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CHINESE PIIILOSOPIIY AND CIIRISTIAN .-fHEOLOGY � 

INVESTIGATIONS INTO INTERCULTURAL ADVENTURES 

Ulrich Dehn 

Thc Chinese world of thought has fi1scinatcd Western travcllcrs and 
1nissionarics for 1nany ccnturics. Untouchcd hy hern1cneutic rcflections 
or intcrcultural scnsitivitics cvcrything unfiu11 i l iar ,vas con1parcd with 
the wcll-known and pcrccivcd as being strangc and pcculiar. At thc 
sainc tin1c, accounts of journcys and rcports of n1issionarics wcre a 
first-ratc sourcc of infonnation about üir-away countrics and providcd 
material for thc first n1aps of thc non-European parts of the ,vorld. Onc 
of thc 1nost dctailcd travcl rcports was writtcn by Marco Polo who 
togcthcr with his frlthcr and uncle travcllcd around Asia fron1 1271 to 
1295 an<l who - supposcdly - scrvcd as a prcfcct at thc court ofthc thcn 
ruling Mongolian c1nperor Kublai Khan who at that tin1c also was thc 
rulcr of China. 1 Thc authcnticity of Marco Polo's travel rcports is 
widcly doubtcd - although mainly bascd on argun1cnts vvhich l rcgard 
as n1odcrn projections. Neverthclcss, it is rcn1arkablc that Marco Polo 
was dccply fascinatcd by thc Chinese world dcspitc all of its strangc­
ncss; howcvcr, his rcports arc less i ntcrcstcd in actual objccts of art or 
aspccts of thc Chinese history of idcas. Occasionally dcscribing in 
grcat dctai I an<l fillcd with cnthusias1n for thc exotic, Polo is first of all 
paying attcntion to architccturc, landscapcs, cati ng habits and numcr­
ous folkloristic aspccts of Ch inesc I i fc. Thc Polo tlun i ly wcrc busincss­
n1cn, cspccially dcaling in jcwcls. In Marco Polo's travcl rcports Jcws, 
Christians, Saraccns/Muslin1s and ido1aters (ßuddhists) appcar, and 
thc Khan is rcportcd to havc high rcgard fi.)r Christianity.2

Tbc i1nportant Jesuit 1nissionary Mattco Ricci (born 1552) startcd 
his 1nissionary work in thc South ofChina in 1583, and, in ]inc with the 

By rcqucst of' thc Khan thc journcy should takc placc 011 thc ordcr or thc Pope. 
Thc travcllcrs, howcvcr, did not want to wait for thc clcction of a ncw Pop\' 
(Circgury X, from September 1271) aftcr a thrcc-ycar vacancy (dcath ofCkmcnt
VI, 1268) and dcpartcd without a papal mandatc. 

2 Cf. Die Reisen des Venezianers Marco Polo im 13 . .Jahrhundert. Rcviscd and 
cditcd by Dr. l lans Lcmkc, Wiesbaden 2004, vol. 2, chap. 2, 160 -1()2. 
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rncthod of acco1nn1odation, he set out to turn thc Chinese cosmology 
into the basis of a Christian conccption of God. 

Until today thc West and somctin1cs also the East Asian sphcrc havc 
succumbed to the fascinating power of the philosophics of Daoism and 
Confucianisn1. lt is fält that thcre thc problems arc solvcd that Western 
history of philosophy and theology havc prcscntcd us with, using thc 
East Asian philosophy of religion as somcthing of a quarry, dcpending 
on thc closcncss to thc subject and on thc field of intcrcst respcctively. I 
would now like to takc a look at somc of thc attempts at understanding 
China and to try to critical ly assess thcse projccts. 

China - Dialoguc Projcct Hans Kiing/Julia Ching in thc sun11ncr 
tcrm of 1987 

Onc of thc first big projects on the rcccption of thc Chinese world of 
thought in the Western theological sphcre was rcalized by Hans Küng 
in coopcration with Julia Ching in thc sun1rncr term of 1987. This 
endeavour was the continuation of his "dialoguc projcct" dircctcd at 
ßuddhism, H induisn1 and I slmn and servcd to prove his thesis rcgard­
ing thc classification of the wholc of thc world of rcligions as cithcr 
prophctic (Judaisn1, Christianity, Islam), mystical (Indian rcligions) or 
wisdom rcligions (China). 3 In accordancc with this classification that 
runs through thc wholc of his following work, including his projcct 
"Spurensuche" in 1999, Küng has to acknowlcdgc ßuddhism - com­
parc<l with Daoism and Confucianisn1 - as thc "first big forcign rcli­
gion" in China.4 Thc history of thc Christian reccption of thc Chinese 
worl<l of thought is divided by Küng into scvcn categorics or historical 
phascs rcspective]y. 

I. Thc incrcasing out ward sin1ilarity, i. e. Ncstorians using crosscs
which grow out of a lotus. This was brought to an end with thc arrival 

3 Cf f lans Küng, China - ein drittes religiöses Stromsystem, in: Hans Küng/Julia 

Ching, Christentum und Chinesische Religion, München 1988, 11-19, csp. 15. 
4 So among others in: Küng/Ching, Christentum und Chinesische Religion, 

252ff 



108 

of thc first Catholic n1issionary, Johannes von Montecorvino, in 1294 

who tricd to "convert" thc Ncstorians. 5

2. Küng idcntifics a high cxtcnt of syncretistic blending in
Manichaeism, which cainc to China via thc Silk Road from Middlc 
Asia. Evcn though thcrc n1ay be nurncrous morc fitting cxamplcs or 
„syncrctistic" <lynamics in thc Chinese history of rcligion and cvcn 
though - from a Chinese point of view - Manichacism, much rnorc 

than Buddhism, appcars tobe a migrating rcligion, Küng can rcfor to 

Manichaeisrn as a cuh uscd also by thc Chinese cmpcror in thc 8 th ccn­

tury that strong]y <lrcw on Buddhist and Confucian c]c111ents. 6

3. Thc activitics of Matteo Ricci arc catcgorized by Küng as a
mcthod maki ng usc of "complcmcntary lcvcls": rci nterprctation of 
Confucian tcxts, marginalization of thc namc of Jesus, adoption of 
Con fucian tcrms for Christian conccptions of God. 

4. Thcn thcrc was the phasc of mission, in which it was again tricd
to translatc tcrms dircct]y fr01n Latin (Nicco]o Longobardi). This was 
fcJ!lowcd by thc rites controversy in thc 17th ccntury which had its ori­

gin in thc qucstion whcthcr thc Chinese werc allowcd to continuc thcir 
anccstor-worship, the cult of Confucius and to use Chinese names for 
God. 

5. Thc Protestant n1ission in thc 19 th ccntury, n1ost]y of Pictistic­

Fundamcnta] ist charactcr, was accompanicd by "cu]tural forcign infil­
tration" and thc cooperation of commcrce, pol itical power and mis­
s1011. 

6. From this ensucd thc political "anti-n1issionary rcaction" in thc
20th ccntury as wcH as 

7. Thc "contcxtual inculturation", which in thc past fow dccadcs has

bccn fo]lowing ncw paths of encounters bctwccn Christianity and thc 
Chinese world of thought. 

For Kling thc critcria rcquircd for thc dcvclopment of a "Chinese 
theology för thc post-modern era" inc1udc thc orientation towards 
„original bib]ical belief'', thc rcfercnce to thc socio-political situation 

5 CL KLing/Ching, Christentum und Chinesische Rcl igion, 254-256. 
6 Cf. ibid. 256f. Furthcr: Gcro Widcngrcn (cd.), Der Manichiiismus, Darmstadt 

1977; Manfred I Juttcr, Manichiiischc Religion, in: 1 [andbuch Rcligionswisscn­

schaf't, cd. hy Johann Figl, Innsbruck et al. 2003, 235-244. 
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as weil as an oricntation towards "practical disciplcship", but also thc 
"rcstoration of culture through rcligion", in thc sense of a dialoguc in 
partncrship with peoplc from different rcligions and idcologies.7

Only aftcr having cxplaincd thcsc guidelines, Küng rncntions somc 
concrctc clcments for a thcological cncountcr with Chinese thought; 
then again, he cannot undcrstand thc fäscination the thcmc or hcaven 
l10lds for thc Chinese world of thought or for Christianity in the cra of 
dc-mystification of thc universc. Rather, it would bc T'ai chi ("Thc

Supremc Ultitnatc") or T'ai-i ("Thc Suprcmc Onc") with thcir tran­
scendental dimcnsion that 1nay possibly also rcfer to God. He likcs thc
suggcstion of thc Japancsc thcologian TAKEN!\KA Masao to usc rice as
a thcological symbol as weil as the thought of the Taiwancsc 1-lu Tsan­
yün who wants Jesus to bc sccn as thc fulfilmcnt of thc hopc of heavcn/
God and human bcing bccoming onc.8

The East Asian chi which as "air and breath", "inner cncrgy", ·•vital, 
dynamic primal forcc" pcrvadcs thc wholc cosmos, thus "'bringing 
about ultimate unity": hcre Küng sces thc possibility to convcy thc 
Christian understanding of thc spirit timt in a similar non-personal 

manncr mcans "'God bcing in this world and thc world bcing in God" 
and which could as wcll be cxpresscd by thc term chi.'> Thcn thcrc also 
is Küng's positive asscssmcnt of thc fivc values which arc stresscd in a 
manifeste publ ished by Chinese scholars in 1962: 1) thc sclf-sufficicnt 

conccntration on thc onc momcnt, 2) a form of wisdom that is dircctcd 
at an intuitive, clastic, dialcctic, truly spiritual grasp of rcality, 3) a 
"foeling for mildncss and compassion" that is supcrior to "'lovc", 4) a 
sense of rcsponsibility to spiritualJy dcvclop this highly mcchanizcd 
world, 5) thc basic attitude to rcgard thc wholc world as onc fomily 
whcrc thcrc is no room for original sin and hcll. 10

Finally, Küng takcs up thc New Agc holistic philosophy of Fritjof 
Capra11 and plcads for a changc from a sei f:-ccntrcd form of bchaviour 
(yang) to a '"ncw bchaviour (yin) in accord with naturc". 12 Togcthcr 

7 Cf. Küng/Ching, Christentum und Chinesische Religion, 280-282. 

8 Cf. ibid. 288f. 

9 Ibid. 290. 

10 Jbid. 292. 

11 Cf. Thc Tao of Physics, l 982; Tbc Turning Point, 1982. 

12 Cf Küng/Ching, Christentum und Chinesische Religion, 294. 
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with Moltmann's ccological Theology of Crcation (296) who cxamincd 
thc Chinese history of idcas in various publications, Küng demands: 
"instcad of a furthcr intcgration of nature into the history of human 
progress now conversely the intcgration of thc huinan history of 
progrcss into thc rhyth1ns and cyclcs of thc ecosystcn1 of nature" - a 
notion that for hi1n (and Moltmann) scems to stand for '"Taoist har­
mony with naturc".13 

Küng's approach transports thc gcsture of reorganizing the thco­
logical world and taking rcsponsibility of discoursc partncrs who 
should speak for themsclves. Bcyond ful fi II ing the purpose of in form­
ing readcrs about Chinese philosophy and unfold opportunitics of con­
ccptual cncounter, his thcological advices dircctcd to Chinese partncrs 
may be cither too sin1plc to bc worth mentioning, or n1ay dig into neigh­

bouring ficl<ls not to bc cultivatcd by Küng's spadc but by thc spades of 
vcrnacular thcological thinkcrs. 

Ueforc I turn to furthcr cxamplcs of a thcological rcccption of Daoist 
philosophy 1 would likc to take a look at thc reccption history in China 

in order to gain additional information about the philosophy of rcli ­
gion's fascination with this thcmc. 

Ritcs controvcrsy and figurisn1 

Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), together with Michclc Ruggieri, was thc 
first Jesuit allowcd to cnter China. He becamc famous as cartographcr, 
astronomcr and mathcmatician and also because of his brilliant mnc­
monic skills which enablcd him to not only rcad the classical Confu­
cian texts but to mcmorizc ]arge parts of thcn1. Littlc by littlc, Ricci 
was accepled by Chinese scholars as onc of their own. His most impor­
tant argumcnt fcw thc compatibility of Christian faith and Confucian­
ism statcd that the lattcr, in its original form, had known a divinc bcing. 
1 Je was further eagcr to prove that thc ancestor-worship with its numcr­
ous ritcs - supposcdly incompatiblc with Christianity- was, in fact. no 

13 lbi<l. 296, used are: Moltmann, China zwischen Tao und Mao, Evnngdischc 
Kommentare 1987, 154; and Gott in der Schöpfung. Ökologische Schöpfungs­
theologie, 1985. 
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religious praxis nor thc worshipping of divinc bcings but that it only 
expresscd rcspcct and lovc trying to maintain rclationships and that 
anccstor-worship within thc fran1cwork of Confucian cthics was an 
cxprcssion of "child's lovc" - so that thcrefore a prohibition fbr Chris­
tians to takc part in such ritcs - barring certain cxccptions - was not 
ncccssary. 14 This 1ncthod, which was called accommodation, was later 
on dcvelopcd furthcr by Jcsuits in China, particularly by Joachim Bou­
vct and Jcan-Franc;ois Foucquet, and in its radicalizcd fonn it turncd 
into figuris1n. 

The French Jesuit Joachi111 Bouvct (1656-1739) is rcgardcd as thc 
foundcr of Chinese figurism and the pionccr of a Christian-theological 
interprctation of the Dao. Figurisn1 assumcd that thc classical Chinese 
texts alrcady containcd the basic tcachings of Christianity, bascd on 
carly Christian docun1cnts explaining how to deal with thc Old Testa­
ment that scemcd to suggest this intcrprctation. Figurism could refcr to 
European forcrunners: so, atnong others, Paul Berricr who was closc to 
I3ouvet had tried to provc thc cxistence of signs of original Christianity 
in different rcligions of this worJ<l, and in his work "Spcculum chris­
tianae religionis" he claims to havc found connections bctwccn Daoism 
and the Kabba]ah. 15 The figurists wcrc intcrcstcd in Daoist, Buddhist 
and Neo-Confucian texts, trying to find therc indications of Christian 
tcachings and occurrences fron1 thc Christian history of salvation. 16

Thcy wcnt as far as proposing to incorporatc classical Chinese texts 

into the Christian ca non of Holy Scriptures. 

14 Cf. Rita l-laub, Mattco Ricci (1552-1610): Gelehrter - Heiliger - Wcltcnlchrcr, 
in: China heute, Vol. XXIX, 2/2010, 115-121; Rita Haub/Paul Obcrholzcr, 
Matteo Rieci und der Kaiser von China, Würzburg 2010; Nicholas Standaert, 
Mattco Ricci shapcd by thc Chinese, in: Shcnzi 2010, No. 84, 1-15. 

15 Cf. Oliver Grasmiick, Geschichte und AktualiUit der Daoismusrezeption im 
deutschsprachigen Raum, Münster 2004, 37f.; Claudia von Collani, Die Figuris­
ten in der Chinamission, Frankfurt a. M./Uern 1981; Claudia von Collani, 
Figurismus � Anfang und Ende einer kontextuellen Theologie in China, in: 
Roman Ma\ck (ed.), "Pallbcispiel" China. Ökumenische Beiträge zu Religion, 
Theologie und Kirche im chinesischen Kontext, St. Augustin/Nettetal 1996, 
89-127.

16 er. Friedrich Huber, Das Christentum in Ost-, Süd-, und Südostasien sowie 
Australien (Kirchengeschichte in Einzeldarstellungen, vol. IV/8), Leipzig 2005, 
206-208.
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Howcver, thesc endcavours, which could be charactcrizcd by using 
thc kcy words (ritual) accornn1odation and figuris111, had only 1nargin­
ally to do with fascination or openncss to intcrreligious dialoguc but 
- at least with rcgard to thcir objcctivc function - wcrc n1cant to scrvc
intelligent apologctics n1eant to signal thc Chinese that Christianity
was not thc forcign religiousncss incompatiblc with thc Chinese con­
tcxt and philosophy of Iifc as which it had to appcar when only lookcd
at supcrficia1ly. Thc Jesuit 1nission, in particular, has again and again
bccn conccrncd with such forn1s of contcxtualisation. More than 1000
years bcfore, ßuddhistn, as a newly arriving rcligious 1nilieu, by
employing similar n1cchanis1ns, was succcssful in winning ovcr thc
Chinese worl<l of thought.

Thc rcccption of Daois1n sincc thc Wcirnar Rcpublic ancl Molt­

mann's and KII\11 Heup-Young's fascination ,vith China 

Jürgen Moltmann's investigation conccrning thc rcccption of thc Chi­
nese world of thought is föcused on thc Dao dc-jing which hc, fix thc 
sakc or si1nplicity, attributcs to Lao-tse17 . In doing so hc stays truc to a 
tcn<lcncy that could bc notcd in the intcrpretation of thc Dao sincc thc 
time of thc Wci1nar Republic. With his translation and intcrprctation of 
1911, Richard Wilhelm had introduccd the Dao dc-jing to thc Christian 
world by consciously crcating a11usions to thc conccpt of God. By 
translating clao with thc word SENSE (SINN) he cxplicitly rcfcrs to a 
passagc in Gocthc's Faust I, in which Faust on his rcturn fron1 his walk 
at Eastcr quotcs thc first words of thc Gospel of John as föl lows: "'In thc 
bcginning thcre was thc scnsc". 1 x Thc usc of capital lcttcrs 111ight bc an 
adaption of Luthcr•s rcndering of the Hcbrcw Biblc·s tctragram as 
LORD (in small caps). Accordingly and again using small capitals, hc 
translatcs Tc (De) with thc word LIFE. At thc end of chaptcr 4 thc word 

17 Jiirgen Moltmarrn, Laotsc's Tao-tc-king mit westlichen Augen gelesen, in: Dieter 

Becker (cd.), Mit dem Fremden leben, part 2, in: Missionswissenschaftlichc 

Forschungen Neue Folge, vol. 12, Erlangen 2000, 123-138. 
IX Cf. Laotsc, Tao-tc-king - Das Bu<.:h vom Sinn und Leben. Translatcd and anno­

tated cdition by Richard Wilhelm, München 1978, 24f. 
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''God" is introduccd cxplicitly against other possiblc options. 19 And 
also with his translation of thc first vcrses of chapter 14, which accord­
ing to somc scholars touches upon Trinitarian thinking, Wilhelm is 
said to suggest a closcness to Christian thcology, similar to his latcr 
translation ofthe Zhuangzi in 1912, but also, concerning a Jewish body 
of thought, similar to thc sclcctcd translations of parts of the Zhuangzi 
by Martin ßuber. 20

lt is dcbatablc whcthcr Wi1he]m's rcception and translation really 
wcre in line with thc Christian thcological way of thinking against the 
background of hirnsclf having becn a Protestant missionary to China. 
But he certainly constructed a form of Daoism that was mcant to bc a 
contrast to thc Western rational personal conccpt of God. Thc sourcc of 
knowlcdgc of Laotsc is "the mystical cntcring into a statc which gocs 
bcyond rational cognition". Herc Hexpcricnccs of supcr-consciousncss" 
takc placc. What is cxpcricnccd hcrc could '"only bc called non-bcing. 
ßut tlüs non-bcing is not just thc abscncc of somcthing but is thc sourcc 
of bcing, from which start out hcavcn and carth, time and spacc". 
Wilhelm, first of all, dctcrmincs this transccndcntal Tao which has its 
origin in thc yoga cxpcricnce but, on thc othcr han<l, also thc "cosmic 
Tao" that is dircctcd at lifc.21 Wilhclm's interpretation of Daoism calls 
to mind thc intcrprctation of Zen by thc .Japancsc scholar Suzuki 
Daisctz that, also in thc first fow dccadcs of the 20 1 ti ccntury, inspircd

thc West by drawing lines bctwccn thc analytic and dcstructivc West 
and thc soft, unaggrcssivc and unprctentious Zcn-inspircd East. In gcn­
cnd, thc cxotising and contrasting clcmcnts of Wilhclm's intcrprctation 
of Chinese philosophy may havc thc Iargcr part in his work than thc 

oncs allegcdly insinuating a closcncss of Daoism to Christian thought. 
Wilhclm's translations, in particular, havc shapcd thc rcccption his­

tory of Daoism dccisivcly and hclpcd blcnding thc so-callcd Daoist 

19 Observations by Cirasmück, ibid. 44f. 
20 Cf. Karl-! Icinz Pohl. Spielzeug des Zeitgeistes. Zwischen Anvcr\\'andlung und 

Vcrwurstung � Kritische Bestandsaufnahme der Daoismus-Rczeption im 
Westen, in: Josef Thesing/Thomas J\wc (cd.), üao in China und im Westen. 
Impulse für die moderne Gcscllsclialt aus der chinesischen Philosophie. Bonn 
1999, 29. 

21 Richard Wilhelm, Chinesische Philosophie -- Eine Einführung, Wiesbaden 2007 
(1929), 29. 
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body of thought with Wcstcrn-csoteric lincs of conccptual idcas, cvcn 
i f Wi lhclm in n1any ways distanccd hi 1nscl f fron1 thc coursc set by fig­
uns1n 

. Jiirgcn Moltn1ann 

Bclonging to the tradition of an opcn-tnindcd or cvcn cnthusiastic 
Christian rcccption of Daois1n, Jürgen Moltn1ann can look back at a 
long-standing prcoccupation with Daois1n studics sincc a journey to 
China in 1986. Moltmann docs not draw on Wilhcln1's translation but 
starts out - sccn1ingly 1neta-critical - rcfcrring to '"Western thinking" 
which "had pounccd with all of its traditional concepts on thc n1ysteri­
ous Tao", howcvcr, without understanding it.22 ßy en1ploying a numbcr 
of contrasting tcnns Moltmann tries to con1e closcr to thc Tao: claim­
ing to undcrstand = not undcrstanding; not crnnprchending = thc way 
of understanding; saying what it is, saying what it is not. Eternity; ina­
bility to give it a nainc; no demonstrablc way; sovercignty: it dcter­
tnincs everything but is not detcnnined itsclf The Tao is ctcrnal and 
without nainc, but it has a namc whcn it is at work. lt con1cs into bcing 
whcn at work, and it is effcctivc through Wu Wei, non-action. Thc Tao 
cannot bc qucricd with regard to bcing of personal or i n1pcrsonal char­
actcr - what would normally bc the interest of Western thcology whcn 
trying to link up thc Tao and the concept of God. Howcvcr, to ask 
"cither - or" would be the wrang question (125f.). Moltn1ann rcfcrs to 
mcdicval thoughts likc those of Johannes Scotus Eriugcna which lcad 
to thc mystic of Master Eckhart - in the sense of going beyond a statc­
mcnt conccrning the cxistencc of God: as thc existcncc of bcing stcms 
from the dcity, it itsclf is nothingncss. Following this state111cnt, Eck­
hart called thc dcity thc cxistcnce of being but also thc nothingness of 
bcing. For Moltmann thc Tao is "the non-bcing cxistencc, thc namcless 
namc and thc unspeakablc spcaking" and is, thcreforc, also bcyond thc 
catcgory of the ana]ogy that mediates bctwccn cquality and incquality 
(127). He rcstrains frotn thc te1nptation to n1ovc the first vcrscs of chap-

22 Moltmann 2000, 123. These are thc terms "meaning, God, way, principlc, logos, 

rcason, thc Onc" etc., ibid. 
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ter 42 close to a Trinitarian intcrprctation; instcad, hc establishcs a 
conncction betwccn chaptcr 78 and an cthic of humility. Thcrc it is 
said: 

"Nothing on carth is as soft and as wcak as water. 
Yet, in its attack on thc finn and strong it will not bc dcfeatcd by 
anything. 
Non-bcing 1nakes it easy for it." 
This mcans that "only he wins who humblcs himsclC and he who 

takcs the dirt of thc land upon hiinsclC will becomc thc king of thc 
lan<ln (130), with rcforcnce to 1s. 53 and Phil. 2,5� J 1. 

After this trip to a kcnotic thcology of Daoism, Moltmann links up 
thc biblical T heology of Creation and Taoist cosmogony. Tbc diffor­
cnccs arc quitc obvious - there thc coming into bcing of the world, hcrc 
thc Crcation; thcrc an impcrsonal or supra-personal Tao, hcrc transcen­
dcntal, personal Crcator God; thcre thc path, hcrc thc Word; thcrc thc 
mcntion of thc tcn thousands of beings, cventually also thc human 
bcing, here thc Crcation for the sake of humankind� thcrc thc human 
bcing in awc of thc law of nature, hcrc thc human bcing who, as "crc­
ated in thc imagc of God", shall "subduc" thc Earth ( 131 ). For Molt­
mann, thc only possiblc bringing togethcr of thc two divcrging idcas 
can bc sccn in thc tradition of thc Kabbalah to which Johannes Scotus 
Eriugcna scems to bc closc: thc nothingncss from which God crcatcs 
his Crcation is God himself and, thcrcforc, hc is closc to a supposcd 
Daoist position which, according to Moltmann, would maintain that 
"thc cxistencc of God thc Crcator and thc cxistcncc of his Crcation 
stcm from his concedcd 11011-being" (131 C). 

On thc basis of chaptcr 16, thc bcginning of chaptcr 40 and a vcrsc 
from chaptcr 14 of thc Dao dc-jing Moltmann starts to comparc thc - in 
his opinion - circular, c1oscd fonn of thinking of thc Daoist tcxt and 
thc opcn systc1n ofthe Christian undcrstanding of world history. In thc 
circular systcm bcginning and end would bc the samc: that is, starting 
from thc Tao and rcturning to thc Tao, whcrcas the Christian systcm 
would havc a starting point in time, thc Crcation, and movc thcn to thc 
ctcrnal Kingdon1 of God. All of this is bascd on the condition that thc 
Daoist text is rcally 111eant to convcy thc idca of a re/11r11 in a historical­
philosophical sense. But Moltmann himsclf also takcs into considcra-
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tion that "pcrhaps it 111ight only bc thc process of thc rcturning of thc 

Tao in thc Western mind" (135). 
A paral lcl that suggests itsel f sec1ns to be the onc bctwccn eh· i and 

thc Okl Testament ruah. In both cases thcrc is lifc-crcating förce and 

encrgy; eh' i, associated with yin or yang respcctivcly, is cithcr thc rcst­
ing or the moving eh' i which sustains and shapcs the 1 i fc of thc whole 

of nature, including hurnanity. Ch 'i, as statcd by Moltn1ann, is ""a sort 

of world spirit which brings to life, movcs, transforn1s and consolidatcs 

cvcrything" (136). The difTercncc betwcen thc biblical talking about 

ruah and pnewna and eh' i as thc li fc spirit of thc world is to bc found 
in the divinc quality of thc biblical spirit and in thc charactcr of thc 
impcrsonal medimn as lifo spirit of thc world for thc eh 'i (137C). How­

cvcr, eh 'i is "not only divinc but 111orc than divine bccause thc gods arc 
powcrful only 'thanks to unity'" (138 ). 

This concluding scntcncc of Molt1nann's text kecps the rcader from 

thc fact that thc idca of the divine in thc Dao dc-jing � should it bc 
applicd to thc dao or the eh 'i at all � has, of coursc , quitc a different 

n1caning than thc con1111on Western idca of God. Bcsidcs that, Molt­
mann does suggcst an cncounter of thc Dao de-jing and Christian thc­

ology but stagcs a dialoguc of a constructcd •oaoisn1' in thc cxotistic 

tradition of Wilhelm, on thc onc hand, and a rathcr sin1plifying Chris­

tian thcological conccpt, on the othcr, 111aking use of a "hermcncutics of 

cmbracc' and Christianizing Daoist idcas, whilc at smnc time contrast­

ing thcm just as Arnold Toynbec uscd to do fifty ycars ago, who sug­

gcstcd that thcrc was a Buddhist circu\ar idca of cxistcncc, time and 
history which contrasts to thc linear Judaco-Christian proccss-think­

ing, thc onc bcing an impcrsonal dynan1ics dominatcd by laws ofnaturc 
and cosmos, thc othcr a finding for 1ncaning bcing stccrcd by will and 
intcllcct. 2:i

23 Cf'. Arnold Toynhce, /\n Historian's Approach to Religion, Lerndon \95Cl. Molt­

rnann docs not givc any rcfcrcncc in his papcr so that it cannot cvcn bc known 

which translation of thc Dao dc-jing hc has uscd. 



117 

KIM l-lcup-Young: dialoguc with philosophical Confucianism 

The Prcsbytcrian thcologian KIM Hcup-Young is from South Korea 
and, as a membcr of a Confucian family, hc has intcnsivcly studicd the 
body of thought of Chinese culture. Today hc is profossor för Systcm­
atic Thcology at Kangnam Univcrsity but as hc rcccivcd thc acadcmic 
dcgrces of Master of Arts and Doctor of Thcology at Princcton Thco­
logical Seminary and Graduatc Theological Union, hc is part of thc 
international acadcmic discoursc. Also his articles which hc has pub­
lishcd in his book "'Christ and the Tao"24 arc mostly lccturcs hcld at 
international conferenccs. That is why I think it to bc justificd to placc 
him - in a broadcr sense - in thc vicinity of a Western Christian rcccp­
tion. Kirn is mcmbcr of thc International Confucian-Christian Dia­
loguc, and his contributions are thcological cxaminations or Con­
fucianism and Nco-Con fucianism. Tao is rcgardcd as a gcneral tcrm 
within Chinese thought. K im maintains a syncrctistic convcrgcncc of 
Confucian and Daoist ways of thinking that turns into a ··cultural 
linguistic matrix" which Kim brings into contact with Christian 
thcology. 

Both thcology and Confucianism havc thc task to humanizc. Thc 
most important concern of Confucianism is thc embodimcnt ofthc Tao 

through thc human bcing into a ccrtain cthical-rcligious contcxt. Kim 
initiatcs an cxchangc bctwccn thc Confucian conccpt of eh 'eng and 
Christian agape and, subscqucntly, suggcsts thc Asian conccpt of 
Christ as a Confucian wisc man. 

ßasically, hc refors to thc two - in his opinion paradigmatic - think­
crs Wang Yang-ming and Karl ßarth.25

In thc opinion of Kirn, thc tao is inhcrcnt to thc human bcing qua 
nature. H is thc spirituality of human actions, a "hcad in movcmcnt" 
(8f ). Tao mcans to follow human nature. Ch 'eng (truthfulncss) cnablcs 
thc human being to rcach thc path to thc Tao. Confucian anthropology 
assumcs that humanity (jen) is always considcration for our fcllow 

24 1 lcup Young Kirn, Christ and thc Tao, l long Kong (CCA) 2003. Thc following 
pagc numbcrs rcfcr to this book. 

25 Rcfcr f(lr morc dctail to his book: Hcup Young Kirn, Wang Yang-min and Karl 

Barth: a Confucian-Christian Dialoguc, Lanham 1996. 
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lnunan bcings (jen). According to Wang, thc core of Confucian tcach­
ings is thc inner knowlcdge about thc good (liang-chih), an optimistic 
conccption which calls to mind Mcnzius. liang-chih hc1ps to put thc 
rulc of tnutuality into action �,.,hu), to which Wang refcrs, too. Consc­
qucntly, thc hu1nan being livcs in a cosn1ic proccss oC tnutuality and 
not just in a re]ationship oftwo (16). 

As to Kim's Christian partner in dialogue, Karl Barth, there thc 
assumcd dualis1n of Law and Gospel is shapcd into a thorough unity of 
Gospel and Law, with Barth rcferring to Calvin as a thcologian of 
sancti fication. Love, as describcd in 1. Cor. 13, contai ns faith and hopc. 
Barth, in bis going bcyond thc ��Epistle to thc Ron1ans", postulates that 
in the divinity of God there hun1anity is to bc fbund: in Jesus, in thc 
paradigtn of Jesus hu1nanity a]ways tncans willing considcration for 
thc follow hutnan bcings, bcing in rclationship, living in cornmunity 
(20). Thc ontological reality of our being in Jesus is 111ct by a rclation­
ship of sanctification and instruction: thc instructions fro111 the Holy 

Spirit arc, in turn, sin1ilar to the Tao. Thc pcoplc who rcsist this onto­
Jogical relationship arc <lircctcd to discipleship, to a rca1 comprchcn­
sion of sanctification. Barth distinguishes bctwccn agape (sclf-giving 
lovc) and eros (sclf lovc). Only through the first we arc ablc to frcc 
oursclvcs from the lattcr. Thc co1nn1an<ln1cnt to lovc onc anothcr in its 
twofold oricntation towards God and thc fcllow hun1an being is no suc­
cinct ordcr to universal lovc but a "diffcrcntiatc<l lovc in shared praxis" 
(23 ). This lovc always includcs 111utual ity; it rcfcrs to a "fcllow human 

bcing" who - as a rcciprocal witncss and 111y contcn1porary - is living 
in a concrctc relationsh ip to 1nc. 

Barth and Confucianisn1 n1cct in the qucstion of humanis111: for 
Con fucianism it is thc ontological possibility of hun1an sei f:-transccnd­
cncc which is considcrcd to bc a divine installation (fron1 bclow)� for 
Barth it is thc human bcing as God's clectcd creation (from abovc). 
Both, Barth as weil as Wang, arc conccrncd with a unitcd basis of faith, 
protccting faith f'ro1n dualis111, and also with thc inclusion ofthc human 
bcing into thc proccss of realization. With that, Wang rcfcrs to Mcn­
zius and his idcntification ofn1ind/heart and principlc (24). In thc vic\V 
of Kirn, hoth have a vision of an ultimatc transccndental rcality (imma­
nent-transcendcntal in Confucianisn1, as thc gracc (of God) in Chris­
tian tcrrninology), and thcy confinn thc ontological unity of hu1nanity. 
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Wang has creatcd a dynamic confuciology of sclf-cultivation by dcvcl­
oping thc tcachings of thc "golden mcan" into a tcaching of the divinc 
rcsiding in human nature. As to Barth, it is thc doctrinc of sanctifica­
tion that summarizcs thc Christian vision of God's clcct ion of thc 
human bcing. 

Consequcntly, thc (inner) knowlcdgc of thc good, liang-chi, (Wang) 
and thc humanity of Christ (Barth) arc their rcspcctivc thcological ccn­

trcs that stand oppositc cach othcr. ßoth cmphasizc thc unity of knowl­
cdgc and action. Christ can also bc understood as thc "knowlcdgc about 

the good". S0111c of thc rnost important aspccts of divcrgencc betwccn 
thc two systcms Kin1111cntions are thc immancnt-transccndcntal oricn­
tation (Wang) in contrast to thc historical-transccndcntal oricntation 
(Barth), the ontological idcntification (Wang) comparcd with thc exis­
tential differcntiation (problem or evil) (ßarth). He outlincs this in thc 
problcm that Confucian philosophy would bc vcry strong in its '"all­
cmbracing, anthropo-cosn1ic-sagacious articulationH but rclativcly 
weak conccrning thc trcatn1cnt of historical-cxistcntial problcms, likc 
i. c. sufforing and dcath; this would bc thc strcngth of thcology, but, on
thc other hand, thcology could casily rcsort to '"cxclusivism, funda­
mcntalism or historical anthropoccntrism'' (27). Thc ontologically

anchorcd knowlcdgc about thc good tenscly corrcsponds to thc sinful
structurc of thc human bcing, and thc scriousncss of thc human will to
thc transforming power of the l loly Spirit. Ncvcrthclcss, thc instruc­

tions from the Holy Spirit havc to bc sccn as bcing in corrcspondcncc
to thc Tao, sincc thc instructions sct thc human bcing onto a coursc.

Ch'cng (sinccrity, truthfulncss) as sclf-rcalization aiming at cosmic
harmony with its rather ontological charactcr contrasts with agape as
existential dimcnsion of humanity. Ncvcrthclcss,  both mcct in thc fact
tlrnt thcy claim the inseparability of "'ontological knowlcdgc and cthi­
cal action" (30) as wcll as in their cffort to transfcr ontological rcality
to existential totality.

As coordinatcs for a Confucian-Christian unckrstanding of Christ 
Kim proposcs thc following: 
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1. Christ as thc Tao
Christ as thc path is rclated to thc Christology of Jürgen Moltrnann
which cmrhasizcs thc clement of thc path of 1 i fc, of thc ideal path of
human existcncc, of thc path of thc cosn10s. 2<,
2. Christ as paradigm of thc sage
In the majcstic hurnanity of Jesus Christ thcrc arc rcalizcd rcvcr­
cncc and truth fulncss in ulti111ate hun1an ex istcncc and in pcrfcct

unity with hcavcn.
3. Christ as eh 'eng (truthfulness) par cxccllcncc
4. Christas the unity ofjen and agape
This coordinatc rc111inds us that thc self-giving agape 1ncets its lirnit

and challcngc in Confucian sclf-critical rcciprocity.
5. Christas the knowlcdgc about thc good (liang-chih)

Christ is thc ultirnatc embodimcnt ofthc knowlcdgc about thc good, in 
him thcrc lies thc ultitnatc tic ofthc truc God and thc true hun1an bcing, 
thc ontological conncction of heavcn, hurnanity and all things� thc 
human subjcctivity is idcnti ficd with thc ontological real ity, thc "hcav­
enly principlc" (31-36). 

Kirn thinks that Asian Christians and churchcs havc answcrcd thc 
qucstion "'But who do you say that I an1?" (Mt. 16,15) n1uch too quickly 
with a traditional answcr that is oricntatcd to thc logos philosophy of 
Old Church thcology and the Niccnc Crccd and Chalcedon. Thc mcta­
phor of thc path is 1nuch morc biblical in its cxplanation of what "Chris­
topraxis" mcans. Jesus Christ as paradign1 of hun1anity rcvcals "'con­
sidcration for our fcllow human beings, bcing in rclationship, bcing in 
cncountcr, lifc and history in partncrship" (80). A Christology of thc 
wisc man adds thc aspects of cnvirontncnt and cosn1 ic d i mcnsion, and 

thc idca of mutuality and rcciprocity libcratcs frmn thc n1odcl of domi­
nancc and cxploitation. 27

In Christ as liang-chih (knowlcdgc about thc good) thcre mcct thc 
two concrctc, universal storics about God's incarnation and of human-

2(l Cf. Jürgen Moltmann, Der Weg .lcsu Christi, München 1989. 
27 Similar to his comparison of Barthand Wang, Kim also comparcs Calvin and 

thc foundcr of Korcan Nco-ConCucianism, Yi-Toegyc, both from thc 16th ccnt11ry; 

a comparison that rcsults in fin<ling astonishing doscncss betwccn thc two 

([mago Dei and T'icn-ming - John Calvin mccts Yi'Tocgyc, in: Christ and thc 
Tao, 89-120). 
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ity in thc onc story of thc inclusivc human cxistcncc, of "thc ncw 
human subjcctivity, thc ncw paradigm of radica1 humanity in thc 
cosmic anthropo-thcistic theatrc and in t hc ncw agc" (8 I ). 

Kirn plcads tor abandoning thc old thcological dichotomy of /ogos 

and praxis and fi1vours a Tao-oricnted understanding of God, a Thco­

tao. Thc character for Tao contains thc tcrms "hcad" and "n1ovcmcnt", 
meaning, according to K im, thc sourcc of bcing (logos) and thc path of 
cosmic Bccoming (praxis). Tao infix111s thc spiritual power of sin-ki, 

thc divinc lifc cncrgy, which can also 111akc the human bcing swim 
against thc tide, as Kim den1onstrates with thc help of a story by thc 
Korcan poct Ki 111 Chi-Ha ( 138-142). "Thcotao regards Jesus as thc 
ovcrlapping of thc hcavcnly Tao and thc human Tao. lt undcrstands 
Jesus as thc crucified Tao that rcveals thc path of salvation with his 
own socio-cosn1 ic biography of an exploitcd li fe. lt wclcomcs Christ as 
thc Tao of rcsurrection, as thc path of socio-cosmic rcconciliation and 
sanctification." (133) 1 nsofar as the Tao is always rnoving to thc rhythrn 
of thc complc1nentary torccs of Yin and Yang that do not stand for 
cxclusion, but for holistic mutuaJity, thc Western form of thinking in 
alternatives is ovcrcon1c. Kin1 can also dcscribc Christ as Ki, as thc 
lifc-giving encrgy spirit ("cosmogonic brcathing of thc Primordial Ki", 
175). 

Kim's thcology which focuscs cxclusivcly on thc philosophical­
thcological dialoguc with Nco-Confucian philosophy :.'i la Mcnzius 
rnkcs up ccrtain clcn1cnts of thc cxisting dialoguc thcology. so i. c. hc 
quotcs with appreciation thc suggcstion of thc Sri Lankan thcologian 
Aloisius Picris, to link dogn1a-rclated thcology (word thcology), libcra­
tion thcology and integral way thcology ( l58).2x

At thc san1c tin1e elcments of thc New Agc philosophy of thc latc 
1970s and carly l 980s arc disccrniblc. As a wholc, it is of thc type of a 
harmonistic modcl ain1cd at ovcrcoming aporia of Western thcology in 
a dialoguc with East Asian thought. 

In contrast to Moltn1ann's associations conccrning D.aoist tcxts, 
Kirn maintains a dialogue \Vith a serics of theological thcorics and 
milicus which he wants to harmonizc, bringing into dialoguc and con-

28 J\loisius Picris, firc and Watcr: Basic f ssucs in Asian Buddhism and Christian­

ity, Maryknoll 1996. 
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structing thcological tools using a new languagc which is strangc to 
Western cars - and, for that matter, for Wcstcrn-trained Eastcrn cars. 

Conclusions 

Let 111c suinmarizc my observations in somc concluding rcmarks. 
1. Thc disccrnmcnt of Chinese thought in thc 20 th ccntury aftcr

Daoist tcxts becamc known in Western languagcs n1ostly happcns by 
selection of a construct of rel igio-ph i losoph ical idcas froin Daoist­
Confucian background. Dao, yin-yang duality, eh' i, and othcr conccpts 
from the philosophical cosmology of thc ancicnt China fr1scinate thc 
West and Western- traincd Asian thinkcrs as for as to prescnt-day cso­
tcric trcnds. Tbc rcccption usually lcavcs out socio-rcl igious clcmcnts 
bcing namcd and criticiscd in fc1ninist litcraturc, such as by thc Korcan 
thcologians Kang Na1n-Soon and Sung-Hcc Lec-Linkc.29

2. These 'cncountcrs' adopt a 'hermcneutics of cn1bracc111cnt': Thc
Christian interprctation of Daoist resp. Confucian conccpts is a major 
intcntion of Moltmann, Kin1 and in1pl icitly of Küng: Kcnotic theology 
in thc Dao dc-jing, the crucified Tao, thc Tao of rcsurrcction, thc way 
of socio-cosmic rcconci1iation and hcaling. Thc othcr way round it is 
thc mystic or cosmic dimensions of traditional Christian thinking 
which arc brought to the forc and c1osc to a construction of Chinese 
thinking as advocated by Wilhelm. 

3. Anyway, it is not 1ny approach to crnnparc constructions of Chi­
nese conccpts against an allcgcd ly 'corrcct' understandi ng of Ch incsc 
phi1osophy which would asscrt to corrcspond dircctly to thc objcctivc 
rcality ofthc Chinese tcxts and othcr documcnts ofthc tradition. In any 
casc wc will havc to sclcct bctwcen various kinds of constructions -
thcrc is no such thing as an objectivc undcrstanding bcyond the world 
of our mental staging. At thc sainc time, this is not to kecp e. g. Molt­
mann, Küng and Kirn frcc from criticis1n as to thc hcrn1cncutics of 
embraccmcnt resp. idcnti fication. 

2<J Cf. Ulrich Dehn, Religionen in Ostasien und christliche Begegnungen, Frank­

furt a. M. 200<,, 120--122, 136-140. 
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4. As I took Moltmann and Kirn as cxamples, it could bc shown that
there is no one-way reccption of Eastern thinking by Western thinkcrs 
but an internationalizcd proccss which makes authors creatc an idca1-
ized construction of thc alternate rcligious 1nilicu and sclcct its clc­
mcnts for onc's purposes. This is what in thc l 990s as weil thc Korean 
theologian Chung Hyun-Kyung did whcn shc constructcd her own 
'Korcan shamanism' to cntcr into dialoguc with it and celcbratc thc 
cmpowcrment by a new thcological languagc being informed by vcr­
nacular idcas.30

5. I rathcr plcad for hcrmcncutical authenticity confossing that in
thc proccss of theological reconstruction elements arc selcctcd and 
bcing used accordi ng to thc n1ental capacitics, subjcctive frameworks, 
interactions and social conditions of the individual author. This rcsults 
in thc way of intcrcultural thcology which may turn out to be a produc­
tivc syncrctisn1 cnriching thcological languagc without asscrting to 
'understand' the other but confcss to creatc and construct it to onc's 
own m1agc. 

30 Cf. Chung Hyun Kyung, Strugglc to bc thc Sun Again, Maryknoll 1990. 




