Why Am 1 a Heathen? (1887)

Wong Chin Foo

One of the most p'ml'iﬁc writers in the English—language press among the Chinese in.

Americawas aman named Wong Chin Foo. He first came 1o the United Stales in 1868

as a seventeen-year-old student sponsored by Christian missionaries. After completing "

his studies, he returned to China, but because of his ;bolitical activism, he was forced
into exile, first to Japan and then back to the United States in 1873. For the nex
twenty years, until he slipped into obscurity, Wong spent most of his time in the Eas
and Midwesl, writing and speaking publicly aboul Chinese culture and the plight o
the Chinese in America. He is credited with starting a weekly newspaper in New Yol

titled Chinese America in 1883, the first Chinese American UVOLers association i

the United States in 1884, and the Chinese Equal Righls League to campaign for th
repeal of the exclusion laws in 1892. Wong's essays appeared in prominent period

cals such as theNorth American Review, Chautauquan, Cosmopolitan, Adanti

Monthly, and Harper’s Weekly.

The following essay, “Why Am I a Heathen?” appeared in the North Ameri
Review in August 1887 and lells why, even though he had a Christian edwcal
Wong chose to remain true to Confucian ideals of morality and goo
tive and sarcastic style of speaking Wong exposed. the hypocrisy he saw in the p
diced actions of American Christians against Chinese Americans. The essay prov
a response from Yan Phou Lee, whose rejoindes “Why I Am Not a Heathen,” fol

this selection.

Born and raised a heathen, 1 learned and practiced its moral and rel
code; and acting thereunder Iwas useful to myself and many others:
science was clear, and my hopes as to future life were untrimmed by dis
doubt. But, when about seventeen, Twas transferred to the midst of out
Christian civilization, and at this impressionable period of life Chris

presented itself to me at first under its most alluring aspects; kind
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different “shells,” warring over the merits of cold-water initiation and the
method and time of using it, that I became disgusted with such trivialities;
and the question of close communion or not, only impressed me that some

were very stingy with their bit of bread and wine, and others a little less s0O.
Methodism struck me as2 thunder-and-ightning religion—all profession
like a spasm,———and s0 you “expe-

and noise. You struck it, or it struck you,

rienced” religion.
The Congregationalists deterred me with their starchiness and self-

conscious true-goodness, and their desire only for high-toned affiliates.

Unitarianism seemed all doubt, doubting even itself.

A number of other Protestant sects based on some novelty or eccentricity—
like Quakerism—-—l found notworth a serious study by the non-Christian. But
on one point this mass of Protestant dissension cordially agreed, and that
was in a united hatred of Catholicism, the older form of Christianity. And
Catholicism returned with interest this animosity. It haughtily declared it-
self the only true Church, outside of which there was no salvation—for Protes-
tants especially; that its chief prelate was the personal representative of God

on earth, and that he was infallible. Here was religious unity, power, and au-

thority with a vengeance. But, in chorus, my solicitous Protestant friends

beseeched me not to

heathenism—in whic
vinced me that Protestantism stood in the same category.

In fact, the more studied Christianity in its various phases, and listene
to the animadversions of one sect upon another, the more it seemed to m

“sounding brass and tinkling cymbals.”
Disgusted with sectarianism, I turned to a simple study of the inspire

«Bible” for enlightenment.

The creation fable did not disturb me, nor the Eden incident; but som
vague doubts did arise with the deluge and Noah’s ark; it seemed a refle
tion on a just and merciful Divinity. And I was not at all satisfied of the ho
esty and goodness of Jacob, or his family, or their descendants, or that the
was any particular merit or reason for their bein :

g the “chosen” of God
the detriment of the rest of mankind; for they so appreciated God’s sp

patronage that on every occasion they ran after other gods, and had 2§

cial idolatry for the “Golden Calf,” to which some Christians allege the
still devoted. That God, failing to make something out of this stiffne
race, concluded to gend his Son to redeem a few of them, and a few @
10ng—neglected Gentiles, is not strikingly impressive to the heathen.

It may be flattering to the Christian to know it required the crucifi
of God to save him, and that nothing less would do; but it opens UpP as
of inferences that ma e incomprehensible

kes the idea more and mor
more and more inconsistent with a Will, Purpose, Wisdom, and Justt
oughly Divine.

touch Catholicism, declaring it was worse than my
h 1 agreed; but the same line of argument also con-
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as I can, in order to live jonger; and I believe I can live longer here by being

sincere and practical in my faith.
In the first place, my faith does not teach me predestination, nor that my
life is what the gods hath long foreordained, but is what I make of it myself;
and naturally much of this depends on the way I live.
Unlike Christianity, “our” Church is not eager for converts; but, like Free
Masonry, we think our religious doctrine strong enough to attract the seek-
ers after light and truth to offer themselves without urging, or proselytizing
efforts. It pre-eminendy teaches me to mind my own business, to be con-
tented with what L have, to possess a mind that is tranquil, and a body at ease
at all imes,—in aword it says: “Whatsoever ye would not that others should
do unto you do ye not even so unto them.” We believe that if we are not able
to do anybody any good, we should do nothing at all to harm them. This is
better than the restless Christian doctrine of ceaseless action. Idleness is
no wrong when actions fail to bring forth fruits of merit. Itis these fruitless
(rials of one thing and another that produce sO much misery in Christian
society.
If my shoe factory employs 500 MeIL, and gives me an annual profit of
$10,000, Why should I substitute therein machinery by the use of which I

need only 100 men, thus not only throwing 400 contented, industrious men

into misery, but making myself more miserable by heavier responsibilities,

with possibly less profit?

We heathen believe in the happiness of a com
Christian’s only practical belief appears
worshiping); and there is more money to
a Christian than by being a heathen. Even a
money in one year than a heathen banker in two. I
their money-making, but for their way of making it.

How many eminent Christian preachers sincerely believe in all the Ch
tian mysteries they preach? And yet it s policy O be apparently in earnest;
fact, some are in real earnest rather from the force of habit than otherwi
like a Bowery auctioneer who, to make trade, provides customers too—10 ke
up the appearance of rushing business. The more converts made, the mo
profit to the church, and the more wealth in the pocket of the dominie.

1f we do anything charitable we do not advertise it like the Christian,

do we suppress knowledge of the meritorious acts of others, to humot
tance of this was conspicuous during

vanity or gratify our spleen. An ins
9 and when the Chinese
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Christian in appearance, manners, and

eral ideas of civilization, we do not organize into cowardly mobs under
the guise of social or political reform, to plunder and murder with impunity;
and we are so far advanced in our heathenism as to no longer tolerate pop-
ular feeling or religious prejudice Lo defeat justice or cause injustice. . - .
We do not embrace our wives before our neighbor’s eyes, and abuse them
in the privacy of home. If we wish to fool our neighbors at all about our do-
mestic affairs we would rather reverse the exhibition—let them think we dis-
liked our wife, while love at home would be the warmer.
I would rather marry in the heathen fashion than in the Christian mode,

because in the former instance 1w

ond instance it i entirely a game of chance.
Jdren to be our second selves in every sense of the word.

We bring up our chi
The Christian’s children, like himself, are all on the lookout for No. 1, and it
is a common result that the old people are badly “left” in their old age. . ..
Christians are continually fussing about religion; they build great churches
re is more wickedness in the neighbor-

and make long prayers; and yet the
hood of a single church district of one thousand people in New York than

among one million heathen, churchless and unsermonized.
Christian talk is long and loud about how to be good and to act charita:

bly. It is all charity, and no fraternity—
thankful!” And is it, therefore, any wonder ther
suicides in the single state of New York in a year than in all of China?

The difference between the heathen and the Christian is that the he
then does good for the sake of doing good. With the Christian, what litel
honor and for future reward; he len

good he does he does it for immediate

to the Lord and wants compound interest. In fact, the Christian is the wo

thy heir of his religious ancestors.
The heathen does much and says

Though we may differ from the
gen:

ould take a wife for life, while in the sec-

litile about it; the Christian does lit

good, but when he does he wants it in the papers and on his tombstone.
Love men for the good they do you is a practical Christian idea, not f
the good you should do them as a matter of human duty. S0 Christians lo
the heathen; yes, the heathen’s possessions; and in proportion to these |
Christian’s love grows in intensity. When the English wanted the Chinamel
gold and trade, they said they wanted “to open China for their mission
ies.” And opium was the chief, in fact, only missionary they looked after;
they forced the ports open. And this infamous Christian introduction &
Chinamen has done more injury, social and moral, in China than all th
manitarian agencies of Chr 1d remedy in 200 years. Andon
Christians, and on your gree

istianity cou

d of gold we lay the burden of the crime rest
of tens of millions of honest, useful men an
mature death aftera short miserable life, besides th
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e physical and mord
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tional curse was thrust on us at the
wonder why we are heathen?
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for whom I had

er than my OWh life,
elfish motive,

if my own som, whom 1 loved bett

sacrificed all my comforts and luxury, should, through some s

go to law with me to get his share prematurely of my property and even have
dand imprisoned, to subserve his

me declared 2 lunatic, or have me arreste
interest or intrigue! Is this a rare Christian case? Can it be charged against

heathenism?
We heathen are a God-fearing race. AYe,

n—whatever exists and has existed—
ratively, the thunder is His voice and the lightnin
g we do and contemplate doing is seen an

ectuate beneficent, not merciless, de-

d other worlds t0 eff
that He has done is for the steady, progressive benefit of
life and sensibility, and to whom as a

the creatures whom He endowed with
nal care, and will give paternal com-
s mighty hand chas-

consequence He owes and gives pate
pensation and justice; yet His voice will threaten and Hi
tise those who deliberately disobey His sacred laws and their duty to their

fellow man.

“P)o unto othersasyou wish they would do unto you,” O
bor as yourself,” is the great Divine law which Christians
hold, but which the Christians ignore.

This is what keeps me the heathen T am! And 1 earnestly invite the Chris-

tians of America to come to Confucius.

we believe the whole Universe-
is of God and in God,; that, figu-
g His mighty hands; that

creatio
d known by Him; that

everythin
He created this an
signs, and that all

¢ “Love your neigh-
and heathen alike

sOURCE: North American Review 143, 00+ 2 (August 1887): 169-79-
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A month after Wong Chi )
American Revievf Y;Zl i;‘;;ef“y “Why Am I a Heathen?” appeared i
tianity while boldly condemni ee wrole the following rebuttal i ared in the North
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pril 1880, wnese exclusion, appeared in the North

American Review

aw a sharp distincti
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. Ethics lays dow rflnr(:lrl e with (_)u_tward conduct. Reli.gisﬁglon pertains to
Ethics without Rel':s' Religion without Ethics is lik inculcates prin-
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Yan Phou Lee.
(Frontispiece in
When I Was a Boy

in China, 1887)

ence was clear,” becaus
to the future life wer
were never very brigh

on the subject.
q, and I 2
first, and fo

venders and idle priests. “My consci
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d not take to Christianity kindly at

temples, incense
1 knew not what I was doing,
undimmed by distracting doub
In fact, I was not precocious enou
I came under Christian influence
ashamed to confess thatl di
three years to come, for it takes a long time to weed out error, and my G
nese friends and teachers had taken special pains to prejudice my M
against Christianity. But in 1876 that grand man of God, Mr. Moody, ¢
to proclaim the Gospel in Springfield, Mass. I attended the meetings an
tened to his presentation of the truth with wonder, and, at length, with
viction of my lost estate, of my need of redemption. I had a personal it

view with Mr. Moody, and was srengthened inmy resolution to be a Chris
That was one of the happiest periods of my life. I did not join the ch
for it was feared that the Chinese G

then, as friends advised me to wait;
missioner of the FEducational Mission, to which I belonged, might senc
dfied myself with O

home before I gotwell started on the rightroad. I iden
tians, and took part in all religious exercises; and certainly friends th
who can testify that I became more gentle and more thoughtful ofo
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got along well with my studies, bec
B o » because my mind was free a :
o rest'eght:; 21}11(111’16.36 students were recallednii Ill;%(ilelamed
e emisn with maoirg arins made some attempt to draw us,b Xt
e ot that was oot ii t ccess. Not confident of my strength to st e
i aot oo o o l;)warcjl heathenism, I left the naval scho Tem o
ook in o ot R Drcele& V;')ent to Canton, and joined the Prez.bas SO_OH
service and heathenism ;u t};e an Ha'Ppen o give WP the gOVCYYtenan
i notbother mytdioincs Lilame tlm.e; but do you suppose I re retrznzle-nat
o ieons T et with ﬂe peculiarities and shortcomings O%diffe o
e of ponner 1.L € to me which sect I identified m er'em
e o o b nature are no part of Christianit Thyselfwnh-
L R (‘)N (})l\;erciome. There are as many conce);(;ionesyo?rght}‘le
ki b give any thought to the subject. But Chri .
s e e i o s
| an medi y i
pass. But the very fact that so many people mi;:;gld:e?;grllgahizv l11111C1:1 . Ilnust
, apply its

,' ri[’lC. less a ‘ it ivi i
P Ip s perll g S, 18 pr Ofp Siti fitS Di 'I]e or ig‘l Wh t:
II(l a])”.se ege O O ve O Vi n. at-

ver is human can be und
¢ erstood of man; i
P?[g]ehen ded imperfectly by man ; whatever is from God can only be
_ Thus, 1 not only discrimi ‘
13, - T minate between Christiani
stianityin the con . ristianity in the :
version.yThere o actr ;llee, tli)ut also betwc?en its correct apP1ic?ft)ii)t:(rla"cl1:1g]['l-d
ing. He argued that, beca me a dyspeptic who preached a crusade ::1 -
b b by cating Lo;) mu(c w;tlse a dgreat many men abused it, and in§a1n§
L R » and ruined thet ' ure
violating its i their health b ing i
= hfm 2 l}l)rlx;;:1ple§, therefore the whole doctrine ar};(? efymg s rules
iy %i.fe ew iaslcc}’ moreover, that eating, instead of r;ilsilrlxcel? i
» was every day making people sick, and i;gl  health
) some cases

persisied , i
o S;;zi tl‘l‘g -Iast, of course they died. Then Pe;;:lwid cating, and,
. aid: “Since wi g . e began t
b 10 atéen old awuhout catng we die any way, whilegzuitfo OE en
ey please.” The docﬁ%llve Wcllll stand by eating and let thoéel:relaf::;g
and practic o s
gtcl?;ne and practice of eat;ing ¢ of Christianity is very much
Ot have much difficulty i o
ty in believi ;
edness and i ving the Bible to be an inspi
tess and imperfect e an inspir
God, it was zf) gi'izcthc-)ps of men obscured the mercigllrel:sz(mk.
ds may get betwe Pity; but that is no argument against Clil l-?d
es all tt enme and the sun, but I believe it is t s
. 1e same, elieve it is there, and
profess o co ’
m ‘ L.
L OfSalvatfi);ﬁh\E,:VrLd the Divine Will, Purpose, Wisdom
accepted the trut.h .at.a conceited fool youwould have ’ ﬁnd
asitis told in the Bible, and confess (lea hed
’ ed that
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there were things that I could not comprehend, and was not expected to

comprehend.

If others believe that aman can enter heaven byr
hour, what is that to me? How should that destroy my faith in the saving grace
of Christianity? Such, indeed, is its power to change the heart of man, that
even if Dennis [Denis] Kearney should slip into the Heavenly Jerusalem, he
would be lamb-like and would be heard tosay: “The Chinese must stay! Heaven

”

epenting at the eleventh

is incomplete without them
1t is very easy o misinterpret the Bible. Some minds are SO crooked that

everything which goes through invariably comes out crooked. Some men uin-
derstand the Bible Jiterally. Others take each verse out of its context and tack
it to some other place, and the resultis something like this: “And Judas went
out and hanged himself,” “Go and do thou likewise!”

The reason why 1 am enabled to sign myself a «Christian” is because [ am
endowed with the faculty of reason, which L have supplemented with formal
logic and a desire o tell the truth.

Heathenism teaches nothing ifit does not teach fatalism and the control
of Destiny. If it does not go 50 far as predestination, it is because its notions
of a future life are a confused heap of nonsense.

Now, my faith teaches me to cultivate my mind, rectify my heart, and to
make my conscience delicate and sensitive. It bids me to be tolerant, chari-
table, and just to my fellow-m

public and private. It gives me the requisite strength to act the good citize
and the true husband. It commands me to accord to others their rights, an
to take nothing that is not my due. Finally, it teaches me how to dischar;
my duties towards God, Father and Preserver of us all.

I not only discriminate between Christianity and its professors, butlal
discriminate between true Christians and hypocrites. Confucius says: ‘Tt
impossible to carve on rotten timber.” Christianity is not responsible for
acts of morally rotten men, and yet, where there is any soundness at all
has demonstrated its power o heal and to save. I think that ministers sho
be paid according to the work they do. The laborer is worthy of his hire.

11 ministers because some betray their trust. Tdo

1 am not “down” on a
believe that all Christians are worldly because 1 have met some conspic

cases of worldliness among them.

Organized charities may seem (0 lack sympathy, and, perhaps, have!
much of red tape to be vigorous; but private charity is too apt to be
criminate, and too liable to be imposed upon, so that, instead of rel
the distress of the really deserving, it may encourage shiftlessness an
ness. Neither method of relief is perfect. But that is owing to the sin

of man, which Christianity alone can Cure. When the Chinese Were
cuted some years ago—when they were ruthlessly smoked out and murde

I was intelligent enough to know that Christians had no hand in tho

en. It tells me to faithfully discharge my duties,

w
HY I AM NOT A HEATHEN 83

rages; for the only ones who ex .
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knows how many ar . pretty frequentin N
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s.

0 torturing of Ari i
istotelian logi
in N . ogiccanlc e .
ew York with Christian charity onnect heartbreaking and sui-
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doubt about the advisability of returning to college, Christian friends gave
me encouragement and promised help. When I undertook to work my way
through college, Christian people assisted me in pursuing that course. They
got me to lecture, and aided me in the disposal of my literary wares. When
I stood on the commencement platform to denounce the anti-Chinese pol-
icy of this government, it was the Christians who strengthened me with their
enthusiasm and their applause. It is the Christian who looks on me as his
equal, and who thinks that the Chinese are as well endowed, mentally, as he.
The true Christian is the friend of the poor, the down-trodden, and the op-
pressed of all countries. When the famine was at its height in China, some
twelve years ago, Christian missionaries went into the doomed districts to
heal the sick and relieve the distressed.

If England were 2 truly Christian country, as she claims to be, the Opium
War would have never taken place. Christianity is nowhere so explicit aswhere
itwarns people against the sin of covetousness. If Mephistopheles persuaded
John Bull Faustus to sell his soul for gold, I don’t see what Christianity has
to do with it. Were half the Christians running mad after the Golden Calf,
Christianity would still be the only saving religion in the world.

The ways of the American heathen and the Chinese heathen are worr
derfully alike. Only the American may become 2 Christian whenever he

chooses with greater facility than the Chinese. That is not saying, however,
that the American heathen may not be worse than the Chinese.

1 fervently believe that if we could infuse more Christianity into politics
and the judiciary, into the municipal governments, the legislature and the
executive, corruption and abuses would grow beautifully less. The Christian
men are the last hope of the Republic. The final appeal is to be made to th
Christian sentiment of the nation.

I have the misfortune tobe a college-bred man; but a collegiate educat
does not necessarily disqualify one for the duties of life. A classical educati
would not have injured men like Lincoln and Greeley, but they had so
thing better than that,—they had 2 Christian education. No greater pr
can we give them than this: They were Christian gentlemen.

The duties of parentsand children are reciprocal. The Americans lay me
stress on the duty of parents towards their children, while the Chinese in
(oo much on the duty of children towards their parents. Both have dep
from the golden mean. Christianity alone can restore harmony in th
mestic relations. Neither foolish parents nor undutiful children are the
ucts of the Christian religion. They are such either from
or natural depravity. Water, and air, and sunlight are beneficent U
when applied to some seeds, fine fruit-rees spring up from the soil;

applied to others, poisonous weeds overrun the land. In the last case,
air, and sunlight are misused. So the perversion of i
produced many poisonous weeds.
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[0 te ' ;
solation to know th‘;’?il adheather.l fears or what he belie i
than the atheist. Ther. e does believe in something. He ves. It is some con-
will find to be just fease are good men among the heatfis slightly better off
such men perfect, alm On_able, honest, and truthful. Chri o Such men you
[ have some confid ost. But a bad heathen is quite thlstlamt}’would make
most terrible of attaclfsnie ileﬂ yet that Christianity will :lifv.ersé' .
gion, which flourished i' n .eed, I am silly enough to beli vive this last and
yived the persecutions :fsgllte é)f the Pharisee and the Sad(eive that that reli-
A e Caesars, ucee, which sur-
passed through the Dark Ages of ignoigscfnally supplanted them whsi:;
an ’

lustre, which r rbar
ose serenely after the torriblo Frencc;, 11){&1 bz;rlsm undimmed in
evolu

to reign supreme X . .
Ch%is“aﬁity hassﬁlé(r)r?f as eternity itself shall endure,
, .. nstrated its fit '
authenticity as a histor ness to suppl -
truths, as I )l”lOP(? to It)c: Eno reasonable man can ggn);nll};)ql)'lmual needs. lts
. ; appy in this lif - I believe, T accept, i
in the life to come ife and to enjoy a bl Py 1ts
: essed immortalit
ity

Do youwonder thatIam a Christian? cordiall

American i ; invi
» or English, or Chinese, to come to thy lrSIVIte 21 heathen, whether
; . ‘ € Saviour.
SOURCE: North American Review 148, no 3 (September 18
. er 1887): 306-12
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sent to China by the people of England is saving one soul, her opium, that
she so wrongfully and selfishly forced into China, is destroying 2 thousand.

1 never can forget the remark made by the Chinese mandarin to 2 British
iminister: “Sir, 1 wish you would take back with you the opium your country
sentus.” Whata blush went over the face of the British representative‘. What

a great stumbling block to Christanity! Let America regain her good name

by repealing the Geary law.
Our sincere thanks are due to all our Christian friends. Their sympathy
and may God overrule all injustice

and prayers have greatly comforted us;
and wrong to His glory, and the final triumph of the right!
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