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READING THE HOLY BOOKS
OF CHINA

P2Jrt of the uniqueness of Man is his struggle to understand;
indefatigably he attempts to master the art of reading. The Book
of Natu re is the first text to be deciphered. Although all are heirs
to this rich legacy, not all learn to read adequately. Both by extend-
ing out','a:'dlv ane by probing inwardly. Man exerts his energies
to discover who he is, where he is, and in what direction he and his
world are heading. Man's ability to read this Book depends to a
la"ge extent on his talents, his proximate environment, and his
dedicated use of these. All men of all cultures share this Book of
Nature; some learn: to read it better than others. Yet this Book
of Nature is the initial revelation which is the common heritage
of all. Characteristic of the human endeavour are efforts to read
this Book with understanding, to fathom its deepest meaning.

There are, in addition, a host of writings from a variety of
cultures which claim the special status of Books of Revelation;
often they are referred to as Scriptures. Although Scriptures re-
cord particular understandings, they also proclaim insights which
are thought to be universally valid. I How are these Scriptures to be
read? What, in fact, is revelation?

Revelation literallv means "to remove a cloak or veil." If the
external cloak of l'-..hn;s immediate surroundings be removed, the
light of deeper understanding may prevail. That which was pre-
viously hidden or covered, now unveiled, becomes more fully un-
derstood. In the words of the Confucian Analects, man becomes
"illumined"? this illumination enables him to see the whole picture.
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Such "illumination" or "dear-vision" IS a reader's goal In

approaching any Book of Revelation. To read properly
either the Book of Nature or a Book of Scripture means to master
this profound art of reading with a depth of understanding, of
seeing the whole picture.

A help in reading Scriptures is an awareness of the models
or paradigms which underlie the various texts. For example, models
of communication are thought to be at ihe foundation of the Judaeo-
Christian Scriptures. These Scriptures represent attempts by the
Prophets, the Psalmists, the Evangelists and others to record and
report precisely what they felt God was revealing through them
to and for the sake of Mankind. Accordingly, the Iudaeo-Christian
Bible literally claims to be the Word of God. Yet, on the other
haLd, the model of intuition or self-discovery is the paradigm pre-
ferred by the Sruti tradition of Hinduism. In these texts, the
rishis and the acharyas set down those paths of self-discovery which
they found to be both true and helpful. Therefore the reader ap-
propriately searches the Sruti in the hope of finding a path suitable
for his particular needs. A simple awareness of these two different
thrusts of Scriptural orientation enables one to approach and inter-
pret the Gospels and the Upanisads with greater intelligence and
understanding. Reflecting on this from a Christian theological per-
spective, the recent Research Seminar on Non-Biblical Scriptures
held at Bangalore, India, stated that although the Hindu concept
of "inspiration" does differ from the traditional concept developed
by Christian theology, nevertheless "it must be affirmed that the
religious experience of the Sages and rishis is guided and directed
by the Holy Spirit."3

The Confucian Sage

As we turn to the Confucian texts, we meet with an ancient
Wisdom tradition. The Confucian Canon+ consists of a precise list

~. D.S. Amalorpavadass, Rc.lcarch Surnin ar Oil SOli-Biblical Scriptures (Banga-
lore. India: Natiollal Riblical, Cathcchctical , and Liturgical Centre Press,
1974), p. 131. IThis 707 page collection of the papers and resolutions of the
Research Seminar is an excellent source for those wishing to explore current
Christian assessments of non-Hihf iral Script lin".

4. The Confucian Canon came to he specified as the Five Classics and the Four
Books. The Five Classics arc: (I) Cli'vtn Chiu (Spring and Autumn Annals,
(2) I Ching (Book of Changes). (:1) Shu Ching (Book of History), (4) Shih Chins:
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of orthodox texts accompanied by appropriate commentaries. Not
only do these ~exts preserve the accumulated wisdom of the past,
they also contribute to the future by suggesting specific norms of
conduct. The Confucian texts present exact models of human
conduct. "The Superior Man honours 'his virtuous nature and
~aintains constant inquiry and study, seeking to carry it out to
1ts 1 breadth and greatness."5 "The Superior Man has a dignified
ease without pride. The mean man has pride without a dignified
ea.sr-"6 "A man who has encompassed himself with profits, a lean
year may not harm, but a man who has encompassed himself with
virtue, a corrupt age cannot confound."? Yet the ruler or king is
singled out as that unique individual whose every .act has a gestalt-
like influence on every member of society. By his 'conduct and by
his actions, the ruler reveals what society and the human community
should be. The Doctrine of the Mean (Cbang, Y ung) and the Great
Learning (Ta Hsueb) emphasize this unique role of the ruler in
the development of human society. "By the ruler's cultivation of
his I, own character, the duties of universal obligations are set
forth."8 Should, however, the actions of the ruler fail, the Con-
fucian vision has a built-in corrective. Should the actions of the
king not be kingly, Heaven (T'ien) expresses its disfavour by a
variety of extraordinary phenomena; fa-mines,droughts, earthquakes,
or the rebellion of the people may become the means of expressing
Heaven's displeasure. Neture and society become agents of Heaven
in correcting the ruler. This is the celebrated Confucian doctrine
of "T'ien Ming.}) Although the king or ruler reveals the ways of
Heaven (T'ien Tao), nature, society, and the human community
are normative signs of verification. They' become the agents which
testify whether or not the king is authentically revealing. The
ruler, nature, and the human community thus cooperate and interact
in an on-going dialogue which results in the unveiling of revelation.
This is the special Confucian frame for revelation.

Throughout the Confucian Scriptures, the Sage is described
as 'a perfect model worthy of both emulation: and imitation; he
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Yung (Doctrine of 'the M~lIn), and (1) Meng tzu shu (Boole of Mendus).
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i: the ~ne who has at~ained "clear-vision" or "illumination" (ming;.
Confucius and Mencius narrate many stories and give numerous
examples of the Sage's special intelligence or enlightenment. Speci-
fic S.agely act~ of conduct are recommended and prescribed for
certain fixed CIrcumstances. The acts of the Sage are always pictured
a~ noble and inspiring. Because a Sage has uncovered true wisdom,
1115 every act reflects this more profound level of reality. Thus
the Sage both inspires and challenges man to a deeper level; his
very actions are revelatory; he is, in fact, ::1 personification of
revelation.

Yet the Sage is met in circumstances that are distinctively
"this-worldly." "If a man is not humane (jcn), what has he to
do with ceremonies (li)? "9 Confucians de not distinguish between
a sacred and secular realm; rather, ali of life and all of existence
is but "one vast spontaneous and holy rite."IO A Sage is a plan
of jen, he has discovered the multiple dimensions of his "identity"
within this sacred "oneness"; he clearly understands all of what
it means to be fully a man.

Yet, how can a reader ever hope to approach this idealistic
model of the Sage> The answer, according to the Confucians, is
"sin.cerity" or "authenticity" (cb' eng), an all-encompassing meta-
virtue.

Sincerity (ch'eng) is the way of Heaven (T'ien ching Tao).
The attainment of ¥ncerity is the way of man. He who pos-
sesses sincerity is he who without effort hits what is right
and apprehends wi~hout the exercise of thought. He is the
Sage who naturally iand easily embodies the right way. He
who attain·s to sincerity is he who chooses what is good 'and
firmly holds it fast. ~1 .

The Sage has been desc~ibed as that perfect model so finely at-
tuned and so perfectly aware that his every act ove:rflows into
"one vast spontaneous and holy rite." Ch'ellg challenges each in-
dividual to imitate the Sage by uncovering and acknowledging all
the dimensions of his own identity. Perfect cb'eng bids the searcher
proclaim his proper identity as: (a) an individual with unique
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meaning, (b) a member of society related to the human community,
and (c) an integral component of the cosmic or divine order. Each
of these dimensions imply specific obligations and responsibilities,
VLZ., that of the individual to himself, to his famiiy and con',
munity, and even to the total order. Only one who fulfils each
of these "identities" is an authentic man; to fail to realize even
one of these dimensions is to be less than authentic less than human,
less than a man of jen, As the Sage perfectly responds to all these
challenges, so also must the seeker of jen. Cb'eng (authenticity, sin-
cerity) is the virtue which leads to this Sage-like wisdom; it can
even result in a p~ofound penetration of the revelation proclaimed
and epitomized by the Sage Himself. As the Doctrine of the Mean
(Cbung YUftgJ explains: "Only he who is possessed of the most
complete sincerity can give full development to his own nature."12

However, neither individual man nor society nor this 'one-
ness" is complete; rather, all are self-perfecting and oriented in
the direction of growth and development. Within this orientation,
man need only respond to his innermost drives or promptings, his
nature (hsing); his greatest need is sensitivity to these dynamic
inner promptings as inspirations to be cultivated and tested and
tried in "acts." Through acts and actions, man discovers the
layers of his identity. Consciousness of the multiple dimensions
of his identity and the spontaneous appropriate response to them
provide the key to "self-cultivation". Development of authenti-
city (cb'eng) demands that man pass through a dialectical pro-
cess of growing self-realization or deepening consciousness;
gradually initial naive Ego-identity yields to deeper and more
elevating identifications. Slowly, man discovers the richness of his
individual, social, and transphenornenal dimensions. This total pro-
cess of growth and development is referred to by the Confucians
as "self-cultivation"; the example of the Sage consistently in-
spires and challenges one to this "self-cultivation. ".

So powerful is the influence of the Sage that the Classics
even attribute to him magnetic powers of transforming; he is
regarded as vital to the very creative dynamics of heaven and earth.
Simultaneously his example is an invitation for others to share
111 rhis same creative process, .

Only he who is possessed of the most complete sincerity ... can
give full development to his own nature. Able to give its

) 2. r:h1f11g YlIng XXII.
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full development to his own nature, he can do the same to
the nature of other men. Able to give its full development to
the natures of other men he can give full development to the
natures of creatures and things. Able to give their full de-
velopment to the natures of creatures and things, he can
assist the transforming and nourishing powers of Heaven
and Earth. Able to assist the transforming and nourishing
powers of Heaven and Earth, he may with Heaven end
Earth form a trinity.U

Dynamic creativity thus characterizes the Confucian Sage. Having
discovered his authentic centre, his every act is simultaneously
world-transforming. Not only do such "acts" fulfil his own nature;
they also "perfect the natures of other men" thereby building
and developing human community. Perfecting society, the Sage
is thus able to participate in the very "transformation of heaven
and earth." Thus every act of the Sage flows as "one vast spon-
taneous and holy rite'; whatever proceeds from the Sage con-
tributes of the dynamics of "spiritual cultivation", to the continuing
process of developing and transforming this "sacred oneness."

The reader approaching the Confucian Classics then meets
with prophets and Sages who are convinced that they must share
this more profound level of truth and reality. "Was not this
truth lodged here within me?" Confucius asked.l+ 'I am com-
pelled to do this," Mencius explained. IS The Confucian Sage is
depicted as the very epitome and personification of revelation;
he is the living witness to the total picture. This Sage is primarily
a man of wisdom (cbib) and enlightenment (ming). The Sage's
"this-worldly thrust," his challenge to transform man, society,
and the cosmos, is an explicit invitation for others to participate
in the creative dynamics of the deepest realms of reality, a re-
ality grounded in the 'Observable but yet moving in the direction of
unseen depths. As the Sage testifies that this highest truth can be
fathomed and penetrated by man, his very actions invite to this
realm. He is a model who invites and inspires. To approach the
Confucian Classics with this awareness of the central function 'Of
rhe Sage is to be helped immeasurably.

l~. Chung Yling XXIII.
'4· Lun Yu 9: 5·
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The Taoist Sage

. If the key to the G:u:fucian Scriptures be the Sage, so also
IS the role of the Sage critical for understanding the Taoist Scri
ptu.res. Yet the Taoist Sage differs dramatically from the Con-
fUC1ru:Sage. Whereas the thrust of the Confucian Sage has been
?escnbed as "this-worldly", the entire concern of the Taoist Sage
IS ~~ focus completely on what is called "Tao", a name for that
whl~h has "~o-name". ~ysteriously, the Tao Te Ching begins by
statr,~f that the Tao which can be talked about is not the Eternal
Ta? . 6 In .order, therefore, to attest to Tao, the 'Sage goes about
d~m~ nothing and teachin? no-talking.")7 Wu wei (doing nothing,
c.eapve nonado), the Taoist mode of action recommends that the
Sage! be a "teacher without words" a doer without actions."18
Ch~ang-tzu describes the Sage as one who "amidst all the con-
fUSIOn and distractions of life, simply remains one with Tao. ")9

If this be so, how then are the Tao Te Ching and the Book0t ~kuang-t'zu to be read? Translations ~nd texts of these Taoist
Cla~sICs abound in. many languages, especially English. Thomas
Merton once described the Book of Chuang-fZU as the most pro-
foubd of the Asian Classics. And yet one may wonder whether
Laol Tzu or Ch~ang-tzu would have recommended the reading of
any, ,of the Taoist texts. After all, Chuang-tzu repeatedly pointed
o~t that. analysis is mere opinion, logic simply how one man
VIews thmgs, and the words of men but sounds similar to the
chir~ing of birds. Of what use could these writings and texts
possibly be? The Chi Wu Lun, the celebrated second chapter of the
Book of Cbuang-tzu, is an explicit attempt to jolt the reader out
of "little knowledge" or "small thinking." Logic and illogic, sense
~nd nonsense, right and wrong, good and bad, are deliberately
Juxtaposed, fused, and confused to suggest that all are but "partial
views" or "smallieaming." All are equally true and equallyfalse;
~11 rice ('n'1~l1" ". r' , 11" '''-~less "T.ittle knowledge i~ DO;

:,' the Taoist Sag~
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Chuang-tzu has been aptly called d "Tao-drunk man." So
caught up, so intoxicated with Tao is Chuang-tzu that he dares
to project from the transphenornenal perspective of Tao. No limited,
Iinite view could ever suffice for Chuang-tzu. "The Sage simply
leans' on the sun and moon, tucks the universe under his arm,
merges himself with things, and leaves the confusion and muddle
as it is."21 This realm of Tao is far beyond concepts, words, langu-
age, writings, or any form of "small knowledge." This Tao of
"great knowledge" is the habitat claimed by the Taoist Sage; it
is the home of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu.

How can one ever hope to reach this exalted realm of Tao?
Although both Lao-tzu and Chuang-rzu incessantly preach trar,s-
phenomenal Tao, these Sages nevertheless do recognize the pre-
sence of Tao within the phenomenal world. Unnamable and. un-
speakable in its essence, Tao is called by man.y different names iii
the world. Although Tao in itself infinitely transcends all concepts,
words, language, and writings, such concepts, words, language,
and writings may, however, become toots or instruments capable
of pointing to transphenomenal Tao, Like an extended finger, like
the reflection of the moon on a lake, these tools of human know-
ledge, these instruments of "srnall Iearning," these Scriptural texts,
may point to a realm beyond right and wrong, beyond good ..and
evil, beyond truth and falsehood. It is only within this special frame
0,- context that Chuang-tzu or Lao-tzu would recommend the
Taoist Classics. Chuang-tzu and Lao-tzu dare to project and speak
[rom the axis of transphenomenal Tao; their Scriptures attempt
to draw attention to this realm. These Sages invite the reader
to awaken to Tao.

Perhaps the Taois~ Scriptures ought best be approached in
the way one approaches ~ Ch'an koan. "All know the sound of two
hands clapping. Wha.t is the sound of one band clapping?" The
Ch'an Master assigns the novice a seemingly unsolvable puzzle
or riddle. The novice is to thoroughly exhaust his logic, his reason,
his "small knowledge" s':ruggling to find the correct answer. Final-
ly, the futility of all logic, all reason, and all "small knowledge"
dawr:s; the novice then abandons a.] "small learning" and opens
til a more profound wisdom. In a similar manner, the Tao Te Ching
and the Book of Cbuang-czu present' paradoxes or puzzles which
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seek to jolt the reader from "small knowledge" to Tao, the realm
of "great knowledge." Chuang-tzu and Lao-rzu invite the reader
to awaken to Tao.

Conclusion

We have tried to approach revelation in terms of fathoming
and penetrating all of reality. Our goal was to glimpse the whole
picture, to remove the external cloak which masks total rea-lity.
China has contributed a rich Scriptural legacy to mankind, a legacy
which dates back to the very dawn of recorded history. To read
these texts is to meet the Sage, The Sage repeatedly expresses him
self in a variety of forms and shapes throughout both the Con-
fucian and Taoist Classics. To understand the function of the Sage
helps us to read the Classics with intelligence and understanding,
to penetrate the revelation proclaimed by these texts. The Con-
fucian: Sage invites one to "self-cultivation"; he challenges man
to uncover the full dimensions of himself as (a) an individual,
(b) a member of human society, and (c) an integral part of the
cosmic order. While awakening man, the Confucian Sage invites
him to cultivate all these levels of reality. All the fields of this
"sacred oneness" are to be cultivated. On the other hand, the
Taoist Sages have been described as "Tao-intoxicated prophets."
LrJOTzu and Chuang-Tzu entice, shock, jolt, and invite the reader
to Tao Lao Tzu and Chuang-tzu dare to project from the axis of
transphenomenal Tao. To read the Taoist Scriptures is to be chal-
lenged by Tao. A reader who has been introduced to both the Con-
fucian and Taoist Sages is better able to penetrate the rich revela-
tion found throughout the Chinese Scriptures.


