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Critical Terms in Theology
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Lo Ping-cheung
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Critical Terms in Theology

Lo Ping-cheung

Three explanations are in order before I elaborate on the theme of
this journal issue. First, “theology” has a narrow and a wide sense in
Western seminaries, divinity schools and departments of theology.
“Theology” in the wide sense includes Biblical Studies, Theological
Studies, Church History, and Practical Theology . Each of these fields has
its own dictionaries and encyclopedias. It is not easy to find common
critical terms across these four fields. Second, with the influence of
Postmodernism, more and more Western scholars emphasize respecting
differences , protecting pluralism, and resisting conformity . Consequently,
pluralism in subject matter and methodology has been ascending in
Theological Studies; critical terms in theology have been undergoing
changes as well . Third, Theological Studies is a new discipline in Chinese
universities and academies. Their scholars are widely spread out in
Literature, Philosophy, History, and various Social Sciences. In virtue of
these three factors, “Critical Terms in Theology" in this issue is to be
understood in the wide sense; furthermore, it is to be understood in the
context of humanistic studies. In other words, “critical terms in theology”
here means not only important and essential terms in general, but also

significant and indispensable terms for both theology and other
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humanities .

A “critical term’ is not entirely the same as a “keyword.” For one
thing, it has the connotation of decisiveness. For another, the English
word “term” comes from the Latin word “terminus,” whose etymological
meaning is boundary. As American scholar Mark C. Taylor observes,
critical terms “function as enabling constraints that simultaneously create
possibilities and circumscribe the limits of exploration. But even when
lines of definition seem to be clearly drawn, terms remain irreducibly
complex. . . The complexity renders terms polysemous and multivocal.” ©
Accordingly, a critical term intersects with other critical terms, leading
readers from one term to another. Such intersections of critical terms
become a web. Not only that the critical terms themselves intersect,
different disciplines and methodologies intersect as well. Consequently ,
this web is always incomplete and open. @

The nature of this thematic issue of the journal is therefore not
“category studies.” Rather, we hope to bring together scholars of different
disciplines, fields, and methodologies to have dialogue through these
critical terms. We especially hope to interweave critical terms in theology
with those in other humanities and to foster better mutual understanding .

To discuss theological critical terms in Chinese will encounter one

complication which is absent in the West, wiz., Christianity is a

“foreign” religion that came to China only recently. No discussion of

(@ Mark C. Taylor, Critical Terms for Religious Studies ( Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998), 16.
@ Taylor, Critical Terms for Religious Studies, 17. This hook collects twenty-two eritical

terms and two of them are translated in this issue.




critical terms in theology in Chinese can avoid its cross-cultural
dimension. When Catholic Christianity came to China in late Ming
Dynasty it had to create Chinese critical terms. There were and still are
only two ways of doing it. One either creates its own new terms in Chinese
(e.g., God as tianzhu ) or chooses and picks from existing terms (e.g. ,
God as shangdi ). Either way, one cannot bypass the usages and
etymologies of these terms at that time, and cannot separate them from the
contexts of these terms or their components from classical Chinese learning
(studies of canonical writings, history, philosophy, literature). It is
therefore no surprise that many of these Jesuit missionaries became
“Sinologists .” They made a critical decision in terming this new religion
the Religion of the Lord of Heaven (lianzhujiao) rather than the Christ
Religion ( jidujiao ) and in calling their learing Heaven Studies
(tianxue) rather than theology ( shenxue). Accordingly, to discuss the
critical terms “ God " (" tianzhu ") and “ Catholic Christianity ”
(" tianzhujiao” ) in Chinese will be very different from discussing them in
English.

Discussions of critical terms in theology in Chinese are further
complicated by an important feature of the Chinese language, viz., terms
(¢t) are often the joining of two or more separate words (zi). This is
another reason we use ° critical terms” instead of “key words.” The
creative way in which one puts together different words reveals theological
and philosophical subtleties that are profound. Consider the five examples
below . First, Christians use the term “ xiaojing fumu” (to respect parents
in filial piety) instead of the more common term “ xicoshun fumu” (to

obey parents in filial piety), “zui” instead of “ guo” for “sin,” and

e BEESUERH(E 21 B 2000 B)
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“chuangzao” instead of “ huasheng” for “creation.” These terms are
coined in such a way that a critical distance is maintained between critical
terms in theology and critical terms in ancient usages; theological
distinctiveness is thereby preserved. Second, some Protestant Chinese
theological critical terms are different from the Catholic ones. For
examples, Catholics say “ tianzhu” whereas Protestants say “ shangdi” or
“shen” for “God,” ¥ Catholics say “enchong” whereas Protestants say
“endian” for “grace,” Catholics use “ zongtu” but Protestants use
“shitu” for “apostles,” Catholics feel free to say “jizu” whereas
Protestants discreetly say “jingzu” for “rituals to ancestors.” Catholics are
also much more willing to use the word “sheng,” a reserved term for
emperor, to compose terms, such as “ shengshi 7| holy rites ),
“ shengren" (saints), " shengtu ” (saints), shengzhi 7 (holy office) ,
“shengti” (holy communion), “shengzhuo” (holy seat), “ chaosheng”
(pilgrimage ), etc. Such divergences reflect not only theological
differences but also different assessments of ancient Chinese learning and
their idioms. In general, Chinese Catholics are more willing than Chinese
Protestants to use words and terms of ancient learning. Third, there are
critical terms that are not even shared by all Protestants, such as should it
be “ shangdi” or “ shen” for “God”?? Fourth, there are Christianity-

related eritical terms that are not shared by Christians and non-Christians .

@ Interestingly, although there are three Chinese theological terms for “God,” the Chinese
terms for “theology,” “divinity,” and “atheism” are the same for all denominations.

@  This “Term Question” controversy arose in the mid-nineteenth century Protestant bible
translation work, and is still not resolved today. See Jost Oliver Zetzsche, trans. Cai Jintu, The
Bible in China : the history of the Union Version or the culmination of Protestant missionary Bible

translation in China (Hong Kong: International Bible Society, 2002), 72 - 80.




Christians call Christmas “ shengdan ™ ( Holy Birthday) whereas non-
Chrisﬁans would only call it “ yedan™ (Birthday of Je[sus]) . Catholics
call the Pope “jiavozong” (the source of [ Christian] religion) whereas
non-Catholics call him * jiaohuang” (the emperor of [ Christian ]
religion) . Fifth, there are critical terms that are first used by ancient

“

Chinese learning and Christians adopt them to their use (e.g., “dao” as
translation for “logos” and “jing” as rendition for Bible). ®

More explanations about “jing” can illustrate the complexity of
theological critical terms in the Chinese language. “Bible” in Chinese is
now rendered as “ shengjing” (Holy Canon), but this is not the only
possible translation. The word “Bible” came from “biblia” in Greek and
Latin, which means simply books. The Catholics started translating the
Bible in the Qing Dynasty, which was not accomplished . It was tentatively
entitled “ guxin shengjing” (Old and New Holy Canon). The Protestant
missionary Robert Morrison finished the first complete translation and
published it as “ shentian shengshu” (Godly and Heavenly Holy Book) in
1823 . Another translation by other missionaries was entitled “ shentian
xinjiu yizhao quanshu” (Godly and Heavenly Old and New Testament
Complete Writings). @ Tt was still later that another translation was
published and was entitled “ xinjiuyue shengjing” (Old and New Covenant

Holy Canon), and the term has stayed till this day. What is noteworthy is

(D Christianity was nol the first religion to adopt the use of the term “ jing” for their
scriptures. Both Daoism and Buddhism eventually adopted this term for their most important
writings as well .

@ Cf. Zhao Weiben, Tracing Bible Translation—A History of the Translation of Five
Modern Chinese Versions of the Bible (Hong Kong: China Graduate School of Theology, 1993), 14
-19.
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that in ancient Chinese language, the critical term “ shengjing” ( Holy
Canon) was used to refer to Confucian canonical writings. The Bible in
Japanese has been called simply “shengshu” (Holy Book) in accordance
to the literal meaning of *“ biblia.” Accordingly, when Chinese
Christianity decided to call the Bible “ shengjing” ( Holy Canon) rather
than * shengshu ™ ( Holy Book ), as it was once called, Chinese
Christianity chose to introduce a debate on a critical term in China.

As a result of the cross-cultural complexity of theological critical
terms in the Chinese language, the meanings and significance of some
critical terms have been sharply debated. The Rite Controversy in Qing
Dynasty, which led to the prohibition of Catholic missionary work in
China, can be understood as a controversy of understanding the critical
term “jisi” (offering) . Franciscan missionaries objected against Chinese
Catholics doing offering to their ancestors because “offering should be
made to God exclusively.” @ Jesuit missionaries had a different view.
“Offerings are made to ancestors only out of family love. Confucian rituals
of offering do not have the component of asking for the ancestors’
blessings and protection. The rituals are meant only to express
remembrance out of filial piety. Even though they made offerings to tablets
of ancestors, it does not imply that the ancestors’ souls inhabit in the

tablets . The tablets are there to signify as if the ancestors were present. It

@  Quoted from Li Tiangang, The Chinese Rites Controversy: History, Documents, and
Significance (Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Press, 1998), 193.
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is to express the descendents’ sentiment of remembering their origin.’
The same controversy occurred again later among the Protestant
missionaries and Chinese churches. In today’s idiom, the controversy can
be understood as whether or not the critical terms “ancestor offering” and
“ancestor worship” are equivalent. Put it in another way, what kind of
relationship is there between “ji” (offering), a eritical term in Chinese
culture, and “chongbai” (worship), a critical term in Christianity?

As explained above, the intention of this thematic issue of our
journal is to promote meeting points for critical terms in theology and
critical terms in other humanities so that mutual understanding can be
enhanced. However, in virtue of cultural differences, critical terms in
Western theology can be only one portion of theological critical terms in
the Chinese contexts. Some critical terms from the Chinese culture should
form another portion. Examples are: family, filial piety, human
relationships, offering and sacrifice, Heaven, Dao, Canon study, heresy,
retribution, ete. The article “sin and wrongdoing” in this issue is an
effort toward this direction of enriching theological critical terms in the
Chinese language .

This thematic issue of our journal is just a beginning. We aspire to
provide another approach in the vast and boundless field of Christian
Studies and to show the dynamic progress of some research findings so far.

We hope to receive feedback and comments from our readers.

@D  Quoted from Research Unit of Christianity, Institute of World Religions, The Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, ed., Fundamenial Knowledge of Chinese Catholic Christianity
(Beijing: Religious Culture Press, 1999), 191.
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