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Korean Confucianist Opinions on Matteo Ricci's
The True Doctrine of The Lord of Heaven

Rev. Andrew Choi

The True Doctrine of the Lord of Heaven(KFHEE) is not only
Matteo Ricci’s representative masterpiece, but also the most typical of
all the books written by the Jesuits in China. Because this book relates
Chinese thought and basic Catholic doctrine, it is not simply a book
of Catholic doctrine, but rather a kind of apologetics which responds to
Chinese thought and religion. So this book was of special interest to
the Chinese people and thus the object of much study and research.
Since this book interprets and criticizes Chinese thought, it naturally
caused many negative and positive responses.

In Korea too this book aroused the same twofold reactions. Though
the content of the book was rejected by some scholars, it did receive
a positive response from others. The negative rejections led to some
new specialized theories, and the acceptance of Rieci’s work brought
about new advances in Catholic doctrine.

Confucian scholars who reacted negatively to this book are Shin
Hudam (1702-1761), Ahn Chungbok (1712-1791), Lee Hunkyung
{1719-1791), Hong Chungha and others. Shin Hudam in his Western
Learning (%%, Ahn Chungbok in his book Questions and Answers
about Catholicism (KEBFE), Lee Hunkyung in his book On Catholi-
cism (RBIE), Hong Chunghain his book Refutation of the True
Doctrine of the Lord of Heaven (W35W%E) all argued vigorously against
-the teaching of Ricci’s book.

Confucian scholars who reacted positively to Ricei’'s book were Chung
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Yagchong (1706-1801), Chung Yagyong (1762-1836), Chung Hasang
{1795-1839) and others. Chung Yagchong's book Summary of Catholic
Belief (F384), Chung Yagyong's Lectures on Moderation (Fpg3
%) and his other books, Chung Hasang’s Letters to the Ministers (-
SHIE) all accepted, digested and fully absorbed Riceci’s teaching as
their own. Considering the above scholars’ opinions as a whole, their
thought differs in many areas. In this paper we will look at the major
areas of difference on the following themes: “God’s Universal Rule”,
“The Theory of the Great Ultimate”, “The Immortality of the Human
Soul”, “The Confucian Sovereign on High as the Lord of Heaven”,
and “Theories on Human Nature”,

1. God's Universal Rule (33525

Shin Hudam denied Ricci’s claim that the God of Heaven or the
Sovereign on High (3 created this world. He acknowledged God’s -
universal rule, but this was not a personal rule. In his view of Neo-
Confucianism he interpreted this rule as pure I (#)., Chung Yagyong
saw God’s rule as coming from his will and something personal. Fur-
thermore, to avoid misunderstanding the Neo-Confucian notion of
God’s rule, he taught that his rule of our soul was a clear fact, and
with this he clarified the meaning of God’s personal rule. Chung Yag-
chong and Chung Hasang, following Ricci’s proof in his book, proved
that God must exist both in heaven and on earth because of the origin
and order of all things in heaven and earth, as well as the proper qualities
of man.

2. Theory of the Great Ultimate (KHE#)

Ricei’s book taught that the Great Ultimate is not identical with
God’s rule, and because” the Great Ultimate is I (3), a dependent
thing,. it cannot be the origin of all things. So he réjected Chu Hsi's
theory of the Great Ultimate. On this point Ahn Chungbok said that
the “Sovereign on High” (7% ) and the I () of the Great Ultimate
are one thing. He also supported Chu Hsi's theory that Heaven
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Above ( :X) and the Great Ultimate aré identical. Chung Yagyong like
Ricci said that the Great Ultimate is not the same as the material of
heaven. He also denied that ultimate existence is included in the con-
cept of the Great Ultimate, and so the Great Ultimate cannot be the
origin of all things in this world.

3. The Theory that the “Sovereign on High” is the “Lord of Heaven”

Hong Chungha criticized the notion that the “Sovereign on High”
(k) is the God of Ricei’s book, because “Sovereign on High” is [
and so cannot be identified with the God of Ricei’s book. Like Ricci
Chung Yagyong divided the visible heaven from the invisible heaven
{God of Universal Rule). He also denied the equality of the God of
heaven and the God of earth, and he concluded that the foundation of
all things was the Catholic personal “Sovereign on High”. Chung Yag-
chong shared the opinion that the visible heaven cannot be the Lord
of Heaven and Earth, and between heaven and earth one “Sovereign
on High God” exists.

4. Immortality of the Human Soul (EzARE)

Shin Hudam recalled that in his criticism of Sambiasi's (58 the-
ory on the immortality of the soul he had already denied such im-
mortality, and he also criticized the presence in Korean tradition of the
teaching on punishment in hell. He also spoke against the selfish seek-
ing for God’s blessings in heaven.. Ahn Chunghok said that there is
in Chinese thought a theory that the soul has three properties, but the
theory that only the soul is immortal is not found in China. Chung
Yagyong taught that human existence combines body and soul; he also
made the theory of the three qualities of the personality the model
for the three qualities of the soul. Chung Hasang, following Ricei,
took for his own the theory of the three properties of the soul (life
soul, sensible soul, spiritual soul) and took his stand in believing that
the soul is immortal as proved in the Confucian classics (iRE).
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5, Theory of Human Nature (A#:#)

Ricci's book emphasized the importance. of the problem arising from
human activity more than human nature itself. Goodness, justice, wis-
dom, politeness and the good and evil come after reasan; that is, they are
understood by their functions. In particulér goodness is the highest virtue
of loving God and man. It is also the highest virtue among the Chinese,
Chung Yagyong’s view of the human person can be said to be the
same as that in Ricci’s teaching on the good and evil as found in his
The True Doctrine of the Lord of Heaven. According to Chung
Yagyong, the person has an innate tendency toward the good prior to
reason, and virtue is the process of learning or exercising true goodness.
Virtue is thus acquired by continual practice and so is a posteriori.
This opinion is related to Ricei's view of goodness of conscience and
his concept of habit. Also, Chung Yagyong denied the Neo-Confucian
theory that goodness is an innate virtute. He also regarded goodness as
a kind of virtue of personal relationships, i.e., loving others in action
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