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Paul Xu Guangqi
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Patriot, Man of Faith, Scholar and Statesman
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Xu Guangqi, 1562-1633, Scholar and Convert

Xujiahui is named after Xu
Guangqi, perhaps the best
known of China's early con-
verts to Catholicism. Xu was
born in Shanghai in 1562.
During his long years of study-
ing the Confucian Classics and
clearing the hurdles of the
examination system to advance
in the imperial bureaucracy, he
had investigated Buddhism and
Daoism, as well as Neo-Confu-
cian orthodoxy, but he was not
satisfied. In 1596, he saw a
map of the world showing more
countries than he had ever seen
before on any map printed in
China. Someone told him it
was the work of a scholar from
the West, Li Madou (Matteo
Ricci, S.J.). Xu filed the name
in his memory. But his focus at
the time was on passing the
provincial examination. In
1597, at the age of 36, he
received the juren degree.

In the Spring of 1600, Xu
met Ricci briefly. He was
impressed by Ricci's combina-
tion of knowledge and deco-
rum. Ricci gave Xu a copy of
Mark's Gospel and a pamphlet
of his own work entitled, The
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True Record of the Lord of
Heaven. Xu pondered this new
teaching, and sought out the
Jesuits in Nanjing, where he
was baptized in 1603, and given
the name "Paul”, a name re-
served for the most promising
converts. Seeing in Xu an asset
to the new Chinese Church,
Ricci encouraged him to press
on for the jinshi degree, the
highest degree in the empire.

In 1604, Xu not only
passed the Jinshi exam but
wrote such a perfect essay that
he was entitled to sit for further
exams from which 24 scholars
from the whole empire would
be selected for the Hanlin
Academy. This meant remain-
ing in Beijing for three more
years. From 1604 to 1607, Xu
worked with Ricci translating
works on mathematics, hydrau-
lics, astronomy and geography.
While Ricci could look at a
Latin text and dictate its mean-
ing in Chinese, or even write it
himself, he needed someone to
polish his translations and Xu
was on hand to do a profession-
al job. When Ricci realized
that Xu was one of the few
scholars in China who under-
stood Euclid's Elements, he
requested Xu to help translate
this work.

After Ricci died on May
11, 1610, his successors re-
garded Xu as their most valu-
able supporter, and, at times, a
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much needed protector. Xu
used his connections to have the
Board of Rites petition the
emperor for Jesuit help in revis-
ing the calendar. The emperor
agreed, but the idea of foreign-
ers occupying such an august
position caused resentment
among certain factions at the
court. Starting in 1615, Xu had
to defend the good name of
Christianity against attacks from
a highly placed foe, Shen Que,
Vice-president of the Nanjing
Board of Rites. On several
occasions Xu was able to secure
the release of Jesuits, and
Chinese Catholics, from prison.
A patriot as well as a man of
faith, Xu suffered greatly from
the hostility of Emperor Chong
Zhen's corrupt court council-
lors. Powerless against them,
Xu had to witness the decline of
the Ming dynasty and to live
under the threat of the Manchu
invasion. Xu, however, re-
mained a faithful and honest
servant of the state and of the
Church. Willing to sacrifice his
career for his faith, Xu spent
from 1621 to 1627 in retirement
in Shanghai. In 1629 he was
recalled to public office and
before his death was awarded
some of the state's highest
honours. At his death in 1633,
Xu was praised both by Chinese
officials and missionaries for
his private virtue, and his
public integrity.

July-August, 1992
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Entrance to Guangqi Park today.

Some Catholics in Shang-
hai today are proud to trace
their Catholic roots back almost
tour centuries to Xu Guangqi
and the Xu family. Some still
live in the Xujiahui area of
Shanghai. Xu Guangqi's tomb
1s located in Guangqi park near
Nandan Road not far from
Shanghai's largest Catholic
church dedicated to Our Lady,
Mother of God.
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The tomb of Xu Guangqi in 1948. The stone tablets read, "The grave of
the old Excellency. " The cross in the backgound stands over Xu's grave.

HABEHLHS
Statue of Xu Guangqi
carved in stone.




