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POPE’S ADDRESS ON THE WORK OF
FATHER RICCI IN CHINA

At the conclusion of the International Convention of Ricci Studies,
marking the 400th anniversary of the arrival of the Jesuit, Father Ricci, in
China, the Holy Father, Pope John Paul II, delivered an address on the work
of the great missionary. The address was given at the Pontifical Gregorian
University on October 25.

The Holy Father first addressed a cordial greeting to the participants
of the Congress, to the numerous religious personalities present (including
Cardinals, Archbishops and Bishops), to the laymen, among these also the
academic authorities of the University of Macerata (the place of Father
Ricci’s birth), and to the professors and students of the Pontifical Gregorian
University.

After having praised the organizers for the initiatives, both at Macerata
and at the Gregorian University, where Father Ricci had received his
scientific education, Pope John Paul II proceeded with following discourse:

Father Ricci, a “Bridge” between two Civilizations—European and Chinese

“But, in addition to these two cities, Macerata and Rome, there is a
third which was particularly dear to Matteo Ricci: Peking, where the great
humanist and missionary carried out his very fruitful activity, and where
his tomb is, guarded and venerated by many generation of Chinese.

Father Matteo Ricci’s arrival in China represented the culmination of
the dream that had animated his brother Jesuit, Francis Xavier, who thirty
years earlier, in December 1552, had died at the age of 47 on a small island
within sight of the great China. Less than two months before the death of
Xavier—who had died without realizing his ambition—Matteo Ricci, the
future missionary to China, was born in Macerata. Following in the footsteps
of Xavier, he would enter China and win the affection of the Chinese people
in a way that would give him a place in the history of its culture.

-Other Europeans, such as Marco Polo and the Franciscans, John of
Montecorvino and John of Pian del Carpine, had already made some con-
tacts with China during the preceding centuries. Nevertheless, it was Matteo
Ricci who first succeeded in inserting himself into the vital fabric of Chinese

~1~



culture and society, making the science and the technology of Europe
known to many people in that great country; and likewise familiarizing the
West with the civilization and the cultural riches of the Chinese people.

A true humanist, gifted with philosophical, theological and artistic
culture, with advanced mathematical, astronomical and geographical know-
ledge and with the most progressive technical application of that epoch,
Father Ricci, with his tenacious, humble and respectful dedication succeeded
in assixnilating the Chinese classical culture to such a profound degree as to
become a veritable ‘‘bridge’’ between the two civilizations, European and
Chinese.

The important fruits of this work of cultural mediation remain; the
numerous writings in the Chinese language, carried out with the intelligent
and indispensable assistance of his disciples (primarily of Xu Guangqi and Li
Zhizao); his contribution (and that of his Chinese collaborators) to the
introduction and the modernization of science and of technology in China;
and the materials and letters written in Italian on the various aspects of
Chinese culture.

And it is specifically for this highly significant mediation that the
Chinese people have reserved an important place in their history for this
great humanist and missionary of Macerata.

Efforts of Inculturation and the Witness of Social Commitment

A contribution of such value could not have been given except after
a long, dedicated period of cultural preparation and through a profound
process of inculturation in the Chinese reality. For this reason, Father Ricci
made notable sacrifices to study the language, the habits and customs of the
Chinese, so as to make them his own. Father Michele Ruggieri, his com-
panion, wrote in one of his letters to a friend: “We have become Chinese,
ut Christo Sinas lucrifaciamus™.

On his arrival in Macao in 1582, Father Ricci was sent on mission to
Zhaoqing in southern China, where he entered upon a long period of ex-
per,iencg, of efforts, of reflection on the cultural context in which he was to
perform his mission. It was only after 24 years of patient apprenticeship
that he succeeded in reaching the heart of China, and in joyfully reaping in
Peking, from 1601 to 1610, the fruit of what he had sown with so much
patient effort.
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At the beginning, like other missionaries, Father Ricci thought of con-
foming himself to the dress and to the social condition of the Buddhist
monks, because he was convinced that acting thus, he-would be considered
what he truly was, that is, ‘““a man of religion’. Later, however, he saw that
the religious concept of the surroundings in which he lived was notably
different from that of the West: the monks, in fact, were persons who in a
certain sense lived on the margin of society. Even their places of worship
were ordinarily built outside the centres of population.

Father Matteo Ricci and his companions then decided to carry their
religious testimony to the very heart of society, and for this, they adopted
the life style of men of letters, involved like them in the social life of the
community. In so doing, they wanted to demonstrate that religious faith
does not lead to a flight from society, but to a commitment in the worid,
in view of perfecting the life of society, to the point of openness toward
the redemption in Chrsit and toward the life of grace in the Church.

Scientific Contribution and Incarnated Evangelization

Father Ricci—it has certainly been illustrated in this Congress—
intended, in the first place, to open to the Chinese a secure way of improving
their efforts of scientific progress, and with real courage, he translated the
geometry of Euclid into Chinese. This is a matter of a precious contribution
offered by the West to the Chinese world. But obviously, this man from
Macerata had other objectives in mind, objectives which he always pursued
with profound respect for his listeners. In speaking of the Gospel, he knew
how to find the cultural mode that was appropriate to those who were
listening to him. He began with a discussion of themes dear to the Chinese
people, that is, morality and the rules of social life according to the Con-
fucian tradition, the human and ethical values which he acknowledged with
affection. Then he discreetly and indirectly introduced the Christian point
of view on the various problems and matters. Thus, without imposing or
commanding, he ended up by bringing many of his listeners to the explicit
knowledge and to an authentic cult of God, the Supreme Good.

Such a message, so concrete and so full of hope—but at the same time,
so respectful of all the positive values of classical Chinese thought—was
understood by his disciples and perceived by his numerous friends and
visitors.

~3~



It was due to such work of inculturation that Father Matteo Ricci
succeeded, with the assistance of his Chinese collaborators, in carrying out
a work that appeared impossible: that is carefully formulating the Chinese
terminology of Catholic theology and liturgy. Thus, he created the condi-
tions for knowing Christ and incarnating his evangelical message and the
Church in the context of Chinese culture.

Testimony of Evangelical Life and of Chinese Virtues

The work of inculturation done by Father Ricci did not take place only
within the sphere of missionary concepts and missionary work, but also in
the sphere of the personal testimony of life. It is necessary, before all else,
to bring into relief his exemplary religious life, which in a definitive way
contributed to making his doctrine appreciated among those whom he met
and taught.

Convinced of the importance that amiability and affability of treatment
and of conversation have in the Chinese culture as the expression of gentility
of soul, Father Matteo did everything possible to cultivate these virtues,
practicing them particularly in the encounters with those who made visits
to the residence of the missionaries. Such visits were almost continuous and
often required much time and great sacrifice from the missionaries, especial-
ly from Father Ricci, because of his knowledge of the Chinese language and
culture. In harmony with this style, he offered to his listeners the Chinese
translation of Cicero’s “De amicitia”.

Also worthy of note was his extraordinary capacity for winning the
esteem and the friendship of a large number of literary people and govern-
ment officials. Often it was specifically these people who futhered the
diffusion of the Gospel and the activity of the missionaries in those parts
of China, where they had been sent by the Emperor for their administrative
duties.

Already at the outset of his missionary activity, Father Ricci was well
aware of having entered upon an adventure that was by no means easy.
Particularly painful to him must have been the experience of misunderstand-
ing and suspicion of some of his own brothers at Macao, with regard to his
missionary methods, which for them were new and unusual. However,
humbly and with trust in God, he was always ready to modify his own ideas
and his methods of work, when experience showed that he had entered on
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