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Filial Piety: A Focal Point in the Conflict
between Chinese Culture and Christian Culture
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V In the exchange and blending of Chinése and Western cultures, the
notion of “filial piety” is a decisive point of contention. This is especially
true in the dialogue between the Confucianism and Christianity . .

“Filial piety” is one of the most fundamental mores in the value sys-
tem of Chinese culture. The core doctrine in Confucianism is “ren” (be-
nevolence) , and the quintessence of “ren” is “love for men”. “Love for
men” presupposes “filial piety” from which “ren” radiates. Therefore,
“filial piety” is the basis of “ren”. When the ruling class of China em-
braced Confucianism, the “three net ropes”, of which “filial piety” is an
important component, became the cardinal principle in the ordering of
China’ s feudal society for two thousand years. '

In contrast to the humanitarianism of Chinese culture, Christian pi-
ety scarcely discusses “filial piety”. In the Old Testament, the fifth in-
junction in the Ten Commandmenis speaks of honoring our parents. The
first four commandments address the God-man relationship. Since the fifth

A commandment on “filial piety” is the first of the remaining body of the
code which addresses interpersonal human relationships, it may be con-
strued that it ranks highly in Jewish culture. In the New Testament, the
principle Christian charge is love for God and love for others (philanthro-
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pism) , inéluding one’ s enemies. Once, Jesus did however affirm the
fifth commandment .

Here lies an important difference between Confucianism and Christi-
anity. Confucianism propagates different degrees of love for different sph-
eres of human relationships. Christianity propagates universal fratemity.
This difference accounts for many of the problems and conflicts that arose
in the proselytization of the Christian faith in China.

The Christian notion of universal fratemity reflects a higher level of
ethics. But the Confucian notion of “filial Piety” ought also to be es-
teemed. It remains economically relevant for the modern day Chinese fam-
ily where the needs of the elderly are still cared for within the individual’
s family unit. “filial Piety” continues to/be a fundamental part of popular
Chinese ethics. However, we are well advised to blend the virtue of tradi-
tional Chinese “filial Piety” with the egalitarianism of universal fratemity
in Christian ethics, and thereby transform the negative, outmoded ele-
ments of feudalism in the Chinese culture.
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