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Cross Encounters Pragon Totem:
Cultural Dialogue of Religion Between Christianity and China in Ming-Qing Dynasty

Abstract:

In Ming and Qing Dynasties, the introduction of Christianity into China promoted the
transmission of religions, and moreover, declared the inchoation of cross-cultural communication
between China and Western countries. Thereafter, based on such exchanges between Christianity
and Chinese religions, a new style dialogue came into being: religious cultural dialogue. It
maintained the nature and belief of the religion, and meanwhile, endeavored to seek for the mutual
respect and understanding in cultures on the basis of equality and identity. It played a very
important role in realizing “de-centralism” between China and the west and, as an preferable
dialogue pattern facilitating cultural communication between different countries, it won an
effective way to realize the mutual understanding and amalgamation in religions and cultures
between China and the west. Therefore, exploring the forming, developing, as well as the various
changing in religious strategies and cultural meaning of both parties of the dialogue, we can better
catch the basic laws of religious dialogue and, following its principles of mutual respect, mutual
benefit and coordinate development, promote the discourse and development of human
civilization in the current globalization context. Particularly, in such a global context, the cultural
and religious conflicts between different regions are becoming worse, world pacifism and
anti-terrorism policies seem more eager and impending over everyone’s real life. Therefore, it is
necessary for us to be highly alert and interested in exploring the inter-religion and cross-cultural
dialogue,'which is also our responsibility for the future of the humankind.

Focusing on religious cuitural dialogue, this paper will use two chapters discussing the
exploration and practice of the dialogue; exploring the process of its conflicting and breaking as
well as the reasons; and revealing the hardships of religious cultural dialogue as well as its
enlightenments to the modern society.

Chapter I focuses on the influence of the western religions on Chinese culture. When western
missionaries came to China in Ming and Qing dynasties, they rejected the strategies of force
conquer and spirit colonialism characterized by Europe Centralism (BX#{ (>3 X), and explored
the effective cultural dialogue between Christianity and Confucianism in an creative way from the
perspectives of acculturation, cultural identity, classic interpretation and cultural assimilation,
technological merging and cultural domination, etc. Acculturation refers to the adaptation and
respect of the foreign religions to the surface part of the native culture such as language, customs
and traditions and raiment etc. This is an effective background and essential precondition for
cultural dialogue. The missionaries (with Ricci Matteo as the representative) coming into China in
late Ming dynasty learned Chinese actively and tried to communicate and write in Chinese, which
helped them win the trust and acceptance of Chinese. Meanwhile, in the communication with
Chinese scholars and officials, they put off the robes of the churchmen and put on Chinese clothes
so as to gain the identity of Chinese scholars and officials. This gave the missionaries a
complicated mutual identity. On one hand, it helped them adapt to Chinese culture and can carry
out cultural dialogue smoothly; on the other hand, it also regulated and limited their mission to
spread Christianity. Their identity as a Chinese scholar or official rather than an independent
missionary planted hidden troubles of the future religious and cultural conflictions.
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With the help of a sound accomplishment in Chinese language and knowledge, the
missionaries could write books combining both the Confucius and Christianity to preach
principles of Christianity. In interpreting some Christian classics, for example, Tuggieri claimed
the idea of “Replacing the Buddha” (“ 5 ” ) in his book of “Memoir of Holy Christianity” ( { %
FEFE LR ); while Ricei Matteo, in his book of “ The Real Interpretation of Christianity” ( {X
F3 D ), replaced creatively the “all souls” in Christianity with the “Heaven” in Confucian
classics in the belief that both terms are the appellation to the only “true god”. In this way, he
carried forward the thought of Chinese Confucians and, proving the west with the Chinese, found
out créatively the rabbet between Christianity and Chinese cultures. His purpose was to “integrate
the Confucianism”, that is, Confucianize the Christianity and make use of Confucianism to realize
an appropriate authority and identity of Christianity and a better acceptance of Christianity by
Chinese. While Maria Caballera, following and perfecting Ricci Matteo’s strategy in his book
“Tian Ru Yin” ({REH)) , made reference to the principles of Christianity to interprete and
comment on Confucius classics with the purpose of Christianzie the Confucianism. This indicated
the further development between the dialogue of Christianity and Confucianism. [t showed that
once accepted and penetrating into Confucius culture, Christianity tried to reform and build a new
belief s:}'stem, a theoretical accomplishment of “super-Confucianism” after “integrating
Confucianism”. From Ruggieri’s “Replace the Buddha” in “Memoir of Holy Christianity” ( {X
FXHERD ) to Ricei Matteo’s “ integrate the Confucianism” in “ The Real Interpretation of
Christianity” ( {XE5E X)), and then to Ricci Matteo’s  “super-Confucianism” in “Tian Ru Yin”

({RAREND) , thus a continuous and progressive interpretation of religious classics showed did
witness the development of Christianity in China: from the initial pains-taking try, to the later
endeavor to get acceptance and identity, and then to the popularity and even surpassing of
Confucianism.

Technology transmission, a way for Ricci Matteo to adapt to the policy of China, became
not only a new force to promote the revolution of Chinese culture, particularly in the fields of
uranology, calendar and mapping. Through technology transmission, Christianity gradually won
the authority in China and penetrated into the inner part of Chinese culture. In technology, it had a
profound impact on Chinese culture and science and technology, especially in the fields of
uranology, calendar, mapping, artillery making, mathematics, and geometry etc. In late Ming
dynasty, the western culture brought by missionaries included theology, ethics, philosophy, science
and technology. They were regarded as a whole and called “ sky science” (KZ%) or “western
science” (PH5£) , which was then a cultural dialogue brought out by the so-called “technology
transmission” in academic world. Another point for attention was that the negative impact of
“cultural domination” caused by technology transmission should not be neglected. In the early
Qing dynasty, the transmission of western technology in astronomy, calendar, mapping and other
fields formed an powerful wave and played a more and more important role in China, and even
acted as a dominate culture in some fields, covering the splendid light of Chinese science and
technology.

Chapter focuses on the shocks and conflicts between the Chinese and western religions and
cultures. Because of the complicated development of Ming and Qing dynasties and conflicts in
Christian churches, the religious cultural dialogue also involved extremely complicated
contraventions, which, on certain social conditions, would conflict fiercely and then cause hot
debate between Chinese and western religions and cultures. From the perspective of current
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cultural dialogue, conflicts, shocks and even debates are normal phenomena arising in the process
of cuitural encounter and integration and belong to one part of cultural dialogue. Moreover, it is
the debates between different cultures that promote the thorough dialogue on different levels and
deepen and enrich the subjects for discussions and will play an positive role in triggering the
thinking and strategic adjustment in both cultures. This paper is mainly centered on the
argumentation between two parties, one is the Chinese legitimate and conservative power, the
other is the missicnaries and Chinese scholars and officials favoring Christianity, because their
argumentation can better indicate the deep connotation of the cultural dialogue between
Christianity and Confucianism. Europe and China.

The occurrence of “Nanking Christianity Conflict”( “BER#E"” ) was not accidental but
had various complicated reasons, among which, the religious cultural dialogue launched by Ricci
Matteo was deliberately broken was the direct trigger. At the time, the balance between the
assimilation in belief and the practice of religious cuitural dialogue was broken; the increasing
conspicuousness of religion made the propagandas of the missionaries more open; while the
differences between the Chinese and western religions and culture became more obvious, and in
late Ming dynasty, Chinese people were on the alert for the real purposes of the missionaries, all
these combined together and led to the first religious conflict. Those Chinese scholars and
officials against Christianity rethought and refuted the western “sky science” (E2%) from the
perspective of “Xia Yi Zhi Bian” ( “3RE Z#}#” ), which indicated the thorough understanding and
alert of some Chinese scholars and officials on the religious nature hidden behind the cultural
dialogue. From the above, we can see the continuity and admonition of some topics in the process
of cultural dialogue in Ming and Qing dynasties.

The fight between the justice and the evil hidden behind the “Li Yu Case”(JHfkE) and the
refutation of Yang Guangxian against Christianity were in fact also a conscious reaction of
Chinese Confucians against the invasion of western religions. However, the questions he found
and pyt forward, far from being the pure classification of calendar, implied his intention to
maintain the legitimate Confucianism and emphasize the difference between the “sky science” and
Confucianism as well as warn the natives the potential dangers of Christianity coming into China.
In his book “Bu De Yi” ({ 4" £ ),he discussed such topics as Christian theology, the breakaway
and overthrow of Christianity, the difference between “sky science” and Confucianism and so on,
which constituted the major contents of cultural dialogue and were the essential part Christianity
couldn’t avoid or confuse. For a real dialogue with Chinese culture, Christianity had to involve the
thorough debates and discussions mentioned above. Unfortunately, the missionaries failed to
answer the questions of Yang Guangxian, instead, they restricted the dialogue to a technological
one through political means. Thanks to the conflicts in the royal powers, they won the debate, but
failed to carry out a real dialogue on a cultural level.

Seen from the appearance, the argument about Chinese etiquette focused on whether Chinese
belonged to a kind of religious behavior; and whether Confucianism was a kind of religion.
However, the root reason was that there existed a difference in magisterium and kingship between
the Pope and Chinese emperor. Such a difference led to the fierce opposition and conflicts in
Chinese etiquette, upgraded an argument on the cultural level to a fight for political power; made
the cultural dialogue away from its original orbit; and thus changed the religious and cultural
probiem into a political one—the biggest factor influencing the argument on Chinese etiquette.

Despite of some deficiencies, cultural dialogue is still the mainstream in religious dialogue.
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The inflow of Christianity intc China in Ming and Qing dynasties shows us some useful
exploration and practice of religious cultural dialogue. Furthermore, it induces and inspires us to
focus on the dialogue between the Chinese and western religions and cultures on a wider
cross-culture level rather than from a perspective of historical differences. To sum up, in the
cross-cultural dialogue, we should not only preserve our own advantages, but absorb creatively the
crystals of human civilization; not only oppose the emotion of being hostile to other nations, but
oppose the rejection of the persistence of our splendid culture. The right choice for traditional
Chinese culture in the globalization context is to adhere to the principle of “coexistence in
differences™( “FIWA~F]” ), carry out cross-cultural dialogues between different civilizations, and
realize the muti-integration (£ JT¥ ) of different cultures.

Keywords: Christianity, Ming-Qing Dynasty, Cultural Dialogue, Misplacement, Religion
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