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CIZHONG, China—*“Hello, are you
Catholic? I am Bernard-Marie.”

An elderly Tibetan stood in the mid-
dle of a dirt road in this isolated moun-
tain village on the banks of the Mekong
River. In French only a little rusty after
more than 50 years of disuse, Bernard-
Marie identified himself as caretaker of
one of the most intriguing structures in
these parts: a Roman Catholic cathe-
dral in the Tibetan-inhabited stretches
of northwestern Yuanan province;
where the mountains rise toward the
Himalayan highlands of Tibet proper.

The story of this solid stone church
in Cizhong, 3ad of the Catholic com-
munities that cling to the valleys and
hillsides near the Mekong and Salween
rivers, are eit 1er unknown or forgotten
in the West. 3ut they are reminders of
some enduring lessons about China as
it enters a new century.

While 50 years of communism have
distorted or liquidated some of China’s
manifold cultures, many have survived,
limping but alive. Despite Bejjing’s in-
termittent crackdowns on religion,
faith still exerts a powerful hold on the
imagination of the Chinese. And up in
these regions where the air is thin and
the mountains high, one gets a new ap-
preciation of the complexity of China’s
Tibetan question and the West's chang-
ing views bout the “roof of the world.”

A few years back, this tranquil vik
lage of rambling wooden houses
topped with satellite dishes was de-
clared a lost Shangri-La by the prefec-
ture of Degen, to which it belongs. The
decision was a moneymaking ploy to
profit from the fame and exoticism of
James Hilton’s 1933 novel “Lost Hori-

zon.

Since then, other towns in the area

have followed suit. A race is on to be
certified as the paradise depicted in
Hilton’s fantasy of monks and the foun-
tain of youth. Cizhong did the others
one better, instructing a local woman,
Roanna, to tell visitors she was the
granddaughter of Chang, the inimita~
ble Chinese character in Hilton’s book.
The village’s sloping fields of barley
and corn, blood-red bell peppers dry-
ing on rooftops, the roiling waters of
the Mekong below and lofty glaciers
above all fit the part of Shangri-La. But
in this case, truth—the story of the
Catholics here—might be stranger
than fiction.
Catholicism came to this region in
the late 19th century. For decades,
French missionaries had planned to en-
ter Tibet. Tibetan Buddhism in those
days did not have the cosmic pull that
it exerts on the West today, and Catho-
lics and Protestants dreamed of “civi-
lizing” Tibet’s “savages.”

In the mid-19th century, the Foreign
Missions of Paris, a major missionary
organization in China, ordered its
priests to move from Xinjiang, China’s
far northwestern region, south onto
the forbidding Tibetan plateau. They
were not welcomed. Within a few
years, Tibetan brigands, backed by
Buddhist lamas, had killed 10 priests
and destroyed all the Catholic missions
but one, in Yanjing, or Yerkalo, a small
salt-mining town on Tibet’s border
with Yunnan. It remained open in-
termittently and is still working today.

Moge than 80, with a shock of white
hair and a long, creased face, the Rev.
AF. Savioz is a veteran of the Vatican’s
attempts to bring the Bible to Tibet.
Savioz, a Swiss-born member of the
Order of St. Bernard, recalled the deci-
sion to switch the church’s efforts from
Tibet to Tibetan communities in China
such as thisone.  ~

Tibet at that time was not under Chi-

nese rule, and the Buddhist lamas who .

controlled it did not want competing
religions inside its- borders. China’s
government was more malleable. A se-
ries of foreign military victories
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CARACAS, Venezuela, Dec. 3—Presid:
go Chavez appears to have wona significan
cal victory as Venezuelans ignored threats
ternational boycott and voted today- to
Jeaders of the country’s largest labor organ
one of the few remaining pockets of oppos
Chavez's “democratic revolution.”

Although final results may not be kne
days, the National Electoral Council said n
percent voted in favor of the ballot issue
called for leaders of the 1.7 million-memb
zuelan Workers' Confederation to be su
pending elections to replace them wi
months. Only about 22 percent of eligibl
cast ballots.

Union leaders, who along with the nev
and the Roman Catholic Church have rep
Chavez's chief opposition, pledged not
their posts regardless of the vote. res
ternational labor groups have joined Ch:
ics here in condemning the vote as illega
ment intervention in union affairs, pro
worldwide public relations campaign aga
ezuela that could include a boycott of its ¢

Chavez dismissed those threats as “
bya truclflgad of pigs on their way to sl

the Tibetans in Sichuan and Yunnan,
hoping their religion would slowly fil-
ter into the region. Savioz worked
around Cizhong from 1947 to 1952. He
recalls the hardship of life in Degen,
several days’ walk from Cizhong.

“There was always trouble over
there. Bandits from everywhere were
coming. ... There was trouble for
many years, ‘48, '49. There was a lot of
fighting,” he said. “Once, many of us
were robbed on the road, and all of our
clothes were taken away. The Chinese
government was not_able to control
anything. Someone said they had never
seen a city so dirty.”

One of the saddest events in Savioz's
Jife was collecting the remains of Mau-
rice Tornay, another Swiss priest, who
was killed in an ambush, apparently by
Buddhist monks, on Aug. 11, 1949.

Tornay had just been expelled from his. .

church in Yerkalo by the local chief
monk. .

To gain the Tibetans’ trust, Catholic
missionaries started farms, opened
schools and dispensed medicine. In
Cizhong, the missionaries’ obtained
several acres of land and planted bar-
ley, wheat and grapes. One farmer still
brews a pungent wine from vines trans-
planted from Europe 90 years ago.

cal tastes. The ceiling of the Cizhong
church, completed in the early 20th
century, is painted with the Taoist yin
and yang symbol and lotus blossoms,
central to Buddhist iconography.
Perhaps the most beautiful church in
the region is a chapel in Baihanluo, a

looking the Salween River near the
border with Burma. Built 124 years
ago, it resembles a Tibetan fort. Its
wooden frame sports paintings rich in
Buddhist imagery. On its roof, there is
a slightly bent wooden cross.

Each night the villagers come to
pray. Their only text is a dog-eared
booklet of hymns published in 1932 by
Catholic missionaries in the town of
Tatsienlu, now known as Kangding, in
Sikang province, now part of Sichuan.

Even the hymns were adapted to lo-
cal tastes. Catholic priests used tradi-
tional Tibetan tunes, plugging in
Christian lyrics.

In the twilight of a recent evening in

Raih

against the Chinese had forced its rul-
ers to grant foreign missionaries the
right to proselytize in China.

“In Tibet proper, it was a local chief
in the monastery who had the power,”
recalled Savioz, who repaired to Tai-

wan after he was expelled from Yunnan
following China’s communist revolu-
tion and now lives in a small village
there. “They didn’t want the people to
have contact with the Christians.”

So the Catholics began preaching to

I luo, voices emanating from the
creaky wooden structure, lit only by
candles and filled with people smelling
of wood fires and dust, sounded like
those from a Tibetan monastery.

See CHINA, A22, Col. 3

They also adapted Catholicism to lo-.

village 8,200 feet above sea level over-

He app to Ve la’s poor majorit
traying the labor leaders as relics of th
twoparty system that dominated poli
since the end of military dictatorship 42 y
Chavez has all but destroyed those par
taking office in February of last year.

“I yoted for change because right now
2 monopoly on the labor force,” said Jar
ero, 31, a taxi driver who pays 5 perc
monthly salary to the union, known by
mSpa:ﬁshasmeC’I"L“nﬁsistheor
change it. They have been in charge fc
and done nothing to make our lives bett

Today’s vote also included balloting
than 5,500 local government offices ar
the final phase of a process that began
vez's election in December 1998. Since t
uelans have gone to the polls five tir
dorse his leadership and reform progra
national referendums—including one t|
a new constitution concentrating mot
and economic power ifi the presidency.

The new constitution called for elec
all the country’s elected offices, fromp
cil to president. The local offices on to¢
‘which drew more than 72,000 canc
presented the last step in that proces
nary returns indicated that Chavez's F
lic Movement won a majority of thost

posts. .

“We put our last hopes in these pt
Richard Garcia, a high school teacher
for Chavez candidates for mayor and
pal council of Petare, a poor district of¢
capital. “But if they don’t do anythin
come the next elections I will voté ent
other party.”

The labor issue was a late addition
and its most controversial element. It
five-day strike by oil workers in Octol
ed in government pay concessions—C
high-profile political defeat. His gow
since created its own union, the Boli
ers’ Force, in the hope it will eventuall
CTV. Opposition candidate Francisc

- denas, who was defeated by Chavez :
dency in July, publicly ripped up his
and called on others to follow suit to
he described as a dangerous governix
to civil society. Chavez’s critics fear
tions are held to replace union leade
dent’s candidates will sweep those of

“P'm a businessman,” said Hector ¢ .
struction company owner who vote

" ballot issue. “I'm not going to suppc
that causes trouble with the work for

Chavez refused to back down, €
Brusselsbased International Cond
Free Trade Unions announced last
was starting a worldwide campaign
zuela, accusing it of violating inten
agreements and workers’ rights to
group's general secretary, Bill Jord:
Chavez jails CTV leaders who refuse
posts, he will call on the confederat
lion members to boycott Venezuel:
response, Chavez called the group ‘
that wouldn'’t bite.”
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