HH A Z SR SckE 237

B “AANZ G P By SOk v
“The Rites Controversy” and Cultural Communication
 EAE OLBERF
An Ximeng Shanxi University

[EXRE]

The history of Catholicism in china has been marked by confrontation
and debate over traditional Chinese feudal customs and Christian doc-
trine. This conflict, as embodied in the Rites Controversy, has great cul-
tural and religious significance. It represents China’s early reflections on
the cultural disparity between East and West, and a challenge to old cus-
toms of questionable value. )

If Christian missionaries and Chinese converts had openly debated
the issues, the Rites Controversy could have promoted Sino — Western
cultural dilogue and stirred the stagnant waters of China’s feudalistic tra-
ditionalism. Always, the Chinese emperor chose a simplistic applﬁacfl to-
wards all things foreign, theological and controversial, and ordered a total
ban on religion. The imperial edict reflected a general ignorance and dis-
dain towards religion and the value of open debate on matiers of doctrine.

This paper aims to cﬁﬁque contemporary criticisms of the old contro-
versy. Modern day criticisms once again reflect the lack of intellectual ob-
jectivity, and the failure to appreciate the importance of free discussion in
academia. Many people still look to the established authority for the final
word on controversial issues, thus continuing the stranglehold on healthy
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academic or religious debate.

In this 21st century, we should be able to revisit the Rite Controver-
sy with an enlightened attitude. We ought not accept the uncritical, pop-
ulist view. Instead, we should take a fresh look at the issues from the
perspective of religious freedom, individual human rights, and the dignity
of the academic enterprise.

" As china evolves historica]ly, we have abolished old customs and su-
perstitions that stand in Bhe way of progress, e. g. the worship of heaven,
ancestral worship, and the veneration of Confucius. However, recent
trends suggest that superstition is on the rise again. The academic com-

munity must take note and issue waming.
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