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Bull in a China Shop 
  I have concluded that the Westerners are 

petty indeed. It is impossible to reason with 
them… There is not a single Westerner 

versed in Chinese works, and their remarks 
are often incredible and ridiculous. 

Kangxi Emperor, 1721 

tHE PAPAL CONCLAVE OF 1700 WAS 
dominated by Cardinal Francesco Maria 
de’ Medici, who convinced all of the 58 
cardinals in attendance except one to elect 
Italian diplomat Giovanni Albani as pope.
   The one cardinal he failed to sway was 
Albani himself. 
   Having sworn to renounce nepotism, 
Albani shrank from having to face the 
recriminations of his ambitious nephews 
and sister-in-law, who domineered him as 
thoroughly as as Donna Olympia (derisively 
known as La Papessa, or ‘The Female 
Pope’) had dominated Innocent X.    
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   After hiding out for three days, Albani 
was at last persuaded to comply, and 
tearfully consented to assume the papal 
throne, taking the name Pope Clement IX. 
   However, the cardinals soon regretted 
installing Clement on the chair of St. Peter, 
as his two decade-long papacy was one of 
the most disastrous in the Church’s history.
   Barely had the conclave disbanded when 
bad news began pouring into Rome. The 
Tiber overflowed its banks, flooding the city 
in 1700 and once again in 1703, followed 
by an earthquake strong enough to collapse 
two columns in the Colosseum.
   The advent of a new century was the 
occasion for another centennial jubilee, but 
it also marked the peak of the ‘Little Ice 
Age’ in Europe, and the large pilgrim crowds 
were swelled by starving refugees fleeing 
widespread crop failures and bitter cold.



   By all accounts an intelligent man with a 
good heart, Clement was nonetheless 
woefully unprepared to confront the 
numerous challenges facing his papacy. 
   During the previous century, the Church 
had established missions throughout the 
known world. In China—which had hosted 
Christian missions from Persia since the 
mid-7th century—black-robed Jesuits 
converted throngs of Chinese to Roman 
Catholicism by mastering the Chinese 
language and cultivating friendly relations 
with the emperor, who even appointed them 
to important scientific and artistic posts.
By 1700, the Jesuits had converted more 
than 300, 000 Chinese to Catholicism. 
   Eventually, however, rumors trickled back 
to Rome that the Jesuits had accomplished 
this apparent miracle by allowing converts 
to continue practicing folk religion and 
ancestor worship, often even integrating 
Confucianism into the Catholic liturgy.
   After being informed of this potential 
heresy, Clement dispatched a papal ligate, 
Charles Maillard de Tournon, to investigate.
Upon his arrival in Beijing in 1705, de 
Tournon was greeted warmly by the Kangxi 
emperor, but after discovering that the ligate 
had come to abolish these so-called 
‘Chinese Rites’ under orders of the pope, 
the emperor’s hospitality abruptly waned.
   No doubt attempting to salvage a bad 
situation, de Tournon hastily agreed to 
concessions that might ultimately have 
appeased the emperor, but his hands were 
tied by the pope’s veto, and de Tournon 
soon found his hands literally tied. 
(Imprisoned in Macau, he died in 1710.)
    The papal bull Cum Deus optimu (With 
God’s best), issued in 1704, condemned the 
Chinese Rites and other Confucian rituals, 
outlawing further discussion of the matter.

   The irate emperor expelled the Catholic 
missionaries and banned Christianity from 
China, leading to the permanent and 
catastrophic loss of almost of a quarter of 
the world’s entire population to the Church. 
(Estimates of the number of Christians in 
China today are difficult to determine, but 
the official number is 44 million. In a nation 
of 1.4 billion, this amounts to barely 3%.)
   Ironically, Christian missions in other 
parts of the world had eagerly co-opted the 
religious customs of potential converts, and 
this tolerance—even encouragement—of 
syncretism (cultural fusion) was a major 
factor in the success of the Church’s 
missionary efforts in India and Africa. 
   In contrast to this more practical and 
open-minded policy, Pope Clement’s 
intransigence with regard to the ‘Chinese 
Rites’ cost Christianity dearly.
   Clement’s problems didn’t end in China. 
Trying to remain neutral during the War of 
the Spanish Succession—sparked by 
conflicting claims to the Spanish throne 
after the death of the childless King Charles 
II—Clement’s noncommittal stance merely 
outraged all sides in the conflict.    
   Although he managed to keep the Papal 
States out of the war itself, the Church’s 
interests were ignored during peace 
negotiations, with the result that the balance 
of power in Italy was disrupted and 
centuries of relative stability were ended.
   In 2022, Pope Francis missed another 
opportunity to improve ties with China 
when he and President Xi Jinping were both 
visiting Kazakhstan. Despite five decades 
without diplomatic relations with the 
Vatican, China snubbed the pope’s request.   
   Even after more than three centuries, it 
appeared that Clement’s colossal mistake 
was still bearing bitter fruit. ◾


