
Front. Philos. China 2019, 14(2): 284–302 
DOI 10.3868/s030-008-019-0017-5 
 
 

 

WANG Niecai ( )  
Faculty of Political Science and Law, Zhaoqing University, Zhaoqing 526061, China;  
Center for Guangzhou and Cultural Exchange, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou 510275, 
China 
E-mail: dionysos11@163.com 

SPECIAL THEME 

WANG Niecai 

Revelation or Reason? Two Opposing Interpretations of the 
Confucian Classics during the Chinese Rites Controversy 
 
Abstract  The Four Books were a frequent point of reference in 
publications during the Chinese Rites Controversy. In the Tian Ru Yin (1664), 
the Franciscan Antonio de Santa María Caballero (1602–69) used an 
allegorical approach, interpreting the true meaning of the Chinese Classics as 
Christian revelation while rejecting the traditional reading of the Confucian 
Classics. On the contrary, the Jesuits in the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus 
(1687) used a rationalistic approach, harmonizing Western intellectualism 
with Confucianism. We shall show how these two interpretations are rooted 
in different theological traditions, leading the two sides to take opposite 
stances in the Chinese Rites Controversy. 
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1  Introduction 

The confinement of the missionaries in Guangzhou during the second half of 
the 1660s provided an opportunity to debate the issues at the heart of the 
Chinese Rites Controversy. On one side, the Franciscan Antonio de Santa 
María Caballero (1602–69) and the Dominican Domingo Fernández 
Navarrete (1610–89) considered the Chinese rites, such as the ceremonies 
honoring Confucius and family ancestors, to be religious and, therefore, 
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incompatible with Christianity; on the other side, the Jesuits argued that since 
the Chinese rites were secular rituals compatible with Catholic belief, they 
could be tolerated within certain limits. 

In order to prove their point, the Jesuits devoted themselves to the 
translation of the Four Books into Latin so as to present to Europeans the 
very thoughts of Confucius, whom they portrayed as “the Philosopher of the 
Chinese”—as clearly stated in the title of their work, the Confucius Sinarum 
Philosophus, sive Scientia Sinensis Latine Exposita (hereafter abbreviated as 
Confucius Sinarum Philosophus) (Couplet et al. 1687).1 In 1664, before 
being escorted to Guangzhou, Antonio de Santa María Caballero had already 
published in Ji’nan the Tian Ru Yin 天儒印, a short book comparing the Four 
Books with Catholic belief. Both sides in the Chinese Rites Controversy 
scoured the Four Books for evidence, which were believed to encapsulate 
Confucian thinking, but their approaches for understanding and interpreting 
the Four Books differed substantially. In the Tian Ru Yin, as we will see later, 
Caballero demonstrated a kind of allegorical interpretation steeped in 
traditional Christian exegesis. Meanwhile, the Jesuit position was in fact 
much more nuanced: on the basis of in-depth studies, Thierry Meynard 
indicates that the Jesuits developed a hermeneutics of Confucian texts using 
three complementary approaches: philosophical, political, and historical 
(Meynard 2011, 10).2 Not unlike Caballero, the Jesuits sometimes used 
allegorical interpretations. For example, in the last part of the “Proëmialis 
Declaratio” of the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, Prospero Intorcetta 
(1626−96) implied that Confucius is a prophet (Couplet et al. 1687, cxx; 
Meynard 2011, 239). Also, in the second part of the “Proëmialis Declaratio,” 
Philippe Couplet (1622−93) tried a historical approach, attempting to 
demonstrate that Fuxi 伏羲 was in fact a son of Noah, so that the Chinese are 
the descendants of Noah and the ancient Chinese obtained the revelation not 
directly from God but indirectly from the patriarchs of the Bible (Couplet et 
al. 1687, lxxiv−lxxvi; Meynard 2011, 183–85). We can find few examples of 
allegorical interpretation in the “Proëmialis Declaratio,” which was written 

                                                               
1

 For an English translation, see Meynard 2011 & 2015. 
2 Meynard indicates these three approaches are rooted in Chinese hemeneutics: the 
philosophical hermeneutics of the Song, the practical hermeneutics of the Ming, and the 
evidential hermeneutics of the early Qing. More details please see Meynard 2011, 29–77. 
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by Intorcetta and Couplet, but in producing the text of their translation of and 
commentary on the Four Books, as we will see, they operated primarily 
according to a rationalistic-philosophical approach. 
  In this article, we shall analyze the differences between those two 
interpretations and show how they are rooted in different theological 
traditions. 

2  Caballero and His Work in Shandong 

Antonio de Santa María Caballero, known in Chinese as Li Andang 利安当 
or Li Antang 李安堂, was the founder of the second Franciscan mission in 
China—the first was established during the Yuan dynasty but did not survive. 
Born in April 1602 in Baltanas, Spain, he joined the Franciscans in 1618, and 
together with the Dominican Juan Bautista Morales (1594−1664) arrived in 
Fujian Province in April 1633. Morales and Caballero were the first 
missionaries to establish themselves in China since the arrival of the Jesuits 
and opposed both the Chinese Rites and the policy of accommodation 
established by Matteo Ricci (1552–1610). After visiting the houses of the 
Chinese Christians, Caballero was convinced that the rites for venerating the 
ancestors and Confucius were idolatrous. In his own mission area, he forbade 
Chinese Catholics from performing those rites. In September 1636, Caballero 
was sent back to the Philippines by the Franciscans and Dominicans to 
discuss the Chinese Rites, marking the end of his first stay in China. 

In 1649, at the request of the Dominicans in China, Caballero returned to 
China. After several setbacks and with the help of the Jesuits, he arrived at 
Ji’nan in Shandong Province in October 1650. Since he was opposed to the 
Jesuit policy of accommodation, Caballero preferred to propagandize 
Christian doctrines directly to Chinese people, especially among the lower 
classes. After a long period of hard work in Jinan, Caballero harvested the 
fruits of his approach: before his arrest on 25 January 1665, he had baptized 
around 1,000 Chinese in Shandong.3 Then, he was brought via Peking to 
Canton along with most other missionaries stationed in China, where he died 
on 13 May 1669. 

                                                               
3 For Caballero’s biography, see Rosso 1976, and Fang 1988, 108. 
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Besides his missionary work, Caballero also wrote a few books. We know 
that he authored three Chinese works before November 1653, but we do not 
know exactly which three (Rosso 1976, 26; Mungello 2001, 31–32). One is 
the Wanwu Benmo Yueyan 万物本末约言 (Compendium about the Origin 
and End of All Things), a short book of about 2,640 Chinese characters, 
which was essentially an enchiridion introducing the cardinal truths of 
Catholicism.4 Both in the preface and the text, Caballero emphasizes one 
point: there is only one sacrificial rite for the Lord of the universe, namely the 
Catholic Mass. 

His second work was the Zhengxue Liushi 正学鏐石 (Touchstone of the 
True Doctrine), which was much longer than the former work, containing 
around 27,500 Chinese characters.5 Consisting of eight sections, it explained 
the difference between Catholic and Confucian concepts, including God 
(Tianzhu 天主) and Taiji 太极, God and Shangdi 上帝, God and the physical 
heavens, Taiji and li qi 理气, the universe and living beings, men and 
creatures, spirits and sacrifices, and life and soul. 

Caballero also left letters and a treatise about the Chinese rites written in 
Guangzhou just before his death: Tratado que se remitió al muy R. P. Luís de 
Gama de la Compañia de Jesús, Visitator de la Provincias de Japón y China 
de la misma Compañia sobre algunos puntos a este misión de la gran China 
(Treatise which was given to R. P. Luís de Gama of the Society of Jesus, 
Visitor of the Jesuit Provinces of Japan and China, about some points 
concerning the mission of Great China) (Archive of the Propaganda Fide). In 
1701, this treatise was completely published for the first time in Paris in a 
French version with the treatise of the Jesuit Niccolò Longobardo 
(1565−1654) as Traité sur quelques Points importants de la Mission de la 
Chine (Treatise about Some Important Points of the Mission of China). Since 
the treatise attracted the attention of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the French 

                                                               
4 It may have been written between 1650 and 1660 together with Buenaventura Ibáñez 
(1610−91), and first published in Ji’nan, though no copy has been preserved. Around 1680, 
Ibáñez revised the work and published it in Guangzhou. One copy of the revised edition is 
found in Paris at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BNF), Chinois 6971. 
5 It was probably written in 1644, and reprinted in 1698 in Ji’nan after Caballero’s death by his 
Chinese friend and collaborator Shang Huqing. Two editions can be found at BNF, Chinois 
7154 and 7156. The latter is a manuscript. However, Mungello insists that this book was 
written by Shang Huqing; see Mungello 2009, 42–43. 
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version of Caballero’s treatise and Longobardo’s treatise were inserted into 
the correspondence of Leibniz (1646−1716): Christian Kortholt (ed.), Viri 
illustris Godefredi Guil. Leibnitii Epistolae ad diversos..., Vol. II. 

3  The Tian Ru Yin and Caballero’s Allegorical Approach to 
the Four Books 

The Tian Ru Yin was written before Caballero’s arrest in 1664 with the help 
of Shang Huqing 尚祜卿, a Chinese literatus and a deposed county magistrate 
of Shandong Province who converted to Christianity.6 Mungello translates 
the title as “Imprints of the Heavenly Teaching and the Literati Teaching” 
(Mungello 2001, 33), but it may be better translated as “Heavenly Imprints 
on the Confucian Teaching.” The twentieth century historian Fang Hao 方豪 
had offered a Latin description of this work as “Concordance of Catholic 
Doctrine with the Chinese Four Books” (Concordantia legis divinae cum 
quatuor libris Sinicis) (Fang 1988, 108). The whole text is about 7,500 
Chinese characters and consists of thirty-five sections, each one quoting a 
short excerpt from the Four Books. There are fourteen quotes from the Lunyu 
论语 (Analects), fourteen from the Zhongyong 中庸 (Doctrine of the Mean), 
four from the Mengzi 孟子 (Mencius), and three from the Daxue 大学 
(Great Learning).  

The Chinese name of the book and the Latin short description given by 
Fang Hao reflect Caballero’s desire to find Catholic doctrine in the Four 
Books. In order to help the reader to understand the title and the text of the 
work, Shang Huqing wrote an introduction and also invited the famous 
literatus Wei Xuequ 魏学渠 to write a preface. Wei commends the teaching 
as deep and far-reaching and also compliments the Four Books.7 He also 
says that “all the people in the world share the same heaven, the same heart, 
and the same teaching.”8 In his own introduction, Shang indicates that God is 
a sort of original seal (yuanyin 原印) and that the whole universe and the rule 
of the universe, including the thoughts of Confucius and the Confucian 

                                                               
6 There is one edition at BNF, Chinois 7148, handwritten by Shang Huqing.  
7 “頃見利先生《天儒印》说，義幽而至顯，道博而極正，與四子之書相得益彰。” (BNF Chinois 
7148, xu 2a). 
8 “蓋四海內外，同此天，則同此心，亦同此教也。” (BNF Chinois 7148, xu 2b). 
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teaching, are all imprints of that original seal.9 Even the sage Confucius 
himself is an imprint of the original seal, being sent out by God. However, 
people only know they have to respect Confucius, while completely ignoring 
the source of the sage and the source of the universe. 

Shang’s introduction and Wei’s preface shed some light on Caballero’s 
intention in writing the Tian Ru Yin, that is, to find the imprint (yin 印) of the 
seal of Catholic doctrine in the Four Books. That is to say, Caballero 
discovered thirty-five passages of the Four Books that he saw as expressing 
Catholic doctrine. For Caballero, there is only one universal and authentic 
teaching (jiao 教), which has multiple manifestations in historical cultures 
and texts—even in the Confucian texts which antedated the coming of Jesus. 
Let us examine Caballero’s evidence.  

First, there are many Chinese words and expressions in the Four Books 
which he believes are indicative of the Christian God or Tianzhu 天主. In the 
famous incipit of the Daxue (Daxue zhi dao, zai ming mingde, zai qinmin, zai 
zhiyu zhishan 大学之道，在明明德，在亲民，在止于至善), Caballero regards 
“zhishan 至善 ” here as an equivalent for God because only God is 
“supremely good” (zhishan) and thus declares this statement to be “a 
discussion of supernatural matters” (chao xingxue lun 超性学论).10 Indeed, 
while in Christian theology only God is the “Summum Bonum,” according to 
Zhu Xi 朱熹 “zhishan,” which literally translates as “the highest good,” 
means “the natural limit of the principles of things” (shili dangran zhi ji 事理

当然之极),11 and thus Caballero’s understanding of it as “supernatural” or 
“beyond nature” is problematic. The first sentence of the Daxue is 
programmatic and could be translated as: “The purpose of the Great Learning 
is to make the learner illustrate his natural virtue, to renovate other people, 
and to achieve and rest in the highest excellence.” As a matter of fact, “the 
highest excellence” or “zhishan” refers to human virtue and thus should 
belong, according to the Western classification, to the realm of nature 
(yinxing zhi xue 因性之学) rather than to that of the supernatural. Clearly, 
Caballero is theologizing the humanistic meaning of zhishan. In addition, he 

                                                               
9 “以故大主之造物也，殆如朱印之印楮帛，楮制之印非可执之为印，斯印之迹耳。” (BNF Chinois 
7148, shuo 1a). 
10 “惟天主可云至善，则至善即天主也。” (BNF Chinois 7148, 1b). 
11 “至善，则事理当然之极也。” (Zhu 1983, 3). 
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insists that “ben 本” and “shiyou zhongshi 事有终始” in the Daxue; “tianming 
天命,” “zhicheng 至诚” and “daben 大本” in the Zhongyong; “Tian 天” in the 
Lunyu; and “Shangdi” in the Mengzi all indicate the Christian God. He also 
finds attributes of God in the texts, especially in the Zhongyong, including 
His omniscience, omnipotence, and omnipresence,12 as well as His lack of 
beginning and end.13 Not only does Caballero insist that “chengzhe 诚者 
(sincerity)” refers to God, but he goes a step further, stating that the sentence 
“chengzhe zicheng ye, er dao zidao ye (诚者自成也，而道自道也)” in the 
Zhongyong is equivalent to God’s self-definition as “I am that I am” in 
Exodus 3:14,14 making “zicheng (自成)” and “zidao 自道” attributes of God. 

Second, Caballero affirms that besides notions of God, traces of Catholic 
sacraments can be found in the Four Books. For example, the Daxue reports 
the story about Cheng Tang, the founder of the Shang dynasty who had 
engraved on his bathing tub the words: “If you can one day renovate yourself, 
do so from day to day; Yea, let there be daily renovation” (gou rixin, riri xin, 
you rixin 苟日新，日日新，又日新). In the Confucian tradition, especially in 
neo-Confucianism, Cheng Tang’s bathing tub inscription is explained as 
referring to the second step of the programme of the Daxue—that is, the 
renovation of people’s mind-heart, qinmin 亲民 or xinmin 新民,15 meaning 
that people should keep away from evil, just like taking a bath every day to 
wash away the dust on their body. For Caballero however, the words 
engraved on the bathing tub of Cheng Tang refer to two sacraments of the 
Church. First, “rixin 日新” refers to baptism, “using the holy water to wash 
the head, and using the water contained in the tub to wash body and soul.”16 

                                                               
12 “《中庸》雲：‘及其至也，雖聖人亦有所不知焉。’ 蓋言惟天主則無所不知也。又雲：‘及其至

也，雖聖人亦有所不能焉。’ 蓋言惟天主則無所不能也。又雲：‘鳶飛戾天，魚躍於淵。’ 言其上

下察也。天淵、魚鳥，何一非造物主之化生、所充貫乎？上下察者，非以明天主無所不在之義乎？” 
(BNF Chinois 7148, 4b–5a). 
13 “凡物有有始有終者，有有始無終者，惟天主無始無終。無始，是以能始物，而爲物之始；無

終，是以能終物，而爲物之終。故曰：‘誠者，物之終始。’” (BNF Chinois 7148, 8b). 
14 “《中庸》雲：‘誠者自成也，而道自道也。’ 萬物不能自成，俱受成於天主。惟天主則靈明自

立，而不受成於萬物，故曰自成。天主凡所行爲，皆由本性之欲，而行其所欲行，絕無有引於先，

而能道之者；亦無有從於後，而能踐之者，故曰自道。” (BNF Chinois 7148, 7b–8a). 
15 朱熹《四書章句集注》：“右傳之二章。釋新民。” (Zhu 1983, 5). 
16 “天學定初入門者，有領聖洗之禮。以聖水洗額，用盤承之，外滌其形，內滌其神。蓋令人潔

己求進，去舊以歸新也。獨以銘沐浴之盤者，若於領聖洗之禮有默符焉。” (BNF Chinois 7148, 
2b–3a). 
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Second, “riri xin 日日新” refers to sacramental confession: “The one who 
has been baptized has removed the guilt of the original sin, but he still has 
actual sin in his thoughts, words and actions,” and therefore there is still need 
for confession. 17  For Caballero, “you rixin 又日新” refers to frequent 
confessions after baptism, so that Grace can be restored in the soul of the 
believer, who may gain eternal life.18 

Thirdly, besides the notions of God and the sacraments, Caballero also 
finds Christian moral codes and virtues in the Four Books. For example, he 
interprets “zhongshu 忠恕” in the Zhongyong19 as the two most important 
commandments, the love of God and the love for the neighbor, saying that 
“zhong” means that the subjects love their monarch, and “shu” means doing 
unto others as you would like others to do unto you and loving yourself and 
others. Since God is the monarch of the universe, without the love of God 
there is no “zhong,” and without the love for the neighbors there is no 
“shu.”20 In the same way, “ji suo buyu, wu shiyu ren (己所不欲，勿施於人)” 
in the Lunyu agrees with Christ’s command to love your neighbor, and 
Caballero offers a number of explanations in this sense. Furthermore, he 
interprets the concept of “duxin 篤信” in the Lunyu in relation to the first of 
the three Christian virtues, “shengxin 圣信 (Faith),” which he describes as 
the basis of the two other virtues, “shengwang 圣望 (Hope)” and “sheng’ai 
圣愛 (Love).” Not only does Caballero’s interpretation not conform with the 
teaching of Augustine, who considered Love as the basis of Faith and Hope, 
but it also deviates greatly from the traditional Chinese reading according to 
which Confucius asked the literati to keep learning and remain steadfast to 
the right way. In this sense, duxin means “sincere faith” not in God, but in 
one’s moral capability. 

                                                               
17 “至於日新又新之說，是又天學悔解之義。凡領洗以滌除原罪也。此後又有本罪，或思或言或行，

義士一日七落，恒人能免無過。倘不知解悔，則愆尤業積，所謂自作孽，不可活矣。是以天學複

有告解之禮。” (BNF Chinois 7148, 3a). 
18 “信能日新又新如是，吾主聖訓所謂‘活水溢於其腹’是也，可望沾聖寵獲常生矣。洗解二規，聖

教曠恩，缺一不可。有志洗心者，或亦讀盤銘而興起也乎。” (BNF Chinois 7148, 3b). 
19 “忠恕違道不遠。” (Zhu 1993, 23). 
20 “夫忠者，臣愛君之稱；恕者，即不欲勿施，人己相愛之義。天主既爲天地大君，不愛天主可

謂忠乎？欲愛天主，而不愛天主所愛之人，可謂恕乎？故所雲忠者，即聖誡所謂‘愛天主萬有之上’；
所雲恕者，即聖誡所謂‘愛人如己’是也。愛主愛人，如南北兩極不容缺一。不愛主，斷不能愛人；

不愛人，稱不得愛主。先儒曾言：‘無忠做恕不出。’此語可謂得其旨矣。但學者莫不知有夫子之道，

試於忠恕二義而究心焉，其或庶幾於天學乎？” (BNF Chinois 7148, 19a–19b). 



WANG Niecai 292

Perhaps after having read some of the Chinese books written by the Jesuits, 
particularly the Tianzhu Shiyi 天主实义 by Matteo Ricci, Caballero realized 
the importance of the Confucian classics in China. According to Eugenio 
Menegon, Ricci was educated in Rome at a time of great interest in “Ancient 
Theology” (prisca theologia), and he seems to have accepted some ideas 
regarding the monotheism of ancient civilizations. However, Ricci’s 
theological outlook is mostly based on Thomism and Aristostelianism. After 
having deeply studied the Confucian Classics, Ricci sincerely believed that 
the Confucian Classics featured elements of an ancient monotheistic tradition 
and that he could teach the Chinese the true meaning of their own classics, 
which they had lost after the introduction of foreign heresies and the passing 
of time (Menegon 2013, 198).  

Like the Tianzhu Shiyi, the Tian Ru Yin was written in Chinese for Chinese 
catechumens and literati.21 Like Ricci, Caballero thought that he could 
recover revelation in the Four Books. But unlike Ricci, the monotheism of 
ancient China was not obtained from the human reason of the ancient 
Chinese, but was directly given by God. Ricci also limited his recovery of the 
ancient theology of the Chinese to certain fundamental notions, like the 
existence of God, the human reverence for God, and the immortality of the 
soul, while Caballero found in the Four Books not only ideas about the 
Christian God, but also the sacraments and theological virtues. Unlike Ricci, 
Caballero limited the valuable part of the Chinese Classics to only thirty-five 
passages, rejecting everything else as worthless. Not even Cheng Tang or 
Confucius knew the true and complete meaning of their classics until the 
missionaries came to China and uncovered it. Unlike Ricci, Caballero was 
not interested in understanding the Confucian Classics in depth, but wanted 
only to take advantage of superficial similarities. Clearly Caballero’s 
approach to the Four Books is a kind of allegorical interpretation steeped in 
traditional Christian exegesis. Just as the church Fathers sought to find in the 
Old Testament truths which receive their authentic meaning only with the 
revelation of Jesus−Christ, Caballero found in the Four Books truths which 
can be understood correctly only in light of Christian revelation. The 

                                                               
21 For a comparison between Tianzhu Shiyi and Tian Ru Yin, please see Wu 2013, 93–95. She 
offered more details concerning the 8 sections, and compared them with Zhu Xi’s Sishu 
Zhangju Jizhu. 
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Christian predilection for allegory was greatly facilitated by the Gospels 
themselves, which featured instances of Jesus interpreting passages of the 
Old Testament in relation to himself. Clearly, Caballero’s allegoric 
interpretation of the Four Books presents much greater difficulties and 
challenges to the Chinese hermeneutical tradition. 

4  The Background of the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus 

In comparison with Caballero and his works, there is much more research on 
the Jesuits and their writings, especially their famous translation of the 
Confucian Classics, Confucius Sinarum Philosophus. This work was 
considered an “encyclopedia of Chinese thought” by Henri de Lubac.22 
Although edited by Philippe Couplet and published in Paris in 1687,23 it was 
in fact the culmination of over a century of Jesuit attempts to translate the 
Four Books into European languages, starting with Michele Ruggieri 
(1543–1607) and Matteo Ricci. The work contains the translation of three of 
the Four Classics: Daxue, Zhongyong, and Lunyu. Perhaps the Mencius was 
not included because of its length. Couplet and another Jesuit, Prospero 
Intorcetta, wrote a long introduction so as to present Confucius as a 
philosopher that European intellectuals could understand. Recently Thierry 
Meynard has translated into English and annotated the Latin translations of 
the Daxue and Lunyu. According to him, the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus 
went through three different stages: first it was a manual for Jesuits in China, 
intended to help them learn the language using the Confucian Classics. Then, 
during the quarrel between missionaries about the correct understanding of 
Chinese rituals, the translation was conceived of as a tool for training the 
missionaries in “the Jesuit reading” of the Confucian Classics that could 
support the intellectual foundations of the Jesuit missionary approach. Finally, 
moving from China to Europe, the translation went beyond the small circle of 
China missionaries and was designed as a tool for propagating to the 
academic community, political powers, and Church authorities a certain 
vision of China (Meynard 2011, 3). 
                                                               
22 See Lubac 2000, 67, cited in Meynard 2011, ix. 
23  Co-author with Prospero Intorcetta (1625–96), Henriques Herdtrich (1625–84), and 
François de Rougemont (1624–76). 
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  The last two stages are closely linked with the Chinese Rites Controversy. 
During the second stage, the missionaries held a meeting known as the 
“conference of Guangzhou” (Standaert 2001, 313; Meynard 2011, 8).24 
Caballero argued during the conference that the Chinese adored Confucius 
and the ancestors in a manner akin to Buddhist and Daoist gods or the 
divinities of popular religion, and thus concluded that the ceremonies towards 
them were religious in nature. After the conference, the Jesuits wanted to 
develop an understanding of the Chinese Rites according to the thought of 
Confucius and the Confucian Classics, so under Intorcetta’s guidance the 
Jesuits added copious translations drawn from Chinese commentaries. As 
Meynard writes, “the Confucian classics were called upon to testify to the 
legitimacy of the Jesuit missionary policy”; they treated “ancient 
Confucianism as a completely rational philosophy, free from the stain of 
superstition” (Meynard 2011, 10). Before the third stage, Navarrete, one of 
the opponents of the Chinese Rites and of the Jesuit policy, sneaked back to 
Europe and published his Tratados historicos, politicos, ethicos y religiosos 
de la monarchia de China (1676), which brought the Chinese Rites 
Controversy in Europe to a new level and reignited the conflict on a grand 
scale.25 After a delay of almost two decades, Couplet found the translations 
in manuscript form in Rome and took more than one year to edit them, and 
finally published them in Paris in 1687 with the support of King Louis XIV.26 
At last, the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus was published as a show of 
support to the Jesuit policy and to the Chinese Rites. It offered to the 
Europeans not only the Confucian texts but also comments by authoritative 
commentators and important academic, philological, and historical notes with 
a detailed chronology by Couplet. In a word, it was a scholarly translation. 

5  The Jesuits’ Rationalistic Approach in Comparison with 
Caballero’s Approach 

As we know, the Jesuits were opposed to Caballero and Navarrete on the 
question of the Chinese Rites, and they also had different approaches towards 

                                                               
24 Details on this conference can be found in Cummins 1993. The agreement of 1668 between 
missionaries, detailed in 42 points, can be found in Pacheco 1668, 162, 253−56. 
25 See Meynard 2011, 19. For a brief introduction to this work, see Ellis 2006. 
26 About the editing work of Couplet and more details, see Meynard 2011, 15–17. 
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the Confucian Classics. We shall compare Caballero’s Tian Ru Yin with 
corresponding passages translated and commentated upon in the Confucius 
Sinarum Philosophus.  

The translation of the first sentence of the Daxue in Confucius Sinarum 
Philosophus is: “The great plan of learning, especially for men of princely 
rank, consists in refining, or cultivating, the rational nature” bestowed from 
heaven, so that this one [the rational nature], like the clearest mirror, returns 
to its original clarity, by removing stains of depraved desires. “It consists 
next in renewing or reforming the people,” through one’s own example and 
encouragement. “Finally, it consists in standing firmly or in persevering in 
the supreme good.” By this, the interpreters mean that all actions are in the 
most perfect conformity with a right reason. Those three characterizations 
summarize the whole book.27 

From this translation, we can see first that the Jesuits translated the 
Confucian Classics almost literally and even placed numbers beside Latin 
words to allow direct correspondence with the Chinese characters. Secondly, 
they selectively translated passages from the neo-Confucian commentaries of 
Zhu Xi and his followers to support their view of ancient Confucianism.28 
Thirdly, the Jesuits used philosophical concepts, often drawn from 
scholasticism, to translate Confucian concepts, for example translating 
“mingde 明德” as “rationalis natura (rational nature),” “qinmin 亲民” as 
“renovando seu reparando populum (renewing or reforming the people),” 
and “zhishan 至善” as “summum bonum (the supreme good).” Compared 
with Caballero’s interpretation of “zhishan” as an equivalent for God, the 
Jesuits’ understanding is closer to the text. 

Concerning the Zhongyong, we can examine the Jesuit translation of the 
first sentence “Tianming zhi wei xing, shuaixing zhi wei dao, xiudao zhi wei 

                                                               
27 “Magnum adeóque virorum Principum, sciendi institutum consistit in expoliendo, seu 
excolendo rationalem naturam à coelo inditam; ut scilicet haec, ceu limpidissimum speculum, 
abstersis pravorum appetituum maculis, ad pristinam claritatem suam redire possit. Constitit 
deinde in renovando seu reparando populum, suo ipsius scilicet exemplo & adhortatione. 
Constitit demùm in sistendo firmiter, seu perseverando in summo bono; per quod hîc 
Interpretes intelligi volunt summam actionum omnium cum rectâ ratione conformitatem. 
Atque haec tria sunt, ad quae reliqua hujus libri reducuntur” (Couplet et al. 1687, 1). For the 
English translation see Meynard 2011, 332. 
28 The last sentence of the quotation comes from Zhu Xi’s commentary: “Those three consist 
in the program of the Daxue” (三者，大學之綱領也). 
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jiao 天命之谓性，率性之谓道，修道之谓教”: 
 
That which has been instilled in man by heaven is called the rational nature: 
that which conforms to this nature and follows it is called the rule, or in 
agreement with reason. To restore this rule into practice through 
self-control and moderation of one’s possessions in accordance with the 
rule is called instruction, or the training of the virtues. (Couplet et al. 1687, 
Liber Secundus, 40)29 

 
Again we can see the Jesuits attempted to use concepts or notions drawn from 
European philosophy and were not always faithful to the original. Here we 
can observe the effects of the Jesuits’ interpretative choices, by which they 
opened up the Confucian Classics to a comparison with European intellectual 
traditions. Here, the Jesuits understood correctly the Chinese word jiao (教) 
as “the training of the virtues” and bestowed upon it a philosophical 
interpretation. But in Caballero’s Tian Ru Yin, jiao is equated with Catholic 
teaching and explained as consisting of three parts: the Ten Commandments 
inherent to human nature, the scriptural doctrine, and the doctrine of Grace. 

In the Tian Ru Yin, Caballero interpreted only a few sentences of the Lunyu. 
Since he really wanted to uncover the true meaning of the Chinese funeral 
rites for the ancestors, he cited “shenzhong zhuiyuan 慎终追远” from the 
Lunyu, and interpreted “zhong 终” as the Four Last Things (Simo 四末) in 
Catholic teaching: Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.30 In the third part of 
Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, the Jesuits offered a complete translation of 
Lunyu, translating “Zengzi yue: ‘Shenzhong zhuiyuan, minde guihou yi.’ ” (曾
子曰：“慎终追远，民德归厚矣。”) as follows: 

 
Zengzi says: “Those who govern the country and have a duty to enlighten 
others through their example should be very precise and accurate in 
practicing the funeral rites when their own parents die. At that time, they 

                                                               
29 “Id quod à caelo est homini inditum dicitur natura rationalis: quod huic conformatur 
natura[e] & eam consequitur, dicitur regula, seu consentaneum rationi, restaurare quoad 
exercitium hanc regulam se suaque per eam moderando, dicitur institutio, seu disciplina 
virtutum.” The English translation is offered by the author of this paper. 
30 “‘終’者，即天學所雲四終也。一身死，二審判，三天堂，四地獄也。” 
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should renew the pious memory of them with mourning and the solemn 
pomp which is owed to them. Also, they should attend the annual rituals 
and festivals for dead parents, even though they died long ago. This way, 
the virtue of the people (regarding filial piety and respect), weakened by 
the passing and corruption of times, will be restored to its original vigor 
and scope.” All the subjects will conform themselves to the example of the 
officers in power. This passage silently blames those who spend money 
sparingly on the burial of their parents, even though they do not spare 
lamentations and tears. (Couplet et al. 1687, Liber Tertius, Pars Prima, 6)31 
 

Here we can observe one of the difficulties faced by the Jesuits as translators: 
How to translate the full meaning of such a condensed text? Nevertheless 
they have tried very hard to explain the meaning of the Chinese texts and not 
to superimpose revelation on the texts, even when they do that in a scholastic 
and Aristotelian tradition. They strive to be faithful to the original when they 
translate “zhong 终” as “the funeral rites when their parents die.” With the 
noteworthy word “parents,” mention is made of the intense piety due to 
ancestors, which is part of the familial and social fabric of Chinese society, 
and of the important but not immediately religious rite attached to it. 

In the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, the designation of Confucius as a 
philosopher requires that the vocabulary used in the translation come from a 
philosophical lexicon. Since philosophical investigation was generally 
understood by Europeans at the time to exclude revelation, the Jesuits sought 
to find equivalents for Confucian vocabulary in philosophical concepts 
attainable by natural reason alone. However, for Caballero, God’s 
omnipresence extended even to the desire of the soul and the depths of the 
human heart, as Augustine put it. The descent of God among men means that 

                                                               
31 “Cem çù ait: Qui rempublicam gubernant, ac caeteris exemplo suo praelucere debent, 
siquidem exacti sedulique fuerint in observatione rituum funebrium, quando contigerit 
parentes eorum vita fungi; tum vero lugentis animi sensu, necnon splendore quodam & 
apparatu justa illis persolvendo, renovent item piam illorum memoriam, & annuos ritus atque 
parentalia, quamvis a multo tempore jam diem obierint, fiet sanè ut extenuata jam lapsu 
vitioque temporum populi virtus (quod ad pietatem observantiamque filialem spectat) 
restituatur pristino suo vigori atque amplitudini; & subditi omnes ad exemplum eorum qui 
magistratum gerunt, se componant. Tacitè nonnullos hic arguit, qui in parentum suorum funere 
parcebant sumptibus, tametsi lamentis lacrymisque non parcerent.” For the English translation, 
see Meynard 2015, 108. 
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He must be somehow already here. And the consent of man through faith is 
the loving reception of God’s ever present grace; He is the only One worthy 
of true veneration. 

As a philosophical investigation, the Jesuits’ approach consciously avoids 
the attribution of religious meaning to the Chinese rites, especially 
concerning ancestors. In their philosophical reconstruction of Confucianism, 
the Jesuits do not accept the atheistic or agnostic interpretations imputed to 
Zhu Xi and other neo-Confucianists, but nor do they turn Confucianism into 
a theology. Nevertheless, Caballero understands Chinese Rites and 
veneration in a strict and narrow sense. Of course, since there is no god other 
than the Christian one, any resemblance of veneration not directed towards 
God must be discouraged and even eliminated. 

As shown above, both Caballero and the Jesuit authors of the Confucius 
Sinarum Philosophus were interested in the Four Books, but their approaches 
for understanding and interpreting the Confucian Classics were in opposition. 
Caballero shared the same approach with his ally Navarrete, who, according 
to Meynard, remains attached to the traditional Christian hermeneutics of the 
allegory, searching behind each word of Confucius for the higher truth of a 
Christian allegory (Meynard 2011, 21–24). On the contrary, the Jesuits 
developed a very rationalistic approach and paid a great deal of attention to 
the text and its commentaries. 

6  The Franciscan and Jesuit Traditions 

Chinese scholars were at first hostile towards Caballero’s Tian Ru Yin, 
asserting that Caballero’s interpretation was too far-fetched and deviated too 
much from the original text and the Confucian tradition (Chen 2001; Liu 
2006). More recent Chinese scholarship is more positive, suggesting that 
Caballero created a brand new meaning for the original text, making Tian Ru 
Yin a good example of cross-cultural hermeneutics (Wu 2013; Pan 2014). 
However, scholars have largely ignored the influence of the Rites 
Controversy on Tian Ru Yin and Caballero’s purpose in writing the work. 

According to the historical stages of the Chinese Rites Controversy devised 
by Zhang Guogang, both the Tian Ru Yin and the Confucius Sinarum 
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Philosophus belong to the second stage, from 1656 to 1697.32 During that 
stage, the controversy did not receive much attention in Europe, but 
simmered among the missionaries in China. Caballero and the Jesuits chose 
opposing approaches for interpreting the Four Books undoubtedly because of 
their different attitudes toward the Chinese Rites. As Caballero condemned 
the Chinese Rites and the Jesuits’ policy in China, he accordingly interpreted 
the Confucian Classics as Catholic revelation and insisted that Confucian 
tradition had misunderstood the texts. On the contrary, since the Jesuits 
attempted to legitimize Confucianism, their translation and interpretation of 
the Confucian Classics in the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus was precisely 
intended to present a rational version of the Confucian Classics. 

The true differences between their respective approaches, however, are 
rooted in their different preaching methods and theological traditions. Since 
the Franciscans were usually more interested in evangelization, they believed 
their primary mission in China was to preach directly to the Chinese and 
focused on evangelizing among the lower classes. Moreover, the Franciscans 
were trained in the Augustinian tradition and were especially influenced by 
two famous medieval Franciscan theologians, Saint Bonaventure (1221–74) 
and Duns Scotus (1266–1308). Bonaventure defended the divine illumination 
theory, emphasized by Augustine, according to which authentic knowledge 
requires illumination (Pasnau 2015).33 Duns Scotus is strongly associated 
with voluntarism, emphasizing the priority of God’s will in the production of 
human acts over God’s reason, which was stressed by intellectualism. In the 
context of the Franciscan tradition, we can understand why Caballero insists 
that the true meaning of the Four Books is revelation, and can be uncovered 
only by Christianity. 

The Jesuit order was founded during the Counter-Reformation and was 
deeply influenced by the intellectualist theology of Thomas Aquinas and by 
Renaissance humanism. Hence, they put greater emphasis on intellectual 
research and cultural pursuits. In China, the Jesuits operated on the 
presupposition of a universal human reason shared between Europe and 

                                                               
32 According to Zhang Guogang, 1611–56 is the first stage, 1656–97 is the second, 1697–1710 
the third, and 1711–42 the last (Zhang and Wu 2003, 191). 
33 The divine illumination doctrine holds that human beings require special divine assistance 
in their ordinary cognitive activities. 
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China. They found intellectualism in Confucian Classics, particularly in their 
interpretation of Zhu Xi. In the context of the Chinese Rites Controversy, 
they tried to unite the intellectual traditions of Platonism and Aristotelian 
Thomism with those of China—in particular Confucius, Mencius, and Zhu 
Xi—striving to convince European readers by offering a translation of the 
Four Books with commentaries. 

7  Conclusion 

It cannot be denied that Caballero succeeded in his work of evangelization, 
baptizing about one thousand Chinese (Rosso 1976, 26). Yet his 
interpretation of the Four Books in the Tian Ru Yin had little influence on 
cross-cultural communication. In this book aimed at a Chinese readership, 
Caballero intended to convince the Chinese of the presence of Catholic 
revelation in the Confucian Classics. However, during and after the 
Guangzhou Conference, he repudiated outright the Confucian Classics and 
maintained that the Chinese ritual practice of honoring family ancestors was 
akin to idolatry.34 Although the Jesuits were ultimately defeated in the 
Chinese Rites Controversy, their acculturation policy was finally accepted by 
the church in 1939 by Pius XII, who reversed the Chinese Rites decision, and 
the Confucius Sinarum Philosophus laid a firm foundation in Europe for 
Sinology, being held up as an example of cross-cultural communication. 

After the Tian Ru Yin, Caballero himself gave up the allegorical approach, 
but the Jesuit Figurists developed the allegorical interpretation focused on the 
ancient Confucian Classics, especially the Yijing 易经 . 35  The Catholic 
church and most Chinese intellectuals did not accept the Figurist approach or 
their theory. However, the rational approach of the Confucius Sinarum 

                                                               
34 In the report he wrote to the Jesuit Visitor Luis da Gama, dated 9 April 1668, Caballero 
quoted the Four Books several times to show that Confucius and the ancient Chinese offered 
the ancestors a superstitious and idolatrous worship. For example, Analects 7.34 reports that 
Confucius was sick and, when his disciple Zilu offered to pray for him, Confucius said that he 
himself had prayed to the spirits for a long time. For Caballero, this indicates that, long before 
Confucius, the ancient Chinese performed sacrificial rituals to “the spirits of heaven and earth 
in the hope of their protection during adversities” (spiritos delo alto y delo bajo, esperando 
dellos remedio en sus adversidades); see Manuscript Espagnol 409: 70b.  
35 For more details about Jesuit Figurism see Lackner 1991. 
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Philosophus exerted a strong influence on European Sinology and on 
Enlightenment thinkers.  
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