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Abstract of Thesis 
 
 

Examining the Essential Functional Similarities Between the Confucian Superior Man 
and Jewish Religious Leaders  

 
The Confucian superior man and Jewish religious leaders – Rabbis and Jewish kings 

such as David and Solomon – hold similar essential functions within their religious 

traditions: being guides of holy virtue chosen by the divine, debaters of religious practice, 

and prophets to provide warning of the moral decay of the community at large. These 

similarities are highlighted by the Book of Rites, The Analects, and the Mencius from the 

Confucian tradition and Torah and Talmud from the Jewish tradition. Examining the 

religious figures in both traditions’ texts, as well as behaviors from those that take up the 

roles in them show that these similarities are more than parsimonious. This paper shows 

that further examination between the East and West are worth conducting, but that adding 

the religious similarities also aids in this pursuit. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Exploring the Question 

At first glance, Confucianism and Judaism could be viewed as notably or 

completely disparate traditions. However, upon further examination of those in the upper 

echelons of these traditions charged to maintain their practice, we can see rather clearly 

that both Confucianism and Judaism, as religions, provide very similar functions, roles, 

and goals for its religious leadership. The Confucian 君子 jūnzǐ, or superior man, and 

Jewish Rabbis and kings hold together their traditions through the same avenues and with 

the same expectations.  

Confucianism has bound the Chinese ethos for generations, even after and despite 

the Cultural Revolution, where the end of Maoism “inaugurated a long process of re-

evaluating Confucianism” (Billioud and Storey, 52). To the Confucians, the superior man 

is the one that understands the will of Heaven, or tiān 天, and its edicts unto Earth. These 

superior men, be they authorities of ritualist and religious practice or even emperors of an 

entire nation, are meant to guide the common masses via the demands of Heaven, which 

wills itself and its purpose onto Earth in order to create the ideal and perfect society (The 

Book of Rites, 388). They are teachers and organizers of society, learned scholars who 

know and fear the “majesty of Heaven” and put forth the right practice (Mencius, 18). 

Rabbis in Judaism hold a similar function in their respective communities, the 

defining and specificity of which will be expanded on further below. They are there to 

preside over interpreting the will of God and use that understanding to orient their people 

into holiness and godliness, to create a more perfect and just world. This is done by 

following numerous laws (Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures, Deut. 11:13-21). Jewish kings 
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have a similar expectation within their political sphere. The goal of this paper is to 

demonstrate these similarities by analyzing their traditional texts. 

This paper will demonstrate that Confucianism has the same core function of 

orienting the populace towards holiness and God, or rightness under Heaven, as Jewish 

religious leaders have done and do. Jewish Rabbis and kings and Confucian superior men 

on all facets of their society hold the same functions in the following facets: that they are 

the chosen or anointed guides to holy and godly virtue, or correct orientation to the will 

of a higher power - God or Heaven; they frequently debate and decide religious practice; 

and they act as prophets of fate when a nation goes astray from the desired path of 

holiness. 

This is certainly a topic that has been ignored by many in the field. This is not to 

say there are no comparisons between Confucianism and other traditions, but when it 

comes to the first of the three Abrahamic traditions, the field has left us wanting. Very 

little scholarship attempts to make Jewish and Confucian comparisons, and the ones that 

do are at most surface level analyses. Derek Cooper tries to compare Confucianism and 

Christianity and ask if they are compatible, but he only goes as far as to compare Heaven 

with spiritual concepts of God by citing Mateo Ricci, who took this concept as 

understanding there was a supernatural power guiding all temporal things. He “praises 

the Confucian classics for possessing a high understanding of the divine being, named 

King of Heaven” (273). The main issue is that he reduces Confucianism to a “cult.” 

When trying to classify Confucianism, he puts the word “religion” in quotes, which 

implies that he does not seem to even believe that Confucianism is a religion, a somewhat 

disappointing effort given the question he is trying to answer. Peter van der Veer, on the 
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other hand, does think that Confucianism is not secular, and even argued that the 

Manchus had to embrace Confucianism as outsider conquerors in order to display their 

legitimacy as heirs to the Qing Dynasty (121). However, Veer seems to deviate from any 

religious comparison between East and West by analyzing it from the historical context 

of James Legge during his time translating Confucian classical texts.  

There are, however, some useful explorations to compare Confucianism and 

Judaism. René Goldman tries to compare the superior man, with the Zaddik, or righteous 

man in Judaism. They are both exceptional men “whose calling is to set before the people 

an example of virtuous conduct” (336). She also uses Maimonides to justify the idea that 

the ruler of both peoples was “both a temporal sovereign and spiritual leader” (343). 

However, Goldman admits that there needs to be more investigation in “universalistic 

values,” and while the work itself shines light into the similarities of these two moral 

figures, we are missing deeper and more specific instances in how these ideal leaders of 

both traditions are similar. 

As can be seen, there is either research getting off on the wrong foot because of the 

difficulties in accepting Confucianism as a religion or, when that hurdle is overcome, the 

argumentation is just scratching the surface. To delve deeper into these questions means 

we have to interact with both traditions’ canonical texts to prove our point. By examining 

the Book of Rites (lǐjì 禮記), The Analects, Mencius as well as Tankakh, or the Jewish 

Bible, and the Talmud, the oral traditions passed down many generations in Jewish 

religious thought, we can dive straight into the traditions and values of both religions to 

find the similar role and function of their holiest of men.  
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This paper shall explore these topics in the following way. First, we will assert that 

Confucianism is indeed a religion and not merely a philosophy in chapter 2. Next, we 

will establish the three essential similarities between the sages of both traditions in 

chapters 3 through 5: that both superior men and Rabbis and kings are the guides of holy 

virtue, are meant to debate and decide on religious practice, and are sometimes demanded 

to act as prophets of the fates. Third, we will address possible objections to the assertion 

made in this paper and refute them accordingly in chapter 6. Finally, we will address 

further avenues of research beyond what this exploration has found in the final chapter. 

Before this, we must define a few terms. 

The Definitions of Sage Hood 

The first thing we must do is determine the definition of various terms used in 

Confucianism and show that they can correspond appropriately to Judaism. The concepts 

we need to define are the following: the Rabbi and their assignments within their 

tradition, and the superior man and the sage. The idea of king is clear enough that we 

need not explore it.  

Rabbi comes from the Hebrew rav, which literally translates to teacher or master: 

“The rabbi is designated as the...mara d’atra (Aramaic, meaning ‘master of the land or 

locale’)...he or she has no special powers or relationship with God. The rabbi learns and 

transmits God’s word and will, attempting to inspire Jews to a relationship with God” 

(Dosick, 216, author's emphasis). The Rabbi acts as a master of Jewish law and tradition 

and is meant to guide and orient other Jews towards being closer to God. Since we can 

also understand that closeness to God is closeness to holiness and goodness, we can also 

see that Rabbis are therefore moral guides.  
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In Confucianism, there are two terms this paper needs to deal with: jūnzǐ 君子 and 

shèngrén 聖人. The former, while in other translations is called the gentleman, is 

typically translated as a superior man in the first translated Classics into English by James 

Legge, which is the term I shall use in this paper. In any case, this is one who knows the 

will and ordinances of Heaven (Analects, Book XX, Chapter III). The speaker in the 

Book of Rites makes it clear that “when we speak of ‘a superior man’ we intend chiefly 

his virtue. The virtue perfect and his instructions honored; his instructions honored and 

the (various) officers correct; the officers correct and order maintained in the state: - the 

things give the ideal of a ruler” (350). Mencius (372 - 289 BCE) adds onto this by saying 

“what belongs by his nature to the superior man are benevolence, righteousness, 

propriety, and knowledge. These are rooted in his heart” (147). Confucius (551 - 479 

BCE) says that “the superior man is catholic and not partisan. The mean man is partisan 

and not catholic,” by “catholic,” Legge seems to be using it as defined as all-embracing 

(Book II, Chapter XIV). Mencius echoes this in saying, “The superior man does not 

murmur against Heaven, nor grudge against men” (52). 

The term shèngrén, on the other hand, translates to something akin to a sage, one 

that founded and spread the rules of propriety: “When the sages arose, they framed the 

rules of propriety in order to teach men, and cause them, by their possession of them, to 

make a distinction between themselves and brutes” (Book of Rites, 64-65). And so “when 

the sages would make rules (for men), they felt it necessary to find the origin (of all 

things) in Heaven and Earth” and thus “made the people believe in seasons and days, 

revere spiritual beings, stand in awe of their laws and orders” (383, 94). The shèngrén is 
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usually used to describe the “ancient sage kings” because they provided the foundation 

for the moral framework for the kingdom (94).  

The prime difference between the shèngrén and jūnzǐ is that the former seemed to be 

the greats of antiquity that helped form the laws and oriented society in its first stages, 

similar to, say, how Moses provides the laws to the Israelites and how Aaron was made 

the first High Priest (Ex. 20:2 - 23 and 28:1), providing the foundation of Mosaic laws 

that Rabbis and kings are meant to uphold within the religious and political sphere. For 

instance, King David brings the Ark of the Covenant to Israel and establishes the 

homeland and land of worship for the people as a king in posterity, and Rabbis will 

interpret those edicts composed in texts to deal with contemporary issues (II Sam. 6:2, 

18). The superior man is one that evaluates what has already been set into law and guide 

their contemporary masses towards that standard. However, we can see that both have the 

same function, based on what the texts quoted above have shown: both the superior man 

and the sage must understand the will of Heaven. The difference is that the sages 

interpreted its will first and determined the laws, and superior men kept that standard 

while still having to understand the will of Heaven. As will be demonstrated, we can see 

that the junzi can be compared to Rabbis and kings after the foundation set by those that 

gave the Mosaic law.   

What we see here are two cultures that place knowledge, propriety, and devotion to 

God or Heaven as paramount to being a superior man, an ideal man, or a sage. Another 

key, as will be demonstrated, is that the highest example of the similarities within these 

two religious structures is the one that rules and their expectations. The ruler, be it king or 

emperor, must serve as an example for all those within their nation. With these 
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definitions properly set, we can now explore the religiosity of Confucianism to justify 

this comparison.  
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Chapter 2: The Religiosity of Confucianism 

Confucianism as a Religion 

Before we are able to make the comparisons that are the primary focus of this paper, 

we first have to respond to the most obvious objection to this thesis. That being, whether 

Confucianism is a religion in the first place, as opposed to just a moral philosophy. In 

other words, to show that we are not comparing apples to oranges, we must first set out to 

prove that Confucianism is also an apple.  

        To do so, we have to define what a religion is. Émile Durkheim has a suitable 

definition: “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 

things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden–beliefs and practices which unite in 

one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them” (Jones). In 

other words, it is an apparatus operated upon by faith, belief, and practices that are geared 

towards the sacred and spiritual. It sets dichotomies between what is sacred and just and 

what is profane and improper. All of this is unified by a single body governing those 

rules, be it a church or tradition. I find it easy enough to say, without having to argue, that 

Judaism fits all of these categories. For Confucianism, on the other hand, this paper needs 

to display these connections. 

First, the qualities that demonstrate Confucianism is a religion. While it is true 

that Confucians put a vast focus on the rites, their rituals, and the moral framework that it 

can provide to society, the great thinkers of the Chinese zeitgeist were not referring to 

just maintaining a healthy government and stable society. In other words, Confucianism 

has more to offer to its adherents than just the practical benefits that virtue brings to 
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humanity in an Aristotelian sense: it does not merely bring about happiness to individuals 

and society as a telos.1 That said, leaders, sages, and emperors are not merely the ideal 

person others can aspire to be.  

        Instead, this mode of thought is meant to guide human beings towards closeness to 

the holy and divine. Confucius, Mencius, and passages in the Book of Rites make 

constant mention that Heaven endows us with the potential of this virtue, and also the 

demand that we fulfill it. Confucius makes it clear that Heaven itself gave him his virtue, 

saying in The Analects that “Heaven produced the virtue that is in me” (Book VII, 

Chapter XXII). The virtues include lǐ 禮 or propriety, yì 義 righteousness, xìn 信 

integrity, rén 仁 benevolence, and others. Our focus at the moment is lǐ 禮, which 

encompasses aspects from propriety to the rites themselves, including sacrifice, burial of 

the dead, archery, and music, and that “these rules are all rooted in Heaven [and] have 

their correspondences in Earth, and are applicable to spiritual beings2” (Book of Rites, 

367). The importance of practicing lǐ to Confucius is that the rites even apply to spiritual 

beings and matters, and not just human beings, as will be demonstrated in chapter IV. 

This means that the entire universe is meant to fulfill a cosmic purpose, being defined as 

important and right, especially since the above quotes were used to answer his disciple 

Yanyuan’s question over whether these rules were vital (Book of Rites, 367). In Judaism, 

God also made it clear that edicts being obeyed are not just for following 

commandments, but that he has a purpose for his people: “From the very first Thou didst 

                                                        
1  In the sense that he approaches ethics and morality in a secular and practical fashion and does little to appeal to 
divine demands, as, say, the Nicomachean ethics makes little mention of any sort of deity or supernatural guidance to 
the world. 
2 Beings here is translated from the word 鬼神. 鬼 which means an otherworldly being, ghost or apparition. 神 is to 
mean divine or spiritual in nature, hence the choice “Spiritual Beings.” 
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single out man and consider him worthy to stand in Thy presence” (Heschel, 135). 

Human beings serve as witnesses and servants for a greater purpose: “I have singled you 

out by name, you are mine...my witnesses are you” (Isa. 43: 1, 10). The importance of 

following these laws is to fulfill those purposes as determined by God or Heaven.  

        Confucius makes it clear that lǐ, the elements of sacrifice, funeral rites, and the like, 

is not just a ceremonial act. It is not a mechanical process by which some abstract form of 

“virtue” can hold society together because reverence is a part of fulfilling and being 

respectful to the rites, such as when one of his disciples, Zilu, quotes Confucius to say: 

“exceeding reverence with deficient rites is better than an excess of rites but with little 

reverence” (Book of Rites, 141). This is reiterated when describing a ruler, who is 

unnamed in this section, of great virtue during an offering of a sacrificial animal: “when 

the ruler bowed twice with his head to the ground, and, with breast bared, himself applied 

the knife, this expressed his extreme reverence. Yes, his extreme reverence, for there was 

submission in it” (445-446). The bowing was an expression of his reverence, or his 

outward feelings towards the act: “laying the head on the ground did that emphatically; 

and the baring of his breast was the greatest (outward) expression of the feeling” (Ibid). 

What is this submission and sacrifice for? For “the purpose of prayer, or of thanksgiving, 

or of deprecation” (448, author’s emphasis). Prayer seems to be a regular activity of 

Confucian sages, be it for “blessings'' for the coming years (300) or praying for “the 

people” (273). Here and elsewhere, Confucius uses the word 禱 dǎo which translates 

literally to praying or prayer. Prayers also denote when a sacrifice is given, such as in the 

Jìfǎ 祭法 chapter in the Book of Rites, when the emperor made multiple ancestral 

temples: “on occasions of prayer at this altar area, a sacrifice was offered, but if there 
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were no prayer, there was no sacrifice” (216). Even Confucius and others mention that he 

has done so: When his disciple Zilu said that he prayed for Confucius when he was ill, 

Confucius asked “may such a thing be done?” (The Analects, Book VII, Chap. XXXIV) 

Zilu replied saying that “Prayer has been made for thee to the spirits of the upper and 

lower worlds,” to which Confucius responds: “my praying has been for a long time” 

(Ibid). We can see here that virtues are not just for external and physical purposes, but for 

divine ones because they are the ones in control of the happenings of Earth, which 

Mencius also makes clear. Regarding whether the Warring States would reunify in his 

lifetime, he says, “Heaven does not yet wish that the kingdom should enjoy tranquility 

and good order” (52). In other words, Heaven decides when ancient China was to be 

ready to be without war because there appears to be no ruler righteous enough to do so. 

Whether it is a deity with a name or an ethereal force that exerts its will, it does not 

change the fact that we are dealing with supernatural forces that have a stake in what 

happens on Earth. Therefore, these virtues are also divine edicts and commands set by 

Heaven and to be obeyed by those on Earth. 

Thus, Confucianism fits the categories of religion as defined by Durkheim. It 

holds traditions and systemic beliefs that maintain the sacred and separates them from 

what is profane. These are maintained by institutions that are unified under one state, be 

it under the structure of sages or kings. 

Further, we see through the evidence above that there are transcendental elements 

to Confucianism. There are humans that are doing what they can to satisfy a power whose 

will and authority supersedes their own. They express this through rites and rituals that 

are “all rooted in Heaven,” and engage in prayers meant to provide thanks and 
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depreciation, and that all of which is given the purpose to fulfill something cosmic and 

beyond the temporal (Book of Rites, 367, 448). Even if we were to abandon Durkheim’s 

definition, I would argue that laymen not well read on such arguments can look at these 

qualities in Confucianism and also conclude that it is a religious practice.  

        It is true that Confucians know and understand the practical benefits of virtuous 

action, and that the good life does not merely have the result of pleasing heavenly beings. 

Confucius even says that without virtue, one cannot appreciate music (The Analects, 

Book III, Chapter III). However, we must be cautious when analyzing Confucianism 

through certain passages in one text or another, and not look at the sacred texts as a 

whole. By doing so, we lose sight of what Confucianism, as practiced by Confucius and 

Mencius in its earlier iterations, is and what purpose it held for its adherents. 

The Philosophical Scholarship: Connecting only Virtues and Ignoring Religion 

Many fields in Western academia, notably philosophy, have engaged in the 

ambitious project of comparing the essential nature of Confucianism to ancient Greek 

philosophies, namely Aristotelianism. Benjamin Huff makes the argument that Mencius 

“is just as much a eudaimonist3 as Socrates…[Mencius] holds that virtue is the path to 

happiness, and moreover he offers happiness as a motive to pursue virtue…[Mencius] is a 

much less demanding eudaemonist than Socrates” (2). Huff buttresses this claim by 

examining the conversations between Mencius and King Hui. Mencius argues to King 

Hui that good governance are things such as “[taking] better care of his people,” or 

demonstrating that he “is not fond of killing” to achieve “pre-moral aims” (4). 

                                                        
3 As defined by Huff, a philosopher who argues that virtue is necessary towards happiness (3). 
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Immediately after, however, Mencius employs a different strategy towards eudaimonism: 

“taking pre-existing desires and actually amplifying and encouraging them, but also 

redirecting them to fit with virtue” (Ibid). Similarly, in other parts of the Mencius, Huff 

shows that Mencius directs the desires of the king towards their fulfillment, and that that 

very pursuit can be towards virtuous action, which then leads to more pleasant outcomes 

for individuals (10). A wise take on the similarities of the Greek and Chinese traditions, 

yet the paper makes little mention of Heaven and its purpose in choosing a ruler, such as 

in the Wan Zhang I in Mencius: “‘Shun had the throne. Who gave it to him?’ ‘Heaven 

gave it to him’ was the answer” (102). This continues regarding Shun: he “presided over 

the sacrifices, and all the spirits were well pleased with them; thus Heaven accepted him” 

(103). In other words, ruling a kingdom is not merely a matter of pursuing virtue for 

one’s overall self interest in maintaining the state, however rational and righteous those 

interests are. It is Heaven that makes those choices based on the virtuous actions 

committed by those rulers. Furthermore, in the Gong Sun Chou II: “benevolence is the 

most honorable dignity conferred by Heaven” (40). In other words, these are granted as 

gifts and expectations by Heaven. 

Other prominent scholars make similar attempts to find essential similarities within 

Chinese and Greek thought. Chen Lai, in their work Virtue Ethics and Confucian Ethics, 

makes comparisons of the ideal virtuous man in both Aristotelian ethics, also called 

Virtue ethics, and Confucian ethics. For example, Lai makes comparisons between the 

Greek “love for wisdom” and Confucius’ “love of learning,” both of which can be 

summarized as a love for knowledge (19). While the love of knowledge for Confucius 

was not technically a virtue in and unto itself, it is tied to education. Therefore, in Lai’s 
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words, the “educational virtue” in Confucianism is similar to the “practical virtues” of the 

Greeks’ love of knowledge and its pursuit (20). This is also linked with the idea that the 

other virtues in Confucian thought, such as benevolence, courage, and trustworthiness, 

cannot be attained without this love of knowledge; to Aristotle, virtues cannot likewise be 

obtained and mastered without the pursuit of wisdom (21).  

Lai continues to make similar comparisons, all of which seem to be grounded in 

reason; yet, they seem to fall victim to the idea that these virtues are the primary aspect of 

Confucian thought. This is unfortunately demonstrated when the concepts of the rites, 

such as sacrifice, are left to the backburner of the argument. What is more unfortunate is 

the reductionist thinking that leads them to call ritual and its rules as merely “derived 

from the culture of the time” and that Confucius “emphasized that although rites are 

about external ritual behaviors, they must be respected” (16, author’s emphasis). The 

issue here is that because they only relate the rites as an instrument of virtue, that they are 

somehow external in nature, and thus have no spirituality linked to them. When speaking 

on the process of the changing months and seasons in the Book of Rites, it unequivocally 

states that “No change in the ways of Heaven is allowed; nor any extinction of the 

principles of Earth; nor any confounding of the bonds of men” (257). Confucius also 

states in The Analects that “without recognizing the ordinances of Heaven, it is 

impossible to be a superior man” (Book XX, Chapter III). Therefore, these acts are not 

external in nature: these are not optional, they are integral to the religion and also to 

creating a virtuous person. When Lai says that these “must be respected,” it implies that 

these must be kept out of some kind of precedence and not because it is necessary to 

maintain the goodness of a person. These are edicts made by the spiritual and the 
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heavenly that human beings have to follow, not only because those are the ordinances, 

but also because it is what is required of the superior man in order to be and act as such.  

Confucians do not even view music, a virtue and rite in the school of thought, as 

solely external. In the Book of Rites’ Yùejì 樂記, or book of Music, it reads:  

Music is (thus) the production of the modulations of the voice, and its source is in 
the affections of the mind as it is influenced by (external) things. When the mind is 
moved to sorrow, the sound is sharp…when it is moved to pleasure, the sound is 
slow and gentle…these [aspects] are not natural; they indicate the impressions 
produced by external things. On this account the ancient kings were watchful in 
regard to the things by which the mind was affected…the end to which ceremonies, 
music, punishments, and laws conduct is one; they are the instruments by 
which…good order in government is made to appear. (171)  

Music is influenced by external things but then is motivated by the internal feelings and 

motivations of humans. This means that music, as well as the virtues mentioned in the 

above quotation, are interactions between the external world, the internal reactions of 

human beings, and the spiritual needs that Heaven demands of people. This is because 

music represents the harmony between Heaven and Earth, and ceremonies take on more 

than just an abstract representation of the order between Heaven and Earth. More aptly 

put by the Book of Rites: “ceremonies take their form from the appearance of the Earth” 

(174). Ceremonies take their form on Earth, which suggests there is an incorporeal 

essence to them that for humans to understand, they must interact with the external. If 

they are meant to harmonize a relationship between a temporal and infinite world, then 

they should be considered as something greater than just external practices meant to be 

respected as aspects of the culture of the time.  

If we are to claim and agree that the development of one’s character and virtue is an 

internal act made by an individual, then the acts of ritual cannot also be considered as 
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solely external. These rites – sacrifice, honoring ancestors, music, and archery – as acts to 

set the balance between Heaven and Earth are ones that cannot be changed, altered, or 

omitted (Book of Rites, 257). If it is for the sake of obtaining that balance, that means this 

is just as much a spiritual battle as it is a temporal one.  

Other authors tend to follow this similar direction, which we will summarize for 

brevity's sake. Bryan Norden in Toward a Synthesis of Confucianism and Aristotelianism 

makes similar attempts as Lai and Huff do, such as comparing the values of art, 

appreciation, love, and freedom. However, he does veer off the given path by making 

some tangential comparisons between Aristotelianism and Daoism when it comes to 

skills, quoting from the Zhuangzi to make his point, a text that does not belong to 

Confucianism; Confucianism is not even mentioned or expanded upon in this chapter, 

despite the title (61-62).  

Yu Jiyuan, in their work The Practicality of Ancient Virtue Ethics: Greece and 

China, makes a similar argument to Huff, in the sense that there are practical values that 

can be attained through virtue ethics and Confucian ethical thought; “Eudemian Ethics” is 

also used to justify their points (128). Yu hits the mark in the idea that an ideal society 

must have a just and virtuous ruler, and connects it well to Grecian values. But it is not 

enough in Confucianism for a leader to just be virtuous. They are the superior man, called 

Son of Heaven when on the throne, meant to guide and orient the world and its people 

into the correct directions; there is a cosmic demand on the title of ruler, else Mencius 

would likely not mention that rulers must be chosen by Heaven and by trial in Gao Zi II, 

and Jinxin II (142, 157, 159). 
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I do not at all imply that these projects and their ambitions are somehow wrong or 

not worth pursuing. There are some very exciting, beneficial, and positive ideas and 

potential in these projects. In fact, I would argue that they have a similar goal to this 

paper: to make clear a link between Eastern and Western thought to bring to light some 

essential similarities in humanity that belong in those two differing cultures. Intellectual 

ambitions such as these deserve the appropriate praise and assistance in finding more 

information and arguments to support those claims. They are also done completely in 

good faith, in the sense that they are not actively trying to obfuscate the idea that 

Confucianism is a religion, but attempt to approach said mode of thought in a secular 

light for their own purposes. The primary issue with these works in question is that they 

merely ignore important facets of Confucianism, and may accidentally detract from the 

implied overall goal: a means to bridge the gap between Eastern and Western thought. 

Hence, this paper is not only setting out to prove a similar overarching goal: showing 

essential similarities between East and West, but also serve as an invitation to look 

through these similarities between the two sides of the globe from an additional lens, 

completing this goal faster and more efficiently. The lens in this case is religion.  

The Clear Obfuscation of Confucianism as Religion 

However, there is a far greater error being committed than just examining 

Confucianism through the secular lens in this field. There are other thinkers that either 

cherry pick their evidence to distort the idea that Confucianism is secular and is in no 

way spiritual, or they may try to have their cake and eat it too, using the religious label 

but then twisting its meaning and syphoning it into their particular argumentative goals, 

the latter of which I will address first.  
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        Kiri Paramore, while using the word “religion” to describe Confucianism, instead 

tries to hybridize it under the monolithic title “Civil Religion” in the Imperial Japanese 

context (269). She sets out to prove that Confucianism merges religion and the state and 

calls it a “premodern condition,” yet does not attempt to define the word “religion” to 

make this merging sound coherent. Furthermore, she even asserts analyzing 

Confucianism solely through a philosophical lens is intellectually hazardous, but 

simultaneously criticizes any attempts to classify it as a religion, such as in her criticism 

of Anna Sun’s Confucianism as a World Religion (279). What is worse is that she offers 

no solution to this problem. Confounded with her unconvincing argument that 

Confucianism is a “civil religion” without properly putting in the parameters of this very 

phrase, Paramore neither takes an actual stand on this issue, nor does she offer any 

assistance in putting Confucianism on the holy stage on which it deserves to stand.  

        Ambrose Mong tries to explore the creation of utopias, a chapter of which is devoted 

to Confucianism. He, however, outright says that it is not a religion, saying there is a 

“secular account” in both the The Analects and in the Book of Rites, and that the idea that 

Confucius had little concern for the spiritual or the ideas of God or Gods, saying that he 

“is more concerned with ethical rather than religious issues” and that “Confucianism is a 

secular tradition” (79). This has two major problems. The first is that Mong is assuming 

that The Analects are somehow monolithic to all of Confucianism. Second, he is 

obviously cherry picking from parts of the Book of Rites if he claims that the ideal society 

is accounted for in a secular sense. The king is referred to as the “Son of Heaven” that 

sacrifices to both Heaven and Earth (82, 225). Not only does he inspect that his lands are 

performing the rites correctly, at the dukes’ expense of exile, but he also sacrifices in the 
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ninth month in the Chinese calendar to ward off “pestilence, [and] to secure development 

for the (healthy) airs of autumn” (233, 288). Sacrifice and filial piety are not merely 

meant for positive secular ends. As said before, these were believed to have cosmic 

consequences if not fulfilled. Confucius also makes this clear that “Wherein I have done 

improperly, may Heaven reject me, may Heaven reject me!” and that “Heaven produced 

the virtue that is in me” (Book VI, Chapter XXVI and Book VII, Chapter XXII). No 

matter how anyone attempts to interpret these, it is obvious that there is a celestial 

perspective in all matters of Confucius, if he is to say that Heaven endowed him with the 

gift of virtue, and that it is up to it to reject him if he veers off the righteous path. 

Confucius even attempts to interact with Heaven by interpreting its intentions. When 

Yen, one of his disciples, died, he said that Heaven is “destroying” him (26). This is not 

the talk of a secularist as Mong tries to argue. 

Diana Lobel is just as forthright as Mong, saying that Confucianism “does not 

feature a prominent notion of deity” but that it is more “metaphysical” in its expression of 

the Way or dào 道 (59). We can see from the previous passages mentioned that this is 

more than just metaphysical speculation on reality. The other issue is that there is a 

notion of a deity in the Book of Rites. There is reference to a “Grand Unity'' that separated 

and became Heaven and Earth (386-387). It continues to say that “It changed and became 

the four seasons. It was distributed and became the breathings. Its (lessons) transmitted 

(to men) are called its orders; the law and authority of them is in Heaven” (388). Legge, 

in his translations notes on this passage, has some interesting thoughts on the intent of the 

text, where tàiyī 太一 is to mean “The Supreme one” and that the character dì 帝 is 

also used to describe that which orders laws to be followed, which is linked with “the 
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Supreme One…the Almighty One who rules over all things” (386-387). He goes further 

to say, “‘The law and authority…is in Heaven,’ seems to me to imply a ‘recognition’…of 

a Power or Being anterior to and independent of the Grand Unity” (387). If we are to 

assume Legge is correct in his assessment, it is simple to dismiss Lobel’s notion. 

However, even if we doubt Legge’s assertion, the passage itself still points to a force or 

will that exerts its demands on human beings in the mortal realm. Lobel may be thinking 

that because there is not a metaphysical infinite being that humans can speak with, such 

as God in the Bible, it necessitates that there is no concept of a deity. However, we can 

see here that given there is a creation story within the Book of Rites, and that this creation 

gave rise to laws, it is fair to say that Confucianism does look up to the heavens to seek 

guidance and truth.  

       Despite individual scholars either deviating away from the religious argument and 

just connecting philosophy, and those making unfounded claims, there are, however, 

some institutions in the West that consider Confucianism to be one of the important 

world religions. Despite Paramore’s assertions, she has pointed out noting that 

Confucianism being included in the category of religion as a “universally recognized 

‘achievement’” and that “Confucianism is considered by many religious studies 

departments at divinity schools in American universities to be one of the major world 

religions” (98, 102).  

        However, this may not necessarily be a cause for celebration for progress. While 

Confucianism may be considered a world religion, that does not necessarily mean that it 

is being considered in and of itself as a religion. As Kristin Largen points out: “[in] many 

world religions textbooks Confucianism and Daoism are lumped together under the larger 
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category of Chinese religions, even though they are quite different – some might even say 

polar opposites” (61). Another issue is with Largen herself when trying to address 

Confucianism as a spiritual practice, separating Confucianism as an “external,” while 

Daoism and Buddhism are “internal” as she quotes Pockeski’s Introducing Chinese 

Religions, as though Confucianism has no sense of the “internal” or something beyond 

temporal reality. By this logic, Confucianism, with its focus on ritual and, let us say, 

works, Judaism with a similar focus on ritual is also solely focused on the external and 

temporal, and not the internal and spiritual. Therefore, according to this same logic, 

Judaism is not a religion. Since this would be a ridiculous claim to make and accept, we 

therefore must likewise accept that Confucianism has been and is a religion by the nature 

of its precepts stated in its canonical texts. 

        Now that we have avoided the accusation of comparing two wholly disparate things, 

we can begin to draw the links between the sages and kings of Confucianism and Rabbis 

and kings of Judaism. As stated in chapter 1, there are three core aspects that will be 

explored in this paper: 1) that they are the chosen, anointed guides and guiding force 

towards holy and godly virtue; 2) that these religious scholars of both traditions are 

constant debaters of religious practice; and 3) that they can also serve as prophets, men of 

warning, and emissaries sent from heavenly powers in order to steer a kingdom or nation 

from destruction, and therefore closer to God.   
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Chapter 3: The Chosen Guides of Holy Virtue 

A vital goal of these religious leaders is to guide the masses towards greater holiness 

or goodness and virtue. Via understanding the teachings and revelations of a creator or 

supernatural force, Jewish and Confucian leaders are able to foster moral goodness within 

the zeitgeist of a nation. 

The two traditions have similar virtues set as goals for the ideal person to actualize 

in order to be called a superior person. With this established, we can examine the ideal 

figures in both traditions, their behaviors, and their goals. From Judaism, we can examine 

King David first, to whom we attribute to as holding the similar role as a superior man, 

establishing the moral and religious foundation within Israel. After, we will move onto 

Solomon, who can be compared to, but ultimately cannot live up to, the superior man, 

meant to continue that standard. 

First, however, we must reiterate that there were people that laid the foundations for 

the law as revealed by God that those in posterity had to maintain. In Exodus and 

Deuteronomy, not only is Moses given the Ten Commandments, but numerous other laws 

were established while the Hebrews were travelling to find a homeland. These were 

known as the Teachings of Moses (Josh. 8:31). As will be demonstrated, this foundation, 

which is similarly granted by sage kings, is held together by future rulers who do not add 

to them, but maintain and preserve them. 

In Judaism, it is obvious when a king is to be anointed, as they were chosen by God 

himself. In Deuteronomy, God makes it clear to the Jewish people that “[if], after you 

have entered the land that the Lord your God has assigned to you…you decide, ‘I will set 
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a king over me…’ you shall be free to set a king over yourself, one chosen by the Lord 

your God” (Deut. 17:14, author’s emphasis). David was one such king. He was chosen by 

God, as God says, “‘Rise and anoint him, for this is the one.’ Samuel took the horn of oil 

and anointed him…and the spirit of the LORD gripped David from that day on” (Sam. 

16:13). Furthermore, he was chosen “to rule My people Israel” (II Chron. 6:6). One of the 

key characteristics of David was his devotion to God and to his own cultivation, a factor 

that will be expounded on later in this chapter. The point here that needs to be established 

is that as king, his goal was to act righteously under God to care for the people of Israel, 

as it is said in Psalms, “He chose David, his servant, and took him from the sheepfolds. 

He brought him from the minding the nursing ewes to tend His people Jacob, Israel, His 

very own. He tended them with a blameless heart; with skill hands he led them” (78:70-

72). Finally, Psalms decrees that David was a son of God: “the Lord said to me, ‘You are 

my son, I have fathered you to this day’” (Ps. 2:7). It is clear that David was chosen.  

David, as king of Israel, established its capital by placing the Ark of Covenant there, 

where all citizens can participate in worship and sacrifice (II Sam. 6:2, 18). While David 

does not build the temple, he is the one that provides the materials to be used to build it 

after his death (I Chron. 22: 2-4). He also writes orchestral music to praise God, which 

numbered to 4,000 pieces (I Chron. 23:5). David provides the means to continue the 

foundation for the people to fulfill the religious practice necessary to have faith in God. 

By bringing the Ark, he thereby sets the parameters for this land and its people to 

continue the laws set by the Mosaic code, handed down to those from God. David 

establishes the groundwork for worship within Jerusalem, and from that establishes the 
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basis for the people to act in faith and in virtue based on the edicts and commands of 

God. This devotion reverberates outward and creates a holy city.  

This is also not to say that David was perfect. Perhaps it is because he was so 

imperfect and committed mistakes that exemplifies his right to rule and his anointing by 

God. This is precisely because he was one that acknowledged and took recompense for 

his mistakes. When David had an affair with Bathsheba, God made his dissatisfaction 

known via Nathan. David, understanding of his grave error, admitted his guilt before God 

(II Sam. 12:30). Unfortunately, God made it clear that his child conceived from this affair 

would die. When the baby was severely ill, David fasted and prostrated himself onto the 

floor for seven days, but to no avail. The child still died. From then, he ceased his fasting 

after the fact, but continued living with the guilt that he understood (12:21). From that 

tragedy, came the birth of Solomon when he conceived a child again.  

One of the virtues, at least defined as someone who is faithful displayed by David in 

these stories, is that he acts with the guidance of God’s will without questioning him. He 

does not set out to change laws set by Torah or by the purpose divined by God. When he 

is anointed, he does not run away. When he faces an opponent that would kill him with 

little effort, he still faces them. When he is told that he is wrong, he pays recompense for 

it. 

Psalms written by David also illustrates this, as his faith is latched onto the grace of 

his lord: “I put my hope in the LORD; he inclined toward me, and heeded my cry” and 

knowing that God “will never let the righteous man collapse” (Ps. 40:2 and 55:24). 

Finally, the first king would be one that is “after [God’s] own heart” to reorient the 

people properly because they did not obey the laws correctly (I Sam 13:14). 
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David remained king until his death, and Solomon ascended the throne (I Kings 

2:1). Before that, however, David made it clear to Solomon, as one chosen by God, that 

he must “keep the charge of the Lord your God, walking in His ways and following His 

laws, His commandments, His rules, and His admonitions as recorded in the Teaching of 

Moses” (I Kings 2:3). If so, then his posterity, his line “on the throne of Israel shall never 

end!” (I Kings 2:4). 

The same can be said of his son, Solomon, where God says, “if you follow My laws 

and My rules and faithfully keep My commandments, I will fulfill for you the promise 

that I gave to your father David” (I Kings, 6:12). While the age-old tale of Solomon 

asking God to grant him wisdom usually crowds the knowledge of his epic, we have to 

consider what happens when he loses his right to rule after losing his virtue. Solomon is 

responsible for the kingdom of Israel splitting into two, Israel and Judah (I Kings 12). 

The reason for this was that Solomon had deviated from worshipping God and made 

sacrifices to other Gods: “Solomon followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Phoenicians, 

and Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites” (I Kings 11:5). To add insult to injury, it 

seems, he even constructed temples for those other Gods, like “Chemosh the abomination 

of Moab on the hill near Jerusalem” (I Kings 11:7). Because of this, God made it clear 

that the kingdom would be split apart, though not during Solomon’s lifetime (I Kings 

11:13). The kingdom split into Israel and Judah sometime later. 

 As pointed out by Goldman in previous chapters, the ruler of Israel was 

simultaneously a “temporal sovereign and a spiritual leader” combining the religious with 

the political (343). If Solomon permitted the worship of other Gods, then the imbalance 
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would cause not only the anger of God but also the decaying health of their nation, as it 

was tied to that worship, which can be seen by the splitting of the kingdom.  

It should be noted here that the role of Solomon was to build off and maintain the 

foundation that David had begun to lay. What was expected of him was to continue that 

virtue and tradition. Despite him failing, that does not make invalid the role he was 

supposed to hold.  

While not directly intervening in Solomon’s case, making it clear that it will 

happen after his death holds significance. If the king allowed other temples to exist to 

serve other Gods, then it means that his own people would be able to worship other Gods. 

The expectations of these kings are to follow the law to the letter, but also govern 

righteously, as Isaiah puts it: “a king shall reign in righteousness, and ministers shall 

govern with justice; everyone of them shall be…like brooks of water in a desert, like the 

shade of a massive rock in a languishing land” (32:2). The kings of this time must not 

only be the ones that are religious. They are meant to guide society to keep it healthy and 

sustainable, because God “never will let the righteous man collapse” (Ps. 55:24). He must 

do so with righteousness, justice, and religious fervor. If not, then the king has violated 

an agreement between the two of them, that his reign is contingent on him acting 

appropriately and justly. When the laws are broken, society is disconnected, and the 

kingdom in its former union falls. The significance of this is that Confucianism sees the 

relationship of a ruler with their subjects, as well as the connection of ruler and the 

decrees and wills of Heaven, as very similar in their nature, their premises, and their 

consequences. The Analects, Mencius, and the Book of Rites all illustrate the conditions 

that a ruler must follow in order to remain in power.  
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The sage kings were said to establish the righteous ways within their territory that 

would reverberate to the people. The Book of Rites makes this account clear when it says: 

“when the sages arose, they framed the rules of propriety in order to teach men, and cause 

them...to make a distinction between themselves and brutes” (64-65). This is expanded on 

more generally later in the book where it says:  

the later sages then arose, and men (learned) to take advantage of the benefits of 
fire...They were thus able to nourish the living, and to make offerings to the dead; 
to serve the spirits of the departed and God. In all these things we follow the 
example of that early time. (369-370) 

The sage kings of the past are there to provide the foundation and standard by which 

future kings are meant to follow and respect, in order to maintain a healthy and holy state. 

As will be seen, like how David and Solomon were meant to follow the foundation set by 

Moses and Aaron – who, given these circumstances could be comparable to a sage king 

by providing similar foundations – post sage era kings are also expected to maintain this 

standard by means of acting virtuously and carrying on those ritualistic practices and 

traditions. They are the posterity to continue the edicts established by the sages. 

It is not surprising that the ruler under Confucianism is called the “Son of Heaven” – 

similar to David being the son of God – who must purify himself on an annual basis 

(Book of Rites, 107, 253). In Autumn, the king also must subject himself to “self-

adjustment” (284). The king spreads his goodness to others and gives them orders in 

acting properly (264). As Mencius put it: “The relation between superiors and inferiors is 

like that between the wind and grass. The grass must bend when the wind blows upon it” 

(Mencius, 55). This is because Heaven accepts who acts, as Mencius also says, based on 

their “personal conduct and [their] conduct of affairs” (103). Given that the duties 

mentioned that rulers must perform rituals properly, and even inspect their lands to make 
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sure they are being done properly, we can understand this conduct as righteous conduct. 

In other words, the sage in posterity – and superior man in the contemporary – as superior 

is meant to orient and guide his nation towards a holier state. Being the Son of Heaven, 

he is therefore an emissary of Heaven and its will. Much like the shepherd that must 

guide the ewe with his crook – interestingly King David’s former occupation before 

being crowned – so too must the grass bend when the wind blows. In this sense, these 

religious leaders must remain steadfast in their virtuous activity as they rule to provide 

the correct guidance for their people. 

Would this not be the case, the king may be overthrown by Heaven, as Mencius 

quotes from the Book of Poetry: “When such an overthrow of Zhou is being produced by 

Heaven, Be not ye so much at your ease!” (77, author’s emphasis). In other words, 

Heaven decides who sits on the throne, and it also decides when one is removed from it. 

Necessarily, the continuation of one’s reign, in the eyes of a Confucian, relies on whether 

they properly enact the will of Heaven. If they violate it or break it, then the kingdom is 

overthrown by those heavenly forces.  

What we can see here is that the religious leaders of these communities and 

traditions are chosen, or at least perceived to be chosen, by a supernatural force. The 

necessary condition for them to reign and remain on their throne and position is to adhere 

to these precepts set by that force. If they continue to adhere to it – or at least make up for 

their previous mistakes – then they can remain. If they violate those rules, then not only 

are they deposed, but their kingdoms and territories also break up or disappear. Israel was 

broken up into two kingdoms for Solomon’s sins. Heaven is likewise perceived as 

intervening during the Zhou dynasty, splitting the land into Warring states, leaving the 
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Zhou to exist only in memory, due to its leaders shirking religious responsibility, which 

will be shown below. In sum, both traditions view the religious leaders, these superior 

men in both rank and in religious adherence, as ones given the authority to guide and 

orient their people into the correct direction that their deities demand. The primary 

differences are some minor disparate traditions and religious practices, whose purposes 

align remarkably well, and in essence their position and function also align. Now that it 

has been established that these guides have been chosen by God, we now can 

demonstrate that they are actual guides for those people to get closer towards more ideal 

virtue.   

Confucianism makes it clear in its metaphysics that man is meant to be in tandem 

with the principles of Heaven and Earth, and provide balance between the two forces that 

come from those two celestial poles. The Book of Rites makes this clear when it says: 

Man is the heart and mind of Heaven and Earth, and the visible embodiment of the 
five elements. He lives in enjoyment of all flavors, the discriminating of all notes (of 
harmony), and the enrobing of all colors. Thus it was that when the sages would 
make rules (for men), they felt it necessary to find the origin (of all things) in 
Heaven and Earth; to make the two forces (of nature) the commencement (of all). 
(382-383) 

This goes on to make it clear that all rituals in their annual basis have been established 

and must be adhered to (Ibid). The king also must ensure that all rituals be held to the 

letter. As mentioned previously, the king must also provide inspections of his territory, 

namely schools providing teaching on the ceremonies, music, poems, and histories. This 

was briefly mentioned in the previous chapter, but for this argument, it merits further 

examination. It says: 
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When the time drew near for their quitting the college, the smaller and greater 
assistants…put down those who had not attended to their instructions, and reported 
them to the Grand Director, who in turn reported them to the king. The king 
ordered…all to enter the school (and hold an examination). If this did not produce 
the necessary change; the king in person inspected the school; and if this also failed, 
for three days he took no full meal nor heard music, after which the (culprits) were 
cast out to the remote regions. (233) 

Anyone who does not teach properly must be excised from society to regions far and 

away. This expulsion of incorrect teachers is a necessary condition to allow the leaders of 

their nation to guide the masses properly towards virtue. If not, then those improper 

aspects need to be removed, though removal is not the only measure taken by these 

leaders for the sake of preserving the rites of Confucianism. Should there be false 

prophets, or as the Books of Rites defines it, “those who were persistent in hypocritical 

conduct and disputations in hypocritical speeches [and] who studied what was wrong, 

and went on to do so more and more…so as to bewilder the multitudes,” then those 

people “were put to death” (237). The same applies to those that give “false reports about 

spirits, about seasons and days” and so on (238).  

        Therefore, the ruler, as a superior man, has to ensure that, assuming that the virtues 

of music, history, poetry, and sacrifice are what maintain order between Heaven and 

Earth, all rites are done properly. If not, chaos ensues and Heaven intervenes. Therefore, 

they are here to guide the masses towards greater virtuous activity.  

        Mencius also demonstrates this when speaking on how rulers should rule, and what 

happens to the state when they do not act in the right. On maintaining the standard of the 

state of being righteous, Mencius says: “The superior man seeks simply to bring back the 

unchanging standard, and, that being correct, the masses are roused to virtue. When they 

are so aroused, forthwith perversities and glossed wickedness disappear” (Mencius, 165). 
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It is also noted in the Book of Rites that “No change in the ways of Heaven is allowed; 

nor any extinction of the principles of Earth; nor any confounding of the bonds of men” 

(257). They are meant to uphold the unchanging standard, as Mencius previously put it, 

and add no changes or alterations to these codes. Considering David, it is well noted here 

that he never enacted any kind of change to the religious code either that was established 

by Moses and Aaron. Since the superior man is also expected to be a king, and 

considering the sheer gravity of Mencius’ statement, it can be seen that the superior man, 

and ideal leader of the state, is one that maintains the standard, and rouses the masses to 

virtue. Therefore, to serve as a model, he is also serving as a guide for the masses to act 

accordingly. Confucius makes this charge clearer by example when it comes to his son. 

        Confucius’ disciples are speaking to his son about what he has been taught by his 

father. His son, Poyü, replied that he has not been taught the poems or, relevant to this 

discussion, propriety. Confucius made it clear, saying, “If you do not learn the rules of 

Propriety, your character cannot be established” (Book XVI, Chapter XIII). Confucius 

makes it clear to his son that if he does not read and understand the rules set by the 

traditions of the past and also the very same ideas that a ruler must maintain, we then can 

see that these religious leaders are set to be guides for those that need to understand 

virtuous activity.  

        An obvious objection to this would be that the relationship between parents and 

children are not the same as rulers and subjects. However, if we are to examine this 

society by understanding that the ruler constantly inspects and ensures that teachers and 

others are teaching the correct things because they have read and understood texts 

properly, then this is merely a microcosm of this phenomenon. Confucius, while never a 
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king, acts as guide for his son to follow a virtuous path, just as a ruler expects that en 

masse.  

        In sum, these rulers, while also managing non-ritualistic issues and laws, such as 

farming regulations for example, are also acting as intermediaries for Heaven’s will, and 

violating that will lead Heaven to demand that that ruler be deposed. Judaism makes the 

same demands for kings like David and Solomon. They are chosen by God to reign on 

the condition that they act righteously. If not, they are either rebuked or given warnings, 

such as with David losing his child and Solomon having to accept that his posterity 

would be destroyed with the severing of Israel and Judah.  

        In the case that rulers do go the way of Solomon and the last rulers of the Zhou, both 

traditions have a final defense to maintain the order of things. As the wind blows, the 

grass must bend. As the shepherd uses his crook, the flock is thus oriented into the right 

direction. These are the people chosen by their respective deities to provide the paragon 

of virtue needed to guide their people.  

 While it is true that these two figures had essentially failed in their obligations 

provided by Heaven or God. This paper is not arguing that anyone chosen is necessarily 

going to succeed. What we are demonstrating here is that the similarity lies in 

expectations for the roles given to those individuals.  

 Next, we can focus primarily on the superior man and the Rabbi in how they interact 

with that foundational standard, as debaters of religious practice.  
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Chapter 4: The Debaters of Rites and Practice 

Religious scholars and the reverent believers do more than just express their faith 

and proselytize. In order to ensure the consistency of rites and canon, there are instances 

where those scholars must discuss how to interpret scriptures in order to determine what 

is the correct action in situations that are not explicitly mentioned in religious texts. For 

example, to cite a modern hypothetical scenario, how does filial piety function within 

Confucianism when a child is adopted and not a blood relative? What occurs when a 

Jewish boy’s parents decide to not circumcise their child? To determine what is the 

correct course of action, those scholars must decide, based on interpretations of scripture, 

what the most appropriate course of action would be. 

However, that is simple in theory and on paper, including this one. Not all 

interpretations of scripture will be consistent in all minds of all scholars. Hence, it is up to 

debate to solve these disagreements. The role of Rabbis and Confucian superior men in 

this chapter is thus: another of their essential roles in their title is that they are to discuss, 

argue, and ideally reach consensus, what is canonical in ritual and reverence. This is not 

optional, as the correct interpretation of scripture determines righteous action, and 

therefore good in the eyes of God or Heaven. Disagreement, in essence, is the air they 

breathe, and bad ideas are what they filter out. We can see this essential role in both 

traditions by examining the Talmud and the Book of Rites, Mencius, and The Analects. 

First, we shall examine the former. 

These conversations and debates that will be covered here begin regarding festivals 

and jubilees. What is most interesting is the constant citing of other Rabbis of the past. It 
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is frequently mentioned that certain wisdom has been passed down to their contemporary 

generation by inserting “it was taught,” “The Rabbis taught,” and so on (Tractate 

Sanhedrin chap.1, Tractate Tannit chap 1). There is constant reference to the past that 

grants wisdom and understanding of canon, and therefore support in the debate in 

religious practice in how to determine what is right and proper. However, timeframes are 

not the only source of contention. 

        Weather is also a consideration, namely when praying for certain weather patterns 

such as rain. Rabbi Jehoshua asks, for instance, if there is rain on the Feast of 

Tabernacles, which is not considered fortuitous timing, “why should it be mentioned in 

the prayers?” (Tractate Tannit chap 1). Rabbi Eliezer replies: “I do not mean to say that 

rain should be prayed for, but only that it should be mentioned with the words, ‘He 

causeth the wind to blow, and the rain to descend in its proper time’” (Ibid). This query 

continues over who should be praying for rain. Rabbi Jehudah comes in and argues that:  

The last of the ministers of the congregation who on the last day of the Feast of 
Tabernacles officiates at the reading-desk should mention the rain, but not he who 
officiates first. On the first day of Passover, the minister who officiates first (at 
the morning prayer) should still mention it, but not he who officiates last (at the 
Additional Service). (Ibid) 

Based on this long discussion, while rain may be perceived as unremarkable and 

innocuous to some in the modern day, to a people that are as devoted to God as 

Rabbinical scholars and Jews, making sure that prayers are in line with ceremonies 

properly is essential towards Godly behavior.  

Elizier is also questioned by “schoolmen” for his argumentation, asking: 
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Whence does R. Eliezer derive his teaching? Does he derive it from the palm-
branch4 which is brought along for use at the morning service only, or from the 
pouring of water,5 which is brought also in the evening, as the Master says: “It is 
written [Numb. xxix. 24.]: 'Their meat-offerings and their drink-offerings' (in 
plural), that is to say, that they may be brought even in the evening, and therefore 
R. Eliezer holds that mention of the rain should be made even on the eve of the 
Feast of Tabernacles?” (Ibid, author’s emphasis) 

Worthy of attention, they cite other, more learned scholars as “The Master,” similar to 

how Confucian scholars will refer to their masters and those with higher authority in their 

tradition. The point here is that these scholars are solving contemporary problems with 

traditional interpretations and debate. However, not only are the Rabbis here using other 

Rabbis as means to make their argument, but also reference the Torah itself to make their 

case, such as in the above passage where the book of Numbers is quoted. 

The mundane, however, are not the sole topic. Holy rites such as fasting are just as 

important in these debates. What is the order of operations on days of fasting, especially 

because different fast days as Yom Kippur and others have different procedures due to 

what they are celebrating? This is referring to that fact that the first three fasting days of 

the year have different ceremonies than the last seven fasting days. The question at hand 

is whether priests enter the temple consistently during all fasting days. Rabbi Papa 

provides clarification by saying, “our Mishna also refers to the last seven [fasting days],” 

which means that the priest would consistently enter the temple on all fasting days. 

(Tractate Tannit Chap. 2).  

                                                        
4 The Palm branch is a symbol of victory over accusers (Lev. 30:2)  and also that one is serving God with one’s whole 
heart (Jewish Virtual Library).  
5 The pouring of water refers to Nisukh HaMayim, which literally translates to pouring of water. This is done during 
Sukkot (Lev. 23:24) and the pouring of water was a joyous occasion (Isia. 12:3). 
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The next issue is the act of strewing ashes over one’s head. It is asked: 

The Mishna teaches that ‘other persons shall also strew ashes on their heads.’ This 
should not be so! For did not Rabbi teach in a Boraitha that where an act of honor 
is to be accomplished the most prominent persons are commenced with, while 
when an act of humiliation is to be performed the lowest in rank are first 
considered? The strewing of ashes on the heads of the prince and of the chief of 
the Beth Din first is also an act of honor; for they are told that they are more 
worthy of praying for mercy for us and for all the world. (Ibid) 

Rabbi Abba answers this with: “The humiliation of disgracing one’s self by one's own 

hands is not equal to that of being disgraced by the hands of others (where prominent 

persons are concerned, but as for common people it does not matter)” (Ibid). When asked 

which part of the head the ashes must be strewn, it is answered by Rabbi Itz’hak “where 

the phylacteries are generally worn” (Ibid). 

        This continues on, but for the sake of this paper, I will not continue so as to make 

my point more succinct, which is: the who, what, when, where, and how are all 

determined and debated. In order for rituals and ceremonies to be conducted properly, it 

must be done in an orderly manner to venerate, serve, and please God. These debates are 

precisely what places those rituals in line under the stipulations set by God. We will see 

that, upon examinations of Confucianism’s holy texts, they go through very similar 

discussions, arguments, and seminars in order to determine the right conduct to proceed 

with the rites.   

The primary debate of these rules falls under the Chinese term rúxué 儒學, or the 

study or school of Confucianism. These people, learned of the traditions and in the 

attempt to understand the will of Heaven, debate on what is proper ecclesiological 

practice.  



 37 

It is difficult to point to a specific “bible” in Confucianism when comparing it to an 

Abrahamic religion, namely because there are multiple texts for specific purposes. Using 

Mencius’ references to various books to justify his claims in how one should go about 

solving questions in ritual, we can find a similar role that Mencius and Confucius hold as 

the Rabbis when frequently debating in similar fashion. We can also see this within the 

Book of Rites. In the Mencius itself, the Book of Poetry and Book of Odes are referenced 

over twenty times. However, we are going to mainly focus on a few of them, as some of 

those references pertained to morality (covered in chapters below) as opposed to religious 

or ritualistic practice.  

        In the very first book of Mencius, King Hui of Liang, Part 1, Mencius and the king 

are having a discussion in how to form an ideal government, and how one is able to find 

pleasure in his status as king, and how to extend it towards the people of his nation. 

Mencius quotes from the book of poetry: 

It is said in the Book of Poetry, “He measured out and commenced his marvelous 
tower; He measured it out and planned it…the king was in his marvelous 
park…The king was by his marvelous pond; How full was it with fishes leaping 
about!” King Wen used the strength of the people to make his tower and pond, 
and yet the people rejoiced to do the work…the ancients caused the people to 
have pleasure as well as themselves…how could [a king] could have pleasure 
alone? (5)  

What he is doing here is using the wisdom of previous scholars – much like how Rabbis 

in the Talmud would reference other Rabbis – to justify his claim in how the state should 

be run. Interestingly, King Hui quotes the Book of Poetry back to gain some aspect of 

truth in the matter they are discussing: “It is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘The minds of 

others, I am able by reflection to measure’” (10). The two of them are engaging in a 
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rather difficult task of how to govern the nation but derive their answers from the wisdom 

of the past’s traditions, and doing so by quoting from the same ancient text.  

        One could argue that this is a question of morality and not rites. However, I would 

say that in the Confucian sense because human beings are meant to provide balance 

between Heaven and Earth – and governing a state is one of those avenues, along with 

the rites, by which to maintain said balance – governance and kings developing their 

moral character is in itself a form of ritual. It is a form to participate within the religion 

and its demands on human behavior.  

While not as numerous, Confucius employs the same strategy to prove his points 

in how rituals should be conducted. Within The Analects, Confucius uses the same books 

as Mencius to make clear how rituals should be conducted, or how righteous action 

should be conducted. His disciples made a note that “The Master’s frequent themes of 

discourse were the [book of] Odes, the [book of] History, and the maintenance of the 

Rules of Propriety. On all these he frequently discoursed” (Book VII, Chap. XVII). 

However, The Analects also had plenty of references to the Book of Poetry: “In the Book 

of Poetry are three hundred pieces, but the design of them all may be embraced in one 

sentence ‘having no depraved thoughts’” (Book II, Chap. II).  

However, citing books is not the only way to make your case known in how to 

perform in a ritual. Confucius had very stern opinions when it came to mourning the 

death of family members. Where, when, and for whom to wail and how to wail for a 

certain individual were all codified by Confucius within the Book of Rites6 (134). When 

                                                        
6 James Legge, in his translation of the Book of Rites, says that its author is Confucius, despite passages describing 
events after his death, such as his funeral (139). Many of the passages within the Book of Rites are spoken by 
Confucius. Many of the books within this work were “recovered” and formed during the Han Dynasty (Legge, 27). Qin 
Shihuang, Emperor of the Qin dynasty, ordered that this, among many other books, be burned (Wills, 48). It should be 
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encountering someone wailing too much, he deemed it excessive, determining that there 

is a degree of wailing that is acceptable when mourning a loved one: 

When the mother of Poyü died, he kept on wailing for her after the year. 
Confucius heard him, and said, ‘Who is it that is thus wailing?’ The disciples said, 
‘It is Li.’ The Master said ‘Ah (such a demonstration) is excessive.’ When Poyü 
heard it, he forthwith gave up wailing. (131) 

Wailing “had strict regulations” (146). For example, Confucius found it distasteful to 

wail in open fields (160). He also, when asked how to wail for a particular person, he 

answered: “For brethren, I wail in the ancestral temple; for a friend of my father, outside 

the gate of the temple; for a teacher, in my chamber; for a friend, outside the door of the 

chamber; for an acquaintance, in the open country” (134). The fact that this was a 

question tells us that there are disciples and future scholars that have yet to determine 

what is proper. It also suggests that there are those who are doing it incorrectly, which 

requires a religious scholar to correct those uncanonical practices. 

        While not the same as debate, Confucius’ disciples make it clear that they need his 

guidance and authority on how to participate in rituals. Zengzi asks how the rites of 

audience should commence: “How many occurrences will make these be discontinued? 

Confucius said ‘Four.’ ‘May I ask what they are?’ ‘The reply was: - the grand ancestral 

temple taking fire; an eclipse of the sun; funeral rites of the queen; their robes all 

unsightly through soaking rain” (328). Zengzi continues asking the same regarding 

princes visiting one another and not the Son of Heaven, to which Confucius answers six 

(Ibid). 

                                                        
understood that the Book of Rites should be treated similarly to The Analects as establishing itself as a canon via 
Confucius, and is not used to be cited as Canon in Confucius’ time.  
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        What is more interesting is Zengzi asking how to conduct sacrifice in the instance of 

death of the lords:  

if there occur the death of the son of Heaven or mourning rites for the queen, what 
should be done? Confucius replied ‘the sacrifice should be stopped.’ The other 
asked, ‘If, during the sacrifice, there occur an eclipse of the sun, or the grand 
ancestral temple take fire, what should be done?’ The [Master’s] reply was, ‘The 
steps of the sacrifice should be hurried on. If the victim [has] arrived, but has not 
yet been slain, the sacrifice should be discontinued. (329) 

The death of the son of Heaven, mourning for the queen, or an eclipse are all infrequent 

occurrences when it comes to rituals done on a frequent basis. The disciples and 

Confucius are determining what to do in these rare occurrences to ensure that the heart of 

the ritual proceeds and completes rightfully. Religious leaders will always be faced with 

circumstances that perhaps the original authors or sages did not think of, or at least did 

not explicitly mention in their texts. As we can see here, Confucians are doing so with 

their texts, interpreting the will of Heaven and the correct mode of action from the past, 

just as Rabbis and Jewish scholars have determined and do determine. 

The Book of Rites also discusses this by interpreting rules made from the past to 

interpret current decisions. Rites makes it clear that sage kings are there to interpret 

Heaven and their will in deciding how to conduct proper ritual, in this case being 

divination: 

Divination by the shell7 or stalks should not go beyond three times. The shell and 
stalks should not be both used on the same subject…the two were the methods by 
which the ancient sage kings made the people believe in seasons and days, revere 
spiritual beings, stand in awe of their laws and orders. (94) 

                                                        
7 This refers to tortoise shells (Book of Rites, 137). 
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If the sage kings are there to interpret Heaven’s will to guide society and one of the 

things that Confucians determine via this understanding is ritual, then it can be reasoned 

to understand interpreting canonical ritual and how to conduct the rites is a duty of the 

superior men and Confucian scholars of the following generations. Understanding the 

will of Heaven could be done by interpreting Heaven itself, looking to the past, such as 

previous dynasties, and so on. 

        However, there are also more nuances to these decisions, as changing times and 

circumstances demand for different conduct in the ritual: hindsight aids in interpretation 

of how to conduct certain rituals properly. When Confucius left Fang after burying his 

mother to join his father in rest, he made a mound to make it a marker easier to find in the 

future:  

I have heard that the ancients made graves, and raised no mound over them. But I 
am a man who will be (travelling) east, west, south, and north. I cannot do 
without something by which I can remember (the place)’ On this, he (resolved to) 
raise a mound (over the grave) four feet high. (Book of Rites, 123) 

Confucius then went on his travels, his disciples staying behind for a few days. When 

they finally caught up with him, Confucius inquired to their delay. They answered that 

the graves constructed in Fang had collapsed from the rain, so they stayed behind to 

repair them. A somber Confucius replied, “I have heard that the ancients did not need to 

repair their graves” (Ibid). 

        Confucius, similar to the original Hebrew definition, sinned; in the sense that he 

missed the mark8 (Dosick, 139). He did not conduct this ritual properly as the graves 

                                                        
8 The Hebrew word chet is, according to Rabbi Dosick, is “conveniently but incorrectly translated as sin” and is 
instead “to be heading for the ‘bull’s-eye’ of moral and ethical behavior but to veer off course, to make a mistake” 
(139). Given the misapprehension that Confucius was under – not taking in account of rain – I therefore think that this 
comparison is appropriate. 
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were ruined after his leaving. He also did not create the graves in the same way the 

ancients did. He had a reason for making the mound, needing a marker so he would know 

where to return, but it was in the end still destroyed by rain. The ancients did not need to 

repair their graves perhaps because they constructed properly as Heaven demanded. 

Despite his intentions, as I believe anyone would agree that those intentions were good, 

he still missed the mark. While the ancestors never tended to their graves, this was a 

circumstance that supersedes that decision, and Confucius would have to adjust this 

particular rite in order to complete this ritual that is in line with Heaven’s will.  

        This also does not apply to just Confucius when he misses the mark. Confucius 

makes it clear that those who are in dire circumstances may not be able to make the same 

sacrifices as those that are more affluent. A disciple makes this clear: “Alas for the poor! 

While their parents are alive, they have not the means to nourish them; and when they are 

dead they have not the means to perform the mourning rites…” (182). Confucius replies 

to this, saying: 

Bean soup, and water to drink, while the parents are made happy, may be 
pronounced filial piety. If (a son) can only wrap the body round from head to foot, 
and inter it immediately, without a shell, that being all which his means allow, he 
may be said to discharge all the rites of mourning. (Ibid, author’s emphasis) 

Similar to uncommon circumstances like an eclipse, poverty is an extreme circumstance 

that may prevent people from performing some of the more intricate rituals in 

Confucianism. Purchasing the right materials to wrap their parents’ bodies may also be 

expensive. This is providing a mediated position in how to handle situations such as this. 
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Interestingly, this actually echoes very well with Leviticus for those in similar 

circumstances. If “his means do not suffice for a sheep, he shall bring...two turtledoves or 

two pigeons...And if this means do not suffice for two turtledoves or two pigeons, he 

shall bring as his offering...a tenth of an ephah9 of choice flour” (Lev. 5:10-11, italics 

included in text). These are interpretations of how to conduct the ritual properly given the 

complicated and diverse circumstances in which human beings can be. 

        Confucius also knows his limits in interpretation and the rules are absolute. He 

makes it clear when he says, “The kings framed the rules of ceremony, and I cannot go 

beyond them” (142). This is repeated on the next page: “The ancient kings framed the 

rules of ceremony, and I do not dare to come up to them” (143). Thankfully, it seems that 

interpreting the will and ancient texts to fit circumstances, and going beyond them, 

belong not in the same magisteria.  

Confucius’ disciples also do their best in debating how to conduct righteous rituals. 

When their master died they were debating exactly how to mourn him, and the Book of 

Rites does not dismiss this as a simple problem: 

At the mourning rites for Confucius, the disciples were in perplexity as to what 
dress they should wear. Zigong said, ‘Formerly, when the Master was mourning 
for Yen Yuan, he acted in other respects as if he were mourning for a son, in the 
case of Zi-lu. Let us mourn for the Master, as if we were mourning for a father, 
but wear no mourning dress. (139, author’s emphasis) 

Given the previous passages on how to mourn someone – including that kings would 

have to mourn for “someone who died on the road” (131) – the disciples had to come to 

agreement, based on traditions of the past and Heaven’s demands, on how to bury and 

                                                        
9 Equal to about 22 liters (Jewish Virtual Library). 
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mourn their master, so that they do not, like their master, miss the mark. In this case, they 

decided to mourn him like a father, but not dress in mourning wear, following the 

example of Confucius mourning Yen Yuan. 

We can see here that these two traditions require their greatest adherents to be 

debaters and determiners of the rites. In order to determine what is the correct action 

given in a ritual, those scholars must be versed in the texts well enough to determine and 

argue what is the correct course of action. The Jews did so by citing their tradition, and 

the Confucians did so with their sacred texts. Their role and function hold similar value 

and importance in both traditions. 

From all of this, it can be fair to say that Confucian superior men, kings, and 

disciples all were expected to determine what is canon within the tradition. They did so 

by inquiring, debating, and referencing the past. Just as Rabbinical scholars determined 

how to proceed on holidays, judging crime, what to do on which holiday, and so on, 

Confucian scholars had to make the same determinations to keep the rites adhered to. 

Finally, the third function between these two traditions is that their figures – be it learned 

scholars of the traditions, superior men, or sages who created the standard – serve to 

provide messages to the people. That function is the prophets, the ones that rebuke, the 

ones that demand that the country and its rulers return to God and the Way of Heaven. 
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Chapter 5: The Prophets of the Fates 

The prophets of Israel, both major and minor, serve a very distinct purpose. They are 

not primarily meant to tell a historical tale, but are more oriented towards warning the 

masses and their leaders that the community has gone astray and should return back to 

God. Confucians utilize the authority of Heaven in order to guide kingdoms of the East to 

reorient in similar ways, namely to return to the way of Heaven. Before pressing forward, 

we need to ensure that our definitions are correct. In the Confucian classics, there is never 

an epistemological equivalent of the word “prophet” ever used, which would be 

something akin to yùyán jīa 預言家 or yùrén 預人, as in someone who foresees 

something before it occurs. Another title would be the diviners, or bǔrén 卜人 that read 

what is called the oracle bones, which were sometimes tortoise shells: “The officer of 

divination by the tortoise-shell fixed the shell (to be used); the recorder applied the ink; 

and the ruler determined the figures (produced by the fire)” (Book of Rites, 137). 

However, this was more related to predicting whether fortuitous or disastrous events 

would happen to one’s person or area, and less regarding the moral health of a nation 

(Shaughnessy and Fan, 178). Confucius, Mencius, and others were not diviners in a 

trance warning of the future. However, neither, necessarily, were the prophets of Israel. 

The word prophet in English obscures the real purpose of people such as Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, and others, and thus obfuscates one of the purposes of 

someone like Mencius. 

Prophets are communicating God’s words and warnings: “God’s plan is what the 

prophetic books speak about: God’s actions in history…in the prophetic books, both are 
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informed about God’s purpose for them and about what he demands of them” (Kratz, 30). 

Prophets speak of the past as well as the present to provide revelation, with their function 

to reorient society towards the correct direction. Their primary function is to rebuke, to 

accuse, and to warn. As we will see upon examining Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah and others, 

predicting the future was, practically speaking, a secondary and minor function of the 

prophets, whereas guiding the people towards closeness to God, else disaster will strike, 

takes priority. Confucians, likewise not acting as seers towards the future, constantly 

warn and rebuke their contemporaries, namely rulers and kings, to come closer towards 

the edicts of Heaven to keep the state together, else it will crumble and break apart. They 

all also claim to be sent by their deities to do so. 

The Jewish prophets are explicit in their purpose for professing the people to return 

to the Lord. These are people through whom God is speaking. Isaiah says the “Spirit of 

the Lord God is upon me, Because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me…” (Isa. 

61:1). God has also said that “I have put My spirit upon him, He shall teach the true way 

to the nations” (42:1). Jeremiah is told by God that “Before I created you in the womb, I 

selected you…I appoint you a prophet concerning the nations” (Jer. 1:5-6). The word of 

the Lord “came to the priest Ezekiel” (Ezek. 1:3). These prophets are mouth pieces for 

God, to send warnings that should be heeded. 

Isaiah makes it clear that “Your land is a waste, your cities burnt down; Before your 

eyes, the yield of your soil is consumed by strangers – A wasteland as overthrown by 

strangers! Fair Zion is left” (1:7-8). Sacrifices now mean nothing from the people as well: 

“‘What need have I of all your sacrifices?’ Says the LORD. ‘I am sated with burnt 

offerings of rams, and suet of fatlings, and blood of bulls; and I have no delight” (Ibid, 
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1:10-11). The reason is that Israel had turned away from God and his edicts, as said in 

Jeremiah: “You came and defiled My land, you made My possession abhorrent. The 

Priests never asked themselves ‘Where is the LORD?’ The guardians of the Teaching 

ignored Me…And followed what can do no good” (2:7-8). While they may engage in 

sacrifices and other rites, they are not done with reverence or, more precise to say, they 

are not engaged with these rituals with their heart: “For all nations are uncircumcised, but 

all the House of Israel are uncircumcised of heart” (Ibid, 9:25). Circumcision was the 

mark of the Jews chosen by God to follow his commandments, “marked in your flesh as 

an everlasting pact” (Gen. 17:14). To be uncircumcised of heart is to mean that the pact 

has been violated, or that they are blinded or clouded away from God’s commandments.  

Irreverent sacrifices were not the sole cause for Israel’s problems, however. Ezekiel 

voices the rebuke of the Israelites for debauchery: “you sullied your beauty and spread 

your legs to every passerby, and you multiplied your harlotries. You played the whore 

with your neighbors, the lustful Egyptians – you multiplied your harlotries to anger Me” 

(Ezek. 16:25). This may also tie with the fact that Solomon not only had multiple wives, 

something forbidden in Judaism, but Solomon also made various temples and sacrificial 

altars to other Gods from his various wives’ faiths (Deut. 17:17). Israel essentially 

opened itself up to “whore” to other neighbors, to fraternize with their beliefs and Gods.  

What is the solution to this? It is for Israel to “return:” “Return Maiden Israel!...How 

long will you waver, O rebellious daughter?” (Jer. 31:21-22). Returning means to follow 

the laws rightfully: “If only you would heed My commands! Then your prosperity would 

be like a river, Your triumph like the waves of the sea” (Isa. 48:18). Obedience to God is 

worth more than sacrifices: “For I desire goodness, not sacrifice; Obedience to God, 
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rather than burnt offerings” (Hos. 6:6) and to “Make an end to lawlessness and rapine, 

and do what is right and just!” (Ezek. 45:9). 

The prophets, based on what they say to the Israelites, all hold the same function: 

they are here to warn Israel of its sinfulness, explain that this behavior is why they are in 

the state they are in, and to return to lawfulness and righteousness. While there are some 

predictions of the future, the more important aspects are to provide these stern warnings. 

In the Confucian tradition, we can see a similar function in their religious and thought 

leaders, to note that their land and people have gone astray, causing the problems that 

face their time, and offering the solution to “return” to a more holy practice.  

Scholars such as Confucius and Mencius did not stay in one place very often. 

Confucius was torn in and out of the state Lu, and Mencius would frequently travel to 

different parts of ancient China in order to spread the religion, but also to warn those in 

power to come back to Heaven and obey its will to maintain order and stability within the 

kingdom, the virtue of the people notwithstanding at the moment (Chinese Text Project). 

Like the Prophets of Israel, the Confucians express a very real perception of Heaven, so 

much so that they are afraid of it, but they are aware that they are sent by Heaven to bring 

their land back to a more holy time.  

The Book of Rites alludes to these instances where rulers veer off course from 

Heaven’s purpose and that these incursions, however small, would begin the decline of 

the state. An example would be when the son of Heaven was to receive a guest: 

“According to the rules for audiences, the son of Heaven did not go down from the hall 

and meet the princes. To descend from the hall and meet the princes was an error on the 

part of the son of Heaven, which began with King Yi, and was afterwards observed” 
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(421, author’s emphasis). This seemingly innocuous action from Yi was seen as the 

beginning of the decline of the Western Zhou, which eventually would fall into ruin 

(Legge, 421). This continues with further princes acting wrongfully in the rite of 

sacrifice: “It was not lawful. For the princes to sacrifice to the king to whom they traced 

their ancestry…[this] practice…was contrary to propriety” (Book of Rites, 422). This also 

includes the virtue of music, where Zixia discusses the state of contemporary music: 

But now, in the new music, (the performers) advance and retire without any regular 
order; the music is corrupt to excess; there is no end to its vileness…there is no 
distinction between father and son. Such music can never be talked about, and 
cannot be said to be after the manner of antiquity. This is the fashion of the new 
music. What you ask about is music; and what you like is sound. Now music and 
sound are akin, but they are not the same. (180, author’s emphasis) 

As we understand in the minds of the Confucian, these rites are decreed by Heaven’s 

will, and deviating from those ritualistic standards is therefore violating that will. There is 

an awareness within the Book of Rites that something has gone awry within the dynasties. 

Even something like music has been corrupted, whereas in the more ancient days, a lesser 

ruler could be banished by those higher in rank if the music was even slightly off key 

(217). If these are deviations, then the prescription is to return back to the older ways as 

set by Heaven. 

        Confucius himself rarely makes any rebuking statements within The Analects, 

though he does follow the model of returning to the older ways, in both virtue and in 

following the rites: “Hold faithfulness and sincerity as first principles…‘Let there be a 

careful attention to perform the funeral rites to parents, and let them be followed when 

long gone…then the virtue or the people will resume its proper excellence” (Book I 

Chapter IX, author’s emphasis). Suggesting that people will resume their excellence 
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implies that the state in which he currently resides has an absence of those things. While 

Confucius focuses more on the present within The Analects and makes little mention of 

the past, he does imply that Heaven has a particular purpose for him, when he says 

“Wherein I have done improperly, may Heaven reject me, may Heaven reject me!” (Book 

VI, Chap. XXVI). Confucius, implying that Heaven should “reject” him from committing 

himself to speaking on good governance and virtuous action implies that this is the 

purpose that Heaven has given to him.   

Mencius, on the other hand, both makes the want for a return to form as a topic of 

conversation, but also that Heaven has a purpose for him. Mencius boldly argues that he 

has been sent by Heaven to fulfill a divine purpose:  

Heaven’s Plan in the production of mankind is this: that they who are first informed 
should instruct those who are later in being informed, and they who first apprehend 
principles should instruct those who are slower in doing so. I am the one of 
Heaven’s people who has first apprehended; I will take these principles and instruct 
the people in them. (108, author’s emphasis) 

Mencius is chosen by Heaven because he has been given this understanding. Reverence 

and respect for Heaven’s will also implies that one is aware of how powerless they are in 

comparison to it. As Mencius puts it: “He who stands in awe of Heaven, will affect with 

his love and protection his own kingdom. It is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘I fear the 

Majesty of Heaven, and will thus preserve its favoring decree.’” (18). When asked about 

the kings of antiquity, Mencius makes clear that those kings not appointed by some 

mortal arbitration, but by heavenly will:  

‘Shun had the throne. Who gave it to him?’ ‘Heaven gave it to him’ was the 
answer…‘Did Heaven confer its appointment on him with specific injunctions?’ 
Mencius replied ‘No. Heaven does not speak. It simply showed its will by his 
personal conduct and his conduct of affairs.’ (102) 
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Heaven makes the decision of who sits on the throne and has power to orient society 

because “the superior man seeks simply to bring back the unchanging standard” (165).  

However lofty this may be, it is clear that Mencius is aware that no one in ancient 

China is doing so. When discussing this matter with Gong Sun Chou, a disciple, he says: 

Never was there a time father removed than the present from the rise of a true 
sovereign: never was there a time when the sufferings of the people from tyrannical 
government were more intense than the present…with half the merit of the ancients, 
double their achievements is sure to be realized. It is only at this time that such 
could be the case. (31-32) 

To the Confucians, the merits of the ancients are precisely what hold the country and the 

world in balance, as we have explored often in the Book of Rites. The present time, 

however, seems to have shirked those responsibilities within the state and the nation. No 

one is fearing the Majesty of Heaven, nor are they preserving its decrees. The way back 

to the ancients is, simultaneously, the way back to Heaven, to fear it, and to obey it. 

        This is echoed again with a discussion of another disciple, Gongdu. Mencius 

complements the plans of King Wen for the state, and how they were implemented by 

king Wu, and that “they are all in principle correct, and deficient in nothing” (73). Yet in 

the times of Confucius, “the world into decay, and principles faded away. Perverse 

speakings and oppressive deeds waxed rife again. There were instances of ministers who 

murdered their sovereigns, and of sons who murdered their fathers” (Ibid). Hence, a call 

for going back to tradition is made by Mencius, to avoid the chaos that has ensued since 

the time of the ancient kings. He further makes this clear by saying, “Virtue alone is not 

sufficient for the exercise of government; laws alone cannot carry themselves into 

practice. It is said in the Book of Poetry, ‘without transgression, without forgetfulness, 

[follow] the ancient statutes’” (76). While the superior men and kings are guides to holy 
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virtue, what is more important is to follow the traditions and rites set by those in 

antiquity, because those actions were obeying the rules and edicts of Heaven.  

        Like the Jewish Prophets, Mencius is calling for a “return” to a time and mode that 

was conforming to the will of a supernatural force. Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah and others 

are all demanding that the Jewish people return to the ways of God, the ways of David 

before the split of the kingdom. It is very interesting to note that Mencius was also 

existing in the time of a split kingdom, where the warring states were constantly fighting 

to vie for supremacy, which was likely fraught with chaos.  

It would be not much to say if Mencius was only saying this to his disciples and not 

to rulers, like the Prophets of Israel. He in fact makes his case known to King Liang when 

discussing with him. King Liang wants to ensure the continuity of his state, as any king 

would, and he asks Mencius how to do so. One solution that Mencius mentions is for the 

love of music: “If the king’s love of music were very great, the Kingdom of Qi would be 

near to a state of good government!” (16). As mentioned previously in the Book of Rites, 

music had decayed and become degenerate since the olden days; the time when rulers 

could be expunged if music was not conducted properly (217). Mencius’ implication here 

is likely that the music described in the Book of Rites is the same in Mencius’ time. A 

king’s love of music would be to correct it and make sure that it is conducted in the 

proper manner, especially considering that music is considered a rite and virtue in 

Confucianism (367). When it comes to governance, however, Mencius’ opinions are 

more rebuking and to the point. 

Mencius cites the case of King Wen, who made the alleviation of poverty a primary 

goal (21). Liang replies that these are “excellent words,” which prompts Mencius to ask: 
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“why do you not practice them?” (Ibid). By asking this, Mencius is essentially lobbing a 

direct accusation against King Liang that he is not doing this. Liang replies that he is 

“fond of wealth” (Ibid). Mencius tries to find a solution to this issue by suggesting he 

spread the wealth to allow the common people “to gratify the same feeling” as quoted 

from a story in the Book of Poetry (22). Mencius continues asking about what wise kings 

should do to maintain the state:  

Suppose that one of your Majesty’s ministers were to entrust his wife and children to 
the care of his friend, while he himself went into Chu to travel, and that, on his 
return, he should find that the friend had let his wife and children suffer from cold 
and hunger – how ought he to deal with him? The king said, ‘He should cast him 
off.’ Mencius proceeded, ‘Suppose that the chief criminal judge could not regulate 
the officers under him, how would you deal with him? The king said, ‘dismiss him.’ 
Mencius again said, ‘If within the four borders of your kingdom there is not good 
government, what is to be done?’ The king looked to the right and left, and spoke of 
other matters. (22-23) 

Mencius is making a rebuke against King Liang, that in his state there is not good 

governance. Combined with Mencius’ opinions of returning to the tradition of the 

ancients, and using those ancient texts to illustrate his point. Ultimately, as he said to 

another king, the main point is to “Fear the Majesty of Heaven” and fulfill its decrees. 

        It is clear here that the role of “prophet” is necessary in both religious traditions. To 

warn of disaster and to explain current problems because of straying away from tradition, 

and also to offer the solution by returning to those traditions to stabilize society is present 

in both the Jewish prophets and also Confucian thought. Both are reacting to their 

contemporary problems, and demanding that their people revert back to what had worked 

in the past, else more disasters may follow. 
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        These three major functions are present in both traditions, as shown by examining 

their primary and holy texts. They were in constant debate and examination of religious 

practice and rites, they acted as guides of virtue chosen by a higher power, and they acted 

as prophets of the coming fates, warning to go back to what was right. However, there are 

still some questions that need addressing that these sources alone cannot answer. 
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Chapter 6: Objections and Responses 

There are two major objections that could arise from this argument, and this chapter 

shall address them. 

The first is the notion that Heaven is never explicitly given a corporeal 

representation in Confucianism, unlike in Judaism. In Judaism, God is referred to as a 

“Father [who] has compassion to his children” (Psalm 103:13), and constantly has back 

and forth conversations with figures in the Bible such as Moses, Solomon, Ezekiel, and 

others (Ex. 3, 2 Chron. 1:7, and Ezek. 2). In Judaism, God is personified and is something 

with which humans interact. However, there is no mention in the Confucian classics of 

anyone directly speaking to Heaven, let alone having a conversation with it. Confucius 

himself asserts that Heaven does not speak in a rhetorical question: “Zigong said ‘If you, 

Master, do not speak, what shall we…record?’ The Master said ‘Does Heaven speak? 

The four seasons pursue their courses…but does Heaven say anything?’” (Book XVII, 

Chapter XIX). Unlike God in Judaism, Heaven never makes any explicit demands or 

commands on how humans should act. One could argue that Confucians have no a priori 

claims to their moral arguments because Heaven provides no testimony. Because Heaven 

has no agency, it is therefore illogical to make the comparison between the two religions.  

While Heaven never has lines to recite in the Confucian classics, we can tell from 

Confucians themselves that Heaven does have agency and personification by how they 

speak of Heaven and what qualities they assign to it. When Confucius was faced with the 

death of one of his disciples, Yanyuan, he cries: “Alas! Heaven is destroying me! Heaven 

is destroying me!” (Book XI, Chap. VIII). Heaven may not speak with words, but it 
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certainly makes itself known with actions and circumstances. This idea of Heaven 

intervening seems to be a part of the ancient Chinese zeitgeist. Mozi, another philosopher 

in ancient China, has an entire section devoted to speaking on the Will of Heaven, known 

called tiānzhì 天志. He describes Heaven not only as a being that exerts will, but is also 

an agent that observes: “with Heaven, there cannot be a forest, valley or dark and 

secluded place that it does not see clearly” (Mozi, 233). Heaven is able to witness the 

activity of nature and humans on any corner of the Earth. Mozi also asserts that Heaven 

has desires and has the feeling of disgust: “what does Heaven desire and what does it 

abhor? Heaven desires righteousness and abhors unrighteousness…if I lead the ordinary 

people of the world to conduct their affairs with righteousness, I will…be doing what 

Heaven desires” (26.1-26.2). To do what Heaven desires means fulfilling something that 

Heaven wills to be done. It is therefore, to the Chinese mind of the time, a force that has a 

will, desires, and feelings of disgust when humans miss the mark. While Mozi was not a 

Confucian, this concept is approached the same by the Confucians, as can be seen by 

their religious leaders’ words.  

Confucius says that “At fifty [years], I knew the decrees of Heaven. At sixty, my ear 

was an obedient organ for the reception of truth” (Book II, Chapter IV). By being 

someone that knows the decrees and acts a receptor of truth, this inherently means that 

Heaven is a being that wants and wills to be known by humans, so much so that it can be 

devastating if humans do otherwise. Mencius not only “fears the majesty of Heaven” but 

also notes that Heaven produced “inferior people” and created “rulers and teachers” for 

those people (Mencius, 18, 19). Therefore, while perhaps not having a voice that speaks 

like the God in Judaism, it is still a force that wills its intent. Human beings are able to 
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will their intent onto nature, and personified Gods from other traditions will their intent 

onto people. The only meaningful distinction between Heaven in Confucianism and God 

in Judaism is that Heaven does not speak. However, the intent of those forces onto the 

natural world are the same, therefore making this just a distinction without a difference.  

As noted in the previous chapter, Heaven is also a force that intervenes if humans do 

things that displease it. Mencius has argued that entire kingdoms have been made and 

have crumbled through the intervention of Heaven. If Shun was provided the throne “by 

Heaven,” then it is difficult to say that this is much different from David being given the 

throne by God (Mencius, 102 and I Sam. 16:13). 

The second objection to this is the accusation that I am essentializing, applying an 

essentialist framework to analyze truth, that there is some fundamental truth that all 

human beings belong to, be it biology, culturally, or sociologically. Finding these 

essential similarities may lead some to believe that I am offering some form of apologia 

for these religions in their ancient conception (Muckadell, 505). Truth is a rather sticky 

topic in the modern age. Whenever we try to attach truth to matters of humans, we are 

accused of saying that characteristics of humans are immutable and therefore no change 

can arise. Human beings may be malleable due to their culture, and trying to find truth in 

humanity via different cultures is incorrect. 

While it is the case that humans differ wildly, one of the goals of humanity in the 

modern age requires us to come together despite our cultural differences, and the means 

by which to do this is to locate and highlight our essential similarities, to find the bridge 

between two different peoples to make it clear that we are, in fact, fundamentally human. 

Despite the fact that various traditions can differ and cause conflict, an investigation of 
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this through religion and others, such as the philosophical journey to discover bridges 

between East and West, is one of those avenues that can assist us in coming closer. 

Religion, being as old as it is, and finding those similarities, will be one that should not 

be ignored in this pursuit. By doing so, we come closer together as humans to make the 

world a better place to live. To find these fundamental similarities between two traditions 

that, in their antiquity, had no documented interaction with each other, illustrates that 

human beings look to similar principles to decide on what is good. Judaism and 

Confucianism look towards a higher power that wills itself onto reality and nature to 

dictate what is good and virtuous, which is exemplified by rituals, by obedience, and the 

debate to decide what makes it so. The search for truth, virtue, and holiness is 

demonstrated in these two distant cultures, showing that there is possibly a drive in 

human beings to search for these ideals, no matter from where or whence they came. 

 To find this in ancient civilizations that lacked scientific premises that would allow 

modern humans to conclude certain ethical principles helps demonstrate that human 

beings at their core, regardless of tradition, are capable of searching for, and finding, 

truth. This does not mean that ancient religions in every facet were correct on 

epistemology and ethics, but that this pursuit and how similar the results are between two 

seemingly vastly different religions demonstrates that human beings are able to come 

together to continue this pursuit. These similarities prove that human beings are able to 

approach reality in the same fundamental ways, which allows us to come closer as a 

human family. 

  Therefore, not only is finding the essential truths logical in this case, it is also 

towards the good. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Judaism and Confucianism, despite being from distant and distinct cultures, hold 

essential and fundamental similarities within their religious hierarchy, namely that 

Confucian superior men and rulers hold the same major functions as Jewish Rabbis and 

kings. Examining holy texts as the Book of Rites, The Analects, and Mencius from the 

Confucian tradition, and various books from Tanakh and Talmud from the Jewish 

tradition tell us that religious figures in both traditions are meant to constantly debate 

religious tradition; are a deity’s chosen to guide the masses; and can act as prophets to 

warn against destructive fates, and turn the people back towards righteousness. 

        This paper is an attempt to break further ground into various topics and ideas, 

namely the similarities in human beings despite differing cultural ideals; and the 

exploration of making more connections in values of religious traditions from vastly 

different areas of the world. It also has further cemented the notion that Confucianism is 

more than just a moral philosophy that only operates within the purview of the secular. 

However, this work is by no means groundbreaking, but rather digs notably deeper 

beyond the surface, unearthing not only new interesting finds, but also inspiration for 

further research in various directions.  

        One avenue worthy of research is to find and expound on similarities between other 

Chinese traditions and Western concepts. Daoism and Mohism also operated under the 

central premise of the will of Heaven, but diverged from Confucianism in how to live 

correctly based on its will. Exploring comparison via those avenues would be worth 

exploring after examining the larger, more well-known religious ancient Chinese 

tradition. 
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        Second, exploring the religious connections between Confucian and Western 

concepts in tandem with the philosophical ones would further buttress each other's 

overall goal, that there are fundamental connections between both traditions that 

demonstrate a human philosophy, or human pursuit of truth, one not separated by distant 

traditions. These traditions because of their similarities highlighted in this paper, show a 

human tendency and behavior that envelopes both traditions. This also expands beyond 

religious aspects, and spills into philosophical explorations. Proving both and supporting 

both only raises the tide for all boats. For example, Huff may very well be correct that 

Mencius is an Eudaemonist. At the same time, it is just as true that Mencius acted as a 

debater of religious rites and a prophet. Together, we have two large pieces of evidence 

towards this overall project, which brings only benefit to both parties. 

        Admittedly, this is mostly conjecture, but the suspicion of why religiosity has been 

avoided in the philosophical sphere given the review of the literature, and perhaps the 

non-ritualistic components are rather overemphasized, is an attempt to avoid the mystical 

and celestial in the comparisons of philosophical avenues. By admitting the religious 

element to it, it may mean that philosophical arguments, namely ones trying to compare 

Confucianism with ancient Greek philosophy – one that is more grounded in reality and 

less ethereal elements – that it diminishes the validity of their arguments. However, I 

think the opposite would be so if we were to accept both facets in both traditions. Doing 

so would only strengthen the idea that there is a certain foundational connection between 

both traditions, that they both started from the pursuit of truth to arrive at their moral 

conclusions and ethical prescriptions. Further, it is not as though Ancient Greek 

philosophy is without any mysticism. Shortly before Socrates’ death, he speaks in the 
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Phaedo of the nature of the soul: “It is agreed between us then that the living come from 

the dead in this way no less than the dead from the living, and, if that is so, it seems to be 

a sufficient proof that the souls of the dead must be somewhere whence they can come 

back again” (72c). He then examines the afterlife and what happens to souls. Those that 

live vicious lives are “forced to wander…paying the penalty for their previous bad 

upbringing. They wander until their longing for…the physical…again imprisons them in 

a body” (81c). For the virtuous, they may join the gods: “no one may join the company of 

the gods who has not practiced philosophy and is not completely pure when he departs 

from life, no one but the lover of learning” (82c, author’s emphasis). The lover of 

knowledge, the one that lives by the mind and lives righteously (we can understand that 

to practice philosophy, it also means pursuing the good) is the one that is able to join the 

gods. How much like Mencius when he says, “He who has exhausted all his mental 

constitution knows his nature. Knowing his nature, he knows Heaven. To preserve one’s 

mental constitution…this is the way in which he establishes his Heaven-ordained being” 

(Mencius, 143), and that one of the aspects that belong to the superior man, among 

benevolence, righteousness, and propriety is knowledge (147). While Mencius does not 

mention an afterlife, they both are touching, philosophically, the idea that practicing 

personal development or pursuing the good is the way to be with the gods, or establish 

their heavenly given being. At the same time, they mention a supernatural factor involved 

in these two equations. The religious and secular both exist and work together in these 

traditions, and it is a waste to ignore them. Showing the essential similarities between 

Confucianism and Judaism helps illustrate that there should be little trepidation in 

involving the religious and mystical in comparative arguments.  
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        Finally, comparing Confucianism to other Abrahamic religious traditions would also 

be fruitful, further making connections between varied cultures, bridging gaps to show 

the fundamentally human aspect that belongs to all of us.  

        This paper not only went beyond the scratched surface, but also attempted to 

construct a bridge, similar to the one that those arguing for the Chinese-Greek connection 

have constructed. There may be little need to construct two different bridges if they are 

being made for a similar goal. However, until it can be accepted that both disciplines can 

work together in this field, we may continue to do so on our own. For now, as far the 

religious connection is concerned, we may be more willing to look at the essential 

similarities between these cultures, and see how we may not be so different after all. We 

may be able to speak of these ideas within the same intellectual sphere to arrive at some 

greater aspect of truth and morality. Perhaps it will enter common parlance. Who knows? 

Someone may one day open a joke with “So Confucius and a Rabbi walk into a 

bar…”       
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