
 

 

Ms. Nadia Wohgelmuth Historical Summary of Sign Magazine “With the Passionists in 

China” articles from April, May, June, 1930   

with Introduction by Father Robert E. Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D. 

Introduction 

Introduction to the Essay by Father Rob Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D. Adjunct Professor of History 

Undergraduate Assignment Catholic Missionaries’ Articles and Photography: Understanding 

Republican Era Chinese Society as seen in Sign Magazine- A U.S. National Catholic Monthly 

published by the Passionists.  

From 1921 to 1982 The Sign was a U.S. Catholic magazine published monthly by the Passionist 

Congregation, St. Paul of the Cross Province, based in the Eastern United States. From 1921 to 

1951, “With the Passionists in China” was a popular monthly feature of written by missionaries 

based in Hunan province. Each student in this class received three sequential issues of this 

magazine. These were archival copies from the Passionist Historical Archives. First, students 

were asked to write a bibliographic review of the pertinent China articles from these selected 

magazines. Second, students were asked to research and write a research paper summarizing and 

interpreting the selected articles and photos from archival copies from the magazines that they 

were given. The total length of this paper was suggested to be approximately 3,000 words which 

is equal to about 12 double-spaced pages. Footnotes were encouraged. Third, students were 

asked to undertake this written assignment as a layered presentation. Each student was to keep in 

mind the following questions so as to help them write their paper.  

Describe how you understand the China articles, photographs, and fund-raising materials as a 

cross-cultural historical relationship. 

 ➢ Presume your reader is a college student like yourself or an educated person who might 

stumble upon your summary on the internet.  

➢ Thus, explain to that person who reads your essay what you consider important. Write about 

you have learned from the articles and photographs in the magazines you have been given that 

pertain to Modern China. You are to educate the reader thematically, and by doing so activate 

their knowledge and interest to actually read the articles and look at the photos that you have 

described in your synopsis.  

➢ Students were encouraged to be as focused as possible in their summary they wrote. At the 

same time, they were encouraged to be free to write with credibility and insight rather than fear 

that the information in these articles and from these photos is too much for the reader to handle. 

➢ Bottom line: the objective of this undergraduate written assignment was to free the reader to 

appreciate twentieth century China and see the content as a gift of cross-cultural understanding.  

This was an undergraduate history on China. Since students had no prior knowledge of this 

history or culture I prompted them to consider two themes that might help them write their 



respective Sign Magazine articles. Theme One: describe for the reader what you consider best 

depicts the life and experience of the Passionist missionaries, the Sisters of Charity from 

Convent Station, New Jersey and the Sisters of St. Joseph from Baden, Pennsylvania. Presume 

this will come to life based upon your analysis and presentation found it the respective written 

articles and the photos associated with each article. To rephrase this, your writing should stress 

and bring to life what is going on in the daily lives of the missionary men and women as seen in 

what they wrote and associated photos. Think of yourself as their voice. Think of yourself 

bringing them to life once again ninety years later.  

Theme Two: describe for the reader what you consider best depicts the life and experience of the 

Chinese people and their daily life, culture and identity in the changing parameters of their 

society from 1929 to 1940. As in the above section, this perspective will come to life based upon 

what you are able to cull from the articles and photos. Keep in mind that while it will probably 

be the case that there are no Chinese who wrote articles, I am sure you have noticed that there are 

so many dimensions in these articles and these photos that offer understanding and make visible 

the pulse of Chinese society.  

Again, to rephrase this: your writing should stress and bring to life what is going on in the daily 

lives of these Chinese people. Note that in some cases their names are provided, and we actually 

can visualize their experience in the photos associated with each article. Think of yourself as 

their voice. Think of yourself bringing them to life once again ninety years later.  

Please cite this article below as: Nadia Wohlgemuth. Passionist Historical Archives website link: 

[add the link from the browser] 

 

 

 

Nadia Wohgelmuth Historical Summary of The Sign Magazine “With the Passionists in 

China” articles from April, May, June, 1930   

 

Photographs taken by missionaries included in The Sign magazine have a very personal 

sentiment to them. They capture what the missionaries saw of China, and what they thought 

important or interesting enough to choose to document. Captions give additional context for 

missionaries’ reactions of this foreign nation as they had come with a goal that was deeply 

important to both them and their organization. The need to convert the so-called “pagan” 

Chinese to Christianity, a religion they had devoted their lives to by committing to movie to rural 

China, clearly though the images published influenced their view of China and its people greatly.  



The Sign magazine’s photos serve as a visual experience allowing the reader to become a tourist 

in China from their own home. When first confronted with a vision of the foreign nation the 

missionary and the reader might feel initially uncomfortable with the extreme contrast from the 

familiar West. Architecture is a marker of this difference. The bridges are rudimentary compared 

to the west as are the wood shacks commonly used as houses. Monuments to other religions with 

characteristic upward facing piques at each corner, have no common Western parallel. 1  This 

represents the normal feeling of dissidence when confronted with new ideals, but this anxiety can 

also make the reader feel the need the missionary has convert these lands into one of familiar 

Christianity. The Sign magazine does document, but it also has the purpose of both gaining 

sympathy for the Chinese state of life as well as for the goal of the missionaries they felt to be 

noble.2  

Unlike the prior category of photographs, which include the missionaries themselves as a 

modern Christian contrast to the foreign Chinese landscape shown, photographs solely of the 

Chinese countryside and people also give insight to the missionaries’ experience. Chinese 

common people are regularly shown in conditions that would be intolerable to many Westerners. 

There is a reaction of amazement from the missionaries and the magazine’s audience to crude 

roads. Here,the farmers do all the manual labor themselves as they pull the carts along without 

the assistance of animals or machines. With this elementary level of public infrastructure, it is 

clear that running water or modern hygiene would have also been missing from the missionaries’ 

lives. By bringing Christianity and modernity to these Chinese in Hunan province they would 

also be improving their lives.    

                                                           
1 Raphael Vance C.P., “Letters form out Missionaries; Home Again,” Vol. 9, Sign (June 1930): 

697-699. 
2 Nicholas Schneiders, C.P., “New Year in China”, Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930):568-571. 



The missionaries might be missing physical accommodations, but they would have also 

been missing the familiar socialization that would have been available before their move to 

China. By creating new mission stations in which to operate, they are taking an active role in the 

community they came to immerse themselves in. There is the opportunity to form a new support 

network and turn the alien into the familiar. Having a good relationship with the Chinese 

population is important for conversion and retention of former pagans, but it also fills the human 

need for community. These photographs show the jarringly foreign landscape the missionaries 

were confronted with each day. These images do a good job giving insight into the anxiety the 

missionaries may have felt when taking on the daunting task of making a place for themselves 

and their work there. We can begin to understand why the Passionists who went to China felt 

they were interacting with good candidates for possible conversion. 

While there was certainly plenty of opportunity for assimilation and conversion, the 

missionary’s status as a foreigner would have become a barrier to these goals. This is especially 

because the identity the missionary is tied with organizational change that might threaten the 

power of the bandit groups who were dominant in the 1930’s. A photograph of a sorrowful 

funeral procession of the Christian missionary community placed prominently on the pages of 

the articles after the death of three Passionist missionaries in 1929 in enough evidence of this 

phenomenon.3 Labeled as martyrs who gave their life for the faith, unfortunately they were 

brutally murdered when their location was betrayed to bandits by a local innkeeper.   

The portraits of the deceased missionaries are also prominently placed in the issue of The 

Sign magazine.4 The likenesses depicted in the portraits may remind readers of people they 

                                                           
3 Nicholas Schneiders, C.P., “New Year in China”, Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930):568-571. 
4 Marie V. Joyce, “The Martyrdom of the Three Passionists,” Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930):565-567. 



know, or priests in their own community. Due to this the reader may feel especially willing to 

support these men in China now that they know how dangerous and demanding the work is. 

Those missionaries in China need support to continue the mission that they have uprooted their 

lives to do. Such published images also help the missionaries remember their friends and 

coworkers. While they also encapsulate the deadly reality of the dangers of living in China, the 

faces of these priests in this magazine embody the sense of community and the hard work the 

missionaries have worked tirelessly to build.  

Reading about how the missionaries were seen as foreign threats to the Chinese 

population and knowing the realities of how dangerous their environment was makes it natural 

for the reader to question why the missionaries persisted in China. The answer is found easily in 

the photographs of Chinese converts. The reason these priests have risked their lives to move to 

somewhere where they might not be wanted and where they had to forgo most modern Western 

conveniences is to convert the local people by spreading the message of Christianity. These 

photographs illustrating their hard work in the form of converts is proof of their success. 

We know, as a modern audience tasked with analyzing this source, that the magazine has 

an agenda. The audience of the 1930’s would have known this as well. The Sign magazine’s job 

was to show the west how the missionaries are bringing familiar Christianity to the Pagan 

Chinese. Therefore, it is important to understand that while these photos are selected as a kind of 

propaganda for the magazine, that does not mean the message they portray is inaccurate. The 

missionaries did form strong groups of faith within the Chinese community. Providing a 

community center for these converts was where the missionaries were able to find purpose of 

their own by succeeding at their job. They may also derive a sense of accomplishment from 

seeing their efforts be posted for their peers to see in The Sign magazine. 



One type of photograph commonly found in my selection of articles is that of a priest and 

members of his Chinese congregation. These images have a similar look to photographs taken to 

commemorate a family get together. The priest stands in the middle, the figurehead, surrounded 

by a “Christian family”. The Chinese begin to feel dedicated to this cause as well which is 

evidenced by the portrait of an elderly woman who is praised in the caption for traveling a long 

distance through rural China every day to be able to attend religious ceremonies.5 

The priests also integrated the Chinese into more of the Christian tradition such as 

teaching young male Chinese children mass in Latin. These children become part of the 

organization, “Christ’s Army.” Programs like this were set up to allow the locals to be involved 

and carry on the Christian traditions within their own community even after the individual 

missionary has left.6 The missionary can impart knowledge and common theology, teach 

children the unfamiliar language of Latin so as to practice their new-found faith, and see the 

fruits of their hard work in their lifetime. It becomes easier and easier for the missionaries to start 

to feel at home. Educating the Chinese in the ideals and norms exhibited by Western Christians 

allows for the missionary to feel purposeful. Not only are they spreading their own ideals, but 

they truly believe that by imparting this knowledge to the Pagans that they are saving the souls of 

the Chinese. 

For the readers and the missionaries, the photos of large groups of Chinese converts are a 

way of saying look at what a good job we are doing here in China; the Passionists’ and publics’ 

                                                           
5 Jeremiah McNamara, C.P., “Letters from our Missionaries; a Stay at Kienyang and Ankiang 

Missions,” Vol. 9, Sign (May 1930): 629-633. 
6 Edward Joseph McCarthy, C.P, “Marriage in China,” Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930) 571-572. 



combined money and faith were well placed in us because we have been successful.7  The 

inconveniences and sometimes deadly hardships the missionaries face when moving far from 

family to a foreign country would not be worthwhile without triumphs as well. 

 Chinese daily life can be characterized by ancient, unchanging traditions. Although some 

missionary writers featured in  The Sign magazine say the Chinese are a slave to these stagnant 

practices, the situation is not so one dimensional. Their reluctance to progress towards unknowns 

is better comprehended when contextualized by the brutality and uncertainty Chinese people 

endure due to bandits constant infighting resulting in events such as the burning of civilians. 

Foreigners attempting to bring about drastic cultural revolution, like Christian missionaries, 

would logically be feared. If the Chinese people feared change so greatly, which the missionaries 

represented, that they cling to ancient traditions over innovation this would make the jobs of the 

missionaries more difficult and thus frustrate the missionaries.  

 Violent bandits are common in the Chinese countryside and a reoccurring problem for the 

missionaries in the Passionists in China section of The Sign magazine. The bandits in the articles 

were Chinese, and so it might be assumed that they were only aggressive towards Westerners. 

That is inaccurate. While it was certainly true that the bandits targeted western groups, both 

western missionaries and Chinese people needed to find ways to either cope with or circumvent 

bandit attacks. 

There is an abundance of instances in The Sign articles where bandits resorted to murder. 

In one instance regarding the missionaries, the reasons given for murder was because of a 

disputed boundary coupled with the lack of funds the missionaries had to pay off the bandits. 

                                                           
7 By China Central Post “Deaths of Bp.Versiglia and Fr. Caravario” Vol. 9, Sign (June 1930): 

700-702. 



Foreigners may have been seen as a wealthy group, but missionaries did not always fit this.8 In 

the Western nations where the missioners grew up, killing such a respected religious figure such 

as Passionist priest would have generally been viewed as unacceptable. Often because the 

cultural consequences would be too great. On the other hand, Sign magazine often portrayed the 

Chinese as barbarians had no such social norms, and as they held the local reigns of political 

power which often meant there was no absolute law to hold them accountable.  

This reality evidenced an incident where the chief officer of the Chinese Home Guard 

refused to interfere with bandit violence to save the lives of four missionaries because “it would 

put himself in a difficult position with the bandits”.9 Therefore the missionaries needed to 

maintain their own good relationships with the bandits for their safety. They may not have been 

familiar with the negotiation tactics used by the other party or prepared to cope with the volatility 

of their situation, but it was clear they needed to make efforts to appease the bandits none the 

less.  

These local bandits had as much sway over the Chinese people as they did the foreigners, 

and for the same reasons. Bandits were detailed as burning an entire village to the ground. 

Chinese people were left with no choice but to be resilient and rebuild.10 They cannot retaliate as 

anyone who did would be putting their families and neighbors at risk for retaliation. 

Additionally, when the bandits burn homes, the Chinese civilians are forced to spend time 

building their resources back up rather than having surplus enough to grow more powerful than 

                                                           
8 By China Central Post “Deaths of Bp.Versiglia and Fr. Caravario” Vol. 9, Sign (June 1930): 

700-702. 
9 Marie V. Joyce, “The Martyrdom of the Three Passionists,” Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930):565-567. 
10 Quentin Olwell, C.P., “Founding a Mission,” Vol. 9, Sign (May 1930): 635-638. 



the bandits currently in power. In this way bandit groups can maintain their power through 

violent acts.  

Knowing the fearful relationship Chinese civilians have with such groups in power we 

can understand why, when bandits murdered and hid the bodies of the missionaries in the fields 

of the innocent farmers, the bodies were left rather than being turned in. The peasants were 

fearful of misplaced wrath from the missionaries simply because the bodies were found in their 

fields.11 The missionaries would have found it more acceptable for the bodies of the deceased to 

be turned over to them, but that is not the norm for the Chinese. They have been conditioned by 

historically unfair excessive violence by bandits to not anger any group in power out of self-

preservation. 

Taking all this evidence into consideration, is clear that navigating China in the 1930’s is 

not simple. Both the missionaries and Chinese people had to contend with the same tumultuous 

period. This commonality, as well as the refuge the missionaries might have provided from the 

attacks, may have been how the Chinese people were convinced to convert. The missionaries had 

access to medicine and were establishing organized, regular meetings for the community to rally 

around. These factors provided a desperately needed reprieve, and as such some Chinese elected 

to adapt to the new religion to gain the benefits. Christianity was able to slot its own holidays 

and practices into those the old pagan religions held.12 

 But that transition was not simple for many. When a new mission location was founded 

by Quentin Olwell C.P. in Ngan Kiang the locals thought that the Passionists were “witches”, 

                                                           
11 By China Central Post “Deaths of Bp.Versiglia and Fr. Caravario” Vol. 9, Sign (June 1930): 

700-702. 
12 Jeremiah McNamara, C.P., “Letters from our Missionaries; a Stay at Kienyang and Ankiang 

Missions,” Vol. 9, Sign (May 1930): 629-633. 



“spies”, or were there to brutally murder them. These are the exact actions bandits were 

described exhibiting towards the the missionaries in other articles showing again how 

widespread and ingrained anxiety over change was.13 The foreigners, by way of being an 

unknown entity, were perceived as just another group come along to perpetuate the reoccurring 

cycle of torture and recovery the Chinese citizens were locked in.  

Aside from simply being seen as an enemy because their unknown status, the Chinese 

people may have been apprehensive of following the missionaries due to their own independent 

actions. Their bias may not have been intended to harm; however, relationships of respect are 

very important. Consequences for mistakes could be as dramatic as life and death, but they can 

also mean a failed attempt to gain the respect of the locals and consequently cost the missionaries 

their chance to convert. 

The article “Marriage in China” details a missionary, Joseph McCarthy C.P., detailing 

exactly how the Chinese would have lost respect for the missionaries while also providing a rare 

opportunity for the audience to have Chinese traditions described. A common Chinese street 

food, fried dough, is designated disgusting, the people in the wedding parade are dubbed “shabby 

human beings”, and the bride’s bound feet are said to be “waddling” ungracefully. Although 

honest reactions, they are easily offensive to the real Chinese people who hold these practices 

sacred.14 If someone who was Chinese came to the mission and called the food unpalatable and 

told the missionaries their clothes were shabby, the missionaries might be offended. The 

difference here is that the missionaries came to China wanting to confront these differences. 

They did not ask permission to come and yet they try to make choices for the local people. That 

                                                           
13 Quentin Olwell, C.P., “Founding a Mission,” Vol. 9, Sign (May 1930): 635-638. 
14 Edward Joseph McCarthy, C.P, “Marriage in China,” Vol. 9, Sign (April 1930) 571-572. 



they should convert to Christianity or learn the Latin being a good or bad choice for them is less 

important. This is another reason why the foreigners were distrusted by the common Chinese 

people as well as targeted by the bandits. 

 When trying to set up new missions to evangelize, the missionaries were not necessarily 

best at negotiating. Instead, negotiation went best with locals and bandits were best when the 

missionaries let the Chinese people organize the mission. It is the country they grew up in, and 

they therefore know the intricacies of mediation without the extra steps of failed trial and error 

missionaries needed to engage in. The presence of another Chinese person can help dispel some 

of the anxieties present when their countrymen are first confronted with the missionaries.  

This idea was implementated by missionaries when attempting to establish The Ngan 

Kiang mission. The mission’s success can be credited to Chinese convert Pius Tchen. When the 

Westerners failed to secure a location because local people did not want foreigners in their 

village, he was given agency to negotiate on the mission’s behalf. He found an acceptable 

property and successfully got the paperwork completed.15 

 Although many authors in The Sign magazine write harshly about the Pagan customs the 

Chinese follow, we can have sympathy for the Chinese by gaining contextual understanding of 

their importance by realizing that these traditions symbolize a quality of certainty in the 

tumultuous and dangerous China of the 1920’s and 30’s. It is also possible to understand that 

although some of the missionaries were critical of the Chinese, not all of them felt that way and 

many were there because they truly felt they would be helping the Chinese save their souls. The 

articles do give a limited perspective because they were written by missionaries for Christian 
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Westerners, but it is possible to extract much about the Chinese people’s lives by reading a 

variety of articles by a variety of authors to discern the intricacies of delicate relationships at 

play.  

 In conclusion, I have to say that I had a lot of fun putting this paper together. However, 

the task was daunting because of the sensitivity of the material. I was concerned with misreading 

the articles or misrepresenting the human beings mentioned. Chinese relationships are governed 

by very different rules than those I am familiar with as a modern American. The more I learn the 

more I feel I must learn. 

As the author I do need to pick an angle to make the material have a clear progression. 

That also helps the paper stay interesting to the reader because the material correlates. Staying as 

close to the source as possible and remembering information I learned from class about China 

historically helped me stay on task.  

 I have never worked with original documents as old as these which were written nearly a 

decade ago. I am fortunate to have many resources available online for most research papers that 

I have written, and while these papers are also available online, there is some difference in 

holding them physically. The photographs did not scan very well in most cases. It would have 

been impossible to do certain aspects of the assignment without them. Additionally, as I walked 

around campus with them many of my friends asked to look at them and asked about what they 

discussed. It gave me an opportunity to summarize their contents and explain in a concise way 

the articles I was assigned. 

 My major is History, which focuses on writing and research, and I have a minor in Data 

Analytics, which emphasizes understanding data for practical purposes. I am grateful to this 



project for giving me the chance to practice while still in undergraduate school what I hope to 

execute someday in my professional career. This paper focuses on those aspects I described 

exactly, because it forces me to compile difficult and sensitive information into a readable 

format. I need to stay focused and be respectful. It is essential for the researcher to have empathy 

for their subject, and enough imagination to complete a cohesive essay. Those are both skills I 

have gotten to practice when preparing to present this paper.  

 

 

  


