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Abstract

John Sung (Song Shangjie) was the premier Chinese evangelist of the twentieth century. He
traveled further, spoke more often, and led more Chinese people to faith than any other person.
His revivalism was riveting, often doubling people over in laughter before buckling their knees
with grief. His acclaim as a preacher was rivaled only by his renown as a healer. Wherever he
went, he offered Christ’s deliverance from both sin and sickness. He himself, however, was
never healed of a chronic illness and spent the last four years of his short life bedridden and
learning the quiet ministry of prayer.
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In 1932 an American missionary rushed a message home: “The great World Revival that you and
we are praying for these days may be on its way by way of Peiping [Beijing].”' John Sung, a
young Chinese evangelist, had made the early twentieth century revivals in India, Wales, Korea,
and Chile appear as mere preludes to the explosive crescendo. Tens of thousands of Chinese
repented of their sins during his spectacular sermons, while the blind, lame, and sick went home
well. Believing he was a second John the Baptist, the herald of Christ’s coming again, Sung
traveled throughout China and Southeast Asia calling people to repentance. But for his death at
age forty-two, he may have completed his vision of traveling to India, Africa, and then Europe
and America, for he aimed to start a great revival that would travel from east to west, preparing
the way of the Lord.

Born in 1901, Sung Siong Ceh (Song Shangjie) was the sixth child of Song Xuelien, a
Methodist pastor in the Hinghwa Conference of Fujian. As a boy, he drew attention for his
exceptional mind, and one missionary arranged for the bright pupil to go to the United States to
pursue higher education. Upon his arrival in America, Sung capitalized on his irrepressible
energy and completed his bachelor’s degree at Ohio Wesleyan University in three years. With
buoyant enthusiasm, he told the school newspaper that he intended to coregister at Harvard
Medical School and Boston University’s School of Theology so that, in just three more years, he
could have both the medical and theological degrees necessary to become a medical missionary
in China. In the end, however, Sung enrolled at Ohio State University (OSU) in the fall of 1923,
where, over the next three years, his incredible energy did, in fact, earn him two graduate



degrees, including a doctorate in chemistry, and the nickname “Peppy” for his indomitable
physical vitality.”

Descent into darkness

After Sung completed his PhD, he enrolled at Union Theological Seminary (UTS) in New York,
having decided to become a secretary for the YMCA in China, a well-worn path to leadership for
Christian intellectuals.’ He entered the seminary in 1926 believing that “it is the will of our
Father that I must utilize my scientific knowledge and experience to discover the fundamental
truths underlying both religion and science.” Such a breakthrough, he explained, would allow
him to ““cast fire’ upon the present organized system of materialism and imperialism.” Yet in
New York, it was his own life that first went up in flames.

The alarm was sounded on February 17, 1927. Rollin Walker, one of Sung’s former
professors at Ohio Wesleyan, had hurriedly scribbled a message to Union president Henry
Sloane Coffin, indicating that he had received a disturbing note from Sung that was “beyond all
question the product of a strained and for the moment abnormal mind.” He emphasized that Sung
had never before displayed any signs of mental instability. “But,” Walker worried, “something
has gone wrong.””

Union had a psychiatrist investigate, and upon his recommendation Sung admitted
himself to Bloomingdale Hospital, a psychiatric unit in White Plains, New York. Over the next
six months Sung recorded his religious experiences in diaries. At first he found messages from
God hidden in New York Times crossword puzzles and articles of National Geographic. Those
messages faded, however, as he became obsessed with the idea that the four Gospels contained
hidden radio schematics. Painstakingly, Sung correlated each word in the Gospel of Mark to a
point on a graph and thereby drew and redrew radio designs that might catch the heavenly
messages God was transmitting. What he heard was soporific: “the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the
Eternal one; the Eternal one gives you the insight,” and so forth, until a few weeks later he
recorded that “Mother scolds us for our non-confidence and care and we ask her love and she
forgives us . . . it is the great news!”® Sung became increasingly enraptured with the gospel of
Mother or, at some points, the mothers: “Mary, Mother of Jesus, Queen of Queens,” “Mary
Magdalene, Mother of Christ, the queen of queens,” and “Mary of Susanna, Mother of Jesus
Christ, the queen of queens, the eternal music leader.”’ Exactly which Mother, or “Goddess,”
Sung decided to wed is unclear, but before his “zeal for mother ha[d] almost burn[ed] us up,” he
marriedgher on April 4, 1927, consummating the mystical ceremony with a “holy kiss and holy
union.”

Around the time of this entry, Sung’s copious notes on his revelations slipped toward
incoherence, but before he altogether abandoned writing for florid drawings, he penned a letter to
UTS, praising it as “the best theological seminary” and exhorting it to “follow the wisdom of
turtle.” Union was left to make medical decisions on Sung’s behalf, as he had no family to claim
responsibility for him. President Coffin did not want Sung moved to a public hospital, but neither
could the seminary afford to spend much more than the $700 it had already laid out for his case.
At the beginning of May 1927 Coffin reached a gentlemen’s agreement with Bloomingdale
Hospital. He emptied Union’s emergency fund, combined it with cash he had raised from friends
and professors, and made a final payment. According to the arrangement, UTS would not receive
another bill.



When Wilbur Fowler, the Methodist student pastor at OSU, discovered that Sung was no
longer a student at UTS but a charity case at an asylum, he offered to take custody of the young
man. The hospital administrators speedily agreed to the offer, writing optimistically in the
discharge book, “This patient has been much more cheerful, cooperative and reasonable during
the last several weeks.”'® Sung, meanwhile, continued to write down cryptic messages from
Shenmu, the Queen Mother.

Perhaps for this reason, one of Sung’s first acts after returning to China was to visit the
temple of Guanyin, a bodhisattva sometimes conflated with Taoist Queen Mother of the West. It
was not where he wanted to be that November of 1927. When he had first walked out of the
hospital in New York a little more than two months before, Sung had informed Union that he
would be back for classes in the fall. The seminary, however, rebuffed him, thereby forcing his
hasty departure. Unexpectedly back in China, Sung sought out a local shrine and drew lots
hoping to clarify the divine intention of China’s most popular female deity, for he sorely needed
direction amid his confusion.

Recovering life

Two things quickly became clear in Hinghwa. First, despite his reluctance to marry, Sung
accepted an arranged marriage to Yu Jinhua, in a Western-style ceremony performed on
December 18, 1927. The couple would go on to have five children. Second, integrating back into
the Christian community would be difficult. UTS had sent word of his hospitalization, causing
his parents to watch him carefully, Methodist students to tease him cruelly, and church officials
to receive him warily. Even his extraordinary possession of a doctorate could not secure the work
Sung needed to assume the financial responsibility of his younger brother’s education. Union had
tainted his credibility.

Sung, however, rapidly reversed suspicions by hitching his experiences in New York to
the modernist-fundamentalist controversy, which had freshly divided missionaries in China.
Only months before his return, Western missions had dramatically split. The China Inland
Mission (CIM)—the largest mission, with close to 1,000 missionaries—had withdrawn from
China’s National Christian Council (NCC). Although it was a charter member, the CIM had
become uncomfortable as the NCC printed literature sympathetic to liberal theology and invited
social gospel spokesmen to speak in China. Fearing that people might interpret membership as
endorsement of the NCC’s modernist streak, mission executives ordered the CIM to withdraw
from the council. The fallout was extensive. Other mission boards, which were likewise
theologically conservative, were suddenly vulnerable. How could they stay in the NCC after the
largest conservative mission body had withdrawn? Rancorously and with bitterness on both
sides, one conservative group after another withdrew from the NCC in 1926 and 1927,
abandoning the organization to theological liberals and visibly leaving Protestant Christianity in
China deeply divided. In that polarized and overheated context, Sung found a new explanation
for his expulsion from UTS. Sung was not crazy, Union was. The seminary was so blinded by
modernism, he began to suggest, that they mistook his old-time religion for mental illness. The
story confirmed fundamentalist fears about modernists and thereby reversed the polarities of
suspicion. Among fundamentalists, at least, if Sung was insane, “then may more of our preachers
here get it!”"!

For Sung, what happened in China was not purely a conversion of convenience. Back in
the hospital he had insisted, at least twice, that he had been born again at UTS on February 10,



1927. The difference was in how he responded to the new birth. In New York, Sung’s spirit
disintegrated under the power of the experience. His capacity to participate in the world slowly
dissolved until he became isolated, eventually narrowing his interactions to an unseen Mother. In
China, in contrast, his recharacterization of the events at the seminary and in the hospital put
Jesus back at the center of his transformation and thereby enhanced his relationships with his
parents, the missionaries, and the entire Christian community. Sung’s new testimony revised,
exaggerated, and silenced much of what transpired in New York, but its simplified form allowed
Sung’s spirit to testify with God’s Spirit that he was now a child of God.

Path to revivalism

By the summer of 1928, Sung was in the employ of the Methodist Church as a Hinghwa
Conference evangelist. His sermons were esoteric, focused on unlocking secrets hidden in the
Bible. He wandered around as a peddler of divine mysteries until in 1931 the energetic but
enigmatic preacher arrived in Shanghai. Shi Meiyu (Mary Stone) and Jennie Hughes of the
Bethel Mission inducted Sung into the Holiness revival movement by asking him to join their
newly organized Bethel Worldwide Evangelistic Band. That association permanently altered his
ministry: it introduced him to a new style of preaching; it moved him from rural China to its
beating urban heart; and, it taught him to lay hands on people and pray for divine healing.

The members of the Bethel Band were more than preachers; they were polished
performers. Andrew Gih, Frank Ling, Philip Lee, and Lincoln Nieh were all handsome, smartly
dressed young men who could sing, play a variety of instruments, and, most important of all,
deliver an electrifying sermon that demanded an immediate decision for or against Christ. Sung
was a quick study of the team’s revivalism, and using traditional Chinese story-telling
techniques, his sermons soon eclipsed them all. His theatrics became legendary. While preaching
on Jesus raising Lazarus, Sung pulled out a casket—a ritually unclean object—and put it in the
center of the platform. He taunted his audience that their hearts were like tombs, filled with the
stink of rotten sin. “No! Don’t open it!”” he parodied those obviously aghast by his frank
disregard for propriety, “It will smell!” But open it he did. Reaching his hand into the casket, he
pulled out a strip of cloth and dramatized his disgust as he dangled it before everyone’s eyes.
“Oh! The first stink . . . hatred.” He warned the audience about the seductive power of hatred
and then leveled his heavy stare. “Who has committed this sin?” Eyes dropped down, hoping to
avoid Sung’s notice, but he paused, waiting, waiting, until finally someone indicated that she was
afflicted by hatred. Then another and another raised their hands in confession. On and on it went,
women and men weeping in repentance, until Sung was satisfied that hatred had been fully
disgorged. Then he thrust he hand back into the box and drew out another cloth: “Visiting
brothels! Who has committed this sin?”” Thirty strips later, Sung concluded by inviting all who
wished to be saved and washed clean of their sins to come to the front. As they did so, or even
when they obstinately refused, the teetering wall that had separated the actor from the spectators
collapsed. Each person was suddenly aware that he or she was part of the service’s unfolding
drama and was forced to play a role with eternal consequences. This kind of theater could draw
audiences, so as Sung transitioned from preaching God’s secrets to God’s salvation, he began to
pack churches, schools, and parks across China. When services would be temporarily suspended
for an afternoon or until the next morning, some people dared not leave lest they forsake their
seats. In Sung’s capable hands, revival meetings had become grand spectacles.



The revival services played best in China’s cities. Less than 8 percent of China’s
population lived in urban areas in the 1930s, but those relatively few centers provided the
combustible materials that seemed to await only a spark from the revivalist’s tongue. Most urban
jobs required laborers to work, eat, and sleep in a shop, effectively sealing them off from revival
campaigns. But cities also had a critical mass of people with some measure of free time. The
petty urbanites—an aspiring class of clerks, factory officers, students, and low-level government
employees—had time to spend at a service. They found the events compelling, immediately
grasping revivalism’s maxim that something had gone wrong and needed to be restored. The
large majority of petty urbanites were disoriented or disappointed with life in the city and
discovered the social ladder was too crowded to climb. Sung had a threefold message tailored for
that urban audience. First, the pursuit of individualistic glory was a grievous departure from
China’s moral norms, and their miseries were thus self-inflicted. Second, the social success they
strove for was vain and empty; Sung knew, for he embodied their own aspirations. He had
succeeded in the new education system, attained the highest honors, was invited to work at
Peking Union Medical College, and yet discovered that all his successes were bankrupt—so
much so, he relished telling audiences, that he threw his worthless diplomas and awards into the
ocean. What was meaningful, and this was his third point, was spreading the Gospel. The gate to
pointless worldly success was narrow, and few would enter it, but the gate to historical
significance was wide, and the path was open. Sung insisted that his audiences could play the
pivotal role in this final hour of human history. He formed volunteers into evangelistic teams,
charging them to offer China real “national salvation” and to hasten Christ’s everlasting
kingdom. The future was in their restless urban hands.

Through his association with the Bethel Mission, divine healing became a prominent and,
in time, maybe the most dominant feature of Sung’s ministry. The Bethel Worldwide
Evangelistic Band had written in its charter that it would preach the whole Gospel: the Good
News that Christ’s atonement dealt definitively with sin and also with sickness. When Sung
joined the team, he needed to adapt to that message. He believed in divine healing but was
uncertain of his role in the matter. “God is concerned about me becoming proud,” he wrote in his
journal, “so he has not given [healing] to me yet.”'** But soon thereafter, imitating his
colleagues, Sung started inviting the sick to come to him for healing. As various prayers of his
were answered dramatically that first year with Bethel, Sung’s confidence in the supremacy of
divine healing solidified. It did not mean other forms of healing were bad, only that they had
been superseded. In Sung’s mind, relying on human agents for healing was superfluous at best, a
sign of faithlessness at worst. In one telling example, Sung rebuked a man who came to be
healed of his poor eyesight. As Sung stretched out his hands to anoint the supplicant with oil, he
caught a glimpse of the man’s glasses in his shirt pocket. He withdrew his arms and reproached
the patient: “You should have thrown [your glasses] away if you really believed!”'®> Human
medicine, in any of its various forms, was like those glasses. One could use it as a crutch, but
why limp along when God offered total restoration? Sung’s offer of instant and complete healing
drew thousands of people who were eager for the perfect and healthy body that new commercial
advertisements suggested was necessary. His listeners were eager to bypass Chinese medicine,
which was under attack as superstitious, and they were happy to avoid Western biomedicine,

A The brackets seem wrong here. Maybe . . . given the gift [of healing] yet”?



which was expensive and failed to deliver instant cures. Sung’s services became an attractive
alternative.

The numbers indicate that Bethel’s revivalism was a potent brew. The team’s style of
preaching, its decision to focus on cities, and its commitment to divine healing attracted
enormous crowds. In Sung’s first two years with the Bethel Band, the team preached to 425,980
people. Bethel’s revivalism had become a popular phenomenon, and Sung was its brightest star.

Solo

Bethel practiced revivalism, but Sung perfected it. His fame soon overshadowed the team,
prompting Jennie Hughes to dissolve the increasingly fractious group in 1933. Within days of the
band’s suspension, Sung had an advertisement in the widely circulated magazine Evangelism,
announcing that he would henceforth schedule his own services. What he had done with Bethel
was now scaled up. Between 1934 and1937, he preached longer and more often, almost entirely
in the largest treaty port cities and with a sharp focus on divine healing.

In some ways, working solo launched another Chinese independent ministry, placing
Sung alongside other indigenous movements hatched in China during the first third of the
twentieth century. Sung, however, would have resisted such a characterization. He maintained
his ordination in the Methodist Church and never let his appointment as the church’s national
evangelist lapse. Almost all of his “converts,” approximately 100,000 people across China and
Southeast Asia, already belonged to mission churches, and after Sung prompted them to
revitalize or radicalize their spiritual commitments, few changed their membership. More
pointedly, he portrayed the teachings of Paul Wei’s True Jesus Church and Watchman Nee’s
Little Flock as the fulfillment of Christ’s prediction that in the last days false prophets would
appear. Sung wanted nothing to do with the other indigenous movements, except insofar as he
might save some of their adherents from damnation.

To that end, and to save mission churches from the equally disastrous mistake of being
lukewarm, Sung toured China’s seaboard and set its cities spiritually ablaze. Women, especially,
were drawn to his services. They delighted to hear him insist that “the Lord saves men, and also
saves women. This is true gender equality.”'* In disproportionate figures, women joined the
evangelistic teams Sung created throughout China, seizing the opportunity he gave them to be
more than obedient daughters, chaste wives, and good mothers.

Stories of Sung’s revivals spread outside China through immigrants and the Christian
press, earning him occasional invitations to speak in the Philippines, Taiwan, Singapore, and the
Straits Settlements. The onset of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, however, eventually pushed
him to Southeast Asia permanently. For the last years of his preaching ministry, Sung spoke to
urban Christians in Vietnam, Thailand, the Straits Settlements, Singapore, Burma, and the Dutch
East Indies until, so sick he could only preach from a cot, Sung was sent back to China in 1940
to die.

For a decade Sung had refused medical treatment for an anal fistula. To accept it would
countermand his own message of divine healing. Left to run its course, the fistula grew to be the
width of a human fist and carved a tunnel into Sung’s body a foot deep. Prayer, and finally six
surgeries, could not reverse the damage. Unable to preach any longer, Sung spent his last years
interceding by name for the tens of thousands of people who over the years had asked for his
prayers. It was a quiet ministry but one he told others was the most significant of his life. On
August 18, 1944, he died at his home in Xiangshan, twenty miles west of Beijing. Four days



later, the renowned pastor Wang Mingdao preached his funeral sermon to 300 delegates who had
assembled to honor China’s most dynamic revivalist.

Legacy

In some ways it is difficult to assess John Sung’s legacy. His theological ideas had little
currency, as he never wrote anything for the public; his books were but sermon transcriptions
copied down by loyal listeners. He founded no denomination and started no school. He left
virtually no institutional footprint. And yet, without John Sung it is difficult, virtually
impossible, to explain Chinese Christianity.

His revivalism became a potent force among Chinese Christians, eventually defining for
half of China’s Christians what exactly it means to convert and follow Jesus Christ."” His
insistence on confession and being born again were not innovations, but it was his delivery of
those ideas that captured the popular Christian imagination. His services not only produced 10
percent of all Chinese Protestants in the 1930s but also inspired thousands of zealous imitators
who replicated his style of preaching and his message of revival long after his death. First picked
up in cities and later in villages, Sung’s call to spiritual renewal struck a chord that continues to
resonate deeply. In the midst of China and Southeast Asia’s rapid transformation though
urbanization and modernization, the invitation to start a new life through repentance and a
second birth has found an enthusiastic audience. That revivalist impulse, which John Sung mixed
so thoroughly into Chinese Christianity, can now be seen as one of the core ingredients for its
explosive growth in the second half of the twentieth century.”
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