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6.

THE INTERMINABLE TERM QUESTION'

Irene Eber

Protestant missionaries in the nineteenth century who set themselves the 
task of translating the Bible into Chinese encountered a major problem in 
evolving a religious terminology.2 Among such terms as “angel,” “Holy 
Spirit,” or “baptism,” for which a suitable Chinese vocabulary had to be 
found, no term was more vexing than the one for “God.” Thus the Term 
Question, first raised by Catholic missionaries in the seventeenth century, 
was continued by the Protestants in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Although the former never translated the entire Bible (as discussed in pa
pers by N. Standaert and A. Camps in this volume), the question had been 
no less perplexing for them than it was for the Protestants, who had pro
duced a number of complete and partial Bible translations already by the 
1870s.

1 I have borrowed the title from John Chalmers, “The Interminable Question," in: 
China Review 9, no. 3 (1880), pp. 190-192. My thanks to Lauren Pfister for supply
ing the reference.

2 This essay is based on a chapter from my book-length study about S.I.J. Schere- 

schewsky, The Jewish Bishop and the Chinese Bible (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming), 
and his translation of the Old Testament from Hebrew into Chinese. I am grateful to 
the Andover Newton Theological School Faculty Forum for their comments during a 
“Term Question" discussion.

Which Chinese term most suitably expressed “God” was not only a 
linguistic or theological issue; nor was the Term Question controversy con
fined to the missionary community in China. It had far wider reverbera
tions among theologians in Europe and America and within the Bible so
cieties which published the translations. The controversy raised issues 
having to do with whether Chinese were monotheists, polytheists, or pan
theists; whether there was the belief in Creation; whether the Chinese had 
the “idea of God"; what exactly was the nature and content of Chinese 
religion. By which name a Chinese Christian addressed God and what that 
name meant to him, what he or she thought and believed when saying 
“God” in Chinese, was a crucial problem. In the course of the debates, 
some Protestant missionaries embarked on extensive research projects (with 
the indispensable help of their Chinese co-workers), to discover whether 
China’s religious vocabulary had a name that might serve to represent God.
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136 Irene Eber

This was by no means disinterested scholarship, since Chinese religious 
traditions continued to be interpreted within a Westem-Christian frame
work, as they had been earlier by the Catholic missionaries. But in addi
tion, and as a result of the Term Question controversy, the Bible’s cross- 
cultural journey eastward was augmented, as had also been the case with 
the earlier Jesuits, by a westward cross-cultural journey of knowledge 
about Chinese thought and religion?

In this paper I want to explore in some detail the two stages of the con
troversy, the first from around 1847 to 1855, and the second from around 
1866 to 1877. My aim will be to sort out the issues that were raised in the 
thirty years until the convening of the first missionary conference in Shang
hai in 1877, the solutions offered, and some of the initial Chinese Bible 
readers’ responses to the problem.

Arguments of the Missionaries, 1847-1855: Tian, Shangdi, or Shenl

The Jesuit controversy on terms had lasted for almost a century, and so did 
that of the Protestants.4 The problem arose some two decades after the two 
initial translations of the complete Bible, the Marshman and Lassar (1822) 
and the Morrison and Milne (1823) versions, had appeared in print? Per

3 Modern sinology had its start with works about China by missionaries. Among 
others, two nineteenth century examples are: Joseph Edkins, The Religious Condi
tion of the Chinese, with Observations on the Prospects of Christian Conversion 
Amongst that People (London - New York 1859), and James Legge, The Religions 
of China. Confucianism and Taoism Described and Compared with Christianity 
(London 1880). See also K.F. Neumann, “Die Sinologie und ihre Werke,” in: Zeit- 
schrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft, vol. 1, no. 2 (1847), pp. 91- 
128. Neumann remarked that the study of the “Chinese cultural system” is the ex
clusive domain of Christian missionaries.

4 The question of terms was terminated by a papal decree in 1742 which ordered 
Roman Catholics to use Tianzhu, Lord of Heaven. The Protestant Term Question 
was still a live issue in the Lutheran Church well into the 1930s. Several archives of 
the Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod contain collections of correspondence, min
utes of meetings, etc. on the Term Question. See also two pamphlets by George O. 
Lillegard, The Chinese Term Question (Boston 1929), and The Chinese Term Ques
tion, An Analysis of the Problem and Historical Sketch of the Controversy, n.d. 
Courtesy of the Bethany Lutheran Theological Seminary, Mankato, Minnesota.

5 Marshman's New Testament translation had appeared earlier, in 1811, in Seram- 
pore, India, followed by Morrison’s New Testament in 1813, published in Canton. 

An original Morrison edition, entitled Xin yi zhao shu in 8 ce is in the
Princeton University Library. See Howard C. Rice, et al. (comps.). East and West, 
Europe's Discovery of China and China's Response to Europe, 1511-1839, A 
Check-List of the Exhibition in the Princeton University Library (February 15 - 
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The Interminable Term Question 137

haps because China remained closed to missionaries until after the Opium 
Wars, how to render God into Chinese was not a burning issue, although 
Robert Morrison had struggled with it as early as 1808.6 After the Opium 
Wars, however, the Term Question developed rapidly and often vehe
mently in conjunction with the translation undertaking known as the Dele
gates’ Bible.

April 30, 1957) (Princeton: Princeton University Library 1957), p. 79. Mimeo
graphed copy. I thank Professor Howard Goodman for making a copy of the check
list available to me.

6 See Eliza Morrison, Memoirs of the Life and Labours of Robert Morrison ... 
(London 1839), vol. 1, p. 201. Morrison’s journal entry for January 10, 1808, men
tions hesitating between the Roman Catholic term Tianzhu and the universally known 
term Shen. The French Sinologist Joseph Abel Remusat raised strong objections to 
Shen in a letter to Morrison of May 20, 1817, p. 491. In the end, Morrison used 
Shen in his translation of the Bible to which R6musat again objected in 1825, expres
sing his preference for Tianzhu. Quoted in The Archives of the Council for World 
Missions, University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies Library 
(hereafter CWM Library) 05/12, Pamphlet 65, “The National Religion of China, As 
Illustrative of the Proper Word for Translating ‘God’ into the Chinese Language. 
Being an Extract from the Bishop of Victoria’s Charge to the Anglican Clergy, De
livered at Shanghae, China, on October 20, 1853“ (Shanghai: Herald 1853).

7 S. Wells Williams, “The Controversy Among the Protestant Missionaries on the 
Proper Translation of the Words God and Spirit into the Chinese,” in: Bibliotheca 
Sacra 35 (October 1878), p. 739. I thank Laurence Pfister for making a copy of this 
article available to me.

8 See the excellent summary of the controversy during the first twenty years by 
Douglas G. Spelman, “Christianity in Chinese: The Protestant Term Question,” in: 
Papers on China, East Asian Research Center, Harvard University, May 1969, vol. 
22A, pp. 25-52.

9 William J. Boone, An Essay on the Proper Rendering of the Words Elohim and 
Theos into the Chinese Language (Canton 1848), p. v (bound together with W.H.

S. Wells Williams dates the beginnings of the controversy to 1846.7 But 
it most likely began in August 1843,8 at a meeting of Protestant missionar
ies held in Hong Kong. The purposes of this meeting were to reach an 
agreement on a revised version of the Bible and to seek approval for a new 
translation from both the British and American Bible Societies. The crucial 
issue of how to translate God as well as other terms (such as soul, spirit, 
baptism and the Holy Spirit), was not resolved then; nor was it resolved at 
a later meeting in Shanghai in 1847. The missionaries were deeply troubled 
for, as William J. Boone remarked, “The question is one of the deepest 
moment; a mistake on this point affects almost every question in theology 

«9
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138 Irene Eber

Contributions to the controversy were aired in books, including those 
by European Orientalists, pamphlets, and articles in the 1840s and 1850s, 
the latter for the most part in The Chinese Repository. The American and
British Bible Societies received and dispatched sheaves of correspondence.
Except for a temporary lull in the 1860s, the controversy flared up again in 
the mid-1860s to the 1870s with a series of articles in The Chinese Re
corder. And it surfaced with renewed vehemence when the Union Bible 
undertaking was in progress in the 1890s.

To define what was meant by the “True God," Protestants wished at the 
outset to differentiate between an absolute or generic term and a relative 
name. If the Tetragrammaton was considered an absolute term, Elohim 
would be a relative name. But which terms in Chinese were absolute, and 
which relative? Several came under consideration: Heaven (Tian), Shang di, 
Shen, and di (both divinity or god) together with Tianzhu, used by Chinese 
Catholics. Tian, as Heaven, is an ancient term and indicates a transcenden
tal power. By Confucius’ time it had already acquired broader connotation 
related to the human condition in the here and now and to human destiny. 
Shangdi probably appears even earlier than Heaven in Chinese religion 
and, translatable as high lord, indicates a god (di) who is above (shang) 
other gods. Shen has more complex meanings as God, singular and plural 
god and spirit (perhaps also god/spirit), and as an adjective meaning sacred 
and divine. Together with the question of absolute and relative terms, the 
missionaries also asked whether the Chinese had the idea of God and what 
the nature and practice of Chinese religion was. Was there an ancient 
monotheism, or were the Chinese always polytheists?

Unlike the Jesuits, for whom translating and distributing the Bible had not
been a major concern,10

Medhurst, sen., A Dissertation on the Theology of the Chinese with a View to the 
Elucidation of the Most Appropriate Term for Expressing the Deity in the Chinese 
Language [Shanghae 1847]).

10 See Williams, “The Controversy Among the Protestant Missionaries," p. 775, who 
complained that Catholic converts did not know the Bible because it was neither dis
tributed nor taught in China.

Protestants ranked Bible reading as important as
preaching and evangelizing. Early on, Protestant mission presses produced 
Chinese Bibles along with catechisms, primers, tracts, partial Bible transla
tions and numerous instructional materials. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century, this published material used a variety of Chinese terms for God, 
without thought to uniformity. These inconsistencies were especially trou
bling to Walter Henry Medhurst, who counted no fewer than fourteen differ
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The Interminable Term Question 139

ent terms for God, although there were probably even more." Believing that 
a standardized terminology must be developed. Medhurst began his inquiry 
into a proper term for God by attempting to define the Chinese terms and the 
nature of Chinese religious thought, belief and practice. Unlike Christianity 
or Judaism, which retained constant features over changes in time and place, 
the Chinese religious scene. Medhurst discovered, seemed infinitely variable 
and inconsistent.

Because the Chinese recognized or worshipped numerous major and mi
nor deities or spirits and because of the prevalence of different pantheons, 
choosing the best term for God meant finding one that would indicate these 
deities’ differences from God. According to Medhurst, the simple English 
language solution of distinguishing “God” from “gods,” where readers know 
that “gods” were under no circumstances “God,” was not possible in Chi
nese. He believed that the One God and the many gods required two different 
terms. The principal question which Medhurst tackled was what meanings to
assign to Shangdi, Tian and Shen, in light of what these terms core nded
to in Chinese, and which of the three was synonymous with the Hebrew
Elohim of the Old Testament and the Greek Theos of the New Testament.
Medhurst was not a highly educated man. Yet, during his decades in China 
he apparently acquired an extensive knowledge of the Chinese Classics, their 
Song dynasty commentaries, and works which dealt with popular folk relig
ion. In pursuit of the proper term for God and aided by his Chinese co
worker, he embarked on an extensive research project.12

11 W.H. Medhurst, sen.. An Inquiry into the Proper Mode of Rendering the Word God 
in Translating the Sacred Scriptures into the Chinese Language (Shanghae: The 
Mission Press 1847), pp. 158*159 (bound together with Medhurst, A Dissertation on 
the Theology of the Chinese).

12 According to Spelman, “Christianity in Chinese," note p. 46, Wang Tao, who was 
then Medhurst's tutor, may have introduced him to these books.

To define Shangdi Medhurst first consulted the venerable and authorita
tive Kangxi Dictionary, from which he concluded that shang—having the 
meaning of efficaciousness and supreme—and di (deity)—being immaterial.
incorporeal and pre-existent before Heaven and Earth—does indeed denote a 

High God.” He systematically com! 1 not only the Confucian Classics, in-
eluding the Great Learning (Daxue) and the Mencius (Mengzi), but also 
works dealing with popular religion, like the Scripture of the Three Wonder
ful Officials {Sanguan miaojing). or the Comprehensive Mirror of Holy Im
mortals {Shenxian tongjian). In the latter, consisting of popular fictional biog
raphies of immortals, myths and similar materials, Shangdi is variously re
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140 Irene Eber

ferred to as a great deity (dadi), August heavenly high lord (Huangtian 
Shangdi), or Lord of Heaven high lord (Tianzhu Shangdi).'1 As far as Med
hurst was concerned, this reaffirmed that Shangdi is perceived as having had 
no origin, and not being produced he was the source of creation since di 
produced and endowed all things with form.

An admirably thorough investigator. Medhurst did not rest content with 
establishing Shangdi as the proper term for God. He went on to show why 
Shen was not an appropriate term. Toward this end, he searched an early 
eighteenth century phrase dictionary, the Peiwen yunfu, copying out and 
translating each mention of Shen. This task led him to conclude that “no 
ingenuity can extract the idea of God from this class of quotations.”14 Med
hurst was not far off the mark. The fact is that shen persistently meant spirit 

13 W.H. Medhurst, A Dissertation on the Theology of the Chinese, pp. 260, 205-227, 
240-248. The three officials of The Scripture of the Three Wonderful Officials H'S 

rank just below the Jade Emperor and are those of Heaven, Earth and Water.
The Comprehensive Mirror is the Lidai shenxian tongjian EßtWlbiiSS (Com
prehensive mirror of successive divine immortals), by Xu Dao (fl. seventeenth 
century), repr. Taibei 1989, 8 vols. These and other books were in Medhurst's li
brary. See, CWM Library, Pamphlet, vol. 70, “Catalogue of the London Mission 
Library,” pp. 87, 91.

14 CWM Library. N 6/8, Pamphlet 4. W.H. Medhurst, “On the True Meaning of the 
Word Shin, as Exhibited in the Quotations Adduced under that Word, in the Chinese 
Imperial Thesaurus, Called the Pei-Wan-Yun-Foo," 1849. This work, Peiwei yunfu 

>Ch(W. consisting of 10,257 characters arranged under 106 rhymes, was ordered 
by the Kangxi emperor in 1704. It was compiled by Zhang Yushu and others 
and was published in 1711.

15 Medhurst, An Inquiry, pp. 5, 19, 18, 21.

and/or deity.
Medhurst established an interesting distinction between Shangdi and Shen 

by resorting to the frequently used Chinese philosophical dichotomy of es
sence and function. Di is the source, he explained, the ti or essence; the shen 
are emanations of di and are therefore yong or function. Shangdi, he argued, 
is synonymous with Heaven, and he supported this conclusion by referring to 
the Jesuit account of the Jews of Kaifeng who translated the Tetragrammaton 
as Tian: “... if Jews could conscientiously employ the word Heaven to denote
God, that sufficiently indicates the sense in which the Gentile Chinese under-
stood the term.”15 Shangdi is also found. Medhurst continued, with this 
meaning in the Comprehensive Mirror of Holy Immortals, where He is re
ferred to as ruler (zai), or Lord Ruler (Zhuzai). As such, He is unitary and 
independent. Shangdi issues the decrees of Heaven (Tianming), which are 
politically significant and without which a ruler on earth cannot govern.
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The Interminable Term Question 141

Thus, Shangdi, the “One Being” superintends mundane affairs. Finally, 
Shangdi is:

A being, high and lifted up, shining gloriously, surveying this lower 
world, regarding the interests of mankind, taking account of human ac
tions, considering the virtue of some, forbidding the irreverent ap
proaches of others; designing, determining, governing, overspreading, 
approving or disapproving, possessing a mind ... complacently accepting 
sacrifice, commanding, forbidding, speaking directly ... and appearing 
in dreams and visions; all of those acts bespeaking personal individuality 
and distinct existence.16

'° Ibid., pp. 29. 35, 36, 38. 43.
17 Ibid., p. 86.

Therefore, as an absolute term and not a proper name, Shangdi can be used 
for translating God. But what did a Chinese person think when he said 
Shangdi?

If it be said, that the word Te [di] does not convey the same idea to the 
Chinese as the word God does to us, we reply, that the word God does 
not convey any idea [italics mine] at all, except as the persons who use it 
have been in the habit of attaching some idea to it.17

By dismissing the idea of God which, as we shall see below, confounded 
some missionaries, Medhurst also had no reason to tackle the touchy ques
tion of whether the Chinese had the knowledge of God.

William Boone’s voice was loud and dissenting. Although his research 
could not compare with Medhurst’s, Boone forcefully argued that not Shang
di but Shen was the proper term. He began his argument with the basic pre
mise that the Chinese are polytheists and cannot therefore know the True 
God. With a polytheistic people, wrote Boone, a generic name must be used. 
And it must be a name for the “highest class of Beings,” or one which has 
the most attributes, rather than the name of a chief deity. “In China,” said 
Boone, “our first great warfare must from the necessity of the case, be 
against polytheism.” Translators of the Bible into Chinese should use the 
model of translators into Greek and Latin, who did not translate the Hebrew 
Elohim with a proper name like Zeus or Jupiter. Elohim, Boone contended, is 
not a proper name for the True God. It is a generic term which must be ren
dered as such; in Chinese this is Shen, not Shangdi. The Shen are multiple, a
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142 Irene Eber

class of invisible Beings” that had always been worshi 1 by the Chi-
nese.18

18 Boone, An Essay on the Proper Rendering of the Words Elohim and Theos, pp. v, 2, 
4. 8, 25.

19 Boone, Defense of an Essay on the Proper Rendering of the Words Elohim and 
Theos into the Chinese Language (Canton: The Chinese Repository 1850), pp. 8, 20, 
25, 26-27, 30, 31-36, 68, 70 (bound together with Medhurst, A Dissertation).

20 Medhurst, An Inquiry, p. 86, and Boone, Defense of an Essay, pp. 6, 8.

21 I thank Lauren Pfister for reminding me that what was at stake in the discussion 

about ideas and words, and the epistemological problems related to these, harks back 
to issues raised by John Locke.

God, Boone continued, refers to a self-existent spiritual Being of the visi
ble and invisible world, the Creator of heaven and earth. Nowhere is Shangdi 
referred to in this way. Not a single passage in Chinese writings refers to 
God as "... self-existent from eternity, or that he out of preexisting matter 
made the heavens and the earth and all things that exist.” According to 
Boone, the Chinese Shangdi did not set the process of creation in motion. 
Creation, according to the Chinese, was an impersonal process beginning 
with the Great Ultimate (Taiji), Principle (li), and Vital Energy (qi).'9

Boone’s quarrel with Medhurst was, however, mainly over Shangdi as a 
generic, all-inclusive, term, and whether it could be used for translating God. 
Contrary to Medhurst, Boone took Shangdi to be a proper name of the 
“Chief Deity" of the Chinese. He quarreled with other participants in the 
controversy as well, especially with James Legge, who in 1852 went to great 
lengths to refute Boone’s views. But before turning to Legge’s argument, I 
shall return briefly to “the idea of God" that was of some importance in the 
Protestant controversy.

Medhurst, it will be recalled, argued that the idea of God is not conveyed 
by the word “God,” since no idea inheres in the term. Rather, people hold 
and attach ideas to the word. Medhurst thus implied that the idea of God is an 
individual construct. Boone dismissed the idea of God on different grounds, 
stating that, since it is quite impossible to form a conception of God, it is 
erroneous to claim that the word “God” refers to an idea. Medhurst had 
gotten it all wrong, wrote Boone. The point was not to discover whether the 
Chinese have a word that conveys the idea of God; the real issue was 
whether they know a Being who “can be known to be the same Being we 
Christians call God.”20 Horrified, Boone rejected George T. Staunton’s as
sumption that “words are symbols of ideas.”21 To him, this apparently sug
gested that Chinese could never know God. Staunton had argued that a word 
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The Interminable Term Question 143

which conveys “the idea which we Christians attach to the word God” cannot 
be expected to exist in the Chinese language. Therefore, the idea of God has 
to be implanted before belief in God can exist in China. Although obviously 
a Chinese convert should not be given a term for which he would have to 
unlearn the meanings he had always attached to it, Staunton supported the use 
of Shangdi on the basis of expediency: it comes closer to the meanings at
tached to God in the West than any other Chinese term.22

22 Sir George Thomas Staunton, An Inquiry into the Proper Mode of Rendering the 

Word "God" in Translating the Sacred Scriptures into the Chinese Language with an 
Examination of the Various Opinions which have Prevailed on this Important Sub
ject, Especially in Reference to their Influence on the Diffusion of Christianity in 
China (London 1849), pp. 42, 27, 43. Courtesy of the Burke Library of Union 
Theological Seminary in the City of New York.

Malan had studied Chinese in 1839 with Legge's future co-worker. Ho Tsun-sheen, 
who studied Christian theology and English with Malan, teaching him Chinese in 
return. See Lauren Pfister, “Reconfirming the Way: Perspectives from the Writings 
of Rev. Ho Tsun-sheen,” in: Ching Feng 36, no. 4 (December 1993), p. 250 n. 
Malan was well-versed in various language texts, including Hebrew, Sanskrit and 
Manchu texts.

24 S.C. Malan, Who is God in China, Shin or Shang-Te? Remarks on the Etymology of 
Theos and Elohim and on the Rendering of Those Terms into Chinese (London 
1855), pp. 33, 38, 286-287.

But Staunton hedged on the issue of whether the Chinese ever had the 
idea of God in the past, and Boone justifiably took him to task for his “sym
bols of ideas.” According to Staunton, even prior to the idea there must be 
the symbol, and if the symbol of God was not there, neither was the idea. 
Some years later, Solomon Cesar Malan23 did not even bother with the notion 
of symbol. He stated unequivocally that the term “God” exists in every lan
guage. All one must do is find it. Malan did not dismiss the idea of God. The 
issue, he argued, is not the name but the idea of God to be conveyed in 
translation. He agreed with Staunton that if the term in the target language 
cannot adequately express the new idea “it must be amended by teaching,” 
and that replacing or introducing new terms should be avoided. In support of 
Shangdi, Malan wrote, “if we wish to impart to a people new ideas, we must 
do it through the medium of those they already have.” Malan, nonetheless, 
conceded that using a Chinese term like Shangdi might induce converts to 
worship the Shangdi known to the Chinese instead of the Western God.24 The 
“idea of God” thus introduced epistemological dimensions into the contro
versy regarding the correspondence of ideas and names and whether, indeed, 
a term for God even existed in the Chinese language.
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144 Irene Eber

In this discussion about the “idea of God” I have greatly simplified some 
extremely complex issues in Western philosophy raised by John Locke in his 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). The discussions which 
these issues led to among Western philosophers form the necessary back
ground to the missionaries’ and theologians’ quandary. Locke had argued 
that the existence of God is predicated on ideas; an enlargement of “simple 
ideas” form “a complex one of existence, knowledge, power ... infinite and 
eternal ... .” In short, ideas are manipulated by intelligence. David Hume 
compounded the problem by stating that ideas are copied from prior impres
sions, and that if there is no impression there is also no idea.25

25 Edwin A. Burt (ed.). The English Philosophers from Bacon to Mill (New York 
1939), pp. 306, 632.

26 James Legge. The Notions of the Chinese Concerning God and Spirits: with An 

Examination of the Defense of an Essay, on the Proper Rendering of the Words 
Elohim and Theos, into the Chinese Language (Hong Kong 1852), pp. 11, 33, 23, 
36. 32.

The intrusion of these epistemological issues added fuel to the term con
troversy and ended in a head-on collision between William Boone and James 
Legge. A graduate of King’s College in Aberdeen, Legge, with his formida
ble expertise in Chinese texts, took Boone to task for not relying sufficiently 
on the Chinese Classics. But Legge’s forceful arguments derived not only 
from the Classics and their commentaries, they also included evidence from 
the works of Song and later scholars and the Collected Ming Statutes (Da- 
ming huidian) with its important references to religious and ritual obser-
vances. Legge’s basic thesis, in distinction to ne’s, was that the Chinese
had once had a monotheism—perhaps not a “pure” one—but a monotheism 
nonetheless. Therefore, they have the knowledge of the “true God,” and this 
God is the same as the Christian God. By means of actual religious obser
vances in the Ming Statutes Legge proposed to show the differences between 
Shangdi and Shen, and to prove that Shangdi is the “source” of existence. 
“He is the true God ... Shang-Te is self-existent. He existed before the heav
ens and the earth and men. He created these. He rules over them. His years 
have no end.”26

I shall try to sort out one important point of Legge’s argument, that of 
God, the Creator. Legge’s notion of an early Chinese monotheism was in 
part based on the longevity of the Chinese as a people. It was unthinkable, he 
wrote, for the nation to have existed for several millennia without knowing 
God. “... that which has been as salt preserving its parts from corruption and 
crumbling away, has been its ancient and modem holding to the doctrine of 
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The Interminable Term Question 145

one only God.”27 Thus a residual Chinese monotheism remains in the histori
cal reality of the long-lived Chinese empire. Legge still had to prove, how
ever, that the Chinese Shangdi is the same as the God known in the West. To 
do this he showed that because Shangdi was thought of and worshipped as 
the source and the Creator of all existence, the Chinese therefore consider 
God as self-existent. In Legge’s view, Shen was “spirit,” or the many 
“spirits,” and of a lower order than Shangdi. God, the Creator, the Everlast
ing God, can be only partially discovered in Chinese philosophical texts, 
wrote Legge; He must be looked for elsewhere. Unlike Medhurst, who had a 
similar idea but turned to texts of popular religion for confirmation, Legge’s 
search led him to observances of dynastic rituals. His sensitive apprehension 
that these observances were attempts to establish a connection with Shangdi 
as a living power was remarkable for the time.

27 Ibid., pp. 58-59.
-J fi

Ibid., pp. 25-28. The passages which Legge cites are in Li Dongyang Da
rning huidian (Collected Ming Statutes) (Taibei 1964), vol. 3, pp. 1291-
1292, 1294-1296; seventeenth year of Jiaqing. juan 82, 2lb-23b, 28b-31a. Reprint 
of the 1587 edition.

Legge argued that, in 1538, the Jiaqing emperor of the Ming dynasty 
decided to alter the manner of addressing Shangdi. At a solemn ceremony the 
celestial and terrestrial spirits (shen) of sun, moon, clouds, hills and so on 
were notified that August Heavenly Shangdi (Huangtian Shangdi) was hence
forth to be used instead of Vast Heavenly Shangdi (Haotian Shangdi). This 
event, according to Legge, proves conclusively that the spirits thus notified 
were considered subordinate to Shangdi, who is unitary, singular and one 
only, because not some but all of the spirits were notified.

Six days later, when the new address was finalized, “prayers,” called 
songs (yue) were offered, which Legge described as not unlike the Psalms. 
The opening song or prayer associated Shangdi with creation. In the begin
ning, the text stated, there were turbid mists (hunmeng); the five elements 
(wu xing) did not revolve; sun and moon had no light; there was no form 
(rang) or sound. The spirit of the exalted one (shen huang) emerged and 
began to divide the turbid (zhu) from the pure (qing), establishing heaven and 
man on earth, giving birth to all things and to life. Since this remarkable 
creation statement is part of the appellation change, Legge correctly assumed 
that the “spirit of the exalted [one]" referred to Shangdi.2* From this and 
other passages used in this observance, Legge concluded that Shangdi must 
also be “self-existent,” as he obviously existed before heaven and earth, 
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indeed, before Creation. Therefore, Boone’s argument about Chinese beliefs 
that primordial matter (li and qi) commenced creation is unfounded.

Legge obtained further confirmation from a document written by a Chi
nese Catholic, a certain Zhu Zongyuan” from Zhejiang province. The Zhu 
family had been Roman Catholics for four generations and Legge acknowl
edged that Zhu’s Christian beliefs conformed to Chinese beliefs. All the 
same, when Zhu referred to God, he used Shangdi and not Tianzhu (although 
he also used Zhu, Lord). Zhu wrote, “There are no two Tes [<#].” Also, 
“The ancients knew that it was Shang-Te [Shangdi] who in the beginning 
made all things (wan wu).”x Like Medhurst before him, Legge invoked the 
authority of the Kaifeng Jews to prove his case; he noted correctly that the 
Jews rejected the worship of spirits (shen and gui) as idolatrous. But he 
stretched a point to make one by insisting that the Jews “have always consid-
ered Shang-Te to be the true God” when, in fact, the Kaifeng inscriptions 
from the Ming and Qing dynasties refer to Heaven (Tian) and not to 
Shangdi.3'

Another major point of contention between • IM ne and Legge was the
difference between the Tetragrammaton and Elohim or God of the Old Tes
tament. This involved the difference mentioned earlier between an absolute
and a relative term. •IM ne had argued that Elohim must be an absolute term,
whereas Legge maintained that the Tetragrammaton was an absolute term.
Even if both “denote the same Being,” the Tetragrammaton is absolute and
Elohim is relative. As Yehovah, wrote Legge, He is “as He is in Himself.” 
As God, He is in relation to other beings.32 Legge also rejected transliterating 
the Tetragrammaton, stating that the Chinese would understand it as a proper 
name and would therefore consider it another god. Instead, he was in favor 

29 He seems to have been a highly placed literatus, a huiyuan, ranking first on the jm- 
shi examination list.

30 Legge, The Notions of the Chinese, pp. 70-71.

31 Ibid., pp. 132-133.

32 CWM Library, N Pamphlet, vol. 43, William J. Boone. Defense of an Essay, p. 43. 

and Legge, The Notions of the Chinese, pp. 89. 77-78.
33 Legge. The Notions of the Chinese, pp. 117, 130-131, 139, and Legge. An Argument 

for ... (Shang Te) as the Proper Rendering of the Words Elohim and Theos in the 
Chinese Language (Hong Kong 1850), p. 29.

of reproducing the meaning of the Tetragrammaton, pr£msing “self-existent”
(ziyouzhe) and, when in combination with Elohim, “self-existent Shangdi” 
(ziyou zhi Shangdi).n
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Legge firmly rejected the Catholic term of Lord of Heaven. Tian, he 
argued, relegates God to heaven when He is, in fact, the Lord of the uni
verse. Zhu represents the idea of lord but not of ruler, and as Tianzhu is 
merely a synonym for Shangdi, it is better to use the latter. Tianzhu is also 
too closely associated with Roman Catholicism, since Pope Clement XI en
dorsed this term. “1 stand upon my Protestant freedom,” wrote Legge, “and 
decline to acknowledge it.” Tianzhu “is no translation of Elohim or Theos."
Legge objected to the term on two other counts: it was an innovation, and it 
was not used in any of the current Scripture translations.54

Among other missionaries, aside from the three discussed above, W.A.P. 
Martin wrote a series of letters addressed to the Presbyterian Board of For
eign Missions stating that, due to the divisiveness of this issue, missionaries 
might best individually decide which term to use. Although Martin felt that 
Shen conformed more closely to Elohim and Theos (he changed his mind 
twelve years later); for grammatical reasons, Shangdi better expressed the

divine character” and was less susceptible to misinterpretation. Like Boone,
Martin was certain that the Chinese did not ascribe creation to Shangdi, and 
he proposed accepting creation by Shangdi on faith.35 L.B. Peet, a Fuzhou 
missionary and himself a translator, injected a perspicacious note by propos
ing to eventually hand over the task of translating to the Chinese. Although 
Peet favored Shen over Shangdi, he believed a uniform terminology was out 
of the question at the present time.34

34 Legge, The Notions of the Chinese, pp. 129-131.

35 Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, Board of Foreign Missions, 
Missions Correspondence and Repons, Microfilm Series, Philadelphia (hencefonh 
PCUSA). Manin to the Secretaries of the Board, 12 October 1854; letter to Lowrie, 
31 March 1855, no. 56; 1 June 1855, no. 58.

34 CWM Library, N Pamphlet, vol. 43, L B. Peet, “Remarks on the Best Term for 
God in Chinese, also on the Proper Basis of Compromise on this Subject” (Canton 
1852).

In the course of this initial stage of the controversy (of which only a small 
portion is reproduced here), the participants were forced to examine their 
own beliefs while trying to understand the beliefs of the Chinese. But for 
men like Medhurst, Boone and especially Legge, the task of conveying the 
Christian message had assumed larger dimensions. The research projects 
which they undertook, and the Chinese sources they consulted and tried to 
interpret, had revealed new vistas of China’s rich cultural heritage to them. 
Even if agreement on these terms was not reached then or later, the quest 
some embarked on had become a remarkable exercise in sinology.
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The Peking Translating Committee and Tianzhu, Lord of Heaven

A second phase was initiated in the mid-1860s, when the controversy once 
more gathered momentum. By then two of the major participants, Walter 
Medhurst and William Boone, had already passed away, while Legge was 
fully engaged in other endeavors. The participants now were for the most 
part younger missionaries and, although the positions on Shangdi and Shen 
had not changed, a new element was added when the Peking Committee’s 
translation effort got under way. The committee was composed of four 
missionaries who had come to Beijing shortly after the Western powers had 
forced the emperor and his court to open the north to Westerners. They 
were the two Englishmen, John S. Burdon of the Church Missionary Soci
ety and Joseph Edkins of the London Missionary Society; and the two 
Americans, Henry Blodget of the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions and Samuel I.J. Schereschewsky of the Protestant Epis
copal Church of the USA. W.A.P. Martin of the Presbyterian Church in 
the USA joined the group for a time, but soon dropped out due to other 
commitments. In 1863, the five decided that in addition to Bibles in classi
cal Chinese, there was a dire need for a Bible in northern vernacular 
(guanhua), or Mandarin, as it was then called.

The Beijing translators did not want to be allied with either the Shangdi or 
Shen party, evidently hoping to rally the missionary community, or at least 
the northern missionaries, by proposing to use Tianzhu, the Roman Catholic 
term for God. As early as June 1863, Henry Blodget had written to the 
American Bible Society from Tianjin, suggesting Tianzhu for God, and early 
in autumn 1865, a paper urging this term was drawn up and circulated in 
Beijing.37 Schereschewsky and Blodget based their argument on the assump
tion that the Chinese were pantheists (to what extent Burdon, Edkins and 
Martin agreed is uncertain), and Blodget stated their case repeatedly in letters 
to the American Bible Society. According to him, Shangdi had been used “in 
a pantheistic sense” for a long time, making it impossible to equate this term 
with the Tetragrammaton.3’ He realized, of course, he wrote in 1867, that 
Tianzhu is “an appellation only, not a term, and we are driven to it by the 

37 H. Blodget, The Use ofT'ien Chu for God in Chinese (Shanghai 1893), p. 7. Cour
tesy of the Burke Library of Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York. 
Except for Burdon and Schereschewsky, who were not in Beijing at the time, a 
number of missionaries who were not committee members also signed this paper.

38 Letter cited in Margaret T. Hills, “Text and Translation, Languages of China: 
1861-1900," ABS Historical Essay, #16, IV-G-3, unpublished ms., p. 17. Courtesy 
of the American Bible Society, New York.
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necessities of the language,” but he believed that it was nonetheless the best 
term under the circumstances.”

In 1866, Joseph Edkins outlined the Peking Committee’s position in a 
long letter, listing the reasons for the committee’s decision to use Tianzhu. 
Considering also the term for Holy Spirit (either Shengling or Shengshen), 
the committee had concluded that the use of the “new terms will promote 
harmony among the missionaries in north China” and provide a “basis of 
union” instead of continuing to foster divisiveness and controversy. Edkins 
considered the use of Tianzhu especially appropriate in Mandarin-speaking 
areas, and he believed that the time and “opportunity for harmonizing the 
usage of Missionaries” had now arrived. Among his reasons for adopting 
Tianzhu, Edkins listed the fact that nearly one million Catholics were accus
tomed to it, and that Protestants who oppose the use of Shangdi consider 
Tianzhu an agreeable alternative. He did, however, concede that some main
tain “... God as worshipped in any heathen country is not God, [and] that 
God cannot be known without revelation.” Opponents of Tianzhu, he contin
ued, are convinced that agreement on terms is impossible; Tianzhu is inade
quate, they argue; Catholics being especially unpopular now, possible identi
fication with them is “very inconvenient.” Edkins did not minimize the 
strength of the southern opposition led by Griffith John, missionary in Cen
tral China, but he apparently considered the partial support of the northern 
Tianjin and Zhifu missionaries sufficiently strong.40 Having decided to use 
Tianzhu, the translators by no means ignored the ongoing controversy. De
spite the excitement over their progress, their letters home often referred 
apprehensively to the Term Question.41 Indeed, although the American Bible 
Society’s 1867 “Report on Chinese Versions” cautiously permitted the use of 
Tianzhu,42 objections to it, often caustically worded, continued to pour in 
from many quarters.

” American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, “Letters and Papers Ad
dressed to the Board,” Houghton Library, Harvard University (hereafter ABCFM), 
vol. 302:1, Blodget to N. L. Clark, 12 October 1867, ms. 186.

40 CWM Library, Edkins to Dr. Tiedeman, 14 May 1866. See also Edkins’ letter to 
Mullens, 25 May 1866.

41 ABCFM, vol. 302:1, e.g. Blodget to N. L. Clark, 23 November 1868, ms. no. 209; 
6 January 1871, ms. no. 253.

42 For the text of the “Report,” see Hills, “Text and Translation,” pp. 19-20. The 
strangely worded sentence reads that the sub-committee is “... not willing to rec
ommend that the patronage of our Society be withheld from those who use Tien-chu
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Whereas Blodget apparently thought that the opposition of southern mis
sionaries could be overcome,43 W.A.P. Martin was more hesitant. To him it 

43 The issues, problems, opinions, and huge correspondence have been ably summa
rized in Hills, “Text and Translation," pp. 15-17; ABCFM, vol. 302:1, Blodget to 
Anderson, 30 September 1863, ms. 169.

44 PCUSA, Martin to Lowrie, 27 June 1866, no. 324.

In a personal communication, Lauren Pfister points out that the idea of a Chinese
pantheism was apparently first posited by B

Letter in The Spirit of Missions (hereafter SM). vol. 31, (May 1866), pp. 268-270 
and (June 1866), pp. 326-328.

seemed that American missionaries in the south generally adhered to 
Shangdi. At the same time, he wrote in 1866, Shanghai and northern mis
sionaries were increasingly adopting Tianzhu. He and others had “for years 
past made use of Tien chu to some extent in tracts and preaching.”44

By 1866, as some portions of the Bible neared completion, Schereschew
sky stated in The Spirit of Missions his reasons for supporting Tianzhu.
Writing that he had used this term in preaching and conversation all along, he 
pointed out that the main difficulties with Shen were its multiple meanings in 
Chinese: it can be plural for gods; it can designate goddesses; it may be an 
adjective, such as “divine.” “In philosophical writings it often designates the 
pantheistical notion of deity pervading all things,45 the principle of being by
which all things subsist.” Like ne and Legge previously, Schereschewsky
stressed that God as Creator had to be clearly and unambiguously expressed. 
But, he maintained, to say that Shen created heaven and earth did not convey 
the idea of Creator, and to say “that Shangti created heaven and earth would 
be a positive untruth.”

Schereschewsky ignored Legge’s forceful argument and the evidence he 
had culled from the Ming statutes about Shangdi, although he was certainly 
familiar with the Boone, Medhurst and Legge debate of fourteen years ear
lier. He firmly rejected Shangdi as Creator, declaring the term to be 
“positively wrong.” Shangdi, wrote Schereschewsky, “... is not a designa
tion; it is the proper name of a certain being, or beings, in Chinese mythol
ogy.” He came straight to the point:

The more I have examined native authorities as to the meaning of this 
term, the more I am convinced that to render God by Shangti, is simply 
to play into the hands of materialism or gross idolatry, to obscure, if not 
wholly to obliterate the cardinal doctrine of Revelation; namely the exi
stence of an absolute personal living God, independent of and above na
ture.46

45

46
ne.
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Whereas some missionaries, despite misgivings, used Shangdi for the sake of 
expediency, Schereschewsky argued that others, “as one of that party blas
phemously asserts,” say that he is the true God. He could have been referring 
here to none other than Legge, but his argument against Shangdi lacked the 
sophistication that Legge had mustered on behalf of Shangdi. According to 
Schereschewsky, Heaven and Shangdi were synonymous in Confucius’ view 
(did he forget that the Analects never mention Shangdi?),*1 as they also were 
in that of Sima Qian, the eminent Han dynasty historian who, in addition, 
identified Shangdi with the Five Sage Emperors. Moreover, in popular us
age, wrote Schereschewsky, Shangdi is considered to be the Jade Emperor.

Schereschewsky also justified his choice of Tianzhu for practical reasons: 
the Chinese more or less know what the word means; it has never referred to 
idols; Catholics and Greek Orthodox clergy use it in their religious books.
And he rejected transliterating terms like Elohim because that would lead to a 
meaningless combination of Chinese characters with no association for Chi
nese readers or listeners to “a sublime idea as that of God.” Although Scher
eschewsky did not develop this point, he apparently subscribed to views 
similar to those of Malan, who had argued that “the idea of God” must be 
conveyed by the term. Finally, he hoped that if only all those who oppose 
Shangdi would unite behind Tianzhu instead of forming a third party, the 
Term Question would be resolved.48 Neither in this nor in a later article of 
188849 did Schereschewsky refer to his own, specific solutions for translating 
the Old Testament’s several terms. He apparently added his voice to the 
controversy because he was then attempting to develop his own consistent 
terminology to indicate the differences between the Tetragrammaton, Elohim, 
El and Adonai.50

47 Houdi, “August god" occurs in Lunyu, 20:1. Can it be considered a synonym for 

Shangdi ?
48 Letter in SM, vol. 31 (May 1866), pp. 268-270 and (June 1866), pp. 326-328.

Schereschewsky, “Terminology in the China Mission/ in: The Churchman, vol. 57, 
no. 6 (14 January 1888), pp. 34-35, 61-62.

50 For his translation of these and other terms, see I. Eber, “Translating the Ancestors: 

S.I.J. Schereschewsky’s 1875 Chinese Version of Genesis,” in: Bulletin of the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, vol. 56, Part 2 (1993), p. 226.

The Peking Committee was fully aware of the major positions on the 
Term Question, those taken both a decade earlier and in their own day. In 
retrospect Edkins’, Schereschewsky’s or Blodget’s naivete is therefore quite 
startling: could they really have expected to rally a majority of the missionar
ies behind their term? For while they may have considered their position a 
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fairly strong one since their Mandarin version was the first ever and had a 
much larger potential audience than any other translation, they completely 
underestimated the growing opposition to Tianzhu. The opponents were es
pecially strong in the south, where missionaries more than once expressed 
their concern that the Chinese might mistake Protestants for Catholics. In 
1866, the Shanghai missionary Robert Nelson penned his strong opposition to 
the use of Lord of Heaven. Nelson argued that certain practices evident in 
Catholic churches are not incompatible with idolatry, and that Tianzhu would 
therefore pave the way for introducing polytheistic worship into the Protes
tant Church. Loyally supporting Boone, under whose guidance he had begun 
his missionary career, Nelson wrote that only Shen could prevent error.51

51 Robert Nelson, “Chinese Version of the Holy Scripture," SM, vol. 31 (August 
1866), pp. 452-454.

Contrary to what one might assume, the Peking Committee did not make 
a major effort to persuade missionaries elsewhere that their term was prefer
able. To be sure, Blodget and Edkins wrote letters, as did Schereschewsky; 
but neither these nor later statements (e.g. Blodget’s 1893 pamphlet) an
swered the attacks on Tianzhu. Wishing “to promote harmony,” as Edkins 
put it, might have been the major reason why they abstained from attacking 
their opponents. Yet their statements on behalf of Tianzhu lack the sophisti
cated rhetoric brought to arguments by men like Legge. Finally, they might 
have hoped that the end product—the translated Bible itself—would carry 
sufficient weight to convince the missionary community of the correctness of 
their choice. This was not to be. In years thereafter, the British and Foreign 
Bible Society printed its Bibles with Shangdi, and the American Bible Society 
printed its with either Shen or Tianzhu.

Diverse Views: Western and Chinese

Shortly before the Shanghai Missionary Conference of 1877, a spate of let
ters debating the Term Question appeared in The Chinese Recorder. Most 
were written by (younger?) missionaries active in south China, who empha
sized not only the importance of considering linguistic differences between 
southern and northern provinces, but also stressed Chinese religious plural
ism.

Several of these missionaries raised a significant issue, not sufficiently 
considered earlier: how Chinese convert-teachers and their listeners—both
educated and illiterate—underst 1 the terms for God. The major question
was not, as one letter writer indicated, what foreigners thought; it was more 
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important to understand how Chinese explained the terms. Elite and popular 
explanations differed, as Schereschewsky had pointed out earlier. Shangdi 
was readily identified by the literate with Heaven, whereas when the illiterate 
referred to Heaven, they did not necessarily identify it with Shangdi. Shen 
was coupled by both literate and illiterate Chinese with malevolent spirits 
(gui) as well as with ancestral spirits. True (zheri) Shen made no sense to 
either group, for there was no such thing as a false shen. Other writers 
pointed out that converts tended to prefer the terms their teachers used, and 
that no one was particularly upset if two different chapels used two different 
terms. There were also letters suggesting that local customs play a role. A 
writer from Fuzhou indicated that the Christians there preferred Shangdi, 
whereas another writer, from nearby Amoy (Xiamen), noted that Shangdi 
was invariably identified with the August Jade Emperor (Yu Huang Shangdi). 
Since both cities are in the same geographic area, it seems that there were 
significant local differences in the southeast. Some writers even suggested 
that it might not matter which term was used as long as it was “Christian
ized” and conveyed the meaning of the Supreme God.52

52 John Ross, “The Term for God,” in: The Chinese Recorder (hereafter CR), vol. 7, 
no. 3 (June 1876), pp. 216-217; Carstairs Douglas, “‘Spirit' and ‘God’: How Should 
they be Translated,” in: CR, vol. 7, no. 1 (February 1876), pp. 68-74; J.G. Kerr, 
“A Layman on the ‘Term’ Question," in: CR, vol. 7, no. 1 (February 1876), pp. 
66-68; “On the Term for God,” in: CR, vol. 7, no. 4 (August 1876), pp. 294-297; 
Hampden C. DuBose, “On the Term for ‘God,’” in: CR, vol. 7, no. 2 (April 1876), 
pp. 133-135.

53 John S. Roberts, “Some General Principles for Guidance in Translating the S.S. 
Terms for ‘God,’” in: CR, vol. 7, no. 2 (April 1876), pp. 136-141.

Another letter writer, who apparently considered this reasonable, stated 
that no Bible translations in any language had an exact equivalent to the He
brew “ground term.” Thus, he argued that all terms in translation are 
“analogous,” including the Greek, and old terms must therefore be infused 
with new meaning. He referred to the authority of the Rev. Dr. Wm. Henry 
Green of Princeton, who had written that “Words are the representations of 
mental conceptions or mental states ...” and “The style of thought and mode 
of conception belonging to any one people must differ from that of every 
other ...”53

These letters reveal new concerns. One is the necessity to understand 
more clearly how Chinese conceptualized the various terms. Another is re
lated to China’s vastness, to differences between geographical areas and their 
folk religions and local customs. Even if these new concerns were not widely 
shared, some missionaries nonetheless brought new assumptions to their task.
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Imperceptibly attention was also being shifted to the Chinese themselves, no 
longer as completely inchoate recipients, but as intelligent beings in their 
infinite variety.

The Term Question was also taken up by missionaries writing in Chi
nese54 and by Chinese Christians. Some of the latter based their attempts at 
clarifying the Chinese terms on the Bible itself, while others drew on Chinese 
philosophical and historical works for explanations. The Chinese Christians 
tried to show how either Shangdi or Shen (sometimes both together) were 
appropriate terms. However, the manner in which they presented their argu
ments and the vocabulary they resorted to was substantially different from 
that of the missionaries. To what extent these essays might be considered 
among the first tentative steps in an evolving Chinese theology is an impor
tant question which, however, cannot be considered here.

54 Among these special mention should be made of John Chalmers, “Zhengming yao- 
lun” (Important discussion of the rectification of names) (Hong Kong
1876). Pamphlet. I thank Lauren Pfister for the reference. The term zhengming is 
borrowed from classical Confucianism.

55 Kao Zhenzi “Cheng Shen jieyi” (Meaning of the term Shen), in:
Wanguo gongbao vol. 10, no. 463 (November 1877), p. 169a (4287).

56 Wu Chunqiao “Sheniun” (About Shen), in: Jiaohui xinbao 
vol. 2 (13 November 1869), p. 581.

57 Huang Pinsan MnaZ, “Shouyao zhengming lun" (About the proper
term), in: Wanguo gongbao, vol. 10, no. 452 (18 August 1877), p. 18.

Some writers stressed the Lord as Creator (chuangzao Zhu) who, accord
ing to the Hebrew Old Testament, is the Tetragrammaton (Yehehua). He is 
God (Shen) as known in the West and in China and whom the people of the 
world worship. The Greek New Testament might use a different name, but it 
is nevertheless the same Lord the Creator.55 Yehehua, stated another writer, 
is God (Shen) who created heaven and earth and the ten thousand things. 
From heaven Yehehua continues to look after his creation because He is the 
Lord Ruler (Zhuzai), and by His grace He created man and endowed him 
with a soul (ling).ib

Huang Pinsan wrote that the West has the concept of one Lord (Zhu) and 
only one word to designate Him. But in Chinese one can say either Shen or 
Shangdi.” In a long poem on the Ten Commandments, the poet quite unself
consciously used Shen and Shangdi interchangeably. I shall quote only one 
passage:

Moses went forth from Egypt
To carry out God’s [S/ien] will.
Crossing the Red Sea, God’s miracle
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parted the waters like rocks, 
sent manna and bestowed a fiery pillar 
which Israel respectfully received.
[Amid] Mount Sinai’s blazing flames 
the ten commandments were established.
The first commandment proclaims:
The True God [zhen Shen] is only One.
Outside of God [Shangdi] there is no second Lord [Zhu].

le take note.58All ».I«] I

Other writers advanced more complex arguments. Kao Zhenzi differenti
ated between name (ming) and appellation (hao). A person has a name, 
Kao argued, and he has appellations. Similarly, God is the name and He 
has different appellations. But the difference between name and appellation 
is not the same as the difference between an absolute and a relative term, 
discussed by the missionaries. Kao, when writing Yehehua Shen (God Ye- 
hovah), meant it to be taken as one term, and he explained it as the self- 
existent name revealed to man. Stressing the importance of understanding 
Shen in the broadest possible way—omniscient, omnipotent, naturally self- 
existent (ziran er’ran), beginningless, endless—Kao added still another 
term (or appellation, according to his argument): that of True Ruler (Zhen- 
zai)™ Although Kao’s sagacious explanations were apparently not pursued, 
the idea of multiple terms was not seen as problematic by men like Kao and 
later Chinese writers who were to develop far more sophisticated ap
proaches to the term problem. Chinese writers increasingly pleaded for re
cognizing that Christianity in China must accord with the Chinese people’s 
established ways of thinking, as part of a Chinese scholarly discourse. If 
the Chinese language could not yield the one word that adequately ex
pressed the concept of God, different terms would have to be used to ex
press the multiplicity of God’s work.60 John Burdon and C. Hartwell had 
said as much at an earlier time when they suggested that all five terms— 
Shangdi, Shen, Zhu, Shangzhu and Tianzhu—be used until the Chinese 
Church would make its decision on the subject.61

58 Wu Chunqiao “Zhen Shen shi jie ge” 08^+®^ (Lyrics on the True 
God’s Ten Commandments), in: Jiaohui xinbao, vol. 1 (26 June 1869), p. 192.

59 Kao, “Meaning of the term Shen,” pp. 171b-172a, 174b (4292-4293, 4298).

60 Wang Zhixin Zhongguo lishide Shangdi guan (Con
cepts of Shangdi in Chinese history) (Shanghai 1926), preface, p. 6, and introduc
tion, pp. 2. 4.

61 Hartwell’s comment on Burdon’s letter, in: CR, vol. 6, no. 3 (May-June 1875), pp. 

228-229.
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But the missionary community was not yet ready to listen to these iso
lated voices that called for taking a broader view, least of all were they 
listening to their Chinese converts. In 1877, William A. Russell, Mission
ary Bishop of the Church of England in North China, returned again to the 
question of absolute versus relative terms, defining them more precisely as 
absolute-generic and relative-common. Warning that the Term Question is 
“... the gravest of all subjects, [and crucial to] the present and future gen
erations of our fellow-creatures in this vast empire,” he feared that, unless 
settled, Chinese converts would perpetuate the quarrel in their churches. 
Russell concluded his case (argued in fifty-seven pages) that Elohim and 
Theos were absolute-generic terms and for these an analogous term must be 
used. Neither Shangdi nor Tianzhu were, in his view, generic and only 
Shen “most nearly represents Elohim and Theos as used in the Holy Scrip
tures.”62 Contrary to Russell, John Chalmers wrote that he was not inter
ested in absolute or relative terms. What mattered was to find a term in 
Chinese that corresponded as closely as possible to God. He dismissed 
Tianzhu as a mere “definition” of di and Shangdi, and he dismissed shen 
because it simply referred to god or gods. Shangdi, wrote Chalmers, has 
been used for Heaven personified and is used by both Confucians and 
Daoists. Even if it was not the Tetragrammaton, Theos or the God of the 
English Christians, it does refer to the Highest and is therefore most suit
able.63

62 William Armstrong Russell, "Term Question: An Enquiry as to the Term in the 
Chinese Language which Most Nearly Represents Elohim and Theos as They are 
Used in the Holy Scriptures" (Shanghai: American Presbyterian Mission Press, 
1877), pp. 2, 9, 13. Pamphlet. I thank Jost Zetzsche for making a photocopy avail
able to me. The pamphlet is in the Monumenta Serica Library (St. Augustin).

63 CWM Library, Pamphlet, vol. 65, John Chalmers, “The Question of Terms Simpli
fied, or the Meaning of Shan, Ling and Ti in Chinese Made Plain by Induction” 
(Shanghai 1876), pp. 2-3, 48, 56, 59.

But both Chalmers and S. Wells Williams, whose article appeared a 
year later, stated their choices in far more tentative terms than Boone and 
Legge had done twenty-odd years earlier. Williams pointed out that one 
could not expect to find the idea of God in China or in the Chinese lan
guage. The many terms that had been either advanced or used were de
scriptive or proper names (as are the Tetragrammaton or Aloha), and not 
generic terms (as are Elohim or Theos). Williams rejected the use of 
Shangdi for a variety of reasons, but specifically because he believed that 
people confused it with August Heavenly (Huangtian) Shangdi and August 
Jade (emperor) Shangdi. In spite of its broader connotations, and aware of 

Original from
INDIANA UNIVERSITYDigitized by Google



The Interminable Term Question 157

its meaning of “spirit,” Williams held out more hope for Shen. He ac
knowledged the term’s pantheistic implications as well as the problem of its
singular and plural usages; but he believed that with increased knowledge
of the Bible it would also be understKO in a more limited sense.64

64 Williams, “The Controversy Among the Protestant Missionaries," pp. 736, 739, 
762-764, 766-767, 771-772, 778.

65 To demonstrate his belief in action, in 1873 Legge removed his shoes, ascended the 

Altar of Heaven which housed the tablet to Shangdi, and sang the doxology. Hills, 
“Text and Translation,” p. 25.

66 Hills. “Text and Translation,” pp. 36-37.

67 This was published as a pamphlet. “Confucianism in Relation to Christianity. A 

Paper Read Before the Missionary Conference in Shanghai on May 11, 1877” 
(Shanghai 1877). For an excellent discussion of how Legge supported his equation of 
Shangdi and God, see Lauren F. Pfister, “Some New Dimensions in the Study of the

Williams correctly stressed that the worship of Shangdi alone was an 
imperial prerogative, as well as a state religious ritual in which the com
mon people had no part. Contrary to Legge’s conclusion,65 Williams wrote 
that this state ritual, with its ceremonial at Beijing’s Altars of Heaven and 
Earth, was based on Chinese cosmogonic notions which differed com
pletely from the Western belief in Creation.

Williams’ important summary recapitulating the arguments of Boone, 
Medhurst, Legge and others supplied still another element of which he, as 
a long term resident of Beijing, was well aware. This was the imperial rites 
performed by the emperor and his family which had to be considered and 
differentiated from more popular ritual observances. Similarly, the beliefs 
and assumptions in the classical literature on which these rites were based 
had to be understKO All the same, Williams might have also shown that
actual observances did not necessarily correlate with either descriptions or 
prescriptions in China’s classical and philosophical literature. But, like the 
letter writers in The Chinese Recorder who increasingly saw a diverse 
rather than a monolithic China, Williams too supplied yet another fragment 
to aid Western understanding of the Chinese mosaic.

The controversy was still raging when the First General Missionary 
Conference met in Shanghai in 1877. Although the Term Question was 
discussed, the participants agreed to omit referring to it in the published 
record.66 Indeed, so explosive had the term problem become that a paper 
submitted by James Legge and debated at the conference, “Confucianism 
in Relation to Christianity,” was excluded from the published Proceed
ings.67 However, official silence could not disguise the continuing and ever 
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deepening differences among proponents of one term or another. The Term 
Question was, in fact, not resolved then or at a later time.

Reading Chinese books led many Protestant missionaries into excur
sions in sinology under the guidance of their Chinese co-workers, all men 
with a traditional education in the Classics. The libraries which Legge and 
Medhurst accumulated attest to the broad learning of their co-workers who 
were no doubt instrumental in assembling them. The missionaries thus 
gained access to some major works of Chinese poetry, even fiction, phi
losophy and history,“ leading many among them to understand and respect 
considerable portions of China’s rich literary tradition. But having become 
literate in Chinese made the task of finding the proper and right term for 
God infinitely more complex. Which of the Chinese works could be con
sidered conclusively authoritative to their quest? The Classics? Orthodox 
Song commentaries? Dictionaries?

The Protestants’ perplexity was as great as that of the Jesuits had been 
before them. But, whereas papal decree had ended the Jesuit dilemma, no 
such authoritative ruling was forthcoming for the Protestants. Their pub
lishers, the Bible Societies, might have done so, but they were doing a 
brisk business in China; Bibles were selling well regardless of the term 
used. Even if they might have liked to see an end to the protracted contro
versy, business did not demand of them to force a decision which, in any 
event, not all missionaries would be willing to accept.

For the Protestants the Term Question was not separate from other 
questions of belief. Fundamental among these was whether the Chinese had 
once had the idea or knowledge of God, as Legge maintained, or whether 
no such knowledge existed, as Boone asserted. This was a crucial question, 
with consequences for the missionary enterprise in China. For, if God had 
been known at one time, then monotheism was not altogether foreign and 
the missionaries’ task was to reintroduce the Chinese to the idea of God. If, 
however, God had never been known and the Chinese had always been 
polytheists, the missionaries’ work was entirely different. In this context, 
the Classics also had a different function for either monotheist or polytheist 
proponents. If God was known, one would find mention of Him in the

Works of James Legge (1815-1897): Part I," in: Sino-Western Cultural Relations 
Journal 12 (1990), pp. 45-49.

68 For a summary of Legge’s library, see Lauren Pfister, “Some New Dimensions in 
the Study of the Works of James Legge (1815-1897): Part II," in: Sino-Western 
Cultural Relations Journal 13 (1991), pp. 33-48. For Medhurst's library, see CWM, 
Pamphlet, vol. 70, “The Catalogue of the London Mission Library," which lists 914 
Chinese titles and includes Lockhart's library.
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ancient writings. How a missionary solved the Term Question, to which 
term he committed himself, was not only a problem of translating; it was 
also related to these larger issues.

Belief in Creation by a self-existent God was another important ingredient 
of monotheist belief. If, indeed, God had been known at some time, then He 
must be also known as Creator of the universe. Monotheism and God the 
Creator, self-existent before creation, were inseparable. Monotheism was 
irreconcilable with an impersonal process of creation like the one stipulated 
by Song Confucians. However, neither the Classics nor Chinese philosophy 
could be made to yield convincing evidence for God the Creator. Legge’s 
discovery of the remarkable series of songs in the Collected Ming Statutes, 
which assigned creation to Shangdi, was therefore important, but failed to 
convince the missionary community. Yet, no Shen proponent ever found 
similarly extensive creation materials in the literature.

In choosing Tianzhu, the Beijing translators too brought larger assump
tions to the Term Question by juxtaposing monotheism to a Chinese panthe
ism. But I must state this more cautiously, for the most active advocates of 
the pantheism concept were Blodget and Schereschewsky. Pantheism, gen
erally defined as “God is everything and everything is God,” was in Blod- 
get’s words “pantheistic nature-worship.” He must have had in mind here the 
gods and goddesses, deities or spirits, thought to preside over the natural 
landscape. Although this is not pantheism and does not fit the definition of 
nature worship, Blodget’s assumption of a pantheistic nature worship led him 
to conclude that it was not reconcilable with revelation, or the preparatory 
revelation in Judaism. Ultimately, Blodget, and Schereschewsky were con
vinced of the simple practicality of using Tianzhu, Lord of Heaven: it com
bined the abstract with the personal; it invoked the Heaven known to all Chi
nese; it eliminated all associations with a pantheon and worship of a lesser 
deity.

Another consideration is significant. One basic assumption in the contro
versy had been that a Chinese term equivalent to the Western one could be 
found. However, although equivalency as a method of translating was 
deemed desirable by most, Schereschewsky, for example, did not consider 
equivalency important. He rejected literal translating as a method and there
fore did not search for literal equivalence. Tianzhu, then, was not considered 
equivalent to God and, as Blodget hastened to write in 1867, was “an appel
lation only.” It might have seemed a neat solution. However, the Peking 
group’s position vis-à-vis the Term Question was the weakest of all. Unlike 
other participants in the controversy, they made insufficient, if any, use of 
theological authority to bolster their argument. In the end, their apparent 
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relunctance to foment further controversy did not contribute to making their 
position a viable option.

The few Chinese who began to address the problem brought their own 
assumptions to the controversy. Their philosophical baggage was different 
from that of the missionaries. Although what they had to say was apparently 
peripheral to the missionaries’ arguments, since none, as far as I can tell, 
responded to them, the Chinese views are nonetheless revealing. The notion 
of an ineffable Name and qualifying names, clearly distinguishable by ming 
and hao, name and appellation, made sense in Chinese. God, unnamed, as it 
were, was Shen and was preceded by the name of that shen. The Jade Em
peror was a shen, and no Chinese could possibly mistake him for Yehovah 
Shen. A Chinese Christian would know God was not God among other gods, 
even if non-believers might think Him one of many other shen until told 
otherwise. In this argument, however, the distinction between the sacred 
Name (according to the Old Testament) and other names was obliterated, so 
that the Tetragrammaton as Name was not seen as different from other 
names. Yet, from this point of view, Shen was better than Shangdi.

Without the imposition of a solution, the term controversy continued. As 
time went on, positions hardened when men in the mission field increasingly 
exerted themselves to prove the correctness of their views. To this might be 
added the growing competition among Protestant denominations and Bible 
translators, vying with one another for attention from the Bible Societies. 
While foreign missionaries were incapable of solving the Term Question, 
Chinese Bible readers and interpreters, as we have seen, were in their own 
way resolving the problem of the name (and names) for God.
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