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The dissemination of Christiaﬁity in the Chinese cultural con-
text began with “the analysis of Christianity through the eyes of
Buddhism and Tacism”. This approach left China with a three-fold
paradigm for understanding Western thought. Firstly, any foreign
culture should be introduced and understood through China’s native
interpretative schema. Secondly, the metaphysical dimension should
be emphasized in the study of the “form” of Western thought. And
thirdly, foreign thought should be harnessed for practical “use” to
enrich China’s secular ethics. ’

The Sino-Nestorian Documents presented the Christian doc-
trine as the virtue of “taking no unnatural actions”, which became
the foundation for the “ethicization” of Sino-Christianity. In the
Ming and Qing Dynasties, by “adapting Christianity to Confucian-
ism”, the Chinese translated religious ethics into the realm of secu-

lar morals. The indigenization (or inculturation) movement blend-
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ing Sino-Christianity and Confucian moral norms has been strength-
ened since 1919, and the process of ethicization remains a major
trend into the 1980s and 1990s.

Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism traditionally interpret
their beliefs in ethical terms, thus producing works of goodness or
virtue. But a secular ethical system has no internal authority by
which to establish its legitimacy, justify its innate paradoxes, or ex-
ert an effective binding influence. Theoretically, Chinese culture
could benefit from the theological dimension of Christian ethics as a
reference. But it is unfortunate that the theological dimension is
precisely what has been discarded in the ethicization of Sino-Chris-
tianity.

While it is being interpreted in the indigenized interpretative
schema, Sino-Christianity should stimulate the most challenging
'ideas in the inter-interpretation of disparate perspectives instead of
merely seek for common ground. In this case, the most important
ethical resource Christianity can offer is not in reestablishing a simi-
lar set of moral norms, but in providing an ultimate explanation for
an ideal morality.

In recent times, China and the West are being confronted with
an increasingly similar set of cultural, political and economic prob-
lems. A new interpretative schema for Christianity in the contem-
porary Chinese cultural context may no longer be constructed from
Confucianism, Buddhism, ‘or Taoism; it may simply come out of
the existential experiment of modern man. With this change of in-
terpretative schema, Karl Barth’ s distinction between “Christian

spirituality” and “Christian churches”, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s notion
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of the “unreligious interpretaton of Christianity”, and Reinhold
Niebuhr’s theological and ethical argument on the basis of “tension”
may prove to be very inspiring and effective in helping the Chinese

of our day understand Christianity on a deeper level.
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