Dialogues on Jesus in China (1)
A Missionary in Dialogue

By Gianni Criveller

With this issue of Tripod, we begin a series of short articles in which Gianni
Criveller examines Giulio Aleni’s dialogues and the theological questions
found in them. These theological issues are still very much a part of today'’s
missionary agenda.

1alogue is a part of the
mission of the
Church. John Paul II

in his encyclical Redemptoris
Missio affirmed that “dia-
logue 1s a path towards the
Kingdom and will certainly
bear fruit...” The Pope has
given extraordinary encou-
ragement to interreligious
dialogue, resulting in increas-
ed theological research and
the publishing of innumerable
documents. He has also met
frequently, in Rome and
during his extensive travels,
with the leaders of other
faiths, opening a door for
reconciliation and collabora-
tion that was unthinkable a
few decades ago. The unforget- Giulio Aleni, S.J. (1582-1649)
table prayer meeting for peace at Assisi in October 1986 attracted
world-wide attention and support because of its strong symbolic sig-
nificance and appeal. Through its emotional impact, John Paul II
gave a powerful boost to inter-religious dialogue and many less
spectacular but similar meetings have followed since then.
Inter-religious dialogue can spark off a wide range of reac-
tions. Some see in dialogue the danger of relativism—the risk of un-
dermining not only the absolute truths of Christianity, but also the
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need for missionary work and conversion to Christ. The Pope has had
to reply to criticisms and quandaries within the Church. Using strong
words the Pope told the Roman Curia on December 22, 1986: “The
very 1dentity of the Catholic Church and the Church's knowledge of
herself were both strengthened at Assisi. Indeed, the Church, and all
of us, in the light of that happening, came to understand more clearly
the real meaning of the mystery of unity and reconciliation that the
Lord has entrusted to us, and which he himself was the first to prac-
tice when he offered his life 'not only for the nation, but also to
gather into one the dispersed children of God (Jn 11:52).”

The Pope's emphasis on the path of dialogue not only does
not undermine the identity of the Church and the permanent validity
of her missionary mandate but enlightens the identity of the Church
and deepens her self-understanding. By practicing dialogue the
Church becomes more herself, because it becomes more like her
founder, Jesus, who gave his life to reunite all people. The Pope
traces dialogue as far back as Jesus' mission, attaching to dialogue a
deep Christological dignity.

The new attitude towards other religions acquired the name
‘dialogue’ with the encyclical Ecclesiam Suam of Paul VI (1964).
This document was called the encyclical of dialogue because from
that moment this word, as an ideal and a new challenge, began to be
used at Vatican Council II, in the missionary world and in theological
research. It would be a mistake, however, to assume that the practice
of dialogue started only recently. The multi-form and two millennia-
long missionary enterprise knows remarkable experiences of dia-
logue (and inculturation), although the various and rich acquisitions
offered by contemporary theological thought were not available to
the missionaries of past centuries.

An episode that touches us is the China Jesuit Mission in the
Late Ming Dynasty (1582-1644). As is well known, the great Matteo
Ricci (1552-1610) introduced the Christian faith to China through the
door of friendship, adopting the method of accommodation and by
dialogue with the Confucian literati. Until a few years ago, few
people were aware of the monumental contribution of another
remarkable Italian missionary, Giulio Aleni (1582-1649), whose
numerous writings and extensive missionary activities have recently
become the focus of research by several international scholars. Aleni
emerges as a giant of faith and science, a man who promoted the
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encounter and dialogue among members of different cultures and
religions.

Most of Aleni's twenty Chinese books are devoted to pre-
senting the Christian message. The two monumental volumes The
Life of the Lord of Heaven Incarnate (1635) and The Illustrated Life
of the Lord of Heaven Incarnate (1637) constitute a milestone in
evangelization in China. The Gospels were for the first time inte-
grally presented to the Chinese in the form of a lively narrative en-
dowed with images. The numerous reprints, up to the 1930s, reveal
the successful influence of these works. Aleni not only introduced
China to the mystery of Christ, but he also was the first who tried to
answer the questions that the figure of Jesus raised among his listen-
ers, both friends and opponents of the Christian faith.

The dialogue that took place between Christianity and Chi-
nese culture is revealed in three books. The first is The Learned Con-
versations in Fuzhou (1627), which 1s a record of Aleni's answers to
questions about the Incarnation by two notable scholars, one Confu-
cian and one Buddhist, during a public debate held in Fuzhou in June
1627. Years later, in 1635, Aleni published the Introduction to the
Incarnation of the Lord of Heaven, the first book in Chinese totally
devoted to the doctrine of Christ. Although the book is not a record
of any actual dialogue, several passages are an adaptation of real
conversations. The third book, The Diary of Oral Exhortations
(1640), was published by a team of twenty-six prominent converts
trom Fujian province under the editorial direction of Li Jiubiao. They
recorded 325 conversations or sermons of Aleni in the 1630s. De-
scribed as ‘the most fascinating book of Late Ming Christianity,” the
Diary is a gold-mine of information about the Jesuit mission, the dy-
namism of the Christian communities and the Chinese reaction. In
this book of dialogues we see ‘dialogue 1n action,” and dialogue as a
path of mission.

Recording and eventually publishing learned conversations
or scholarly discussions was a frequent practice mn China. The re-
cording of the sayings of the masters has also been practiced since
ancient times. Some of China’s most respected texts are in the form
of dialogues (see the Analects). The inclination and preference for
dialogue are also to be found in many Western classics and theologi-
cal texts. Chinese, Western and Christian traditions met each other on
the common ground of humanism. Although Aleni and other Jesuits
did not have the theology of dialogue available today, still they had
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the intellectual and moral predisposition to walk the path of dialogue
in carrying out their mission. Aleni and his companions were precur-
sors and anticipators of the Church of Vatican II, and Christians have
much to learn from them.

Aleni’s conversations with the Confucian opponents of
Christianity and members of other religions were also included in a
number of anti-Christian pamphlets that circulated in Fujian in the
1620s and 1630s.

In the series of short articles that I am now inaugurating, 1
will try to examine some of Aleni’s dialogues, which contain theo-
logical questions that are very much on the agenda of contemporary
mission.

Giulio Aleni not only introduced
China to the mystery of Christ,
but he also was the first
who tried to answer the questions
that the figure of Jesus raised
among his listeners,
both friends and opponents
of the Christian faith.




