologists were missionaries, the first professor of Chinese at Oxford James Legge, a non-conformist ex-missionary who had translated everything from the Four Books of the Confucian canon to early poetry and ritual texts.
 

The question of reading Christian Scriptures in China opens up a matrix of interpretive problems that have only recently begun to be addressed. The Bible in China is a translated text; it is also a transformed text (in its sinicisation of form) and a transposed text (in its new cultural and textual milieu). An aspect of the introduction of Christian Scripture to China which has received less attention than it merits is the form in which texts were introduced. The notion that early protestant congregations had entire Bibles (or even entire New Testaments) to hand is misleading, and a great number, possibly a majority of readers, would have come to the Bible through tracts, explanations, stories, or primers. 

The Chinese context of many of these texts immediately obvious. These titles show that western missionaries understood Chinese reading traditions well enough to perform their own acts of commentary on the scriptural texts, and were already linking Chinese and western interpretive practices, either through evaluative comments (pingdian 評點 or pi 批), or as annotations or clarifications (zhu 注, jie 解, shu 疏).  They had internalised and reproduced Chinese educational tools to elevate Holy Scriptures to the status of jing and to present them in study form for Chinese readers. The appearance of numerous selected excerpts or explanatory works and tracts show that the Bible was being actively interpreted as it was introduced.

It is clear that, taken as a corpus, western translations both of scripture and of other key church texts such as the Book of Common Prayer, underwent a textual sinicisation over the course of the late Qing. Christian texts added colophons, prefaces, and reading notes to the title pages. Manuscript-style calligraphy graced the prefaces. The western missionaries had learnt that in order for a text to be read as a Chinese work, its paratextual apparatus had to look Chinese too. Many texts were produced under names immediately recognisable as pseudonyms, in Chinese literatus fashion.  Medhurst used ‘One who Esteems Virtue’ (尚德者); William Dean used ‘One who Enacts Benevolence’ (為仁者) and Gützlaff used ‘The One who Loves Chinese’ (愛漢者) for their commentary editions of individual books of the Bible in the 1850s. Nineteenth-century tracts and liturgical texts adopted interlinear commentary – sometimes just to give a scriptural reference for each passage cited – drawn from the Chinese books that Christian writers would handle every day in China. These commentary editions raise such questions as whether the ‘text and commentary’ pattern seen in annotated books of the Bible led in readers’ minds to the same reading processes described in traditional texts where ‘text and commentary became confused’ and where the ‘lines dividing commentary from text became even more porous in the reader’s memory’.
 This short paper has only been able to assess some of the tract publications in terms of their form and content: the contours of further research into the original question, the reception of biblical texts by Qing readers, await further research.   

It is clear that denominational and theological biases of writers were interposing between the Bible and its interpretation in these explanatory texts. There can be no simple presentation of the Scripture: even a translation shows through linguistic and cultural biases, and selections of scriptural sentences lifted to show a moral pattern are inevitably culturally conditioned. If the para-biblical texts had as much significance as their numbers, frequent reprints and small cost suggest, then their influence upon developing Chinese theologies has probably been underestimated, and we need look beyond ‘the Bible’ in the search for the roots of twentieth-century Chinese protestant theology. 
With many thanks to Ryan Dunch for comments and suggestions. 
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