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The Values and Limits of a Hermeneutics 
of Suspicion in Evaluating the Canon-in-Translations 

Produced by Missionary-Scholars:
Cases and Reflections

Introductory Ruminations

Previous critical reflections based upon the three versions of Gu 
Changsheng’sS^-R:§notable book, Chudnjiaoshi yu jindai Zhongguo 

[1]. Chinese book on Protestant missionaries 
which initially challenged the credibility of all missionaries, but in later 
editions added positive assessments of some of their works [3].

Earlier Buddhist missionary-scholars in translation (3rd through 8th 
centuries CE) were not involved in "colonialist” projects, but did have 
cultural and interpretive problems that suggested other kinds of hermeneutic 
quandaries [2]. The early adoption of Zhuangian-style language as a basis 
for Chinese expressions of Buddhist terminology is a case in point.

Jesuit missionary-scholars (17th-20th centuries CE) and Protestant 
missionary-scholars (19th—20th centuries CE) employed different missio- 
logical approaches, but agreed on emphasizing theistic elements within 
Classical Ruism (“Confucianism”), while certain modern missionaries such 
as Legge located theism even in contemporary imperial rituals and prayers. 
Can suspicions that religious interests necessarily bring about unjustified 
interpretive biases stand against all of these positions, but are these critiques 
themselves free from secularist biases? [4, 5]. Are there at times strategic 
forms of cultural amelioration that seek to avoid real value conflicts and 
clashes of worldviews that are inherently insurpassable?
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Legge’slJUfft^S- (1815-1897) stance on the shangdif^/ shen^ 
question (with all its related terminology), especially as found in his 
renderings of passages in the Lunyul^Bn, ShangshulnjW, and ShTjTng 

was not only shared by CouvreurllW^ (1835-1919), but also 
was demonstrated through the shangdi-ist interpretive works produced 
by the Cantonese Ru scholar / Ruist, Lu6Zh6ngfan$ifr?W (d. c. 1850). 
Earlier Jesuit scholars such as Matteo Ricci О Ж (15 * *-1610), and those 
who joined them as Ruified Catholics (such as Xu Guangqi), had made a 
similar kind of claim in relationship to the terms tianfzand tianzhuJU,.

A more subtle neologism occurs when shengren  ̂Ais rendered as 
“saint” (as in Richard Wilhelm’s use of the phrase Die Heilege in his / 
Ging (Yijing) published in 1924) rather than “sage”.

Some translatologists have criticized such renderings as being 
eisegetical distortions. Yet questions related to the plurality within Chi
nese traditions and precedents found by missionary-scholars deserve 
further attention. We will argue that secularist critiques fail to provide 
adequate explanations of these phenomena, requiring a new post-secu
lar hermeneutic account of these matters.
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