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Abstract 

 

This paper demonstrates an attempt to understand Confucian- 
Christian dialogue in a global-critical and intercivilizational 
framework, and develops a postcolonial hermeneutics in appreciation 
of religion and tradition underlying people’s life in social 
construction. It examines Matteo Ricci’s intercivilizational dialogue 
with Confucianism and his appropriation of Mencius’ teaching. The 
paper further investigates the Confucian role in constructing society 
in terms of ritual and self-cultivation according to Zunzi, notably as 
seen in the context of Boston Confucianism, while dealing with 
contemporary discussion of church, Confucian virtue ethics, and 
socialism in China. Confucianism as a living tradition becomes a 
catalyst in bringing Christian faith to the project of ethical humanism, 
and Confucian social ontology of ren and politics of rectification 
become an interlocutor for Christian theology to be more socially 
engaged and amenable to reconciliation, justice, and recognition of 
the other. Given this, a Mencian notion of rectification and 
Bonhoeffer’s ethics of resistance come together for comparative study 
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of religious ethics, as projecting on ethical humanism underlying 
postcolonial constructive theology in archaeological-sociobiographical 
formation. 

 

Key Terms: Christian-Confucian dialogue, Confucian contribution to 
social construction, global-critical and intercivilizational perspective 
in the aftermath of colonialism, archaeological reason, hermeneutical 
passion for lost history, God’s masssa perditionis, Christian existence 
as blessing to the others 

 

IN THE WORLD OF MANY CULTURES AND RELIGIONS 

 

The first axial age (Karl Jaspers) began with the nourishing of humani-
ty and ethical virtue in the period of 900–200 BC, and closed with Je-
sus and the rise of Islam. Our second axial age1 is, however, remarka-
bly distinguished by encounters with many forms of civilization and 
refined in the marvel of advanced technologies. In her study of the 
United States as the most religiously diverse nation, Diana Eck advo-
cates for the necessity of marbling civilizations and peoples which cor-
responds to the dynamic global image of our times.2 

Cultural reality is socially and religiously constructed. An analysis 
of the social construction of reality attends to the relationship between 
human thought and the social context within which it arises. It consti-
tutes the sociological focus of existential determination of human 
thought as such. Furthermore, historical-hermeneutical concepts such 
as situational determination and life connection could be directly trans-
lated to refer to the socio-historical location of human religious expe-
rience. Ideology is not only characteristic of false consciousness in the 
sense of Karl Marx, but also works as an epistemological framework 
shaping and influencing one’s own thought and life in society. 

Given this fact, religion is eminently a social thing, implementing its 
spiritual meaning pointing to the depth of human’s spiritual life, the 
ultimate concern. For Tillich, religion as the ultimate concern is the 

                                                                                                                                               

1 Karen Armstrong, The Great Transformation: The Beginning for Our Religious Tra-
ditions (New York / Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006). 

2 Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become 
the World’s Most Religiously Diverse Nation (New York: Harper San Francisco, 
2001), 4. 
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meaning-giving substance of culture, while culture is the totality of 
forms which expresses the basic concern of religion. In short, religion 
is the substance of culture while culture is the form of religion.3 How-
ever, Tillich overemphasizes the vertical or depth dimension of religion 
in which religion is comprehended in terms of ultimate concern, which 
means one is being grasped by the unconditional. Its shortcoming can 
be seen in his insufficient deliberation of the social, linguistic, and 
practical dimensions as constitutive components of religion as well as 
the sociological connection with human’s spiritual and existential ex-
perience of religion.4 

Tillich’s limitation is also found in Weber’s sociological study of re-
ligious ethics and capitalist modernity. According to Weber, the people 
of Western Europe began to evolve a different type of rationality and 
society as a result of the disenchantment of the world, notably ground-
ed in the Protestant Reformation. The Calvinist ethic can be found no-
where but Western Europe and America with its distinctive feature of 
fuelling capitalist development in the form of purpose rationality. 
However, it is naïve to trace the origins of capitalist modernity only to 
the Reformation and the Enlightenment. 

The year 1492 signifies the inauguration of centuries of European 
expansion, conquest, and massacre in colonization of non-Western 
countries.5 From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, Europe’s 
wealth was built upon the establishment of a great transcontinental, 
triangular trade and commerce system. Industrial capitalism under the 
hegemony of Great Britain was developed out of accumulation of re-
sources and capital through robbery, slavery and exploiting the work-
ing people in Europe and the colonial system. According to Fanon, the 
well-being and civilization of Europe have been established upon the 
burden of the sweat and dead bodies of Negroes, Arabs, Indians, and 
the yellow races. “Europe is literally the creation of the Third World. 
The wealth which smothers her is that which was stolen from the un-
derdeveloped peoples.”6 

                                                                                                                                               

3 Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), 42. 
4 For this critique of Tillich see Francis Yip, Capitalism as Religion? A Study of Paul 

Tillich’s Interpretation of Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2010), 149–153. 

5 Enrique Dussel, The Invention of the Americas: Eclipse of “the Other” and the Myth 
of Modernity, trans. Michael D. Barber (New York: Continuum, 1995), 9–10, 132. 

6 Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 3rd ed., trans. Constance Farrington (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 102. 
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From the global-critical perspective, we cannot adequately under-
stand Western modernity without the contribution of non-Western 
countries. For instance, science and civilization in China showed some 
circumstantial evidence of China’s influence on the West, because all 
the magnetic compasses of surveyors and astronomers pointed south in 
the late seventeenth century just as the compasses of China had always 
done.7 Furthermore, the Islamic contributions to Western science and 
particularly to the Renaissance are important. In the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, Arabic texts of Hippocrates, Euclid, and others were 
translated into Latin. The Latin translations of the works of Aristotle 
and the commentaries of Averroes influenced Thomas Aquinas. 

 

DIALOGUE OF CIVILIZATION IN 
GLOBAL-CRITICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In my critical view on Weber, however, I find an important insight in 
his analysis of the consequence of Western civilization. The process of 
disenchantment of the world has faced, Weber holds, the fatal reality of 
an iron cage. Weber’s view of the iron cage is unfortunate and pessi-
mistic: In the final stage of Western civilization there would be “spe-
cialists without spirit, sensualists without heart.” “This nullity imagines 
that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.”8 

Weber’s pessimistic view on Western civilization ushers us to re-
consideration of a need for dialogue among civilizations. On November 
4, 1988, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted a resolu-
tion, proposed by then-Iranian President Mohammad Khatami, desig-
nating 2001 as the year of “Dialogue among Civilizations.” Ironically, 
on September 11 of that year the shadow of a future clash of civiliza-
tions came down, arousing in its wake an atmosphere of fear, mistrust, 
and war in the global context. 

However, as a corrective to Western notions of modernity, an inter-
civilizational and global-critical perspective revises the Western linear 
narrative of progress from Greece, to Rome, to Christendom, to the 

                                                                                                                                               

7 Joseph Needham, introduction to The Genius of China: 3,000 Years of Science, Dis-
covery, and Invention, by Robert Temple (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), 7. 

8 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethics and The Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Par-
sons (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2003), 182. 



Christian-Confucian Dialogue in Construction of Cultural Reality     59 

Renaissance, to the Enlightenment, to Science and Technology and the 
triumph (and now decline) of corporate capitalism. Guided by the prin-
ciple of interdependence among civilizations, we understand the world 
as an always-already interdependent and interconnected field. Dialogue 
among civilizations finds its voice and challenge against the political 
discourse of the “Clash of Civilizations”9 and “End of History.”10 It 
shapes and undergirds global-critical and comparative study in the di-
rection of more engagement, mutual recognition, and renewal. 

The revised narrative in an intercivilizational and global-critical 
manner includes a project of healing of memory, reconciliation and 
solidarity in interaction with people who have suffered humiliation, 
neglect, and exploitation under the Western power and knowledge sys-
tem. This aspect is revealing, notably in Asian contexts characterized 
by rich religious traditions, people’s multicultural ethos, political di-
versities, colonized experience, and economic underdevelopment. 

The purpose of the paper is to historically and socially review 
Christian-Confucian dialogue in an intercivilizational framework and 
in terms of a global-critical, comparative study of virtue ethics. In so 
doing, I shall examine Confucian contribution to constructing 
political-cultural reality and ethical humanism for the rights of people 
in a postcolonial orientation. First, an intercivilizational approach can 
be classically seen in Ricci’s translation of and dialogue with 
Confucian ethics and also recently in Boston Confucian appropriation 
of Zunzian ritualism. My intention is to articulate people’s ethics in 
Mencius in regard to Max Weber’s evaluation of Mencius and 
Confucian rationality which Ricci left off in his dialogue with Mencian 
virtue ethics. 

Secondly, a global-critical and comparative approach can be seen in 
my review of Chinese scholars’ engagement with Christian-Confucian 
virtue ethics in collaboration with Chinese socialism for the construc-
tion of social and national reality. In this line of thought I notice that 
Mencius’ political ethics and its rectifying moral reasoning are not at-
tended. 

Thirdly, a postcolonial-hermeneutical argument is to retrieve Men-
cius’ ethic of rectification and people’s rights in a proposal of post-
colonial humanism which is in contrast with a modernist assumption of 

                                                                                                                                               

9 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order 
(New York / London / Toronto / Sydney: Simon & Schuster, 1996). 

10 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: The Free Press, 
1992). 
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anthropocentrism as well as a postmodern slogan of anti-humanism. 
This postcolonial-hermeneutical theology informs its epistemology in 
terms of archaeological rewriting and sociobiographical re-enactment 
for undertaking Mencius ethics of rectification in regard to Western 
philosophical and theological ethics (Levinas’s ethics of the other and 
Metz’s anamnestic reason in remembrance of suffering). These three-
fold arguments lead us to reinterpret Christian existence as blessing to 
the others in an interreligious context, an identity which I discern in 
Abraham’s life journey. 

 

MATTEO RICCI’S CONTRIBUTION 
AND HIS LIMITATION 

 

A Jesuit missionary and scholar, Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), and his 
colleagues attempted in sixteenth-century China to accommodate 
themselves to the Chinese scholarly milieu. The term “Confucianism” 
traces back to the Jesuits of the sixteenth century. Ricci transliterated 
the name Kong Fuzi as Confucius and paid great attention to Confucian 
texts, studying Confucian classics to uphold his Jesuit mission strategy. 
Introducing Confucianism to Europe, Ricci can be regarded as the fa-
ther of Confucian studies in the West, initiating the dialogue of civili-
zations between the West and the East. As Pope John Paul II later says, 
“Just as the Fathers of the Church thought in regard to Christianity and 
Greek culture, so Matteo Ricci was rightly convinced that faith in 
Christ would not bring any harm to Chinese culture, but rather would 
enrich and perfect it.”11 

No individual in Chinese history has so profoundly influenced the 
life and thought of Chinese people as has Confucius. He was “a trans-
mitter, teacher and creative interpreter of the ancient culture and litera-
ture and a molder of the Chinese mind and character.”12 Modern Chi-
nese scholars have refurbished older terminology to match what 
Western scholars call Confucianism. Neo-Confucian scholars devel-

                                                                                                                                               

11 Quoted in Paulos Huang, Confronting Confucian Understandings of the Christian 
Doctrine of Salvation: A Systematic Theological Analysis of the Basic Problems in 
the Confucian-Christian Dialogue (Leiden / Boston: Brill, 2009), 44. 

12 Wm. Theodore de Bary and Irene Bloom, eds., Sources of Chinese Tradition, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 15. 
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oped teachings of Confucius and Mencius in their own historical con-
text through creative acknowledgement of and response to the chal-
lenge from Mahayana Buddhism and Taoism. The stages of Confucian 
evolution demonstrate the creative and interpretive periods: formation, 
adaptation, transformation, and renovation.13 

In an attempt to connect Christianity with Confucianism, Ricci’s 
strategy of interpretation is visible in the True Meaning of The Lord of 
Heaven: 1) he takes the Catholic doctrines as a complement to Confu-
cianism; 2) he interprets the Catholic doctrines to transcend and trans-
form the Confucian ones in several instances; and 3) he also revises the 
Catholic doctrines in seeking concordance with the Confucian ones.14 

For the sake of encounter between Confucian self-cultivation and 
Catholic moral theology, Ricci especially appreciates Mencius’s ethical 
virtue. In Ricci’s interpretation, Confucianism recognized sincerity as 
the foundation for the rectification of names, which is embedded in 
self-cultivation, regulation of family, ordering of the state, and bringing 
peace to the world. The Confucian tradition affirms God’s transcend-
ence as well as God’s immanence in human morality. Valuing Menci-
us, Ricci stated that if the essence of human nature and feelings is pro-
duced by the Lord of Heaven, and if reason is the master of them, then 
human beings are essentially good.15 

According to Mencius, humanness and righteousness are essential 
ingredients of true humanity. The former is the mind/heart of a human, 
while the latter is its path. Evil comes from the formation of bad habits. 
Mencius develops his theory of four germinations or beginnings which 
are basic human feelings or dispositions: commiseration, shame and 
dislike, deference and compliance, and right and wrong. Grounded on 
the four beginnings (dispositions), people were born with a good dis-
position, and they, when cultivated like a shoot, “would grow up to be 
a beautiful blossoming tree,” which is “full of expressed virtue.”16 

                                                                                                                                               

13 Yao Xinzhong, An Introduction to Confucianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 7–9. 

14 See my study “Christian Mission: Matteo Ricci and His Legacy for Christian- 
Confucian Renewal,” in Paul S. Chung, Constructing Irregular Theology: Bamboo 
and Minjung in East Asian Perspective (Leiden / Boston: Brill, 2009), 103–130. 

15 Matteo Ricci, The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven, trans. Douglas Lancashire 
and Peter Hu Kuo-chen, ed. Edward J. Malatesta (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit 
Sources, 1985), 351. 

16 Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 74–75. 
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Relating Mencius’ theory of four beginnings to innate goodness, 
Ricci argued that meritorious virtues are granted to a person who does 
what is right. A person who is rich in humanity has to cultivate intellect 
through education or self-cultivation. In this light, Ricci inserted the 
Catholic teaching of sanctification or perfection, in accordance with the 
will of the Lord of Heaven.17 The Confucian references to humanity 
and righteousness, in terms of loving others, were transformed into 
loving both the Lord of Heaven and humans. 

Although Ricci appreciates Mencius’s theory of virtue as the point 
of dialogue with Catholic moral theology, he missed another aspect of 
Mencius’s ethics in relation to people’s lives. Mencius’ virtue ethics 
cannot be adequately comprehended apart from his consideration of 
people’s rights. For the stimulation of Christian-Confucian encounter 
in the direction of political ethics, I introduce Mencius’s theory of eth-
ical resistance in regard to Weber’s sociology of dominion and evalua-
tion of Confucianism. 

 

MENCIUS AND POLITICS OF RECTIFICATION 

 

Mencius (371–289 BC) established his political and social philosophy 
on behalf of the people. According to Mencius’s political philosophy, 
all economic and political measures must be established on behalf of 
the people. As Mencius states, “the people are the most important ele-
ment (in a state).”18 For Mencius the Confucian doctrine of rectifica-
tion of names was central; rebellious ministers and villainous sons were 
struck with punishment and terror. The disordered sovereign also be-
comes terrified. The activities of the ruler and the ruled differ, but they 
are mutually indispensable in the sense of cooperative division. Since 
Heaven’s mandate can be known through the will of people, the em-
peror follows their will. 

In Mencius’s concept of benevolent government,19 the state should 
ensure a constant livelihood for the people and provide economic secu-

                                                                                                                                               

17 Ricci, The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven, 367, 369. 
18 Mencius VII b, 14; Fung Yu-lan, A History of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 1, The Period 

of the Philosophers, trans. Derk Bodde (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 
113. 

19 Mencius 7. 
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rity, entailing social-humanistic and political implications.20 Thus, it is 
difficult to establish a blindly loyal relationship among the ruler, the 
officials, and the people. When the people in power and authority do 
not rectify their names and positions, Mencius advocates for the possi-
bility of regicide and the dethronement of the king and officials. This 
perspective retains the revolutionary resonance in contrast to the hier-
archical system of patriarchy. 

According to Max Weber, patriarchal power is rooted in the supply 
of normal needs of everyday life. Such a power system has its basis in 
the sections of economy which are concerned with the supply of nor-
mal everyday needs. Thus the patriarch is defined as the natural leader 
in everyday life and requirements. However, bureaucracy is in contrast 
to patriarchalism, is well adapted with the system of rational rules, and 
satisfies calculable long-term needs through normal methods. Howev-
er, charismatic domination is opposed to bureaucratic in all respects, 
because it rejects all rational planning in the acquisition of money as 
dishonorable. It is also sharply contrasted with all patriarchal structures 
based on the orderly foundation of the household. 

However, Weber argues that Confucianism reduced tension with the 
world to an absolute minimum. Thus, any tension between ethical de-
mand and human shortcoming was completely absent in Confucian 
ethics. Because of ethical goodness of human nature, the individual 
necessarily lacked an autonomous counterweight in confronting the 
world. In contrast to Weber’s understanding, Metzger takes issue with 
Weber’s thesis of the Confucian notion of human nature and the moral 
life in lack of tension with the world. As Metzger holds, Confucian 
personality is rather characterized by moral tension and “dominated by 
an anxiety-ridden need to depend on social superiors for authoritarian 
guidance.”21 

Despite his limitation, Weber still acknowledges charismatic lead-
ership in Mencius, according to whom the voice of the people is the 
voice of God. This is the only way in which God speaks. If people in 
administration are no longer recognized by the people, they become 
ordinary citizens. In genuine charismatic domination the bonds of ex-
ternal organization are rejected, because it upholds no abstract legal 

                                                                                                                                               

20 Fung, A History of Chinese Philosophy, 1:118. 
21 Thomas A. Metzger, Escape from Predicament: Neo-Confucianism and China’s 

Evolving Political Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), 4. 
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propositions and regulations and no formalized legal judgments.22 A 
charismatic domination in the context of Confucianism may “lead to a 
revolutionary re-evaluation of everything and a sovereign break with 
all traditional or rational norms.”23 As Weber holds, “Confucian litera-
ti were the bearers of progress toward a rational administration and of 
all ‘intelligence.’”24 

On the other hand, Weber argues that “Chinese thought has re-
mained rather stuck in the pictorial and the descriptive,” so that “the 
power of logos, of defining and reasoning, has not been accessible to 
the Chinese.”25 Unlike Weber’s assumption, there was a complicated 
debate over the interpretation of the Tao principle within Confucian 
development. The Neo-Confucian formula “investigation of external 
things and the extension of knowledge” is highly creative, synthetic, 
argumentative, and rational in openness to the living voice of Tao 
through people’s lives (Mencius-Wang Yangming). In the case of Zhu 
Xi, such formula is analogical, rational, and pluralistic in recognition of 
the presence of the Tao in diverse streams and manifestations. This 
perspective corrects Weber’s logocentric critique of Confucian schol-
arship.26 

The people’s ethics of Mencius forms a new platform for dialogue 
with Christian political theology. Mencius’ ethical position also re-
mains central in Neo-Confucian hermeneutics of “investigation of ex-
ternal things and extension of knowledge,” which marks a new entry 
point to the Western theory of interpretation concerning truth and 
method (Gadamer).27 Later I shall have occasion to talk about Menci-
us’ implication in dealing with Sino-Christian study of Confucian vir-
tue ethics and socialist notions of collectivism in mainland China. 

                                                                                                                                               

22 Marx Weber, “The Nature of Charismatic Domination,” in Weber: Selections in 
Translation, ed. W. G. Runciman, trans. Eric Matthews (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1978), 226, 228, 230. 

23 Ibid., 230. 
24 Marx Weber, From Marx Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. and eds. H. Gerth and 

C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 416. 
25 Ibid., 431. 
26 Paul S. Chung, Public Theology in An Age of World Christianity: God’s Mission as 

Word-Event (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 168–172, 177–181. 
27 Paul S. Chung, The Hermeneutical Self and Ethical Difference: Intercivilizational 

Engagement (London: James Clarke, forthcoming in 2012). 
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CONFUCIANISM, MODERNITY, AND ZUNZIAN RITUALS 

 

Confucianism is often accused of justifying authoritarian, hierarchical, 
nationalistic, and patriarchal systems. In this regard Confucian democ-
racy is deemed as a contradictory term. Against this critique, modern 
Confucian pundits argue that the seeds of democracy and scientific 
thinking are already contained in Confucianism. Neo-Confucianism 
should be particularly appreciated as a characteristic feature in ex-
plaining the Asian way of modernization.28 Western scientism and in-
dividual democracy are under skepticism by Confucian pundits because 
of their destructive and egotistical consequences. The consequence of 
ecological destruction and obliviousness of communal ethical respon-
sibility in the modern world contradict Confucian values and philoso-
phy of life.29 

Confucian scholars maintain that Confucianism provides the reli-
gious and ethical motivation for economic growth, making a critical 
contribution to world civilization by offering an alternative model of 
modernization. They strive to refurbish and modernize Confucian 
democratic and scientific elements, together with its ethical and peda-
gogical contribution. Their attempts have become foundational for 
modernizing Confucian philosophy, its metaphysics, and moral theory 
in late-modern society.30 

The morphology of religion can be understood in terms of experi-
ence, reason, rituals, and discourse in a social and collective sense.31 
Consequently, religion is equated with symbolic self-transcendence 
embedded in human life, cultural ethos and economic rationality, and 
can be seen in terms of the positing of a sacred cosmos, rituals, and 
human experience and response.32 This perspective facilitates investi-

                                                                                                                                               

28 Tu Weiming, Confucian Traditions in East Asian Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1996). 

29 Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 270–279. 
30 We mention modern Confucian scholars: Chan Wing-tsit (1901–94), William Theo-

dore de Bary, Tu Wei-ming, Cheng Chung-ying, Wu Kuang-ming, Rodney L. Taylor, 
Philip J. Ivanhoe, Roger T. Ames, and David L. Hall, inter alia. 

31 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Trea-
tise in the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Doubleday, 1966), 18. 

32 Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion 
(New York: Doubleday, 1967), 27. 
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gation of the importance of rituals in regard to the communal experi-
ence, which makes the individual a part of community. This reinforces 
social solidarity. Thus we understand society as the socio-cultural real-
ity of religion, while religion as a unified system of beliefs and prac-
tices constructs and maintains social solidarity.33 In the reality of the 
socially constructed world, ritual has a morality-binding force, under-
pinning a civilized society. This perspective can be adopted in studying 
Confucian ritual and moral reasoning. 

According to Daniel Bell, social hierarchy and economic equality 
shape one of the most puzzling features in East Asian societies, notably 
in Japan and South Korea. Bell demonstrates how hierarchical rituals in 
the Zunzian sense could contribute to economic equality in modern 
East Asian societies. The Confucian philosophy of Zunzi (310–219 
BC) is thus revived to articulate hierarchical rituals as a contributing 
factor in underpinning economic equality.34 

Zunzi is arguably regarded as one of the three founding fathers of 
Confucianism (along with Confucius and Mencius). His pessimistic 
view on human nature reinforces a necessity of moral duty in terms of 
conscious exertion. Underlying his theory of ritual is a vision of learn-
ing to contain natural desires so as to enjoy the benefits of a peaceful 
and cooperative social existence. By learning and participating in ritu-
als, people can learn to contain their desires (in musical performances, 
marriage ceremonies, village wine ceremonies, funeral service and 
mourning rites). Ritual involves moral emotion and interpersonal and 
family behavior, civilizing bad human nature.35 A positive reception of 
ritual in contemporary society, as Bell argues, enables the sense of 
community to undergird “the powerful care for the interests of the vul-
nerable.”36 

Zunzi’s philosophy of ritual finds its voice also in the circle of Bos-
ton Confucianism, which demonstrates the adaptability of Confucian-
ism in contexts outside East Asia. The higher institutions of culture 
carry out adequate behaviors of ritual propriety which embody higher 
ideals of civilization. When propriety is properly generalized, language 
appears to be a learned, conventional ritualized behavior underpinning 

                                                                                                                                               

33 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields 
(New York: The Free Press, 1995), 16, 9. 

34 Daniel A. Bell, China’s New Confucianism: Politics and Everyday Life in a Chang-
ing Society (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 39. 

35 Ibid., 40. 
36 Ibid., 55. 
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deep civilization. The practice of rituals also brings harmony. When 
ritual propriety is observed, people are brought into cooperative action 
and mutual respect. 

Given the relationship between humanity and ritual propriety, Ne-
ville, the representative of Boston Confucianism, brings the Confucian 
philosophy of culture into dialogue with the American education sys-
tem and philosophy. He makes it more amenable to ethics, philosophy 
of technology, personal cultivation, and the encounter with civiliza-
tions. He made groundbreaking work on ritual propriety (li) in the 
Zunzian sense, promoting the Confucian principle of the unity of 
knowledge and action, making it an integral part of American 
self-reflexivity. There is an emphasis on bringing the relevance of the 
Confucian classics, the Confucian praxis of ritual propriety, and the 
Confucian ideal of selfhood to contemporary American education, es-
pecially toward cultivating humanity. In the context of Boston Confu-
cianism, the Confucian Four Books (The Great Learning, The Analects, 
Mencius, and The Doctrine of the Mean) and Zunzi (together with se-
lected writings of Neo-Confucian masters such as Zhu Xi and Wang 
Yangming) are highly recommended for cultivating humanity, ethical 
virtue, and ritual propriety toward renewal of American pedagogy and 
self-formation as ethical self.37 

Emphasizing Zunzi’s reading of Confucius, Neville understands 
Confucianism of the past from historical perspective, while utilizing 
Confucianism of the present in light of thought-form in contemporary 
problems and discussions. The Confucian discourse can be expanded in 
terms of metaphysics, philosophical cosmology, human nature and ex-
perience, and social theory. Confucianism as a living tradition can con-
tribute to the current problems and discussions while being changed 
and renewed in such an engagement.38 The new development of Con-
fucian theory can be made more effective in an age of pluralism, social 
disintegration, and conflict. Confucianism as a living tradition is not 
necessarily inscribed in a Sinitic mode. It should not recoil into its Si-
nitic or East Asian civilizational background. A retrieval of Confucian 
philosophy calls for a daunting hermeneutical praxis which aims at ac-
tualizing and contextualizing insightful observations about the Confu-
cian tradition and its modern transformation. 
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CHURCH AND ETHICAL REORIENTATION IN CHINA 

 

Missionaries in the nineteenth century were not as wise and competent 
as the Jesuit missionaries in the sixteenth-century China and did not 
undertake an inculturation of Chinese morality, culture, and wisdom. 
John Bowring helped initiate the Second Opium War (1856–1860), and 
he was later governor of Hong Kong and superintendent of trade in 
China. He once declared that “Jesus Christ is Free Trade and Free 
Trade is Jesus Christ.”39 In reference to negative attitude, however, we 
should not sidestep the fact that there were Protestant missionaries who 
really appreciated Chinese culture and classics, and helped Chinese 
people in daily life, such as James Legge, Timothy Richards, and 
Richard Wilhelm, among others. 

In the aftermath of colonialism China has undergone social whirls 
such as the Cultural Revolution and the “reform and opening” policy 
(beginning in 1979) initiated by Deng Xiaoping. Currently the Chinese 
government has driven a socialist market economy and achieved a high 
level of economic productivity and individual freedom. China has un-
dergone tremendous changes and social economic renewal. Nonethe-
less, social problems prevail such as corruption, the problem of coun-
terfeit products, moral crisis, inequality of wealth and privilege among 
people. Social tension between the urban and rural areas has in-
creased.40 

From the political aspect, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) de-
fines the current system as the “primary stage of socialism,” in other 
words, “a transitional phase to a higher and superior form of social-
ism.”41 It implies that socialist countries must undergo capitalism in 
the transition from the “realm of necessity” to the “realm of freedom.” 
However, the CCP does not underscore class struggle and abolition of 
private property, even allowing capitalists to join the party. Such de-
velopment may provide an opportunity for better understanding Marx-
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ist theory than in Mao’s day. An ethical reorientation entails the need 
for a moral foundation for political rule in China. It engages in refining 
Marxist humanism in a democratic direction, proposing an alternative 
to Western-style liberal democracy and a corrective to reification and 
colonization of lifeworld in the neoliberal stage of empire. 

From the philosophical aspect, the Chinese government remarkably 
began to change her socialist view of religion as opium of the people. 
Religion is rather appreciated as an instrument of mediating and con-
solidating individual, community, and society. In the 2001 National 
Religious Working Conference held in Beijing, the CCP officially recog-
nized a positive role of religion in social development in appreciating its 
profound relation with economics, politics, and culture and its links with 
international issues and geopolitics. Religion is appreciated for enhanc-
ing the relationship between the Party and the people, constructing spir-
itual and moral civilization, and influencing national unity and foreign 
relationships.42 

Concerning the revival and success of the church in China, it is im-
portant, as Philip Wickeri claims, to appreciate the leadership of Bishop 
K. H. Ting in reviving church life and opening the church to the outside 
world in the 1980s and 1990s. Bishop Ting guided a patriotic Christian 
movement to a church in formation, and consolidated 
“post-denominational” Protestantism. He has committed to the promo-
tion of reconciliation between church and society, Christian and 
non-Christian, China and the ecumenical world.43 

 

VIRTUE ETHICS AND SOCIALIST COLLECTIVISM 

 

Driven by Bishop Ting’s enduring legacy, Lin Manhong undertakes her 
doctoral study of Christian-Confucian-Socialist dialogue (at the Gradu-
ate Theological Union, Berkeley, California) and proposes a set of 
Chinese Christian virtue ethics in a fashion of constructing a contextual 
theology in terms of engaging with the rich tradition of the church. 
Based on virtue ethics and ecumenical moral ecclesiology, Lin argues 
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that Christian virtue theology focusing on character formation helps the 
church as moral community participate actively in society, witnessing 
to Jesus Christ and exerting more positive influence on the members of 
the faith community as well as society. Lin’s basic contention can be 
seen in the following argument: As the character of Christian commu-
nity is formed, the fellowship of Christians is strengthened. The mis-
sion of the church is advanced.44 

Having considered this, Lin further develops a provocative attempt 
to integrate Chinese Marxist collectivism with Confucian moral 
self-cultivation for the individual-community-society relation. Accord-
ing to Lin, Mao’s thought is characterized by reading the Chinese his-
torical experience into Marxism by recreating Marxist theory. Thus 
Mao insists that Chinese history retains its own characteristics and in-
numerable treasures from Confucius to Sun Yat-sen and the Chinese 
people take over this valuable legacy.45 Despite Mao’s later criticism 
of Confucianism, it is argued that there should be continuity between 
the Confucian legacy and Mao’s socialism, and that Mao is influenced 
by Confucian morality. Wang Yangming’s unity of knowledge and ac-
tion is especially evidenced in Mao’s thought on practice.46 

Along this line, Lin reads the ideas of Confucius in terms of moral 
self-cultivation, the goal of which is to bring peace and happiness to 
the common people. This aspect is affirmed in the “three items” (“to 
manifest the illustrious virtue,” “to love people,” and “to abide in the 
highest good”) and the “eight steps” (the investigation of things, 
extension of knowledge, sincerity of will, rectification of the mind, 
cultivation of the personal life, regulation of the family, national order, 
and world peace) as stated in the beginning of the Great Learning.47 
Lin’s positive approach to Confucian self-cultivation in light of virtue 
ethics sharply differentiates her position from Asian feminist 
theologians who denounce Neo-Confucianism, patriarchy, and 
capitalism as an “unholy” trinity in oppression of women.48 Lin’s work 
paves a new model of comparative study of religious ethics in the 
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aftermath of colonialism for refurbishing and informing Chinese 
religious classics for theological and ethical reorientation which, in 
turn, is committed to community-building in cooperation with socialist 
humanism. 

In the context of Neo-Confucianism, the Confucian notion of ren is 
extended to embrace the whole universe. Zhang Zhai’s Western In-
scription undergirds a Neo-Confucian concept according to which the 
principle is one but its manifestations are many (li yi fenshu). Zhang’s 
notion of the unity of all things and its cosmic-ethical implications 
were developed by his contemporaries and later Confucians, including 
Wang Yangming (1473–1529). This aspect of the unity of all creation 
and the way of cultivating one’s virtue also influenced modern Confu-
cian thinkers such as Tu Wei-ming at Harvard University in his inter-
pretation of Confucian ethics for late-modern society. 

According to Tu, Neo-Confucian self-cultivation is embodied in the 
perfection of the universe as a whole. In the process of moral 
self-cultivation, one strives for self-perfection in seeking the unity of 
all creation.49 Relating filial piety to social solidarity and political 
leadership, Tu characterizes a Confucian society as a fiduciary com-
munity of mutual trust. In this community people live in peace and help 
each other in moral exhortation, cultivating their own personal charac-
ters.50 Thus Tu investigates a possible consonance between Confucian 
self-cultivation, Neo-Confucian notion of the unity of all creation, and 
the collectivism of Chinese Marxism. His concept of Confucian ethics 
with duty-consciousness underscores social solidarity, understanding 
one’s role in society in regard to a whole body of social conventions 
and practices. Its ethical direction is a harmonizing model rather than a 
competitive model, underlying consensus formation through the par-
ticipation of a large segment of the group in a gradual process of mutu-
al consultation. It elicits a spirit of cooperation.51 

Accordingly, Lin’s ethical reconstruction, which addresses the moral 
needs of the individual, community, and society in China, envisions a 
participatory model in promoting a harmonious socialist society as de-
scribed at the meeting of the 16th Central Committee of the Chinese 
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Communist Party (October 11, 2006). Chinese Christians should wel-
come the ideal of building a socialist harmonious society because it 
seeks to promote the common good of the Chinese people. More than 
that, cooperation between Christians and people of other religions 
marks an important task needed for the peace among religious commu-
nities. Christian-Confucian dialogue entails contribution to the con-
struction of a new socio-cultural and political reality in China, notably 
in terms of collaboration with Chinese socialism for a harmonious so-
ciety. 

 

RETRIEVAL OF ETHICAL HUMANISM 

 

In the current stream of Sino-Christian theological endeavor, Chinese 
theologians as committed Christians are deeply concerned with the so-
cial, cultural, and ethical context, contextualizing Confucian resources 
in dialogue with socialist collectivism for the sake of more democracy, 
more social justice, and more common good for the people and eco-
logical sustainability. According to David Tracy, Neo-Confucianism, 
notably in the case of Wang Yang-ming, provides the best historical 
example of a mystical-political model among all religions. Wang’s 
Neo-Confucian philosophy is capable of “unit[ing] the mystical con-
cerns of classical Taoism and Chan Buddhism with the ethical-political 
civic concerns of classical Confucianism.”52 

In the present situation of China, I argue, it is important to reconsid-
er the ethical humanism of young Marx for a productive dialogue with 
biblical prophetic vision. Marx once expressed his ethical humanism 
concerning the social reality of alienation, “with the categorical imper-
ative to overthrow all circumstances in which man is humiliated, en-
slaved, abandoned, and despised.”53 This ethical perspective situates 
Marx closer to a prophetic, moral reasoning embedded in the suffering 
of the subaltern. An ethical hermeneutical study of biblically grounded 
prophetic humanism and socialist humanism further contributes to im-
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prove on the limitations of Western virtue ethics in hierarchical and 
spiritual dimensions, as seen in the tradition of Aristotle-Thomism. 

Inspired by Foucault’s theory of social discourse and power, Derri-
da’s deconstruction, and Said’s Orientalism,54 postcolonial theology in 
Asia and Asian-American context shapes resistance, counter-hegemony 
to Western “Orientalizing” notion of representation. Spivak raises the 
question: “Can the Subaltern Speak?”55 With this question she at-
tempts to articulate ethical relation to the marginalized and the victims 
through representation in a new way. Her question relates to her de-
nouncing the patriarchy of Hinduism concerning the widow in immola-
tion. At any rate, there is a general pattern in postcolonial feminist cir-
cles to discourage a new hermeneutical enterprise to unearth the 
irregular side of history and religious texts which have been unprob-
lematized and forgotten. It is unfortunate to see that postcolonial femi-
nist scholars denounce hermeneutical-archeological skill in reading the 
religious classics as an exercise of self-Orientalizing. 

However, my rereading of Mencius calls into question Asian femi-
nists’ generalized attack on Confucianism as the stronghold of patriar-
chy. In contrast, I hold that an interpretive reason in the project of ar-
cheological re-writing must not be downgraded as nostalgia in quest of 
the colonized past. Rather postcolonial historiography must be under-
taken with a hermeneutical skill in generating the irregular meaning of 
the minjung history excluded by the dominant history. An archeologi-
cal rewriting in sociohistorical frame is to arouse the spark of hope and 
resistance in the past which was excluded and buried by colonial histo-
riography. Even the dead as the colonized, innocent victims will not be 
safe from the colonizers if they win and are still ruling the history.56 
Nothing that has ever happened in the past should be regarded or side-
stepped as lost and forgotten for history and us.57 

In a historical quest, I undertake a cross-cultural hermeneutical re-
trieval of Mencius’ people-orientated ethics for a dialogue with social-
ist humanism, Metz’s theology of passion for God based on the 
memory of other’s suffering, and Levinas’ notion of ethical humanism 
in the face of the other. This cross-cultural ethical dialogue is in counter 
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to the modernist assumption of overhumanization or the postmodern 
jargon of anti-humanism. In a new deliberation of comparative study of 
religious ethics, remembrance of other’s suffering and victimization 
remains central. Such a study runs “in the direction of an anamnestic 
reason endowed with the power of memory—in the direction of a re-
ciprocal, but irreversible priority between anamnestic and communica-
tive reason.”58 

Mencius’s ethics of rectification emphasizes Confucian 
self-cultivation in terms of self-renewal and commitment to the actual 
lives of the people. Here, Confucian virtue ethics transcends the Aris-
totelian notion of virtue and the good, and further seeks justice by rec-
tifying the social and cultural structure which generates suffering of the 
people. The ethics of rectification not only embodies the memoria pas-
sionis (the memory of someone else’s suffering), but also guides our 
moral integrity and social practices to rectification and social transfor-
mation. 

 

ARCHEOLOGICAL HERMENEUTICS AND 
SOCIOBIOGRAPHICAL DISCOURSE 

 

Driven by global-critical and comparative study of ethical humanism, I 
contend that a hermeneutical quest of history and texts does not mean 
returning to lost origins, traditional materials, and past ideas and con-
cepts. Rather hermeneutical reflection in an archeological sense seeks 
to understand and unearth that which is different, other, and irregular, 
because the past has effects on the present. Our postcolonial reason 
cannot escape the past even as it seeks to address specific questions 
that now confront us in the aftermath of colonialism. A hermeneutically 
informed postcolonial theology assumes an archeological and sociobi-
ographical, rather than an existential and narrow, character. Its so-
cio-historical dialectics is undertaken through appropriation of the past, 
a critical distance from the indigenously hierarchical, colonized ele-
ments, and reconstruction of the current life in the presence of the oth-
er. This process stands in quest for meaning and ethical responsibility 
for the world and society. Here, hermeneutical self comes to engage 
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with the sociobiographical narrative and discourse of those who are 
fragile and vulnerable in the public sphere and in the interstitial zone. 
This postcolonial hermeneutical strategy takes issue with socio-cultural 
formation by analyzing epistemic framework based on pow-
er-knowledge interplay, while examining economic-material formation 
in terms of labor, capital, and market (productive force plus relation 
through rationalization, institutionalization, and reification). 

A postcolonial methodology for a new humanism is driven by ar-
cheological hermeneutics and sociobiographical reenactment and helps 
us to understand confrontation that is different, other, and irregular, 
whether it is the word of God, the face of the subaltern, or historical, 
irregular claims of the past. This methodology finds an ethical project 
of theological humanism important, because it “articulates a multidi-
mensional theory of value in and through the use of a range of meta-
phor about freedom’s place in the world.”59 It provides a pluralist idea 
of freedom, according to which “many metaphors are necessary and 
actually exist in a moral lexicon, while none alone exhausts the mean-
ing of life and its worth.”60 

As I have already said, for Mencius a rectifying reason attains its ra-
tionality in the form of engagement with people, renewal of people’s 
life, and elimination of structural mechanisms of injustice and violence. 
This rationality of rectification and action underlies the power of en-
gagement with Tao (or God) which is present in the otherness of peo-
ple. A passion for rectification in elimination of structural injustice and 
violence underpins Mencius’ people-oriented ethics which is ethics for 
the people to resist totalitarian dictatorship. It becomes a critical arbiter 
in organizing and guiding social, material formation for the lives of the 
people. 

Having considered this, a language of faith does not mean privatiza-
tion of the Christian gospel into individualist inwardness. Rather it be-
comes a language of communication with and recognition of the other, 
through whose face God continues to speak in a surprising, irregular, 
unexpected manner. Thus faith is alive and active in love in light of 
God’s reconciliation with the world. A language of faith must be 
sharpened to be a language of responsibility, rectification, and recogni-
tion in the experience of society and in the transformation of it, which 
was already changed by God’s reconciliation in Jesus Christ. This per-
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spective sharpens the Western theological axiom “faith seeking under-
standing” in the direction of “God’s Word-in-action seeking both un-
derstanding through and dialogue with the other.”61 

 

CHRISTIAN EXISTENCE AS BLESSING TO AND 
LEARNING FROM THE OTHER 

 

Given our mapping and discussion of Christian-Confucian dialogue 
from Matteo Ricci up to our late-modern society in America and main-
land China, I undertake a shift in epistemology and hermeneutics in 
dealing with a consequence of modernity and the postcolonial situation. 
This perspective undergirds a new hermeneutical culture in compara-
tive religious study, with emphasis on responsibility for, solidarity 
with, and recognition of the other in a global-critical and interciviliza-
tional manner. 

The English word “education” comes from the Latin e (out)-ducare 
(to lead), to lead out. The root metaphor of education implies that edu-
cation is to help people find a truth that is already within them. A good 
education integrates the past, the present, and the future and it helps 
learners develop their own pedagogy. In classical Chinese, to believe 
and to be worthy of faith is expressed by the word xin, where the ideo-
gram contains the signs for “person” and “speech.” One believes in a 
person who is worthy of confidence and in whose word one can trust. 
Accordingly, sincerity is a manifestation of Nature conferred by Heav-
en. This ideogram contains the signs for speech and completion. In 
sincerity, the word and action will be right and intact.62 

If Latin educare helps people to lead out what is inherent in one’s 
nature, Confucian sincerity instructs that what is inherent in one’s na-
ture must be expressed and completed in its diverse and different man-
ifestations. Pedagogy in recognition of the difference strengthens and 
enriches one’s identity through the presence of the other. Hermeneuti-
cal reorientation in moral theory, religion, and cross-cultural pedagogy 
informs a new paradigm in recognition of and appreciation of the other 
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in the otherness, sharpening a responsibility of theological, ethical hu-
manism on behalf of solidarity with and recognition of those on the 
margin. 

My paper concludes with a biblical narrative. Genesis 12 contains a 
comprehensive blessing for the descendants of Abraham. Besides 
Isaac, Ishmael is also a participant in Abraham’s promise of blessing. 
The dimension of promise of blessing is valid for all the people of the 
world. We are aware of the sympathy of God in Genesis for Hagar and 
Ishmael. The God of Abraham hears the outcry of the oppressed Hagar, 
who cries out today in the form of violated Muslim people. The God 
who elects Israel is also the advocate for Ishmael and Hagar. Likewise, 
all nations also participate in the history of the blessing of God’s cove-
nant through Jesus Christ. The Scripture then goes on to speak in a 
more surprising way. I think here particularly of the encounter between 
Abraham and Melchizedek, the “king of justice” from Jerusalem. For 
Jews, like Christians and Muslims, it is surprising and extraordinary 
that Abraham is blessed by Melchizedek (Genesis 14). 

The thinking from the perspective of the others, the fascination with 
the wealth and beauty of the other, belongs to the Christian under-
standing of grace in light of God’s reconciliation in Christ. Along this 
line, Bonhoeffer provocatively said: “God would rather hear the curses 
of the ungodly than the alleluia of the pious.”63 Later, Bonhoeffer 
proposed a hermeneutics from below, learning to see the great events 
of world history “from the perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the 
maltreated, the powerless, the oppressed, the reviled—in short, from 
the perspective of those who suffer.”64 This listening and learning 
from below finds its validity in Mencius’ ethics of rectification com-
mitted to the dignity and the right of the people. 

It is listening to the strange, unexpected and even ominous voice of 
God from others—Ishmael, Hagar, Melchizedek, among others—that 
characterizes the biblical notion of grace for dialogue, discipleship, and 
prophetic diakonia regarding the other. Thus the language of faith is 
the language of dialogue and recognition. The irregular, unexpected, 
and provocative perspective characterizes comparative religious study 
in the sense of intercivilizational engagement and global-critical soli-
darity. Confucianism as a living tradition comes to Christian religion as 
a companion in our Abraham-faith journey. Hermeneutically and ethi-
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cally refurbishing biblical openness to the other in an irregular perspec-
tive, I seek to propose an ethic of living and thinking in the presence of 
the other in our multi-faith context. Abraham’s journey as the cardinal 
example of Christian vocation emphasizes our relationship to the Jew-
ish and Muslim communities in regard to the poor and trust in the hu-
manity of the human species.65 His vocation is different from that of 
the hero of Greek myth, Odysseus. On his return, Odysseus is exactly 
the same as he was when he left Ithaca. He deceives, violates, and ex-
cludes the others whom he met on the way. Reducing and totalizing the 
others into his sameness and identity, Odysseus becomes a prototype of 
the dialectics of Enlightenment and capitalist civilization.66 

Unlike Odysseus, however, Abraham leaves his fatherland forever 
to travel to a still unknown land with wholehearted trust in the promise 
of God. He never came back to his home by totalizing the others whom 
he met on the way. Abraham’s life of journey and expulsion is ren-
dered in terms of undergirding the realism of daily and concrete life.67 
It symbolizes postcolonial Christian existence committed to archeolog-
ical rewriting and sociobiographical practice in promotion of the limi-
nal life intertwined in the interstitial space through which God speaks, 
creates, and blesses the self and the other. 

Thus, our theology in postcolonial formation can be founded upon a 
theology of postcolonial journey crossing over boundaries and barriers 
in dialogue with, and learning from the others, with full trust in the 
promise of God, into the foreign and different world of other people. 
This is a world of interstice where God waits to bless us. God’s mission 
of hospitality in the faith journey of Abraham remains a blessing to and 
learning from the other, which is highlighted in the life, death and res-
urrection of Jesus Christ for all. 
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