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Abstract 

 
In 1893, a German Protestant missionary in China discussed 
Confucian theories of human nature in a book of 31 chapters. The 
intellectual background of the missionary himself—his name is Ernst 
Faber (1839–1899)—and the nature of his involvement in his 
contemporary Chinese scholarly scene, against the larger context of 
the cultural dialogue between China and the West, make this rather 
neglected source worthy of scholarly attention. The present study 
offers a selective outline of that book, with the purpose of acquainting 
readers with the contents of such work and encouraging various 
possible juxtapositions with intellectual developments around the turn 
of the twentieth century. This essay introduces Faber’s discussions of 
the early classics, Confucius (Kongzi), Zisi and The Doctrine of the 
Mean, Mencius (Mengzi), and Zhu Xi. Towards the end follows a full 
translation of Faber’s 26 concluding remarks that summarize both his 
learning of the Confucian sources and the ideas—mostly 
Christian—he thought would make his best contribution to his 
contemporary Chinese scholarly scene. 
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Discussions of the subject of human nature—that which makes the 
person human and cultural—suggests an avenue for comparative phi-
losophy, worthy of consideration. In the case of the Chinese tradition, 
human nature referred, generally, to directions of growth and to a dy-
namic quality signifying mental tendencies and, also, the defining at-
tributes of being human. Human nature was, moreover, at least in part, 
a synonym of an aspect of what was called philosophy in the culture of 
the “West.” Now what happens when a European missionary who is 
well versed in the culture of the West, arrives in China during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century—a time when cross-cultural com-
munications were on the rise and, indeed, a major trend among Chinese 
scholars engaged in assimilating Western technology and material util-
ity and, at the same time, in screening Western culture to prevent its 
polluting effect on their own self-designated superior spiritual cul-
ture—learns the textual tradition of China and engages the questions of 
human nature, with the purpose of joining Chinese scholarly circles as 
an inward participant? 

The missionary’s name is Ernst Faber (Chinese name, Hua Zhi’an 
花之安). Born in Coburg, Germany (then Prussia) in 1839 and lived in 
China since 1865 until his death in 1899. Before he went to China he 
graduated from academic institutions such as the universities of Basel 
and Tübingen where he attended courses in disciplines such as history, 
philosophy, and theology. In this respect he was quite unique among 
cultural agents from the West in China of that period. Indeed, between 
1872 and 1899 he published voluminously in the three languages of 
German, English, and Chinese.1 At the same time that he was for 
German and for English readers an agent of Chinese culture, to Chinese 
readers he was an agent of “Western” culture. 

Ultimately to be published in 1893, Theories of Human Nature was 
to Faber a work in progress since 1873.2 The book outlined discus-
sions on human nature in the Chinese tradition from the early classics 
down to scholars of the nineteenth century. The thirty-one chapters 

                                                                                                                                               

1 For more information see Faber’s autobiography written on May 1864 at the age of 
25. See Rainer Axmann, annotator, Lebensabriss des E. Faber [Biographical Sketch 
of E. Faber], in Jahrbuch der Coburger Landesstiftung [Annual Register of the Co-
burg National Foundation] (Coburg: Coburger Landesstiftung, 1989), 393–422. An-
other source is Paul Kranz, The Works of Rev. Ernst Faber, Dr. Theol.: A Champion 
of Faith, A Pioneer of Christian Literature in China, trans. Mrs. Robert A. Haden 
(Shanghai: The American Presbyterian Mission Press, 1904). 

2 Hua Zhi’an (花之安 Ernst Faber), Xinghai yuanyuan 性海淵源 [Theories of Human 
Nature] (Shanghai: Guangxuehui yin, 1893). Hereafter, Theories. 
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follow a chronological order, setting the framework for a discussion 
that self-consciously concentrates on Confucian sources. The author’s 
comments and views are found scattered between quotes from the 
Chinese masters, in commentaries appended at the end of each chapter, 
in the introduction, and in twenty-six observations at the conclusion of 
the book (hence, “concluding remarks”). To be sure, the author’s posi-
tion predominantly reveals his missionary vocation. He promotes the 
causes of Protestant Christian religion, but, at the same time, his dia-
logical efforts suggest a significant measure of creativity.3 

For today’s readers, Faber’s text suggests quite a few interpretive 
routes which are sometimes mentioned below but are not the main 
concern of the present study.4 What follows confines itself to an out-
line of his Theories, with the purpose to acquaint readers with the con-
tents of such work and encourage various possible juxtapositions with 
intellectual developments in the Chinese scholarly scene around the 
turn of the twentieth century. Section one discusses Faber’s introduc-
tion. Next follow the chapters on the early classics (section two), on 
Kongzi (孔子, 551–479 BC) (section three), on Zisi (子思, 483–402 BC) 
and on The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸) (section four), and 
on Mengzi (孟子, 371–289 BC) (section five). The beginnings of the 
Confucian tradition were revitalized during the eleventh and the twelfth 
centuries. Section six outlines Faber’s discussion of Zhu Xi (朱熹, 
1130–1200 AD), an acknowledged leader of this revival. The section 
that precedes the conclusion presents a full translation of Faber’s 
twenty-six concluding remarks that summarize both his learning of the 
Confucian sources and the ideas he thought would make his best con-
tribution to his contemporary Chinese scholarly scene. 

  

                                                                                                                                               

3 Gad C. Isay, “Religious Obligation Transformed into Intercultural Agency: Ernst 
Faber’s Mission in China,” Monumenta Serica 54 (2006): 273–287. 

4 For essays that analyze Faber’s thought, see Leslie R. Marchant, Ernst Faber’s 
Scholarly Mission to Convert the Confucian Literati in the Late Ch’ing Period 
(Perth: University of Western Australia, Center for East Asian Studies, 1982); Lau-
ren Pfister, “Ernst Faber’s Sinological Orientalism,” in Sino-German Relations Since 
1800: Multidisciplinary Explorations, eds. Ricardo K. S. Mak and Danny S. L. Paau 
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2000), 93–107; Gad C. Isay, “Missionary Philoso-
pher in Late Qing: Ernst Faber (1839–1899) and His Intercultural Synthesis of Hu-
man Nature,” Sino-Western Cultural Relations Journal 23 (2001): 22–49. 
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1.  FABER’S INTRODUCTION 

 

The text of the Theories is straight forward from the beginning. The 
author and compiler introduces himself as “a discussant of the Way 
who came from across the ocean.”5 His goal is to bring the people of 
China closer to a certain truth. The overall reasoning denotes images of 
relations between origins and their outgrowth, such as the roots and 
branches (benmo 本末) metaphor, familiar to his audience: “just like 
the root for the branches and the spring for the water, all affairs have 
their source in the supreme master (zhuzai 主宰).”6 Faber acknowl-
edges his wish to teach the vision of the supreme God (Shangdi zhuzai 
zhili 上帝主宰之理).7 But he recognizes the challenge of his task, and 
with this in mind he addresses the difficulty of discussing faith, beliefs, 
or religious contents, across cultures.8 

One question Faber asks concerns the adequacy of words for the 
communication of transcendent truths: “How to impart the high and the 
profound [contents] of the Way of God in ordinary words?” He then 
explains: 

For those who do not know God I have to use words, so I use human 
language to instruct about God’s will (yizhi 意旨). . . . [T]he wonders 
of God, one at a time, each has its reasoning (li 理). Exploring and 
discussing it, aims at lifting the world out of ignorance. All the words 
are not enough to exhaust the lord’s will (zhi 旨), and the will of the 
lord is hidden beyond words in the [subjective] view of the self 
(zijian 自見). How is it? God’s spirit (shen 神) inhabits the mind 
(xin 心). That is how the mind of God is comprehensible (ming 明). 
Wishing the people to comprehend the spirit of God, I will patiently 
explain.9 

                                                                                                                                               

5 Theories, Ib. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. In this case li 理 is translated as vision. 
8 For a recent overview of the relevant cultural scene, see Lauren Pfister, “Attitudes 

towards Chinese Culture(s), 1860–1900,” in Handbook of Christianity in China, vol. 
2, 1800 to the Present, ed. R. G. Tiedemann (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 405–416. 

9 Theories, Ib. 
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The use of language involves the foundations of human understanding. 
Whereas this raises a universal concern, the next question refers more 
specifically to the Chinese scene. 

Communicating across cultures involves not only the barrier of lan-
guage usage but also the problem of the contents of ideas that are dif-
ferent. Faber’s next question is more culturally-specific oriented: “How 
to avoid mere speculation (chuaice 揣測)?” Outside of China, he ob-
serves, language and thought are not the same and therefore the classi-
cal texts are different. He therefore acknowledges the call to modify his 
ideas to the audience’s prerequisites. For that purpose, he observes, he 
had to familiarize himself with both the works of China’s sages and the 
style of Chinese books.10 Moreover, the Chinese tradition, on its part, 
according to Faber, incorporates both orthodox and heterodox sources. 
Among the latter he mentions Mohists, Buddhists, and Daoists, who 
disagreed with the Confucians. However, he continues, there are dif-
fering views among the early Confucians as well. Faber advices his 
readers—probably alluding to his own project and also in agreement 
with The Analects’ admonition against factions11—not to adhere only 
to their own view, because they will then know only one man’s teach-
ing and miss the merits of other sources; they might end up getting on-
ly one part of the whole. As much as this last comment tells a universal 
truth, it does serve, just as well, the ends of his missionary vocation. 
Christian learning was still relatively new in China and was seldom 
mentioned in scholarly discussions. 

As Faber observes, the above questions converge on the discussion 
of human nature. For an example of partiality in Confucian learning he 
refers to the dominance of Zhu Xi. He observes how within the frame-
work of the learning of human nature and the principle (xingli 性理), 
scholars know only about Zhu Xi and do not recognize those who dis-
agreed with him. A critical review of Xingli, he adds, is in order. Sig-
nificantly, earlier Jesuit formulations, pertaining to a more recent tradi-
tion (since around 1600 AD) played a major role in shaping his 
understandings of the Christian view.12 

                                                                                                                                               

10 For Faber’s efforts in this regard, see Isay, “Religious Obligation Transformed into 
Intercultural Agency.” 

11 Analects 7.31; 15.22. 
12 For a concise discussion of the scholarly/intellectual scene, see Zürcher Erik, “Late 

Ming-Mid Qing: Themes; Key Theological Issues,” in Handbook of Christianity in 
China, vol. 1, 635–1800, ed. Nicolas Standaert (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 632–652. 
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With the above perspective in mind, Faber set himself the task of 
learning the Chinese sources and publishing his interpretations in Chi-
nese: 

Therefore 20 years ago [in 1873] I engaged in this work [of reading 
the Chinese theories of human nature]. . . . I thoughtfully deliberated 
whether there is a rational in there, and eventually had to conclude 
that it all originates in the supreme God above (zhuzai zhi Shangdi 
主宰之上帝). . . . During these twenty years, I [translated and] 
authored [several texts and engaged in learning] the Way of the sages 
(shengdao 聖道). Critics are welcome but I say to the Chinese 
believers of the Way that however much they may investigate, the 
truth (zhenli 真理) is obvious. None [who sincerely search for it] will 
fail to see the source of Xingli. When the [correct] source is grasped, 
then the early views can be properly [re]evaluated. . . . And one can 
then tell how close they came to the truth.13 

 
2.  SAYINGS OF THE EARLY CLASSICS  

 

The first chapter of Faber’s Theories has the author’s commentary in-
serted between quotes from the early classics and at the end of the 
chapter rather than as a separate section. He cites sentences that invoke 
ideas relevant to human nature from texts such as The Book of Docu-
ments (Shangshu 尚書), The Book of Poetry (Shijing 詩經), The Rec-
ords of the Rites (Liji 禮記), and The Book of Changes (Yijing 易經) 
and its appendixes. In his commentary on the early classics Faber ob-
serves that the terms for human nature (xing 性) and for the Way (dao 
道) apply not only to humans but to the myriad things that fill the 
world. He notes, however, that just as there are commonalities, there 
are, too, differences between human nature and the nature of other 
things. Human nature appeals to reason (li 理), whereas the nature of 
other living beings relies exclusively on emotions. For this reason, he 
observes, man is the spiritual (ling 靈) being among the myriad things, 
and respectively he is assigned with the responsibility to complement 
the Way of Heaven. Faber then adds that thinking about the Way 
should not cease even for a single moment. Concomitantly, “doing 

                                                                                                                                               

13 Theories, 2a. 
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good” refers to rectifying the Way in other people’s minds, and to 
making this Way manifest in people’s persons. This, Faber observes, is 
what human nature is. Unlike the Way that originates in Heaven, hu-
man nature is an attribute of the people as a whole. That Heaven and 
man are joined together, is, according to Faber, evidence of the exist-
ence of a superior authority.14 

 

3.  SAYINGS OF KONGZI 

 

The chapter that deals with Kongzi’s view of human nature is excep-
tionally brief, only to conclude that the master did not specify his view 
about human nature.15 Regardless of this apparent inattention, Faber 
invokes three quotations from The Analects: 

By nature people are similar; they diverge as the result of practice (xi 
習).16 

The Master said, “Only the very wise and the very stupid do not 
change.”17 

Confucius said: “Those who are borne understanding it are the best; 
those who come to understand it through learning are second. Those 
who find it difficult to understand and yet persist in their studies 
come next. People who find it difficult to understand but do not even 
try to learn are the worst of all.”18 

The discussion in these quotes concerns the extent to which people 
are apt to determine their life course. Indeed, the question of personal 
autonomy informs many discussions of human nature. Faber indicates 
an apparent tension between an original commonality (xingjin 性近) 

                                                                                                                                               

14 Ibid. 
15 Faber adds that that was left to Mengzi, who explicated his predecessor’s ideas. The-

ories, 2b. 
16 Analects 17.2, in Edward Slingerland, trans., Confucius Analects (Indianapolis: 

Hackett Publishing Co., 2003), 200, doi:10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004. 
17 Analects 17.3, ibid., 200. 
18 Analects 16.9, ibid., 196. 
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that with practice (and with time) affects distinctions between people, 
bringing them apart from each other (17.2), and the “unalterable” (buyi 
不移) circumstances in the case of the very wise and the very stupid 
(17.3) or the unyielding classification (16.9). Possibly aware of the 
“Confucian” call to temper all extremes, Faber mentions the twelfth 
chapter of The Doctrine of the Mean, where, as he argues, the range 
available for self-realization by the common people is expanded and 
the accomplishments available for sages are reduced. The categories 
that are only mentioned by Kongzi imbue the discussions that follow 
throughout the Theories. 

 

4.  SAYINGS OF ZISI /  
THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN 

 

Faber’s discussion of The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong中庸)19 
follows his chapter on Kongzi and precedes the chapter on Mengzi. 
This order corresponds to the dates of Zisi, though recent scholars 
doubt the extent of his authorship and indicate that at least parts of the 
text were the work of scholars who lived during the Western Han peri-
od (206 BC–9 AD).20 

To Faber, the most outstanding idea of the Zhongyong is the claim 
(in the first chapter) about the Mandate of Heaven (tianming 天命) be-
ing the source of all there is, human nature included. But according to 
him, the Mandate of Heaven is not God, which leaves the Confucian 
idea of origin (yuanyuan 源頭)—and origination—in a state of defi-
ciency. Furthermore, the correspondence—portrayed in the 
Zhongyong—between the Mandate of Heaven and human nature is 
blurred. As Faber observes, though one may know the origin of human 
nature, it is impossible to determine its boundary (jiexian 界限), and, 
moreover, he continues, the term used for the Mandate is too broad, as 
if broader than the term for human nature. The Mandate of Heaven and 
human nature equivalence is, therefore, dismissed due to a difference in 
scope. 

                                                                                                                                               

19 Hereafter, the Zhongyong. 
20 Faber’s Theories quotes from chapters 1, 2, 4, 12, and 23 of the Zhongyong. 
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Engaging further the logical argumentation Faber criticizes the 
Confucian understandings of Heaven, Creation, and human nature. 
“The Mandate of Heaven,” he observes, “is earlier in time, whereas the 
nature of things is later.” And, “Each thing is endowed with the Heav-
enly mandate (tianzhiming 天之命).” Faber apparently counts one too 
many mandates of Heaven: the originating and the intrinsic. As he 
asks: “[Wishing] to realize (cheng 成) the nature (xing), how would 
one know on which Mandate of Heaven to depend?” “Western” schol-
ars’ puzzlement over the mutual co-existence of transcendence and 
immanence during that early period of the East-West encounter is un-
derstandable. Indeed, he proceeds, “But this nature, although it per-
vades (baode 抱得) the myriad things, all that is discussed [about] the 
nature of man (renxing 人性), is dissociated (fenbie 分別) from the ex-
ternal things. Each is for itself.”21 To Faber, a major deficiency of 
Confucian “philosophical” discussions is the lack of a binding force 
that monotheist religions attribute to God. 

The above criticism notwithstanding, Faber is at the same time 
aware that the Zhongyong is distinguished for its discussion of a link-
age (guantong 貫通) that binds together Heaven and Earth and the 
myriad things. This idea, attests an association between human nature 
and goodness. As he explains, the logic of this argument begins with 
the Mandate which is necessarily entirely good and follows to human 
nature, with which the former is fundamentally associated. In this re-
spect, Faber agrees with Mengzi’s “human nature is good” (discussed 
below). He traces the idea, however, to an earlier text, The Book of Po-
etry (Shijing 詩經): “Heaven gave birth to the multitude of people, they 
have (concrete objects) bodies, they have (moral) rules; that the people 
hold on to the norms is because they love that beautiful virtue.”22 

The view that ascribes absolute goodness to one source and further 
assumes its presence in all things, and—more relevant to the present 
discussion—as a major attribute of human nature, entails demands for 
utmost sincerity (zhicheng 至誠) as an indispensable part of the pro-
gram that leads to the realization of human nature (jinxing 盡性). As 
Faber observes, the “truly good” (xunshan 洵善) was viewed as com-
mon to all, and, consequently, utmost sincerity or failed utmost sincer-
ity was considered a personal accomplishment or failure. As a result, 

                                                                                                                                               

21 Theories, 3b. 
22 “The Multitude of People” [Zhengmin 烝民], Mao 260, in The Book of Odes. Here in 

the translation of Bernhard Karlgren, The Book of Odes: Chinese Text, Transcription 
and Translation (Stockholm: The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 1950). 
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those who sought to realize their human nature but were deficient in 
their sincerity, were deemed to have lost the original goodness of their 
human nature. 

 

5.  SAYINGS OF MENGZI 

 

In his discussion of Mengzi’s views of human nature, Faber directs his 
criticism against the former’s “human nature is good” for its assump-
tion of an interior rather than an exterior source of the four beginnings 
of virtue (de 德). To Mengzi, he notes, people do good naturally (ziran 
自然), like water flowing downward. To the question of where do evil 
thoughts come from, Faber’s Mengzi replies that when people do not 
do good, this is not the fault of their original endowment. According to 
his understanding of Mengzi’s text, there are two motives for doing 
evil: one, when people are reluctant to invest their energy in fully com-
plementing their virtues of goodness; another, when foreign things in-
tervene and distract the senses. In contrast to Mengzi, Faber views 
these motives for doing evil predominantly as internal affairs. To him, 
practice of evil is involuntary (mianqiang 勉強). 

To clarify his criticism of Mengzi’s apparent overemphasis on the 
internal resources of goodness, Faber refers to Zhu Xi’s interpretation 
of Mengzi 7a:38. The latter’s reading apparently brings Mengzi’s view 
closer to Faber’s. Mengzi says: “Forms and colors are endowments of 
the Heavenly nature” (xingse tianxing ye 形色天性也).23 Zhu Xi’s sup-
plemented his predecessor’s discussion with the notion of the principle 
(li 理). He explained that among the forms and the colors sensed by the 
people, none lack the natural principle; this is what the heavenly nature 
refers to. The allusion to the principle suggests a source of reference 
that is not only internal. Faber sees here a considerable improvement. 
He comments, “Regrettably, Zhu Xi did not expand the discussion, and 
explore the similarities between the forms and colors and the four be-
ginnings.”24 

With regard to Mengzi’s account of human evil, as Faber observes, 
the former had to be much clearer about how this goodness of the in-

                                                                                                                                               

23 Translation by the present author. 
24 Theories, 6b. 
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ternal mind (neixin 內心) decreases due to turbidity; as if enslaved by 
external things, and involuntary impulses, till it is eventually con-
quered. Faber attributes this apparently absurd view of Mengzi to his 
deficient reasoning that did not know the real world. From Faber’s 
point of view, Mengzi knew that there are desires in the mind, but he 
failed to reach a thorough understanding. “He attributed the distractions 
caused by external things, to selfish desires that people have in their 
minds.” As Faber notes, for that purpose, the Great Learning (Daxue 
大學) proposes to resolve the mind (zhengxin 正心), and the Zhongyong 
teaches about being watchful [over oneself] when alone (shendu 慎獨). 
The right method according to Faber is, however, to sufficiently apply 
reason (daoli 道理) to restrain (guanshu 管束) the mind, and thus pre-
vent the external things from reaching that far.25 

To illustrate his argument that an only-internally-based human na-
ture defies reason, Faber provides the following example: 

When the child that has not yet matured separates from his parents, 
and after several days they meet again, guess he does not have to 
know love and respect [to experience these emotions]. These love 
and respect are not inborn (sheng 生), but are acquired (xi 習).26 
[Similarly,] the four virtues [ren yi li zhi 仁義禮智, humaneness, 
righteousness, ceremony, and wisdom], the love and respect to 
parents and elders, are also acquired; how can these be the nature that 
is inborn.27 

Similarly, Faber rhetorically asks: “The immature child, does he 
love the mother who gave birth to him, or does he love the mother who 
raised him.”28 Indeed, rather than Mengzi’s four beginnings of human 
nature, Faber sees the beginnings in self-knowledge (zizhi 自知) and 
autonomy (zizhu 自主) (see remarks 6 and 15 in his “concluding re-
marks” below). His statements reveal his failure to account for the in-
tuitive element at the foundation of the Mengzian idea of human good-
ness. 

Mengzi’s teachings display some merit as well. Quoting from 
Mengzi 7a.4, “the myriad things are all complete within me,” Faber 
concedes that this meaningful sentence reveals how the distinction of 

                                                                                                                                               

25 Theories, 7a–7b. 
26 Note the reference to Analects 17.2. 
27 Theories, 7a. 
28 Ibid. 
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humans from other living beings depends not the least on one’s apti-
tude to maintain one’s human nature. He explains, “Those who culti-
vate the path of ‘human nature is good’ do differ from things.” And 
“those who fail to maintain their human nature, drift to the path of 
‘human nature is bad,’ and are indistinguishable from things.” There is 
more to this, however: “To become either a human or a thing depends 
on one’s self.” “But,” he asks, “where in the self?” Faber then explains: 
the person who preserves the mind and cultivates human nature, pre-
vents diversion caused by external things, wards off against the 
not-good, and keeps distance from evil. This is the person capable of 
making choices (quan 權). Things (wu 物), however, lack that privi-
lege. Those who understand that may as well say that this is the Way of 
the Savior Jesus (jiuzhu Yesu zhidao 救主耶穌之道). 

 

6.  SAYINGS OF ZHU XI 

 

Faber’s outline of Zhu Xi begins with an appreciation of the latter’s 
discussions on human nature being the most extensive and detailed. 
Right away he states, however, that the major message in Zhu Xi’s 
view of human nature is confined to his discussion of the principle (li 
理) and vital force (qi 氣), and in this respect, he observes, it is defi-
cient. Why? 

The principle has its intrinsic reality (ti 體) and its function (yong 
用).29 Now, how to define the intrinsic reality of the principle, and 
how to define its function? [But] an adequate resolution would 
require an illustrative analysis.30 

Furthermore,  

The virtues of humaneness, righteousness, ceremony, and wisdom 
(ren yi li zhi 仁義禮智) are exclusive to the human mind. To expand 

                                                                                                                                               

29 The translation of ti 體 as “intrinsic reality” rather than “substance,” follows John 
Makeham in his recent lecture at the EACP conference in Vilnius (June 2016). 

30 Theories, 48b. 
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and apply [these virtues] to other living beings, to plants and to 
lifeless things, and then [opt to] realize them all, that is unlikely.31 

As he criticizes the complexity of distinctions between aspects of 
the principle in Zhu Xi’s approach, Faber furthermore accuses him for 
his apparent failure to distinguish between humans and other beings 
and things. 

It is in order here to remind readers that before the turn of the twen-
tieth century, discussions of Zhu Xi’s ideas outside China, Japan, and 
Korea were rare. Faber, in fact, admits that an element of mystery im-
bues Zhu Xi’s discussions. The latter’s differentiation between the Way 
which consists of that which is above forms (xingershang 形而上) and 
the instrument (qi 器) which consists of that which is within forms 
(xingerxia 形而下), signifies, according to Faber, the invisibility and 
inexplicability of that which is in the midst of form. That is a consid-
erable deficiency, he adds.32 

Zhu Xi also depicts the transformations of yin and yang as the pro-
cess by which the vital force gives birth to the myriad things. Faber 
criticizes this view for evading the question of a mover (or first cause). 
If there is only one vital force, he asks, how does it give birth (sheng 
生) to the myriad things, their forms and images? Apparently, Faber 
observes, forms are transformations of vital force, yet the vital force 
cannot give birth to forms. For form to materialize, the principle has to 
activate the vital force from within (liru qizhong 理入氣中). “Thus,” he 
observes, “the variety of forms disclose [the presence] of the nature of 
Heaven (tianxing 天性).”33 

Faber’s discontent with Zhu Xi’s philosophical system is particular-
ly detailed in his criticism of the latter’s notion of the principle. Ac-
cording to him, Confucians of the Song period (960–1279 AD), in their 
discussions of the principle, disregard the differences between the prin-
ciples. As a result, they failed to reach a deep understanding of the 
Mandate of Heaven. In other words, Faber viewed the notion of the 
principle as the specific cause that diverted Zhu Xi from an under-
standing of the Mandate of Heaven that would better accord with his 
(Faber’s) own view of the Creator. 

As he explains, 

                                                                                                                                               

31 Theories, 49a. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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[W]hen the order of the myriad things, enacted by the Mandate of 
Heaven, is discussed in terms of principle and vital force, each thing 
then has its intrinsic reality (xingti 形體) in addition to the subtle 
function of its nature. But forms are varied in their qualities. 

He elaborates: 

Some are intangible (transcend the five senses); others are tangible. 
Sacred things (shenwu 神物) too have their forms, though . . . they 
have no beginning and no end and are intangible. Otherwise, things 
that are extremely small still have a material substance. Forms that 
are of the tiniest size, though virtually invisible . . . yet with special 
equipment they can be examined. They still subscribe to the tangible. 
The various essences of tangible forms, of sacred things, of the 
extremely small, may equally be subjected to obstructions.34 

As already observed above, Faber thought that Zhu Xi failed to ac-
count for the diversity of principles and also failed to distinguish hu-
man nature from the nature of things. Accordingly, the latter’s follow-
ers mistakenly attributed the differences to various constitutions and 
degrees of the vital force. Faber is aware, apparently, that differences 
are not necessarily absolute. As he remarks, “Various animals, vegeta-
bles, and fruits, all nourish the human vital force. [Yet] regardless of 
their differences, these things are nonetheless similarly nourishing.” 
But the deficiency in Zhu Xi’s discussion of the principle, according to 
Faber, does not end there. At the heart of the matter is Song Confu-
cians’ lack of insight into the material nature, and the reason is that 
they (Zhu Xi included) did not know the maker of the nature of materi-
al force (qizhi 氣質).35 

Apparently, the nonexistence of God, the Creator, in the philosoph-
ical system of the Song Confucians exposes this system to several 
weaknesses. Faber asks: “How the principle transforms the material 
force?” And, “How is it that a clear vital force is produced out of turbid 
vital force?” And, furthermore, “How does the dynamic movement of 
yin and yang produce this uneven and disordered situation [of real 
life]?” And, “Wherefrom came the cause, and where is the one who 
caused this unevenness and disorder?” 

                                                                                                                                               

34 Ibid. 
35 Theories, 49a–49b. 
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Another matter Zhu Xi did not sufficiently explicate, according to 
Faber, is the extent to which a person relies on himself in determining 
his life. He enumerates what he calls “the three deficiencies” (sanque 
三缺) [in Zhu Xi’s philosophical system]: one is the incapability to ex-
plain how humans came to be humans, and the reason for this is Zhu’s 
failure to recognize God and his role as the great origin of human life. 
Another deficiency is that in his discussions of self-cultivation and 
other comparable affairs, he was not thorough. And, finally, by making 
the association between human nature and water, Zhu Xi proposed a 
departure point (a fountain) of pure quality, later to be corrupted as it 
flows, only to be cleansed and brought back to purity. But, in reality, 
Faber argues, the decontamination of water necessitates human efforts, 
and, likewise, the transformation of human evil cannot rely on the self 
alone. To attain self-realization a person has to rely on “a great force 
that transcends the self” (yige daguo zijide 一個大過自己的). 

To Faber, this great transcendent being is the Savior. He then goes 
on to compare the Savior with the fountain or source of water, the pu-
rity of which is beyond the ordinary person’s reach. According to Fa-
ber, this gap is bridgeable only by the means of the Christian faith: 

He who wishes to search for the source and to seek the origin, must 
always link (xianglian 相連) with God (Shangdi 上帝), and rely on 
the Savior. [One needs] to fix human nature and the emotions, 
remove the faults, return to the original goodness, [and only when 
one is] almost free of shame (kui 愧), can [this person] become a 
complete person (quanren 全人).36 

The association between God, the Savior, and the origin of all there 
is, corresponds with Faber’s discussion in his introduction to Theories, 
about the relations between the roots and the tree or its branches. To his 
readers, the logic was Confucian or Chinese, and the significance de-
noted a “truth” of a foreign religion. 

  

                                                                                                                                               

36 Theories, 50a. 
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7.  FABER’S 26 CONCLUDING REMARKS37 

 

1. The above thirty-one chapters display the parameters of human 
nature, such as good and bad, li and qi (理氣), yin and yang, 
movement and rest (dongjing 動靜), clear and turbid, thick and 
thin (houbo 厚薄), hidden and apparent (xuanming 玄明). The 
arguments are varied, each holds a particular view that begins in 
human nature. Yet the origin of human nature remains to be 
discussed. The views are so diverse, and it is difficult to find the 
most adequate answer. May I allow myself to present my own 
view. 

2. In the vast universe, everyone is unique, and that is because of 
one’s human nature. How is it that all have this human nature 
and yet it is so different in each? People are much the same and 
poles apart (jingting 逕庭). The goodness is common, [but even] 
the sages who came close to the edge, like the rest, wear their 
eyes to try and find out the one whose nature is entirely good 
(quanshan zhixing 全善之性). 

3. The entirely good nature is nowhere to be seen, but within our 
heart we do know how to attain the utmost goodness of the sage. 
There is no need to invent it, as the personal yearning proceeds 
from within. When Mengzi in his teaching of human nature is 
good, took Yao and Shun as models, he addressed the same 
idea. 

4. The scholars who write books, though they study human nature 
with care and critically, none have reached the true origin. Since 
the Mandate of Heaven, the Way, and goodness cannot be 
traced to a single binding source, Mengzi’s idea of human na-
ture still leaves much to criticize. 

5. For all that has been said, the goodness of human nature was 
revealed for a moment and in one place, and then became the 
rule for all time and for everywhere. When the entirely good 
and sincere Savior appeared, a host of people trusted him deep-
ly, no matter when or where (76a) or who, regardless of mental 
barriers. He thus became the affirmation for the goodness of 

                                                                                                                                               

37 Hereafter a translation of Theories, 75b–79a. 
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human nature. Once such goodness was consciously assimilat-
ed, cases that lacked goodness came to be comparable to the 
touch of boiling water. Since then, the original goodness of hu-
man nature remained, never to be lost. 

6. The same, one, human nature, contains both the singular nature 
(ji zhi xing 己之性) and the common nature (ren zhi xing 人之
性). That which is the same in all people—that is the common 
nature. That which distinguishes people from each other—this is 
the singular nature. The similarity is in both the capacity for 
self-knowledge (zizhi 自知 ) and autonomy (zizhu 自主 ). 
Self-knowledge and autonomy are the origin of human nature, 
which distinguishes humans from other things. Without it peo-
ple are like animals. 

7. The ancient saying that equates the Mandate of Heaven with 
human nature38 postulates the source of the nature of man in 
Heaven. Wherefrom comes man’s self-knowledge and autono-
my? It is God who bequeaths it. God has the authority (quan 
權) of self-knowledge and autonomy, and therefore is capable of 
issuing the Mandate of Heaven. He is the great supreme 
(dazhuzi 大主宰). Those who acknowledge God avoid losing the 
authority for self-knowledge and autonomy. 

8. My usage of the term for God (Shangdi 上帝) is different from 
the Daoist definition, and is also different from what the Confu-
cians call the August Ancestor (huang zufu 皇祖父). The Chi-
nese character of Shangdi is insufficient. I would rather use the 
exclusive great supreme (zhuanzhi da zhuzai 專旨大主宰). The 
Bible is not content with Heaven; in order to distinguish [God], 
it uses Father of Heaven. 

9. The equation of the Mandate of Heaven with human nature [is 
reminiscent of] the Bible’s idea that man was created in the im-
age of God, and there is a covenant (canguan 參觀) between 
them. We need to realize that God and man are close from the 
beginning (xing ben xiang jin 性本相近).39 Therefore, the man 
who wishes to attain sagehood uses all his goodness to work 
diligently and tirelessly, trying daily to resemble God and pre-
vent the mind from deviation. 

                                                                                                                                               

38 See Zhongyong 1. 
39 Reference to Analects 17:2 which does not contain the ben. 
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10. Where the Bible and the Confucian teaching (Rujiao 儒教) vary 
is in the former’s idea that the sages, as a rule, attribute their 
origin to God. Accordingly, they always and everywhere share 
the same true origin. In the Confucian teaching, each [thinker] 
defines [the sagely] wisdom (sheng 聖) in accordance with his 
own [idea of] goodness. Hence, Yao and Shun were different 
from Tang and Wu,40 and similarly, Kong and Meng were dif-
ferent from Yin and Zhou (伊周).41 If we seek an explanation 
for this, [we find that] the Bible takes God as a model for man, 
and consequently all recognize the unique totality (texi 特悉). 
The Confucians seek from within [each for oneself] union with 
the principle of Heaven. Their knowledge is, therefore, not deep 
enough. Kongzi is designated as the ultimate sage, Yao and 
Shun are viewed as sage rulers, but the goodness [of each of 
them] is confined to the persons they were [and] to their contri-
butions to China. Contrariwise, Jesus’ Way of brilliant views is 
for all time, never expires, for all directions, above and below. 
This Way produced a tremendous change in human life. The 
community of the faithful is obviously varied, and everyone is 
welcomed to join. The sacredness (shengshen 聖神) as it is of 
itself (ziran 自然) moves one’s heart, to penetrate and illumi-
nate all principles. The human nature that is originally good 
(benshan zhixing 本善之性) and not affected by material things 
is set to accommodate those who subscribe to the Confucian 
teaching. 

11. To become a sage and to accomplish pure and full sagehood, it 
requires self-knowledge and autonomy. Self-determination 
(ziding quxiang 自定趨向) is not an accomplishment attained by 
oneself, neither by force. In the beginning, the path of sagehood 
requires self-effort (zimian 自勉). Even though it is said that 
human nature is good, in fact it involves maintenance of the self 
(chiji 持己). 

12. People have a body (shenti 身體) and a soul (linghun 靈魂). The 
soul is the spirit of God, the body—a worldly thing (ditu zhi wu 
地土之物). Man is authorized to take the nature of Heaven and 

                                                                                                                                               

40 Founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties, respectively. 
41 Yin and Zhou, Yi Yin and the Duke of Zhou, both recognized in the Chinese tradi-

tion as able rulers, were involved in the establishment of the Shang and the Zhou 
dynasties respectively. Both have been respected for their apparent act of allowing a 
correct transmission of the throne regardless of their position. 
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earth as his nature, and to adopt the spirit (ling 靈) of Heaven 
and earth as his spirit. Thus man attains self-knowledge and au-
tonomy, and distinguishes [himself] from things. One is re-
quired to preserve one’s heart and cultivate human nature. 
Those who let it wither are guilty of disrespect towards Heaven 
and earth [the world]. 

13. The nourishment of life obliges one to drink as well, as the body 
is merely earth and is fragile. The nourishment of the mind and 
the nature obliges one to apply rationality (daoli 道理). To 
begin with, one has to seek accord with God; thereafter one may 
be able to transform the mind. The so-called Way (dao 道) 
should not be neglected even for an instance. The mind that is 
disengaged from God might deviate to sinful paths and fail to 
find the original goodness. Once the original goodness is lost, 
one’s conduct is seized by emotions of material desires (wuyu 
zhigan 物欲之感). Selfishness will then conquer the self. People 
should therefore avoid separation from God. 

14. The linkage between man and God imparts to human nature the 
force to maintain itself and to disengage material desires and 
selfishness (jisi 己私). The original goodness [will then] issue 
by itself through the eyes, the ears, and thought. One has to 
avoid the wrong path, cultivate a perfect soul, and return to 
God, and [then] abide in rationality with no regret. 

15. The beginnings of human nature—self-knowledge and 
autonomy—are there in everyone. People differ only in 
capacity. As observed in conclusion no. 6, the difference 
between people’s natures is not in the nature itself but in their 
capacities (caineng 才能).42 Yet, although the capacities stem 
from the self (ji 己), these are related as well to the virtues of 
the ancestors, to examples of brothers, and so on . . . one learns 
this and complements it. Hence, there is good that is not 
rewarded, and there is evil that is not punished. A son will not 
necessarily be as worthy as his father, and, the same can happen 
in cases of grandsons, when compared to their fathers and 
grandfathers. For that purpose, the Supreme Lord imperceptibly 
but inexorably watches those who start as worthy and end 
differently, start different and end worthy. He closely observes 
and rewards them all. 

                                                                                                                                               

42 Note the reference to Analects 17.2. 
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16. In some cases, people cannot realize the virtue of goodness on 
their own. They have to follow the examples of their 
fellow-men who encounter similar cases, as observed above in 
5. But whenever one is determined to follow reason (li); [when] 
one aspires for sagehood; that is an internal affair. Various 
people can overcome the difficulties and attain realization. 
Those who are capable and virtuous follow the good, the 
ordinary people follow by faith. 

17. The original nature is inclined to attain goodness. But cases oc-
cur when the effort is insufficient, and the efforts end in failure. 
God pitied the people, and so He ordered the Savior to descend 
to the world, defeat the evil forces, and revitalize the people. 
Wishing that the people will follow His sagely goodness, [the 
Savior] arrived on earth, He mixed with the people and touched 
them. Eventually, however, He could not prevent the effects of 
their nature. [They] regressed to sin, and on that account, to re-
deem (shu 贖) the [people’s] faults (qian 愆), the Savior was 
ordered to submit to death. As a consequence, those who en-
deavor to exert themselves are not ungrateful to God. 

18. How could Jesus redeem the people [after He] died? First, due 
to the flawlessness of His body and his pure goodness, even 
though He descended to earth, He retained His link with God. 
[While] on earth [He was] in Heaven [too]. Second, Jesus did 
not establish His perfection for His own sake but for all the fu-
ture generations of humanity. Third, the people depend on 
Christian sacredness that has a forgiving power, admonishes 
against sin, encourages the good, and tempers the affairs, so that 
by the next day they will become the good people of the Heav-
enly kingdom. Fourth, [some might] say that if Jesus was that 
good, He could shun death. These [people] ignore the affairs of 
this world, where sin and evil daily increase, [and humanity] 
gradually [comes to be] distanced from God. Jesus wished to 
safeguard this world, to attract God’s attention to the people, 
therefore He did not hesitate to sacrifice himself. He directed 
the people back to goodness and to the Heavenly human nature. 
Through the death of Jesus, God obviously bestowed glory upon 
this world. God clearly loves the virtues of the people and does 
not seek the destruction of the ordinary. The human qualities of 
self-knowledge and autonomy are there to bolster enlighten-
ment. If one abandons oneself to a dissipated life (zibao ziqi 自
暴自棄), God’s helping hand will no longer extend to Him. 
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19. Though God sent the saint (shengzi 聖子) to represent Him in 
this world, He is at the same time the supreme God in Heaven. 
Thus it is said about the Trinity (sanwei yiti 三位一體) that they 
seem separate in appearance and yet they are one. God has no 
beginning and no end, He is absent nowhere, and there is noth-
ing He cannot do, unlike human beings who are subject to limi-
tations. 

20. God is the origin of everything. He is supreme. His son de-
scended so that people will know the truth (zhenli 真理) and His 
fatherly heart—call it the Way. With respect to the Way, in the 
very beginning God governed the nature of the people. Since 
Jesus came as a sage for all generations, He set a model for 
[people to know] the goodness of human nature. 

21. I Corinthians (Gelinduo 哥林多) 15:22 says: “For as in Adam all 
die, so in Christ all will be made alive.” Adam symbolizes the 
flesh and blood where we came from; Christ is [the means] 
when our sins have been washed away. Adam eventually left the 
Godly human nature; Christ did not leave the Godly human na-
ture. And He also wished for the people of the world to recover 
their nature, so that they could return to God. Accordingly, He 
answered the call, submitted himself to death with no misgiv-
ings. God, in return, glorified Him and raised Him to a match-
less height. 

22. I Corinthians 15:25 reads: “For he must reign until he has put all 
his enemies under his feet.” Death is the enemy of man. Death 
eliminates the prospect of choice. Now if [sic] the myriad things 
are all under Christ’s feet. Only because Christ possessed the 
entire human nature, He could transcend all that there is. Human 
nature that is deficient is not immune to the final judgment. 
According to Philippians 2:7, “Rather, he made himself nothing, 
by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness.” For the purpose of making the merit of human nature 
manifest, he [Christ] complemented it with the Way. The great 
source of human nature is in God. It is all-encompassing. People 
have self-knowledge and autonomy. Thus the resources of 
goodness are self-reliant. At the same time, all that this human 
nature possesses comes from God. 

People have to turn away from sin and evil, put their faith in 
the Savior, and return to their Heavenly Father. No matter what 
country, what time, [this path is] available for all. Preserving the 
original human nature that is in itself embodied in the body of 
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Christ and in the spirit of God, the original goodness is evident 
and constantly present. 

23. The goodness of human nature is attained by the virtue of rea-
son (daoli 道理). Those who find joy in reading the Bible [and] 
pray with sincerity (kenqie qidao 懇切祈禱), their mind’s spirit 
will form a linkage with God, [and] their material desires will 
naturally be restrained (zhi e 止遏). Within the church once you 
convert (quanhua 勸化) and follow the norm (zexiao 則效), the 
Way of goodness is realized. 

24. The self has faults (guoshi 過失), the sort of evil desires (e yu 
惡欲). If not restrained, they spread (manyan 蔓延) and cannot 
be ordered (shoushi 收拾). [Actually,] the faults that people 
have do not originate from the evil desires of the self. Know-
ingly imitating the improper (you er xiao zhi 尤而效之), failing 
to learn from the experience of others—this is where evil de-
sires come in. When one searches for fame and profit, though 
the thoughts are not bad, still, [the original goodness] gradually 
fade away. A step toward earthly honor (renjue 人爵) and the 
Heavenly glory (tianjue zhi rong 天爵之榮) disengages from 
one’s mind. This is human nature. Whenever one drifts to de-
sires, one’s self-knowledge comes to an end. Those who wish to 
exhaust their human nature need to restrain their desires first. 

25. To follow the Savior is to practice goodness all the time. Being 
cautious about one’s person, and [striving] to maintain human 
nature devotionally enhance the prospect of success. If one is 
not wholeheartedly sincere, one’s efforts are insufficient and so 
is the original goodness. Those whose efforts are sincere, the 
son of God (Shangdi zhi zi 上帝之子) in the kingdom of Heaven 
assists them on their road to glory, regardless of their deficien-
cies. 

26. Those [who are] able to preserve their mind and cultivate their 
human nature, the divine spirit (lingshen 靈神) joins them in 
one mind. No matter in the human world or in the Heavenly 
state, they see God’s original nature reflecting His glory. 
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8.  CONCLUSION 

 

The broader framework of Faber’s enterprise in his Theories consists of 
his goal to convert the Chinese people to Christianity. For that purpose, 
he immersed himself in learning the major texts of the Chinese tradi-
tion. His choice of the theme of human nature allowed him to discuss 
issues of mutual concern for both Chinese scholars and cultural agents 
of the West. His argumentation by and large assumed possession of a 
somewhat superior logic. The essential argument he proclaimed asso-
ciated the Chinese logic of relations between sources and their outcome 
(roots and branches; ben-mo) with the religious claim that God is the 
origin of all that there is. He started his introduction with this claim; he 
elaborated on this in the chapter on Zhu Xi; and raised it again in con-
cluding remarks 4, 10, 21, and elsewhere. To Faber, God is the great 
origin and originator, and also the force that binds all beings and things 
into an ordered universe. 

The closest Chinese philosophical concept Faber finds appropriate 
or at least somewhat comparable with the Christian idea of God, is the 
notion of the Mandate of Heaven. Again and again he refers to the first 
chapter of the Zhongyong where the association between the Mandate 
of Heaven and human nature is announced. Significantly, his discus-
sion does not mention the great supreme (taiji 太極).43 Another recur-
ring theme is the differentiation of humans from other beings and 
things. The chapter on the early classics argues that human nature ap-
peals to reason (li 理), whereas the nature of other living beings de-
pends exclusively on emotions. Similarly, qualities that distinguish 
humans from other things are self-knowledge and autonomy (conclud-
ing remarks 6, 51, 21). Discussions on the evolution of the concept of 
person or individuality in modern China should consider this precedent. 

Finally, a comment on Faber’s use of dichotomies (polarities). In-
deed, in several places in his Theories and quite systematically, Faber 
assumes, or rather has faith in, the existence of absolute truth. Con-
cluding remark 4 criticizes the Chinese scholars for their failure, 
throughout the tradition, to reach the true origin. Accordingly, one 
should question the nature of categorical dichotomies in his discussion 

                                                                                                                                               

43 A term mentioned in chapter 11 of the Xici appendix of the early classic, The Book of 
Changes, which is emphatically discussed by Zhu Xi. 
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of his Chinese counterparts. Faber posits the dichotomies of reason and 
emotion, humans and other beings and things, and, though somewhat 
indirectly, the creator and His Creation, and, transcendence and imma-
nence. On the other hand, his first concluding remark associates the 
Chinese scholars’ views of human nature with the following categories: 
good and bad, li and qi (理氣), yin and yang, movement and rest 
(dongjing 動靜), clear and turbid, thick and thin (houbo 厚薄), hidden 
and apparent (xuanming 玄明). The Chinese categories are recognized 
for their complementary and, rather, non-dichotomous, nature. Sup-
posing Faber got the details correctly, a question to ask is, did he get 
the relations right? 

 


