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Abstract
In modern scholarship, much ink has been spilled over the significance of St. Augustine in the history of
Western philosophy and theology. However, little effort has been made to clarify the legacy of Augustine
in East Asia, especially his contribution to China during the early Jesuit missionary work through the
Maritime Silk Road. The present article attempts to fill this lacuna and provide a philosophical analysis
of the encounter of Chinese indigenous religions with St Augustine, by inquiring into why and how
Augustine was taken as a model for the Chinese in their acceptance of the Christian faith. The analysis
is split into three parts. The first part reflects on the contemporary disputations over the quality of the
paraphrasing work of the early Jesuits, analyzing the validity of the allegedly careless inaccuracies in
their introduction of Augustine’s biography. The second part analyses some rarely discussed Chinese
translations of Augustine, which I recently found in the Nanjing Union Theological Seminary, with par-
ticular focus on their ideological context. In particular, the paraphrased text concerning Augustine’s the-
ory of sin and the two cities will be highlighted. The third part goes a step further in exploring the reason
why Augustine was considered an additional advantage in dealing with the conflicts between Christian
and Confucian values. The primary contribution this essay makes is to present a philosophical inquiry
into the role of Augustine in the early acceptance of Christianity in China by suggesting that a strategy
of “Confucian-Christian synthesis” had been adopted by the Jesuit missionaries. Thereby, they accommo-
dated Confucian terms without dropping the core values of the orthodox Catholic faith. The conclusion
revisits the critics’ arguments and sums up with an evaluation of the impact of Augustine’s religious values
in the indigenization of Christianity in China.

Keywords: philosophical inquiry; Augustine; China; religious values

Western Christianity had expanded through waves of missions to China since the early seventh cen-
tury. The first missionary presence was attested by the existence of Nestorians in Chang’an during the
early Tang dynasty, and the second propagation developed during the Yuan empire.1 However, the
previous two waves disappeared soon after the fall of the respective dynasties. Only the third one gained
some footing in the Ming China empire through the relentless efforts of the Catholic missionaries

Research for this article was supported by the following grants: China Ministry of Education National-Level Project: “The
Maritime Silk Road: A Study of the First Latin Translations of the Confucian Classics in the Western World” (19YJC720012,
China); The Academy of Finland National Project: “The Impact of Religious Values on Chinese Social Life” (FIN–314707,
Finland).

1According to the record of the Tang dynasty stele Da Qin jingjiao liuxing Zhongguo bei 大秦景教流行中國碑 (“Stele on
the propagation of the Luminous Religion of Da Qin in China”) composed by Jing Jing 景淨 (‘Adam’ in Syriac), a Nestorian
monk named Aluoben阿羅本 arrived in ancient Chang’an in 638, bringing with him a number of Christian documents; this
was the first Christian message introduced to a Chinese audience. However, Nestorianism disappeared soon after the fall of
the Tang dynasty. It was reintroduced by some missionaries such as Friar Giovanni dal Piano del Carpini (1245–1247) and
Friar Willem van Rubroek (1253–1255) during the Yuan Empire. For the historical background of this, see Zhou and Wang
2005, pp. 1–7; Van Mechelen 2001; Laamann 2006, pp. 13–15.
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during the sixteenth century. In relation to this background, the Augustinians sent by the Society of
Jesus (better known as the Jesuit order)2 contributed to the early reception of Christianity in Late
Imperial China. Among these theologians, Francis Xavier (1506–1552) was the proto-China Jesuit
and perhaps one of the most important Spanish pioneers in Asia. He sailed to Japan, landing in
Kagoshima on the island of Kyushu and later travelled to Kyoto, to make Japanese converts to
Christianity.3 It is a pity that Xavier fell sick and died on Sancian 上川 island (only fourteen kilo-
meters from the mainland) in December 1552, leaving a missionary dream for China that would
only be fulfilled by later Jesuits, Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607) and Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), who
viewed Xavier’s effort through a largely hagiographic lens. After these pioneers, more Jesuit missionary
followers, such as Alphonse Vagnoni (1566–1640) and Giulio Aleni (1582–1649), and subsequently,
much later, the Protestant missionaries Robert Morrison (1782–1834) and William Muirhead (1822–
1900), settled in China, introducing Augustine to Chinese Christians and translating his writings.4

However, the early Jesuit introduction of Augustine has sparked controversies among modern scho-
lars. Some critics note that there are many inaccurate formulations in these missionaries’ introduction
of Augustine. On the other hand, other scholars are of the opinion that these inaccuracies are actually
not misrepresentations, but rather follow the method of “cultural accommodation” or “adaptation”
developed by Alessandro Valignano SJ (1539–1606) and Matteo Ricci.5 I shall first explain this con-
troversy and the competing positions.

Controversies on the Early Chinese Biography of Augustine

Zhou Weichi, a famous Chinese Augustinian scholar of modern times, argues that the Jesuits contrib-
uted the earliest introduction of Augustine to a Chinese audience, but their translations include a
number of inaccuracies and even misrepresentations, which misled Chinese congregations in certain
ways.6 In a recent article in Chinese (“A Chinese Biography of Augustine in Ming and Qing China”),7

Zhou finds that some legends about Augustine, such as the anecdotes of “St. Augustine and the
Seashell” and “Augustine’s conversion in Milan,” were the earliest records of the story of Augustine
circulating in China and that his biography, Confessions, was also translated into Chinese by later

2The Society of Jesus was a religious order established in Paris in 1534, and it was then recognized by the Papacy in 1540.
The institution, founded by the Spanish theologian Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), developed as one of the major Catholic
missionary instruments for supporting Jesuit missionary work during the sixteenth century. For the Society of Jesus, see Hsia
2016, p. 6.

3In Malacca, Xavier met a Japanese samurai Anjiro who, in 1548, became the first Japanese Christian. One year later,
Xavier followed Anjiro and arrived at the port of Kagoshima on the island of Kyushu, to a warm welcome from local
Japanese officials. After a two-year sojourn in Kyushu, Xavier came to Kyoto (in 1551), but he was longing for another mis-
sionary destination, China. Despite his failed attempt to reach China, Xavier remained particularly close to the hearts of
China missionaries. For a brief biography of Francis Xavier, see Hsia 2016, pp. 6–9; 105; Cf. Clark 2017, p. 200.

4While Augustine was taken as a good model for Chinese congregations, early missionaries also introduced many other
saints such as Paul, Origen, the Cappadocian fathers (Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus), Tertullian, Jerome,
Ambrose, as well as Thomas Aquinas. Among these eminent figures, St. Augustine was often treated as a typical model, rather
than the preferential one, in their missionary work in China. However, if the impact of the medieval Augustinian tradition
upon the early Jesuits is given due weight, then the case of Augustine (and his role in the early Catholic encounter with
China) deserves special attention and an in-depth exploration.

5This approach is renowned as the “Ricci method,” which was based on accommodation to elite Chinese culture. The
method was first developed by Alessandro Valignano SJ, Francis Xavier’s successor. Valignano suggested an adaptation to
the external aspects of a foreign culture without alteration of the core Catholic faith. Ricci considered Alessandro
Valignano “the father of the China mission,” and put this method into practice. For “accommodation” or “adaptation,”
see Standaert 2001, pp. 681–82; Seah 2017, pp. 87–88.

6Zhou Weichi is both a translator and a researcher of Augustinian works in China. His translation of Augustine’s De
Trinitate has emerged as one of the highly recommended sourcebooks for Chinese Augustinian studies. His research
works, among others, include Zhou 2001 and Zhou 2005.

7Zhou 2017, pp. 125–35.
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Jesuit followers.8 However, these introductions and translations by the early missionaries in Ming and
Qing China, Zhou argues, contain obvious flaws. I shall address his comments in the following.

First, the introduction of anecdotes about Augustine by the early Jesuits was often too simple and
ambiguous, so that Chinese readers might not even know who this person “Augustine” was. For
example, in Tianzhu shengjiao shilu 天主聖教實錄 (The True Account of God), Michele Ruggieri
羅明堅 adopts an ambiguous term “an ancient Saint” without referring to “Augustine” by name.9

In his Child Education 童幼教育, Alphonse Vagnoni 高一志 simply asserts that “one day, in reading
some of the works written by Paul and the Apostles, he was suddenly enlightened and soon converted
from heretical teachings to the divine knowledge”10 to refer to the occasion of Augustine’s conversion in
Milan. Like Alphonse Vagnoni, Giulio Aleni 艾儒略 interprets this event in a similar way, “he
[Augustine] became conscious of the empty nature of the world and thereafter converted to the monastic
life.”11 Zhou Weichi comments that these cases of paraphrasing by the early Jesuits caused unnecessary
ambiguities for their Chinese audience in identifying “Augustine”; these ambiguous expressions also
indicate an obvious attempt to block the congregation’s access to the intellectual world of Augustine.12

Second, the translation of Augustine’s biography by these Jesuits involves a number of errors. For
example, the Italian Jesuit Giovanni Andrea Lobelli’s (1610–1683) account in which “after reading the
works of St. Athanasius, Augustine converted to Christianity and was baptized as a Saint.”13 Zhou
Weichi points out that Augustine’s knowledge of St Antony (ca. 250–350) came from the Latin trans-
lation by Evagrius of Antioch, rather than reading Athanasius’s Greek work, Life of Antony.14 In add-
ition, Alphonse Vagnoni wrote the first Chinese biography entitled Sheng Aowusiding shengren xingshi
聖奧吾思定聖人行實 (The Life of Augustine), which was published in 1629 in Hangzhou. This biog-
raphy includes 1,900 Chinese characters.15 Zhou Weichi comments that errors are evident in
Vagnoni’s paraphrased text, for example, he states inaccurately that Augustine was the only son of
his family16 and that he was baptized on the second day after the garden conversion in Milan.17

Last but not least, the translations of Augustine’s biography include many misguided formulations –
take Young John Allen’s compilation “Augustine” (ca. 25,000 characters)18 as an example, one that is
regarded as the longest Chinese-language translation of Augustine in the Late Qing dynasty. An obvious
feature of Allen’s translation of the Confessions is that he addresses the issue of how Augustine was set
free from the bondage of pagan worship and converted to Christian belief. Zhou Weichi points out that
Allen adopts the case of Augustine to persuade some Buddhist believers (Allen refers to them as ido-
lators) to convert to Christianity, but Allen misrepresents the Roman empire as having a serious prob-
lem in its preoccupation with “Buddhism.”19 A similarly arbitrary translation can also be found in
Timothy Richard’s Biography of Augustine (1901).20

8Ibid., pp. 126–27.
9Ibid., p. 126.
10The original Chinese by Vagnoni reads: “倏得保祿名聖宗徒之書，遂如寐乍醒，乃從指迷之經去異端而竟入聖域

矣.” Ibid., p. 127.
11The original Chinese by Giulio Aleni reads: “忽悟浮浪半生，茫無歸宿.” Ibid., p. 127.
12Ibid., p. 127.
13The original Chinese by Giovanni Andrea Lobelli reads: “聖人奧斯定未領聖水時，看聖安當行實，就改過遷善，領

聖水，作大聖人.” Ibid., p. 127.
14Ibid., p. 127.
15The full Chinese text is collected in Zhang 2014, pp. 31–40.
16Actually, Augustine had a brother named “Navigius” as well as a sister, “Perpetua.” See Conf. 2.3.8; 9.9.22; esp. 211.4 (see

also Possidius, Vita S. Aurel. Augustini: Hipponensis episcopi, PL 32:33–66). Cf. “Family and Relatives,” in Augustine through
the Ages: An Encyclopedia, ed. Fitzgerald 1999, pp. 353–54.

17Augustine’s baptism (together with Adeodatus and Alypius) was actually on the night of April 24–25 (Easter eve), 387, at
the hand of Ambrose, rather than on the second day after the conversion (end of August, 386). See Brown 2000), pp. 64 and
117.

18Lin [Allen] 1895.
19Lin [Allen] 1895, p. 2. Cf. Zhou 2017, p. 134.
20Li [Richard] 1901. Cf. Zhou 2017, pp. 134–35.
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Based on the above analysis, Zhou Weichi argues that while early Catholic missionaries contributed
to the propagation of the story of Augustine in China, a number of misrepresentations in their texts
reveal arbitrary translations that detract from the historical “facts” of Augustine’s life in the Western
narratives, thus causing considerable difficulties for Chinese readers in their understanding of
Augustine. In other words, the early reception of Augustine in the Chinese context, through the
lens of an abridged and inaccurate interpretation, presents a selective, fragmentary and even misguided
character in their approach.

Some critics, however, refer to other sources to demonstrate that these inaccurate formulations are
not misrepresentations, but instead convenient reworkings as a result of “indigenization” or “accom-
modation.” Nicolas Standaert, R. Po-chia Hsia, Audrey Seah and the Japanese scholar Sumiko
Yamamoto emphasize this feature by foregrounding the strategy of the translations as an approach
to “indigenization.” In the Handbook of Christianity in China, Nicolas Standaert argues that the
early Augustinians followed the accommodation method in relation to both the external aspects
and the inner values of the Confucian elite culture.21 According to Standaert, the Jesuits attempted
to achieve the acceptance of Christianity by the Chinese-Confucian literati with a strong missiological
intention, so they had to examine the features of the traditional Chinese faith first, such as Confucian
ancestor worship. Within the tradition of Confucian worship, Matteo Ricci and his followers consid-
ered their rites of worship as licit. “The reason why these [Confucian] rites were morally admissible
was that they were isolated in their individual entity from surrounding superstitions,” therefore,
“Ricci and most of his successors redefined these [Confucian] rituals not as idolatrous or religious
but as ‘civil’ and ‘political’ and thus acceptable for the Church.”22 Under these conditions, the accom-
modation method might be applicable. An important aspect, Nicolas Standaert argues, is the problem
of language:

An important aspect of the accommodation method was the use of native languages, to which
was related the question of the words to be used for key-theological terms. The controversy
about whether to choose, like in Japan, a Latin transliteration or a Chinese term lasted within
the Society of Jesus until the early 1630s and ended with the decision to use Chinese names.
The acceptance of the terms tian and shangdi for the Christian God was based on an interpret-
ation of the Chinese Classics as containing a relatively pure monotheism. Most members of the
mendicant orders, who arrived later in China, agreed on the general policy of accommodation by
insisting on the knowledge of Chinese language.23

According to the language accommodation strategy, it does not seem difficult to understand why
Michele Ruggieri, Matteo Ricci, and later Jesuits adopted traditional Chinese terms from the Classics
for key theological terms, as in the case of talking about the story of Augustine. Standaert argues that
the accommodation policy to which early Augustinian missionaries adhered, however, was subjected
to great challenges by a new generation of Jesuits who criticized Ricci’s approach of adapting to
Confucianism and Chinese rites. The result of the abandonment of such an “accommodation” policy,
accordingly, was the so-called Chinese Rites Controversy, during which the Catholic mission experi-
enced irreparable setbacks during the Kangxi 康熙 emperor period (1662–1722).24 Standaert thus
concludes that if we say that the method of “accommodation” or “adaptation” is a “thesis,” the attitude
of rejecting the Confucian worship rites and the relevant terms could be described as an “anti-thesis,”

21See Standaert 2001, pp. 339–41 and 681–82.
22Ibid., pp. 681–82.
23Ibid., p. 682.
24Standaert notes that there are also other factors influencing the Catholic setbacks during Kangxi’s time, such as the irri-

tation aroused by the Papal legations, local anti-Christian movements, the constitution of Christian communities in China as
well as changes in the Catholic Churches in Europe (e.g., the dissolution of the Society of Jesus in 1773), among others. Ibid.,
p. 685.
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so that a conflict between “thesis” and “anti-thesis” runs through the early reception of [Augustinian]
Christian theology in history as a constant feature.25

In line with Nicolas Standaert, other international scholars such as Po-chia Hsia, Audrey Seah and
Lars Peter Laamann share the view that accommodation plays a significant role in the early reception
of Christianity in China through the efforts of the Augustinians. In sketching an outline of the early
Catholic missionary history in China, Po-chia Hsia argues that “any dialogue between cultures could
only bear fruits on the basis of equality and mutual respect; thus, the Jesuit missionaries would first
need to immerse themselves in the Chinese language, literature, history, and civilization before they
could attempt to convert the Chinese.”26 Po-chia Hsia notes that Michele Ruggieri and Matteo
Ricci employed Chinese Buddhist and Confucian terms in their own Chinese language works,
although there is an obvious difference between them (that is, Ruggieri accommodated to
Buddhism, while Ricci espoused a Confucian-Christian alliance against Buddhism).27 Audrey Seah
emphasizes further that even Matteo Ricci adopted the role of a Buddhist monk and lived in a
Buddhist temple Xian Hua Si 賢華寺 (“Temple of the Flower of the Saints”; this ambiguous identity
worked to the Jesuit’s advantage).28 Lars P. Laamann adds that the accommodation method that
Ruggieri and Ricci employed was adopted from the Jesuit experience in India and Japan. They put
the method into practice for the conversion of the Chinese, especially leading scholar-officials and
members of the imperial clan.29 Therefore, using native religious sources such as Buddhist and
Confucian terms to convey Augustinian teachings became an important approach to converting the
Chinese to Christianity through the efforts of the early Jesuits.

A renowned Japanese scholar, Sumiko Yamamoto, who devoted many years to the study of the
history of Christianity in China, explains further the “accommodation” strategy in her work History
of Protestantism in China: The Indigenization of Christianity (2000).30 According to Yamamoto, eth-
nicity and embeddedness comprise the basic elements of “indigenization.” For the first element of eth-
nicity, the basic truth of Christianity does not change according to the time, region or ethnic group,
though this is not to say that the forms which the understanding and practice of the teachings took
could not be changed, as the universal truth takes concrete form.31 In the case of the propagation of
Augustine’s theology, when it entered the Chinese context, preaching could be carried out in various
ways so that the basic teachings would be within reach of the congregations. For the second element of
embeddedness, Yamamoto explains that this can be understood as “putting down roots.”32 This means
that Christianity became deeply embedded in Chinese soil and was thus reborn and nurtured.
Yamamoto notes that China had developed sophisticated systems of religion such as Buddhism and
Confucianism before the coming of the early Jesuit missionaries. How should native Chinese believers
abandon their former lifestyles and accept the new Augustinian system of thought and belief?
Yamamoto explains that a foreign religion could become closely attached to the hearts, lifestyles,
and organization of its adherents, thus assuming an indispensable existence for them,33 as in the
case of Michele Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci adopting the external costume of Buddhism or
Confucianism in order to become embedded within the indigenous culture.

25“These questions received a wide variety of answers which can be classified as thesis and antithesis. The thesis, often
called ‘the Ricci method’, was based on the accommodation to the Confucian elite culture.… From these opinions originated
the anti-thesis which considered the rites as superstitious and the chosen terms as not representing the Christian God.” Ibid.,
pp. 681–82.

26Hsia 2016, p. viii.
27“Unlike his younger companion, Ricci, who would develop an intense hostility toward Buddhism, Ruggieri was more

accommodating [to Buddhism] … Ruggieri, the better linguist and more experienced missionary, wrote poems in classical
Chinese using Buddhist terms, and enjoyed his role as a learned religious cleric patronized by mandarins.” Hsia 2016, p. 23.

28Seah 2017, p. 88.
29Laamann 2006, pp. 14–16.
30Yamamoto 2000.
31Ibid., pp. 2–3.
32Ibid., p. 5.
33Ibid., p. 5.
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Concerning the debate over whether the Jesuits misrepresented the message of Augustine in the propa-
gation of Christianity in China, it seems that both positions offer correct insights, but they do not explore
the underlying reason for the Jesuits’ preference for a writing style which combined Augustine’s story with
indigenous religions, nor as to why Augustine was taken as an example for Confucian intellectuals.
Keeping in mind this dispute, let us turn to some early Chinese documents to examine the contextual-
ization of Catholic theology in its encounters with traditional Chinese religious values.

The Early Chinese Manuscripts of Augustine and the Strategy of the “Confucian–Christian
Synthesis”
On a recent visit to China’s most renowned theological institution, the Nanjing Union Theological
Seminary, I found a few manuscripts in the library pertaining to Michele Ruggieri and Matteo
Ricci’s early preaching of Augustine.34 Taking Ruggieri’s account of the story of “Augustine and the
Trinity” as an example, let us look at the background from which Ruggieri introduces Augustine to
Chinese readers. The story begins with a dialogue:

Someone asked me, “I heard from the master that there is a God, the Lord. May I ask what is the
teaching of the Lord?” I [Ruggieri] answered, “If things have substances or sounds I might have
names to call them by, but the Lord is honorable, no figures nor sounds, no beginnings nor end-
ings, which cannot be matched by common people, so that it is difficult to define. I heard that
there was an emperor who wanted to know the teachings of the Lord and he asked the minister.
The minister replied, ‘Please forgive me while I meditate for a month’… After three months, the
minister still had no words with which to answer him. The emperor became angry, ‘How can you
tease me like this?!’ The minister answered, ‘How can I tease you, your Majesty? Only because the
Truth (Li) is so delicate, thinking more on it, and the Li seems more profound; just as we look up
at the Sun, the closer we look, our eyes grow fainter. Therefore, it is difficult to answer.”

After this dialogue, Ruggieri moved to the story of Augustine and the Trinity in the same paragraph:

I have also heard of an ancient Saint. He hoped to explore the mystery of the Lord, pondering by
night and by day. One day, he walked along the seashore and met a little child running with a hop-
per. He asked, “Where are you going?” The child answered, “I am emptying the sea into this hop-
per.” He smiled, “Trying to fill the pit with all the water in the sea – it is impossible to do that!” The
child responded, “You know that it would not be possible to empty the sea into this hopper, so why
do you attempt to pour the mystery of the Lord into your mortal mind? Isn’t that absurd?” The
child then vanished, leaving the Saint astonished. He therefore knew that the child was an angel.
From this story, we know that the mystery of the Lord cannot be expounded in human words.35

This text, shown in Figure 1, adopting the Confucian writing style of the dialogue between the emperor
and the minister, attempts to connect the doctrine of the Christian God with the Neo-Confucian

34Here, I would like to express my sincere thanks to Professor Miikka Ruokanen and Professor Abraham Chen (the
Director of the Library of Nanjing Union Theological Seminary), who kindly invited me to look at some internal theological
files dating back to the Ming and Qing dynasties on the second floor of the Center for Sino-Christian Studies.

35In this article, all the English translations of the early Chinese materials are mine. The original Chinese by Ruggieri reads:
或曰：予聞尊師明言，始知誠有一天主矣。敢問天主之說何如？答曰：凡物之有形聲者吾得以形聲而名言之。若天

主尊大，無形無聲，無始無終, 非人物之可比, 誠難以盡言也。嘗聞古有一位人君，欲知天主之說，問於賢臣。答

曰：容臣退居一月尋思…已三月矣，並無以對。君怒曰：爾何戲侮若此？！臣曰：臣何敢戲君。但此理精微，益思

而理益深。亦繇仰覩太陽，益觀而眼益昏。是以難對耳。又聞古有一聖人，欲盡明天主之說，晝夜尋思。一日在

於海邊往來，遇一童子手執漏碗，望海而行。聖人問曰：子將何往？童子曰：吾執此碗欲汲盡此海水。聖人笑曰：

欲以漏碗汲盡滄海，子言謬矣。童子曰：爾既知漏碗不能汲竭海水，而顧勞神殫思，求窮天主之量，豈不大謬！須

臾，童子不見，聖人驚悟，知其爲天神也。以此觀之則天主誠非言語之所能盡。See Ruggieri 2005 (Tianzhu sheng-
jiao shilu 天主聖教實錄).

122 Yuan Gao
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theory of Li 理. It is not difficult to detect that Ruggieri used some terms from Cheng-Zhu Lixue 程朱

理學 (Cheng-Zhu School), which were often used to describe the metaphysical features of Taiji 太極

(the Supreme Utmost), such as “no figure nor sound” (wuxing wusheng 無形無聲) and “no
beginnings nor endings” (wushi wuzhong 無始無終), to refer to the Christian Concept of the
Trinity. Ruggieri also used the Confucian concept of Tianshen 天神 (Heavenly gods) to refer to
“angels.” In relation to this picture, Ruggieri outlined the figure of “Augustine” as a Confucian
saint Shengren 聖人 in his text.36 This contextual comparison between the Confucian and Christian
concepts of God shows a “Confucian–Christian synthesis” in employing Confucian terms to refer
to the Christian faith. This method of synthesis was also echoed by Ruggieri’s companion, Matteo
Ricci, in his Catechismus Sinicus.37

In line with the “synthesis” method, the accommodation of terms becomes clearer in later transla-
tions of the Qing Manchu dynasty. In 1884, William Muirhead (1822–1900) translated ten chapters of
Augustine’s Confessions and published them under a Chinese title Gusheng renzui 古聖任罪.38 This is
regarded as the first Chinese translation of Augustine’s Confessiones, even though it is an abridged ver-
sion with only 12,000 characters. An obvious feature of this edition is that Muirhead adopted the
Chinese calendar and Confucian formulations such as “ancestors” (sheng jiao liezu 聖教列祖, refer-
ring to the Church Fathers), “upright inside and elegantly outside” (chengzhong er xingwai 誠中而形

外, referring to virtuous Confucians in the “Zhongyong中庸,” The Doctrine of the Mean) in addres-
sing Augustine, as stated in his prologue:

I address an ancient Western saint named Augustine, who was born in the twentieth year of the
Eastern Jin emperor Mu (Dong Jin Mudi 東晋穆帝), and was prominent as the most brilliant
saint among the ancestors (shengjiao liezu 聖教列祖) in Algeria. While reading the classics dur-
ing his youth, he indulged in lusts and passions. When an adult, he was touched by the Holy
Spirit and received instruction from a tutor. Thus he repented and converted himself to the
Heavenly truth … In the tenth year of Emperor Wen (Wendi shinian 文帝十年), rebellions
arose in the Empire. He was exhausted by his ministries and passed away at age seventy-six …
I have translated his book Confessiones, since the author [Augustine] held himself upright inside
and elegantly outside (chengzhong er xingwai 誠中而形外) …39

Figure 1. A Ming Dynasty script of Michele Ruggieri’s
Confucian account of the Christian God and “an
ancient saint” (Augustine). In the collection of the
Nanjing Union Theological Seminary (image by the
author).

36Ruggieri’s companion, Matteo Ricci, refers to this “ancient Saint” as “Augustinus” (Aowusitinuo 嶴梧斯悌諾), using a
similar formulation in his Chinese-language work Tianzhu shiyi 天主實義, Latin title: Dei Vera Ration, in 1603. The overlap
of these two versions of the story shows that Matteo Ricci participated in Ruggieri’s writing project and that Ricci was familiar
with the text of the Tianzhu shengjiao shilu relating to Augustine. For Matteo Ricci’s paraphrased story of Augustine, see Ricci
2014, p. 88.

37See Seah 2017, pp. 90–91.
38William Muirhead’s translation is in the collections of the East China Theological Seminary, Shanghai. This is the 1899

version but states that the first edition was in 1884.
39The original text in classical Chinese reads: “茲述西國之古聖曰奧古斯丁，生于東晋穆帝十二年，在亞非利加北，

聖教列祖中，聲名最著者也。幼時雖讀詩書，而情欲放鬆，迨壯年，被聖神大感，又得教師諄誨，心漸激發，痛
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Muirhead’s strategy of accommodating Confucian terms offered a useful model for his Missionary
Society companions such as Joseph Edkins (1823–1905), Alexander Williamson (1829–1890), and the
American Methodist Young John Allen (1836–1907). Allen published a compilation entitled
“Augustine” at the end of 1895. This abridged version was collected in his series of Zili mingzheng
自曆明證 (Conversions), which addressed how some “pagan” Christians had converted from other
religions to the Trinitarian faith.40 An obvious feature of Allen’s translation is that he addresses the
issue of how Augustine was set free from the bondage of pagan worship and converted to
Christian belief. He refers to Buddhism as an idolatrous religion and adapted the case of Augustine
to persuade some Buddhist believers to convert to Christianity. Allan’s translation incorporates a con-
textualized theology to interpret the Roman Empire as having serious problems with Buddhism.41 It is
therefore a vivid case of Allen following Ricci’s missionary strategy of allying with Confucianism
against Buddhism, in the mode of “Confucian–Christian synthesis,” to explore the balance of
Confucian orthodoxy and Christian-Maitreyan beliefs.42 While one of the targets of the conversion
would pertain to Chinese Buddhists, the interreligious details of the faith which caused conflicts
between Buddhism and Augustinian theology are beyond the scope of this study.43

The “Confucian-Christian synthesis,” for the Jesuit missionaries, did not mean the abandonment of
the orthodox Christian faith when employing Confucian terms and concepts. On the contrary, the
purpose of adopting the case of Augustine was to propagate the core values of the Christian faith
with no alterations. In other words, the Jesuit missionaries had to learn Chinese and conform to
the indigenous context in ways consonant with Christianity, so as to be able to proclaim the
Maitreyan faith as an insider. In a manuscript written in the Ming dynasty Wushi yan yu 五十言

餘 (Fifty Proverbs and the Remnants, 1645), I found some paragraphs relating to Augustine’s theory
of sin and the two cities.44 It was formulated by Giulio Aleni (Airulue 艾儒略, 1582–1649) in a
Confucian writing style, as shown in the documents in Figure 2.

In the first section of the manuscript shown in these documents, Aleni introduced the model of
Augustine, emphasizing the significance of conversion to the congregations:

Augustine states that it would be better that you choose goodness before the things [final judge-
ments] after this life. It is not right to convert late to confess and follow goodness. If your behav-
ior was often evil, but trying your best to be good, it is indeed good itself. This often happens in
one’s early years. When you are not able to do evil, it is not because that you are good or have left
evil behind, but the evil left you. Therefore, if you convert late, only when you are old, it will lead
to four bad things: perturbation of the soul, wasting the time of life, leaving a corrupted soul to
the Supreme Good [God], and eternal fatuity. This is a great pity! (wuhu shang zai 嗚呼傷哉).45

改前非，篤信天道，而從聖教……至文帝十年，國有叛逆爭鬥事，彼勤勞供職，心力交瘁，忽染沉屙，溘然長

逝，時年七十有六……今譯《自任》一書，意斯人實誠中而形外…” See Muirhead 1884, ii and 34. Cf. Douglas, 1903,
pp. 94–95.

40Lin [Allen] 1895.
41Lin [Allen] 1895, p. 2.
42Unlike Ruggieri’s accommodation of Confucianism, Ricci developed an intense hostility toward Buddhism. Ricci acutely

observed that by accommodating the Confucian elite culture it was easier to be associated with the officials who carried much
weight in political and social life. For the distinction between Ruggieri and Ricci on approaches to propagation, see Sun and
Zhong 2004, pp. 114–15.

43For the conversion issues in the early Christian–Buddhist dialogue, see Hsia 2016, pp. 99–101.
44Confucianism does not have the concept of “sin” or “original sin” as strictly as that in Augustine’s context. In Aleni’s

formulations, he often adopts the term “evil” (in a Confucian writing style) to refer to the source of corrupted state of
human psychology and behaviors other than free choice. This transformation of terms follows from his attempt at dealing
with concepts in a contextual theology. However, the metaphysical assumptions of these two concepts (“sin” and “evil”) in
Christianity and Confucianism are different; one should not exaggerate the similarities. For the problem of sin/evil in the
Christian–Confucian dialogue, see Ching 1968, pp. 161–93.

45The original Chinese by Giulio Aleni reads: “奧斯丁曰：身後之事，爾欲先善定之。則莫要於夙悔過，夙趨善矣。

夫能行不善，而乃務於善，斯誠可謂之善。而幼稚之時如是也。待力不足以行惡，因爾不為，是非爾拒遺其惡，
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After explaining the urgency of conversion, Aleni raises the concepts of good and evil in Augustine’s
account of the two cities, as shown in the second section of the manuscript above:

Augustine states that human beings, born in the terrestrial city, were often perturbed by worldly
matters. They started to set themselves free from these issues and moved toward the Heavenly
city. While our Lord, who created and renewed the soul, lives in Heaven, all the sufferings are
in this world. Thus the joy of the soul, isn’t it to go to Heaven and participate in the Lord?…
The earthly souls have been corrupted and polluted. They devoted themselves to worldly matters
rather than the higher goodness, why?… This world is not the home of eternal happiness, but
instead is filled with fear, or distress, or temptation. Living in this life, the soul is not able to
be consoled even for a moment … For a person, being evil, I am so delighted that he could con-
vert to the good, however, he is still tempted by evil. If a person is good, although this is praise-
worthy, I still worry he could turn back to evil again … Entrusting hope to his earthly city, he
could never be in real security.46

How to set oneself free from the perturbation of the soul devoted to worldly matters, and moving
from egoistic desires (especially the passion for domination) to the love of God is the theme of
Augustine’s late magnum opus, The City of God, which he summarizes as the encounter with two cit-
ies, amore sui and amore Dei. Aleni’s clarification is in line with this theme, but involves some termin-
ology from the Four Books (sishu 四書), such as the idioms “One thrives and survives under suffering
and hardship, and withers if left over-protected and contented with the current situation” (shengyu
youhuan siyu anle 生於憂患死於安樂) from Mencius. However, Giulio Aleni’s intention is not to
be committed to Confucian values. He points out that due to “fears” (kongju 恐懼), “sufferings” ( you-
huan 憂患), and “temptations” ( youhuo 誘惑), the souls of human beings in this corrupted world
cannot attain the impassible good state (impassibilitas) once and for all. Thus, orienting the mind
toward the heavenly city rather than the terrestrial world of sufferings (zhongku zhi yu 衆苦之域)
is what the ancient saints or philosophers pursued. Portraying Augustine’s theory of the two cities
in this Confucian manner, Giulio Aleni stresses the urgency of baptism; he expects the congregations

Figure 2. The Ming dynasty manu-
script in the collections of the
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana and
the Nanjing Union Theological
Seminary (image by the author).

乃惡拒遺爾耳。故需暮年以為善，必有四害。心亂不寧也, 徒稟生命也，獻腐於至尊也, 終時昏昧也，嗚呼傷

哉！” See Aleni 1972, p. 372.
46The original Chinese reads: “奧斯丁云：人生於地，觸地之患，始思避之，移歸於天。造心之主在天，眾苦之域

在地。故人心之樂，孰樂於歸天而得對越其主者乎？……世人不虞心之朽爛，聽其卑污而不向上，何哉？……聖

人獨亟亟然惟就上主為羨……世路終無安樂之鄉。或恐懼，或憂患，或誘惑。人於此世，一息不能稍慰……人而

為惡，吾雖望其遷善為慰，然且受其惡之害矣。人為善，雖有可嘉，猶複慮其轉不善矣……寄託地上，既無可自

安。” Ibid., pp. 385–86.
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to convert to Christian values of goodness and the promised city of Heaven as soon as possible. It is
thus not difficult to see that Aleni employed the method of the “Confucian-Christian synthesis” in his
missiological practice, making a skillful connection with Confucian terminology.

On the basis of the above analysis of these documents, we can observe that a “Confucian–Christian
synthesis” played an important role in the early Jesuit translations, which promotes the accommoda-
tion of Christian values in the Chinese religious context. This “synthesis” is not an eclectic position
combining the coinciding views of Confucian and Christian worldly values, but instead it stands by
the very nature of Catholic dogmatics in adopting a convenient way of preaching.47 As was the case
of introducing the Roman Empire as a place of Pagan “Buddhist” worship, which is not a misrepre-
sentation, but rather a wise strategy of propagating the gospel to a greater number of Chinese people,
encouraging them to follow the example of Augustine. In what follows, I shall go a step further to ask
why Augustine was chosen by the Jesuits in dealing with the conflict of Confucian and Christian
values in their missionary practice.

The Role of Augustine in the Encounter of Confucian-Christian Values

Augustine being taken as a spokesman by the early Jesuits was not confined to the fact that he was one
of the supreme Latin writers of Western Christianity and one of the most influential figures in the
history of the Catholic church,48 but also because he experienced a conversion and provided a
model of how to deal with heresies and pagan (Stoic philosophical) doctrines in his life. His experience
is thus of particular importance for missionary work in China. Taking his refutation of the Stoic and
the Platonic philosophers as an example, let us first look at Augustine’s consideration of the conflicts
between philosophical and theological values.

Before his conversion in Milan, Augustine was influenced by various philosophical traditions, and
two of them, Stoicism and Neoplatonism,49 became the main sources in shaping his understanding of
the role of intellectual control in moral deeds and virtue. However, after he became Bishop of Hippo,
Augustine became gradually aware of the limitation of the functions of the will and reason, attempting
to review those issues from a theological perspective. In other words, Augustine followed his prede-
cessors’ philosophical framework in his early years, but he deviated from their position by offering
a theological anthropology developed from a different perspective by reinterpreting the terminology
and doctrines of his predecessors accordingly. Two pivotal theological concepts, original sin and
grace, allowed his worldview to include various levels. (1) At the mundane worldly level, Augustine
espouses a pessimistic orientation that is associated with the doctrine of original sin and he criticizes
philosophers who “overrate” their personal powers and virtues, living in a state of “pride” (superbia)
and egocentricity. Augustine argues that in the fallen condition, there is a weakening and distortion of
human will, love, and rational power. That condition also reveals a perverse tendency ( pondus).50 (2)

47Some early discussions did not include a missiological definition of the concept of the “Confucian–Christian synthesis”
in their own context. See, for example, Luzbetak 1988, pp. 80–83. One should, however, be aware of the inner shift in the
meaning of the “synthesis” in their discussions. In my article, the use of the strategy of the “Confucian–Christian synthesis”
involves a missiological meaning, which stresses the centricity of Christian values in the adaptation of the Confucian termin-
ology in Jesuit missionary work.

48A thought-provoking comment on the significance of Augustine for Western intellectual history is offered by Jaroslav
Pelikan, who believes, prudently, that Augustine was “a universal genius” in Western intellectual history. See Pelikan
1971, p. 292.

49Augustine’s early understanding of the passions was closely connected to the teaching of the Platonists and Stoics, but he
was neither proficient in Greek, nor familiar with philosophical works in Greek. Even though he refers to Plato, his main
source for Platonism was Neoplatonist philosophy. See Brown 2000, pp. 23–28; 79–92. For Augustine’s sources, see Byers
2013 and Harrison 2000.

50Miikka Ruokanen presents a systematic analysis of Augustine’s concept of pondus voluntatis et amoris. He states, “The
principle of pondus consists of the tendency of the will and love of the rational beings either to conform to or to diverge from
the primitive order of nature. Because of the Fall, in Augustine’s terminology the word pondus, i.e. the weight, signifies
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Augustine believes that the model of Christ established a righteous and undeflected value system that
offers new criteria for evaluating human conduct. The philosophers themselves cannot become aware
of their moral defects (for example, their arrogance) and depraved nature without an awareness of the
uncontaminated values in Christ. (3) At the eschatological level, Augustine believes that two cities of
men will be differentiated. One will be saved by the grace of Christ and enter the City of God with
purified values and recovered cognitive abilities, receiving the gifts of grace and participating in
God in eternal rejoicing. The other (without redemption) will remain in the sinful state together
with the Devil and receive eternal punishment from God.51

Therefore, in comparison to the philosophical framework, it is evident that Augustine displays a
pessimistic view toward mundane life, and he believes that an external power is required to change
a depraved nature into a higher state. Furthermore, Augustine has complete confidence in supranatural
grace, and concludes that divine love will generously bestow gifts not limited to restoring the distorted
human condition. These supranatural gifts are certainly limited to the elect, with the majority remain-
ing under the righteous wrath of God toward our fallen humanity. Thus, the theoretical foundation for
his worldview is formed by the assumption of a perverted human pattern of living and a faith in an
equitable divine value system as well as eschatological fulfillment.

This transitional background makes Augustine one of the most suitable candidates for dealing with
the conflicts between Christian and Confucian values. Like the Stoics and the Platonists, Confucianism
also endorses a correct, intellectual control that promotes moral acts and virtues. However,
Confucianism does not confess the overwhelming power of original sin as well as the role of grace in
the cure of the intellectual functions. The missionary work in China, in an important sense, lies in
the conversion from Confucian values to the theological synthetic worldview. Although the metaphysical
assumptions in the Stoics and Confucianism are different, neither of them confesses the following points
which are crucial in Augustine’s theological anthropology (in his refutation of the philosophical frame-
work): (1) the overwhelming power of original sin leads to a condition of misery; (2) humans cannot
save themselves by their own powers because their values and thinking are corrupted; (3) the Saviour
is not infected by original sin and is a model of true value; (4) in order to redeem the depraved condition,
the Saviour voluntarily enters the human reality and participates in human life as a sign of divine love
and as a gift of grace; (5) the Saviour has sufficient power to deliver fallen humans from both their suf-
fering and their perverted condition. These five crucial points in Augustine’s theological doctrine
represent general Christian values, which cannot be found in any Confucian documents. Moreover,
these points, together with the theory of the weight of the will and love (pondus voluntatis et amoris),
composed the inner structural conflicts between Confucianism and Christianity.

Therefore, the role of Augustine, in this structural conflict between Confucian and Christian values, is
how to adapt in order to persuade the common Chinese laity and the scholar-officials to accept the above
five dogmatic points and the theological synthetic worldview. Considering Augustine’s experience of part-
ing from his earlier philosophical paradigm (following the Stoics and the Platonists) and the change to the
soteriological view of his later theology, his conversion, from the perspective of the Jesuits, is a good model
for Chinese congregations, as we have seen in the paragraphs by Giulio Aleni (Airulue 艾儒略), who
explained the theological view of the corrupted soul and the will in the name of Augustine. Therefore,
St. Augustine was considered an additional advantage for propagating the Christian faith by the
Catholic theologians, not only because he made an intellectual transition from a secular philosophical
paradigm to a theological scheme of values, but because it also follows that his experience of conversion
had an immeasurable effect in encouraging pagan believers to convert to the Christian faith.52

basically the tendency of the vitiated rational beings to turn from being oriented upwards to downwards, i.e. from the Creator
to the created.” Ruokanen 1993, p. 39.

51De civitate Dei 15.1: … quod in duo genera distribuimus, unum eorum, qui secundum hominem, alterum eorum, qui
secundum Deum uiuunt; quas etiam mystice appellamus ciuitates duas, hoc est duas societates hominum, quarum est una
quae praedestinata est in aeternum regnare cum Deo, altera aeternum supplicium subire cum diabolo. Cf. De civitate Dei 14.1.

52A number of Confucian literati were baptized through the influence of Augustine’s conversion, such as Li Jiugong 李九
功 (?–1681) and Zhang Xingyao 張星曜 (1633–ca. 1715), who composed poems for Augustine and the Catholic churches in
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Concluding Remarks

While Augustine stands out as one of the most influential Church Fathers in the West, China has not
been blind to him historically. Rather, Augustine played a significant and fascinating role in the early
reception of Christianity in China through its introduction by Jesuit missionaries. Some critics such as
Zhou Weichi astutely observe that several paraphrasing errors occurred in the translation of Augustine
into the Chinese context, such as the Roman Empire being portrayed as a place of pagan worshippers
of “Buddhism.” However, what he does not say is that these inaccuracies reflect the accommodation
and indigenization of Augustinian theology in the Chinese religious context. This phenomenon of the
transformation of terms is understood by other researchers such as Nicolas Standaert, R. Po-chia Hsia,
Audrey Seah, and Sumiko Yamamoto, but they do not explain why and how Augustine was taken as an
advantageous symbol in dealing with the conflicts of value in the Confucian–Christian encounter. For
the indigenization of Augustinian theology, a strategy of “Confucian–Christian synthesis” was
employed by the missionaries. This means that they attempted to reach a balance between assimilation
and independence with respect to Augustinian traditions in a foreign religious context. From this per-
spective, the alleged paraphrasing “misrepresentations” demonstrate a considered writing style,
achieved through adopting the terminology of the Chinese native language and an accommodation
to the indigenous religious modality.

In the strategy of the Confucian–Christian synthesis, the thesis is not confined to the adaptation of
the external aspects such as terms and ceremonies, but involves the deeper connotation of converting
faith and values. Instead of considering ancestor worship in the Confucian tradition as illicit, the early
Jesuits such as Michele Ruggieri, Matteo Ricci, and their successors refined the Chinese rituals not as
idolatrous but as civil phenomena that could be acceptable to the church. This monotheism makes the
dialogue between the Confucian worship of heaven (tian) and the Christian faith in God (shangdi)
possible. As distinct from Confucianism, Augustine observes the world through the lens of original
sin, describing the world as a distorted and miserable reality. In this picture, he introduced a signifi-
cant concept, the weight of the will and love ( pondus voluntatis et amoris), in his dialogue with his
predecessors. His values with regard to his theological anthropology consisted of a perverted
human living pattern, faith in an equitable divine value system, and eschatological fulfillment,
which contributed to the Confucian understanding of the natural order and the promise of the future
kingdom. Augustine’s theological doctrine attracted much attention from both the elite and com-
moners, and there was a resulting sharp growth in the number of Christians in Chinese society,
from an estimated eighteen persons in the year 1585 to 217,000 at the beginning of the eighteenth
century.53

To summarize, Augustine was considered an additional advantage in the early propagation of the
Catholic faith in China, in which the strategy of the Confucian–Christian synthesis (with a missio-
logical feature) was adopted by the Jesuit missionaries as a potential method for dealing with the issues
of the accommodation of terminology as well as the conflicts of faith and values in the indigenization
of Christianity in the Chinese context.
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