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Abstract: After his arrival in 1582, Matteo Ricci lived in
China for 28 years until he died in Peking (Beijing) in 1610.

Throughout this period he interacted with a lot of great scholars
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and prominent intellectuals. One of the most famous figures was
the great dramatist Tang Xianzu (7% #242) whose influence in
Asia is equivalent to that of Shakespeare in Europe. In his On
Friendship Ricci wrote: Neither the praise of a friend nor the
insult of an enemy should be taken too seriously. ... The praise
of a friend can be more harmful than the insult of an enemy. A
friend’s praise may make me more proud, while the insult of an

enemy can push me to be more prudent.

Surely for Ricci, Tang Xianzu is a real friend who does not
overpraise or overtease. Tang himself is a reflective Buddhist
follower. But he was also the first Chinese scholar to introduce
the concept of “God” (Tian Zhu X %) in his poems. In Scene 21
of his great work The Peony Pavilion (Mudan Ting 4t J+ %) Tang
made a very rich and beautiful presentation of Catholic Liturgy
in Macau which he witnessed in 1591. Among his friends there
were quite a number of Buddhist scholars with critical thinking
who were good friends with Ricci and at the same time had
frank arguments with him. The Tang Xianzu Circle included Yu
Deyuan (K /% H), Li Zhi (£4}), and so on.

The face-to-face encounter between Tang Xianzu and Ricci and
his missionary partner Francesco de Petris took place in 1592 in
Zhaoqing (% ). Tang listened carefully to Ricci regarding his
concepts of Buddhism. Afterward Tang conceptualized Ricci’s
idea as “Knocking out Buddhism to Consolidate the Righteous”
(BoFo LiYi [## s & | ) and with this concept he wrote two
poems which were titled “Meeting with two Scholars coming
from the West in Zhaoqing on Knocking out Buddhism to
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Consolidate the Righteous,” and “An occasional work of two
pieces” ([ 3 I & /G 3R My £ AU 5 & ~ 1% ] ). The last two
sentences of the second one can be literally translated as: He
stated that originally there was no Buddha in India. Please kindly
let the Masters of Buddhism understand this point.

A similar concept was mentioned in the exchange of letters
between Ricci and Tang’s Circle. Ricci obviously did not want
to establish friendship at the cost of his belief. It is interesting that
Tang’s Circle respected Ricci very much. In this article I present
the interesting dialogue between Ricci and the Tang Circle, and
through such a dialogue we can understand their appreciation of
the foreign missionaries who were honest and sincere. Such a
dialogue later became a powerful ray of enlightenment in the late
Ming closed-door political environment.
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