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Abstract: The paper attempts to do a "cross-border" reading on Romans 8 and some Confucian texts. It begins with a methodological consideration of the usefulness of intersubjective reading.  Then it reads Romans 8:28-32 as messianic (Christ) predestination rather than Christian predestination. It argues that messianic predestination is God's means of creation through the incarnation (firstborn) and salvation of Christ (i.e., in the 'horizoning' of Christ).  The paper will contrast Pauline messianic predestination with Confucian millennial understanding of Datong (Great Togetherness), messianic expectations, and historical recovery of the golden age (Chou dynasty) within the political-moral philosophy of Confucius and Mencius. The task is to do a critical and cross-border reading of the messianic predestination of Paul and Confucianism so that a more responsible and creative reading can become a viable option of how we understand human history, time, salvation, and the role of human beings in God's redemption of the whole creation.


This is an experimental essay that concerns crossing borders and cross-cultural interpretation, fusing of horizons, intertextual reading, and an intersubjectivity hermeneutic. The paper will contrast Pauline messianic predestination with the Confucian millennial understanding of Datong (Great Togetherness) and its historical recovery of the golden age (Chou dynasty) within the political-moral philosophy of Confucius and Mencius. The hope is that a more responsible and creative reading can become a viable option for how we understand human history, time, salvation, and the role of human beings in God's redemption of the whole creation.

Intersubjectivity of Cross-cultural Interpretation


An intersubjective reading assumes a rhetorical-hermeneutical reading process that is interactive and persuasive in its communication.  In Rhetorical Interaction in 1 Corinthians 8 and 10, I spent a considerable amount of space spelling out the significance and process of an interactive model in biblical reading and cross-cultural hermeneutics based on rhetorical theories.
  The rhetorical interaction among text, writer, and reader is based on rhetorical and literary theories which are less intentional and articulate in noting the significance of multitextual influence, subjectivity of a text and its reader as well as a two-way reading process.  I wish to draw on the insights of intertextuality and intersubjectivity to supplement my rhetorical construct of a reading process.  


The term “intertextuality” is coined by Julia Kristeva to indicate that a text does not exist in a closed system of its own but in interrelation with other texts through quotations, references, allusions and influences of various kinds.
 The intersubjective influence conveyed through the medium of a “text” is clearly seen in the “various cultural discourses”
 because “the text is a tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable centers of culture.”
 The assumed locus of meaning-production in this intersubjective process has shifted from the author to the reader because “multiplicity is focused [on] . . . the reader . . . [who] is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed . . .”
   Both axes of intertextuality -- via the writer (who is the first reader) and the readers (who are co-producers of textual meaning) -- allow the “dialogism” or “heteroglossia” (exchange of language in Bakhtin’s notion) of texts to work in the genesis of meaning.
   


The processes of reading- and meaning-production are always dialogues between the writers and the readers.  The authority of interpretation does not reside in the frozen text or in the first writer, but is to be found in the interactive process of the text, involving both the writer and the reader, which I have previously termed “rhetorical interaction.”
  Various disciplines have used different terms and understand the interactive process similarly: the intersubjectivity of Kristeva, the “community of life unities” (Gemeinsamkeit der Lebenseinheiten) of Dilthey, and the communicative action of Habermas.
  All of these ideas have the notion of dialogical relation and reciprocal recognition as one critically reflects on, and engages in, one’s life history.  For example, Dilthey argues that the three classes of “life expressions” (Lebensäusserungen) -- linguistic expressions, actions, and experiential expressions -- mutually interact and interpret one another.  Similarly, Gadamer, in line with that tradition, writes of the intersubjective and inter-interpretive understanding process which is productive and reproductive:

The actual meaning of a text, as it speaks to the interpreter, is not dependent on the occasion represented by the author and his original public.  At least it is not exhausted by it; for the meaning is also determined by the historical situation of the interpreter, and thus by the whole of the objective course of history. . . . The meaning of a text goes beyond its author, not only occasionally but always.  Understanding is therefore not merely reproductive, but also productive.


This reproductive and productive process of reading allows and requires the text/writer and the reader/interpretation to be intersubjective.  A text not only carries meaning but allows readers to create meanings.  Similarly, readers not only interpret text, they are being read by texts, viz., their stories are made meaningful by the texts.  Because understanding and reading processes are reproductive and productive, a writer cannot control the meaning of a text and limit it to just his own “original” intention, though it is true that when I write a letter to a friend, I intend for my words to be understood in only one way.  This raises the questions of who has possession of the text, who controls the meaning of the text, and what is the ethics of writing and reading a text.  


The question then is: to what extent does this intersubjectivity between text and readers exist?  On the extreme case, one may argue that any text can be “rewritten” by readers, as reader-response theories have shown.
  For example, Roland Barthes would even argue for “the death of the author,” thus putting the authority of interpretation only on the text and the readers.
  Similarly, Culler writes, “There are no moments of authority and points of origin except those which are retrospectively designated as origins and which, therefore, can be shown to derive from the series for which they are constituted as origin.”
 This argument sounds horrible -- the hope for significant, meaningful, substantive communication is entirely lost, but this proposal is understandable if seen in the reaction of reader-response theories to meaning in a determined text, the hegemonic control in ideological and authority structure, and the dualistic thinking of the interpreter Subject.  At the least, the identification of an intertextual and intersubjective reading process is an act of interpretation that subjects to doubt the idea of a determined text, the ideology of authority, and the real and causative source of the text.    

The Metanarrative of Christological Predestination for Jews and Gentiles in Romans 8

Both motifs of messianic consciousness and national salvation are present in biblical (Jewish and Christian) and Confucianist utopian history, but the dynastic change and hope of the return of the Golden Age is quite distinctive of Chinese history. Jewish and Christian views look to a transcendental reign of God beyond national history.  In those views, eschatological and millenarian hope is not only about national salvation, it is also about cosmic salvation (cf. Rom 1:20, 25; 8:20-22). In critiquing the domination of various empires, Jewish and Christian views portray the God of history whose intended will of salvation “invades” the world and becomes the telos of history. The context of Romans 8 is bondage of suffering, fallenness, and sin.  Does Paul's argument regarding the predestined Christ the telos of cosmic salvation provide a metanarrative of excluding other narratives?  As we will see in the next section, the majority of Confucianists, in contrast to the biblical view, see the Chinese Great Togetherness (Datong) as a realization of a past golden age. Is that Confucianist view too parochial? We will take a look at both traditions separately before concluding with an intertextual reading of these two traditions.


The context of Romans 8:28-30 gives proof regarding the eschatological community of sonship created by the Spirit.  Verses 18 to 30 spell out the salvific hope (Rom 28:20, 24-25) or future glory (Rom 8:17, 18, 21, 23, 30; cf. 1:23) of Christians (Jews and Gentiles) together with creation in the context of suffering (8:17, 18-23, 26). The argument goes like this:

1. (It is the fact that) creation groans and travails together until now (vv. 19-22).

2. (And) Christians groan within as they wait for this adoption (i.e., their making as sons of God to be revealed). (v. 23)

3. (Likewise), the Spirit also shares in Christians' weakness (for they know not how to put their groaning into words) by interceding on their behalf (with groaning which cannot be put into words.) (v. 26)

4. (But) God who searches Christians' hearts, knows what the Spirit means by this groaning (v.27), because it is according to God's own will that the Spirit intercedes on their behalf (v.27).

5. (And) we know that in everything the Spirit works for good in cooperation with those who love God and are called according to God's purpose (v.28).

6. Because to those whom God foreknew, God gave the destiny of being formed to become sharers of the image of God's Son (v.29);


(and) to those whom God predestined, God also gave a calling;


(and) to those whom God called, God also set right with God;


(and) those whom God set right, God also glorified (will certainly glorify, v.28).

7. Conclusion:


That 
(1) if God be on the behalf of Christians, who can oppose them? (v.31)



(2) if God even gave them the Son, Christ, for them, will God not give them (with Christ -- as God's co-heirs v.17) all things? (v.32)

In the context of suffering, Paul addresses Christians to hope as the children of God (Rom.8:18-30).
 Paul assures the community of faith that human weakness is sustained by the Spirit’s intercession and by God’s loving purpose. 


Focusing on 8:28-30, we note a few key insights of Paul:


First, in the context of an imperfect world, the sovereignty of God speaks of the comprehensiveness of God's purpose in creation. This point will extend Paul's understanding of predestination in a cosmic dimension later (vv. 29-30), and there, the language of predestination is set in the context of encouragement and not instigation/judgment.  Here (v. 28), Paul argues that "all things work together for good for 'those who love God,'
 who are called to his purpose." (8:28)
  "All" (Pavnta) includes suffering, sin, weaknesses, adversity, or bearing of the cross.
  "Works together" (sunergevw) means assist or profit towards benefit.
  Not all things serve the comfort of, but all things work together to the salvation of, the believers.  God does not cause everything but God uses every event, good or bad, towards the greater good eventually. Eij" ajgaqovn is goodness realised eschatologically, goodness being understood as the telos of God's creation.
  Nothing will be meaningless and stay outside God's purpose (eschatologically; cf. Rom 14:16).  Cranfield sums the point well, 

We understand the first part of the verse, then, to mean that nothing can really harm—that is, harm in the deepest sense of the word—those who really love God, but that all things which may happen to them, including such grievous things as are mentioned in verse 35, must serve to help them on their way to salvation, confirming their faith and drawing them closer to their Master, Jesus Christ.  But the reason why all things thus assist believers is, of course, that God is in control of all things.
  

In other words, all things do not work together for good on their own, but God’s sovereign act is the undergirding force behind  God’s absolute control and omniscient (all knowing) power over everything.
  God is able to bring good out of all things, and that is the Christian hope.
   Paul gives the faithful assurance that the future belongs to the children of God.  This assurance strengthens the people of God as they struggle with sin and suffering. The future is secured because it is grounded in the eternity of God. The eternal counsel/purpose of God in creation becomes the very purpose of humanity.


Second, cosmic salvation is inextricably connected with God's primordial goal of transforming the fallen world by means of the eschatological Adam. In other words, the power of the gospel (of Christ) redeems the whole creation.  The power also revealed the righteousness of God. The ultimate purpose of God's righteousness is to restore all to wholeness and to bring the totality of  creation back into loving relationship with God.


Paul begins with God’s love for believers through God’s sovereign election and calling, and ends with God’s divine purpose of our glorification through Jesus Christ (see the five aorist verbs in vv. 28-30).  This is the metanarrative that speaks of the Oneness of God who is impartial and whose righteousness revealed in Jesus Christ is based on grace. Even though the first point (on the metanarrative of Christ for the cosmic salvation) may look hegemonic, the second point (on grace and faith) qualifies the first point by grounding the metanarrative within the context. 


Against the Roman ideology of tribalism (violence) because of polytheistic faith, Paul's metanarrative lifts up the Christ event as just/fair because it is based on a principle of "from faithfulness [of Christ] to faithfulness [of Christians]" (1:18). Verses 28-30  underline the certainty of the hope of cosmic salvation which "characterizes the life in the Spirit to be the life of those who are righteous by faith.”
  Against the competitiveness and boasting of house-churches in Rome (e.g., Jewish and Gentile Christians), Paul appeals to the metanarrative of Christ as the unifying force for them to welcome one another based on grace. To have a metanarrative does not necessarily mean it is imperialistic, because having multiple narratives might be conflicting and bring about violence in a community. If there is one metanarrative of the eschatological Adam sent by the Creator to be the way for co-existence, then that plan of salvation deserves consideration by all.  So, the question is: who is that eschatological Adam? What is the plan of salvation?


Third, the language of predestination here is not a doctrine that separates believers from unbelievers (sheep and goats), it is a theological understanding of God's cosmic salvation through pre-horizoning of Christ as the ultimate purpose.
  This is the metanarrative for humanity. Grayston argues that, “The old word is ‘predestined’ (as in NRSV)—which means that the destination is chosen, but not the names or the number of those who will reach it.  The Greek word might be Englished as ‘pre-horizoned’—meaning that God has marked out the limits but not those who stray beyond them.”
  Predestination means to mark out boundary or horizon beforehand to serve as a goal or purpose. The verbs protivqhmi and proorivzw and the noun provqesi" refer to planning, purposing, or resolving to do something. All of these terms convey the idea of initiating an action.
 The program of God's salvation for humanity is set in motion as God marks out the purpose.  In other words, in the beginning God marks out a destiny for humanity. That telos or destiny is Christ who is the Savior of the world (righteousness of God) through faith by grace.  Therefore what is predestined is primarily not believers or unbelievers but Christ, the purposeful creation of God by means of God's son.


Fourth, Christ was the first born (prwtovtoko") and the defining horizon, thus Christ is first predestined as the center of God's plan for salvation of humankind. Humanity will be formed (proorivzw) and became sharers (summovrfou"; cf. Phil 3:21)
 in the image (eijkwvn) of God's Son.
 Eijkwvn in Romans 8:11, 23 speaks of the resurrection body of God's Son despite death, i.e., the end (resurrection) determines the destiny (life) of humanity.  


"Firstborn" speaks likewise of resurrection life of the new age; Christ as the first born "implies his preeminence but also his sharing of sonship with numerous Chrsitians."
  The image of the “firstborn” as used in OT refers to one who receives the birthright, thus one who is the heir having a position of preeminence, prestige and power. The term is also used often in OT to refer to Israel as God's chosen, beloved one, instrumental in God's salvific plan.  


"Firstborn" is also a messianic term, an epithet for the Davidic King (cf. LXX Ps 88:28) who will restore Israel.
  When this messianic term is used for Jesus, its nationalistic (David) and ethnic (Israel) connotations seem to be overturned into an inclusive paradigm of salvation for all who believe. Jesus trusted in God and was faithfully obedient in suffering and now is the pioneer of salvation for all who respond in love to God’s call to believe and follow in Christ’s footsteps.
  The metanarrative of Christ is for the Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and barbarians, male and female, and all social classes. God’s purpose before the creation of the world is for Jesus to be predestined as redeemer of all people.  The Christological means of salvation has as its goal that all will be made in the eschatological likeness of the Son, set right with God and glorified at the parousia.


Fifth, predestination does not mean predetermination of the individual decision process. Rather it speaks of the sovereign purpose of God's salvation for creation -- sovereign in final outcome and sovereign in full control of the process.  Foreknowledge does not mean to choose individuals beforehand for a special relationship, such as foreknowledge of the faithful response of selected individuals.
  Foreknowledge means foresight concerning the purposeful act of salvation in which believers will respond faithfully.  Indeed, because of the sovereignty of God and eschatological view of history, foreknowledge can be understood as the Hebraic understanding of 'knowing' with affection and predilection.
  


God has foreknowledge, God knows all, all the time, in all time. God knows the sweep of history in a dot. Yet when God creates, God is involved in history, God unfolds the dot into a spiral movement of history. What God knows and does in eternity appears to us as prior action.  Throughout the unfolding of God’s plan “light falls from the divine past and the divine future.”
 In Romans 8:28-30, the Christian’s hope rests in God who has been there for the people of God even before God’s call was known.
  Nothing is accidental in God's plan, nothing is sheer luck or chance, everything has a purpose in God's creation.  


One ought to be careful not to read the language of predestination as a divine prediction and a closed system of static fate; otherwise, the metanarrative of Christ could be comprehensive and yet rigid, or could be specific and yet exclusive. This language of predestination and foreknowledge is a reassuring one for those in suffering, weakness, and in need of grace. And foreknowledge of God should be understood in the eschatological view of history, i.e., God intends all humanity to have an affectionate relationship with God as God's sons.


Sixth, the Christian hope is knowing that, though God foreknew the costs of creating through the suffering and giving of his Son, yet because God is love and wills all humankind into loving relationship, God calls his Son(s) into obedience, so God creates. The "in-Christ" destiny is not an election to mere privilege but a call to responsibility that gives birth to the mission of God's church.  Election/calling does not mean biased choice, rather it means being called to a responsibility, assuming an office for duty.
  Verses 29-30 phrase God’s plan in four parallel clauses with the repeated key words "foreknew, predestined, justified" and the climax of God’s salvific plan is the connecting verb "glorified".
  Those who respond to God’s call to be in loving relationship with God are justified by the gift of God’s grace to be the bearers of God’s purpose.
 The link of justification brings the reader back to the central theme of stressing faithfullness/faith in Romans chapters 1-4. 


Paul’s conviction of God’s plan progressing towards its goal makes him assert that the future glorification of humankind (Adam theology again, cf. Ps 8:5; Heb 2:8-10) is a completed action (gloried in the aorist tense) as far as God's sovereign plan of salvation is concerned.  In this way Paul assures Christians of their hope in the proleptic consummation of God’s plan.  This is the ultimate confidence Christians can have while living in the present and neither fully glorified nor totally released from the power of death, sin, and the law.  Paul encourages them that the Spirit is working at this eschatological age, and God’s intention is to bring to glory all who have been justified by faith in Christ. As the redemptive process and unification of all creation of God’s plan continues, the readers are assured to be called as divine agents to proclaim the gospel of Christ. 

Confucian Messianic Expectation, 'Datong', and Recovery of the Golden Age

In contrast to the Pauline vision of Christ metanarrative of God's cosmic salvation, the Confucianist Chinese vision of national salvation posits a moral transformation of humanity in the hope of recovering the previous ideal dynasty. There are a few observations we can summarize regarding the Confucian view of salvation.


First, the recovery of the golden age as the Datong in Confucian thought looks backward at history for the ideal goal within its social-political context. Confucius, or to be precise Kong Zi (551-479 BCE), regarded the Western (Earlier or Former) Zhou (1050-770 BCE) as the “Golden Age,” only 200 years or so earlier than “Spring and Autumn” (Chun Qiu 770 - 476 BCE) when he was born.  Later Confucians were also fond of looking to antiquity as a prototype of an ideal age to which people in the disintegrating society should look. To them antiquity was not a pre-civilization Garden of Eden but the golden age of Zhou as the era of highest human achievement.  


Confucius’ understanding of Datong is not nostalgia for the good old days. His messianic hope of recovering the golden age in the past served primarily as a backward stretching of Chinese peoples' imagination who were living in a state of cultural and moral deterioration.  Confucius wanted the Chinese to contemplate the Great Harmony (i.e., Datong in Chinese) in the perfect world. His Datong utopian hope was a critique of their chaotic and deteriorating society.  


Continuing the tradition of Confucius, Meng Zi’s (Mencius) social utopian understandings combine to form a government that is responsible to the people; they also teach that a royal government (wangdao) seeks to benefit all, distribute resources fairly according to the “well field system” (jing), and requires all to contribute according to ones abilities.
  It is a socialist system of government based on division of labors, consideration for others, and communal solidarity.
  


Second, the self-perception of Confucius as the "messiah" (heaven-sent and heaven-chosen) to bring about the ideal of the golden age is a distinctive ethos in Chinese philosophy. Bauer’s research into this messianism concept in Chinese history shows Confucius as a self-conscious, predestined messiah of his own society: 

Confucius was firmly convinced of his world-shaking, ‘heaven-sent’ mission. He may already have known of a tradition whose existence during the century following his death is verifiable beyond a doubt and according to which the realm would be saved and restored every five hundred years by a truly spiritual ruler.  Along with his  ... theories concerning the messianism of the oracle priests, Hu shih has [shown] . . . the existence of such a tradition for the period following Confucius. . . .  Similar to the belief in a heavenly ‘mandate’ to rule the world being passed from one dynasty to the next, the conviction that a great restorer would appear every five hundred years thus more probably arose from the precedent created by Confucius’s repeated emphasis on the close tie between himself and the duke of Zhou.

Thus, Confucius identified himself with the duke of Zhou (Zhou Kung), the brother of the founder of the dynasty, Wuwang (“Warrior King” ), who was regent for Chengwang, Wuwang’s son and successor. Lun Yu (The Analects) often mentions the duke of Zhou, and some scholars have suspected that perhaps Confucius longed to be such a personality and restore the Golden Age lost.
 


The self-perception of messianic consciousness seems to be the legacy of Confucianism, thus making every Confucianist have the conviction and aspiration to serve one's country after completing moral education. That legacy also makes Confucian moral philosphy political in function.  After all, the politcal semantic domain of the title, tzu, being the title of Confucius (Kung tzu is his name in Chinese), reflects an assumption of Chinese reality. The title tzu was first used to refer to royal princes and kinsmen, then to wise counsellors of feudal lords, and finally to philosopher-teachers.


The significant point in Confucius’ yearning for the restoration of peace and order in the world is his understanding of the heavenly mandate, i.e., the calling that is from the world beyond for him to fulfill, and a mission of saving the society in which he lives.  Throughout Chinese history, few people had as clear a calling as Confucius.  In Shi Ji (Historical Records), there is an account of Confucius as the ideal ruler:
 

Three months after Confucius had assumed the government of the state [Lu], even cattle dealers no longer cheated others by demanding excessive prices; men and women walked along different sides of the road, and objects lost on he streets were no longer picked up. Strangers came from the four directions of heaven, but when they arrived in the towns, they never found it necessary to turn to the police, for they were treated as if they were in their own country. (Shi Ji 47:667b)

Confucius did have the ambition to be king, but the hope is unfulfilled.
  Confucius' despair is recorded in Analects 9:9: "The phoenix does not come; the river gives forth no chart. It is all over with me!" The phoenix is a mythical creature belonging to the heavenly realm that sends forth messages concerning the arrival of sage-king Shun. The river chart is a gift given to Zhou king during his enthronement, the chart will help map out his territory and architectural positions for the sake of a peaceful reign.
 


Third, the intended purpose of heaven for Chinese society in Confucian thought focuses on political morality as a consummation of salvation of that society.  The assumption of this political morality is that the Confucian Datong vision as a trans-historical reality that can be seen in Confucius’ teaching of Tian Dao (“the Heavenly Principle” or “the Heavenly Way” ). How did the uncrowned king reign and bring about telos in Chinese history? The answer is, by being ren ren (benevolence and humaneness). Thus Confucianism emphasizes education rather than warrior nobility, moral politics rather than political prosperity, relational harmony rather than kingship kinship.  Confucius believed that Tian not only gave birth to the people but continued to regenerate and sustain them. Thus, in terms of morality, Confucius regarded ren (love) as the fountainhead of all virtues.  He exhorted all to actualize Tianming (Mandate of Heaven) by committing themselves to ren, because ren is what makes human beings human. In terms of political morality, he emphasizes that the sage-rulers are to be virtuous, providing an example for others to follow, and thus bringing about renovation of the society (Great Learning [Da Xue] 1:1). The Doctrine of Mean (Zhong Yong) likewise states that if a sage-ruler knows how to cultivate his own character, he will know how to govern other people (20:11). 


As a result of his vision of political morality, Confucius did not popularize patriarchal lineage of royal succession.  Rather, he advocates virtues of ren and righteousness.  He mentioned that Yao and Shun were regarded as virtuous rulers who left their thrones not to their sons but to the best qualified candidates. Analects 4:13 recounts, "If [a king] is able to govern his state with the disposition of modesty and propriety (li-jang/ lirang, i.e., 'yielding') [possibly including the idea of readiness to give it up], what trouble can he have? If he is unable to govern the state with modesty and propriety, what has he to do with the rites and propriety?"


In imagining the existence of goodness and beauty in a perfect society, Confucius’ Datong vision emphasized music, propriety, character, and harmonious interpersonal relationships, because the Zhou dynasty is the prototype of Datong. The King of Zhou employed two principles as the common ground for unifying the people:  yue (as the harmony of emotion/feeling) and li (behavior expressed artistically as propriety) such as bowing. Confucius believed that beauty and goodness were the foundations or the source of music and propriety, and that the potential for beauty and goodness resided in every person.  It was up to each person to practice, cultivate, and express that beauty and goodness.  



Meng Zi (Mencius, 372-289 BCE) is the first person who fully developed Confucius’ ethical and social philosophy in the political realm. His sense of vocation to save the world is also clear, even though the time cycle for him was not ripe.  He explained his commitment based on two reasons: First, he believed in the goodness of human nature, that every human being should have a messianic consciousness. His democratization of an inherently good human nature motivated the conscience of the people toward social responsibility. Second, he believed in the “quasi-mystical notion of a salubrious force pulsating through all beings”
 (haoran zhi qi), i.e., because “heaven does not speak . . . people are the only court of appeal and decide whether or not a dynasty has the ‘mandate.’ A new ruler must be ‘introduced’ to both heaven and the people before he can be certain of his office. It is therefore a basic premise of every ideal government that the prince own everything in an ‘equal manner’ with the people.”
  His second point is also a democratization one, but of the mandate of heaven. Such a view suggests that the validity of heavenly mandate needs approval from the people.


Fourth, the Confucian democratization of messianic consciousness of all people for their society works and continues in the cyclical movement of history. The typical Chinese cyclical/spiraling worldview works well with the periodization view of history.  Since the view of historical time is cyclical, the periodization cannot be progress but a spiraling alternation between order and disorder.  Long ago, Meng Zi said: “Since the appearance of the world of men, a long time has indeed elapsed, consisting of alternating order and disorder” (IIIb, 9). Not in keeping with that worldview, Meng Zi (IIb, 13) delineates cycles of history in the following dispensations: (1) from the sage-kings Yao and Shun and Yu (24th-23rd centuries BCE) to the founder of Shang, (2) from the founder of Shang to the founders of Zhou (23rd-12th century BCE), and (3) from the founders of Zhou to Confucius (12th century to 551 BCE).  The alternating sequence of old-new periods is attempted in the Qin dynasty, and the old-new-old pattern becomes evident in the earlier Han dynasty (206 BCE-6 CE).
 


Given this Chinese cyclical/spiraling understanding of history, national salvation involves the rule of law/propriety of virtuous rulers and democratized rule of virtue by all self-perceived educated Confucianists. As such, sage (philospher) and ruler are not inseparable, i.e., crowned kings have to be virtuous and virtuous persons (jen jen) can be uncrowned kings. 


A popular Confucianist understanding of political messianism in China is that in a five-hundred-year cycle there would supposedly be a ruler vested with the heavenly mandate to reign over China.  Bauer gives examples of messianic consciousness in Chinese history, and not all these figures are strictly political rulers. The first is the duke of Zhou (who died in 1105 BCE according to traditional chronology); next is Confucius (551-479 BCE); then the historian Sima Qian (Ssu-ma Ch’ien, ca. 145-90 BCE); the illegal emperor Wang Mang (45 BCE-23 CE); and the philosopher-emperor Yuandi (508-555) of the Liang dynasty.
 Bauer notes, 

Curiously enough, men who did not live during these periods of renewal also believed that this messianic idea applied to them, particularly Meng Zi (Mencius, 372-289 BCE). He is the first to explicitly discuss this five-hundred-year rule (Meng Zi 2B, 13 and 7B, 38).
  

This Confucian messianic mandate of saving the world lies in the consciousness of the political commitment of his moral philosophy. Confucian moral philosophy serves its political purpose of bringing about peace in the world through the process of self-cultivation, family harmony, and nation governing.

Interxtual Reading Contrasting Pauline and Confucian Horizoning of Human History

Thus far, the reading of the Pauline and the Confucian texts is separate and autonomous. The intertextual reading will help us differentiate each text from the other as well as cross borders for creative interpretation.  There are several rationales for intertextual reading based on the nature of textuality and the reading process of the text.  First, the writers are not absolute and autonomous egos who merely produce the text.   The writers, such as Paul, Confucius, and Mencius, are already readers of many texts who bring with them other textual influences (e.g. tradition of linguistic usage, worldview) and their social-historical backgrounds.  Second, the reading process, e.g., that of this paper, never involves only a text and a reader (as if in abstraction), but includes also a cross-fertilization of other texts from the authors and readers’ backgrounds. In other words, even though I present my reading of Romans and Confucianism separately, I have in fact read these two texts side by side in my understanding. Third, writers and readers are not transcendental egos that produce and search for meanings in texts; writers and readers are themselves the productions of texts already embedded in their historical contexts.  For example, Paul, Confucius, and I are interpreters within our historical settings, and the texts of our interpretation are, together with us, the subjects that effect and produce one another.  Fourth, readers re-write the texts as they bring their horizons and experiences into the language codes.  In the same light, the text itself is “reading” the readers in a new context of the readers’ life-world.  Of course, the mutual reading process between text and reader works as far as the collective language allows; the collective language serves as both their contact point and their boundaries.


I am aware of the huge differences between Paul and Confucius, Romans and Analects, but I challenge myself to try an intersubjective reading because that is the only true and honest way I can read Romans 8 and Confucian classics as a Chinese-Christian. The intersubjective reading of Romans and Confucianism does not mean that the two cultures and theologies are similar or the same.  Intersubjective reading only means that a Chinese-Christian reader allows his full subjectivity (thus his cultural repertoire) to come in full contact with the subjectivity of the text (thus textual context).  It will be shown that the intersubjective reading has allowed the use of language not only to describe but also to recreate meaning of a particular text. For example, Paul’s highly theological and Jewish understanding of human beings, sin, Torah, Christ, salvation, are not the same as the humanistic and moral connotation of Confucius' political philosophy.  Yet they can be brought to dialogue, and as a result of this dialogue, Paul’s theological lens is colored with the social and moral aspects of ethics and politics, and Confucius’ humanistic lens is colored with the theological necessity.  Let me summarize my initial discoveries.

1.
In-group language in Romans 8 and Communal understanding in Confucianism


Reflecting upon the process of struggle in my reading of Romans and Confucianism, it is fair to say that I take my reading clues from both texts in many respects. Two of the most influential aspects are the proleptic understanding of in-group language of predestination in Romans 8 and the communal understanding of Confucian.  


Paul is talking about those in Christ already, therefore it is an "in-Christ" language necessitating us to be very cautious, if not prohibiting us, to speak of "those who are not in Christ" in terms of their predestination or salvation.  To speak this message to non-Christians might cause misunderstanding or confusion.  It is a language of posteriori, in the sense that only when one is in, and only from the perspective of the in-group, can one look forward to the assured state of glory.  There is no way of standing from our beginning and see what we will be.  It is therefore not a language of prediction. Both Pauline theology and Confucianist ethics have their universal appeal. Unfortunately, the metanarrative of Christ in Pauline theology has been used in Christian missionary movements throughout the ages to prejudge/condemn the destiny of others and rigidly exclude other narratives that might correct or enhance the metanarrative of Christ.  After all, the purpose of Paul's rhetoric in Romans 8 is to unite Jewish and Gentile Christians and proves the impartiality of God in the salvation of all humanity. Similar concern of hegemonic violence could be raised regarding Confucianist ethics. Though limited in its cultural ethos, the Confucianist ethic has reigned in Chinese political history to the point where Chinese rulers use power to bar any questions regarding their ethics, and Confucianists use ethics to justify their political power to rule over their "inferior". I know these are distortion and abuses to Paul's and Confucius' understanding.


The Pauline language of predestination is not an eternal comprehensive decree of God to discriminate between believers and unbelievers.  It is, as I interpreted above, a communal understanding of the purposive goal of being conformed to the firstborn of creation. In other words, Jesus Christ does not simply represent himself, an individual identity. Rather, Christ, as the "pre-horizon" of God's boundary of salvation, represents the corporate identity in which humanity will be called to conform, be transformed, justified, and glorified. The Son of God has the corperate identity of sons of God.  Paul's theology emphasizes shared sonship. The designations of Jewish and Gentile believers -- "those who love God," "saints," "called," "those God foreknew, predestined, justified, gloried" -- have corperate identity.


I know Paul's understanding of theology, Christology, ecclesiology is communal. Yet  I must confess that because of my formal training in biblical studies in the West, I never understood Paul that way until I did a comparative study between Paul and Confucius many years ago.
 This is where Confucius is helpful to my reading of Paul.  Confucius understands a human as a social being with personal selfhood.  Confucius says, “Virtue does not exist in isolation; there must be neighbors” (Analects 4:25).
  “In order to establish oneself, one helps others to establish themselves; in order to enlarge oneself, one helps others to enlarge themselves.” (Analects 6.28)  Confucius’ understanding of the socialization process is that one authenticates one’s being not by detaching from the world of human relations but by making sincere attempts to harmonize one’s relationship with others.  Similar language is used by Paul to speak of Christians being "pre-horizoned and conformed to the likeness of God's Son" (8:29). The participation in the death and resurrection of Christ in Romans 5-6 speaks of the similar Christian socialization process whereby Christians authenticate their beings by imitating Christ. 


The notion that Paul speaks only of theology and Confucius speaks only of humanism is simply not true. They both speak of theological ethics of a particular community, be that in Roman house churches or in ancient China. We have seen the Confucian understanding of being human is to live out the mandate of heaven, to be ren ren (“a loving person”). To be ren ren is to be courteous, diligent, loyal, brave, broad-minded, kind (Analects 13:19, 14:5, 17:6), virtues that are to be actualized in public.  To be a ren ren is to express and to participate in the holy as a dimension of all truly human existence.  Fingarette writes, “Human life in its entirety finally appears as one vast, spontaneous and Holy Rite: the community of man [humanity].”
  The human is transformed by participation with others in communal ceremony.  And that is the mandate of heaven, that all may live in righteousness and orderliness in relation to others as a society of sacredness.  


Likewise, Paul advocates different factions of the Roman house-churches to "welcome one another in Christ" (15:7) and to “greet one another with holy kiss” (16:1-16) despite their differences.  People are called into the "fiduciary community" (Confucian language) of sharing intentions, values, and meanings.  This fiduciary community of sharable values is the “beloved of God” (Rom 1:7, 9:25) community in Christ to whom the Jewish and Gentile Christians in Roman house-churches belong. The fiduciary community advocated in the Analects does not have the notion that all persons will always finally agree.  On the contrary, it is natural that diverse personalities will have differing visions of the Way.
   Similarly, the “strong” and the “weak” in Romans are not encouraged to be other than themselves as they must hold true to their own “measuring rod of faith."  The singularly crucial point for both groups is “the continuous process of symbolic exchange through the sharing of communally cherished values with other selves.”
  


This similar emphasis in Paul and Confucius is presupposed by their social/communal understanding of human nature.  In the Analects, for example, the self is a center of relationships rather than the center of an isolatable individual.  The self is a dynamic, open organism which actively seeks human community for wholeness of life and is transformed through the work of Christ.  In Romans 8, those God foreknows are the Christians, called into conformity to the firstborn, also having a communal identity of God's new creation.  The group is prior to individual, therefore Christ is prior to Christians. 

2. 
Oneness of God and tribalism of polytheism


The social understanding of being human speaks of the necessity of cultural pluralism. However, the Pauline theology of Oneness of God seems to pose a meta-narrative that does not condone polytheism. 


The Oneness of God and the impartiality of God go together, and theologically they serve to respond to an inherent ideology of violence of Roman Empire domination. The cultural problem of Romans 8 is the polytheistic ideologies of patriarchy (in familial and societal structures), hierarchy (in institutional power structures), imperialism (in Roman, Herodian and even priestly politics), oppression (between the ruling elite and marginalized peasants), and colonialism (in racial tension and immigration situations), which resulted in violence -- socially, politically and religiously.  


The Roman ideology of polytheism and conquest is being displayed in the splintered nature of Roman house-churches, evident by the various boastings (Rom 4:2, 11:18) of Jews and Gentiles. Paul argues that the will of God for Jewish and Gentile Christians in Rome is the righteousness of God. How can the Jew and the Gentile and the many factions within the Roman house churches live in harmony? Based on the Oneness of God (Rom 3:30, 16:27, cf. 5:15-19) of both Jews and Gentiles, Paul's christology in Romans 8 emphasizes the sovereignty of God in creation, thus the metanarrative of Christ is evident in Paul's understanding of salvation of Jews and Gentiles. The sovereign love of God creates by means of Christ's redemption, and the predestined Christ in loving obedience is the divine plan of God’s creation and redemption of the world.  Christ as the eschatological Adam has saved the first Adam from the bondages/slavery of sin, death, and cultural boastings.


Jews and Gentiles alike are addressed using the same terms (saints, those who love God, firstborn, called, predestined), so the promise, inheritance, and privilege of Israel are opened to all.  The Adam christology (Christ as the image of God) is inclusive of all because all shared the sonship with Christ.  The Pauline answer is Oneness of God, impartiality of God, righteousness of God by means of grace. 


This question of co-existence for humanity was also Confucius’ concern in the splintered society of his time.  Confucius answers to the problem of ethnic conflict, cultural deterioration, and moral confusion: “The person of humanity is naturally at ease with humanity.” (Analects 4:2)  In Christian terminology, the answer is that God's Spirit (Rom 8:1) wills the faithful to become fully human in loving relationship with others, and the firstborn (Christ) makes it possible for humanity co-existence because of the work of grace and faith (trust) rather than cultural boasting.  The power of the Pauline gospel is that it grants righteousness to all who place their faith (trust) in Christ.  That faith and grace is concretely expressed in our “faith” (trust) and “grace” towards one another so that all might come to worship the One God. Leaney writes it well when he expounds on christological predestination in Romans 8:28-30,

 We are released from all ceremonial demands in the Law; our salvation does not lie in our conformity even to the laws of the universe but in God’s conforming us not to his creation, not even to a restored and flawless creation, but to himself in his Son and those whom God foreknew he has already foreordained by baptism to share the image—not of the restored Israel with a perfect system of worship in a restored Temple, but of his son, so that he could be not the Messiah of their expectation, a new and final lawgiver, but the firstborn among many brothers, the beginning of a totally new order … We do not wait for our Messiah.  He has come and the new age has already begun.
  


Paul’s christological predestination with its metanarrative conviction could be hegemonic. Yet we see that the subversion to and reversal of power should not make it exclusive.  Christological predestination explains God's interruption in human history as seen in the death and resurrection of the Christ-event, and that event allows us to discern the meaning and intended goal of history.  God's involvement in history through his firstborn of creation is the metanarrative and mythos of deciphering meaning out of chaos, redemption out of violence.  No matter how great the magnitude of violence and destruction is in the final conflict of human history, the Crucified God in his death as the firstborn does not accept  the “will to power” of any ideology: not the violence of the Pax Romana, the murderous jealousy of Cain (Gen 4), or the Lion of Judah (Revelation). The Crucified God incarnates as the Lamb of God who does not accept tragic but redemptive meaning.  The voice of Abel, the “son of Man” was raised up to heaven. The resurrection confirms Abel's and Christ’s innocence.  The Cross is a "violent" event, but it does not condone violence.  In Pauline Christology, the significant point is not the incarnation or the infancy story; it is the crucifixion, resurrection and parousia of Christ. The end of the crucified Christ was his true beginning. “Christian eschatology follows this christological pattern in all its personal, historical and cosmic dimensions: in the end is the beginning.”
  There is hope amid all historical ambiguities because God’s future transcends history and God is the actor in history.  The death of Christ reveals the hypostatic union of God and humanity that points to the intimate involvement of God in history. Does Confucian thought has both the finis of violence and the telos of the consummated shalom? Not as comprehensive as what Paul has.


The Confucian vision of national salvation for China is a noble one. But because of his vision of retrieving the golden age in the Shang and Zhou dynasty, his anthropological and moral ideals are grounded, and thus legitimized, in the partriarchal kinship and ancestral cult that are based not on grace and faith (trust) but on fate and works. Thus, we see on one hand, the moral vitality and cultural inclusiveness of Confucian vision of national salvation; on the other hand, we see the rigidity of propriety and the violence of predeterminism. It is not a surprise to see that Confucius' philosophy is a political and moral one, and that he is worshipped as an uncrowned king and the greatest teacher. The irony is, his moral philosophy seems unable to transform his assumptions regarding the political reality and rigidity of tradition, thus the result is many are taught to observe their places and to maintain proprieties within the given culture.  

3. 
Paul and Confucius' different understandings of time


Confucius’ vision of the ideal regent is of an ethical but not a religious person, largely because of his preoccupation with the society, and because of the changes in worldview from the Shang to the Zhou: the new worldview is the emphasis on the here and now.  The Chinese concept of time is cyclical, or rather, a spiral of two interlocking sets of "heavenly stems" and the "earthly branches." Ching writes: 

The ancients appear to have believed in the cyclical recurrence of sage-kings and good governments within a temporal framework that we may call spiral. At the very end of the Book of Mencius we have the following passage about the time periods that lapsed between sage-kings of old: 'Over five hundred years lapsed between [the time of] Yao and Shun and [that of King] T'ang . . . Over five hundred years [also] lapsed between [the time of] T'ang and that of [King] Wen . . . Over five hundred years lapsed between [the time of] Wen and that of Confucius . . . And over one hundred years have lapsed since the time of Confucius. We are so near in time to the sage, and so close in place to his home. And yet, is there no one [who is now a sage]? Is there no one [who is now a sage]?"
  

Here I see close similarities between the Confucian and Pauline view of time, except with one subtle, thus significant, difference.  Both seem to view history as moving in a spiral motion. Both seem to have a dynamic understanding of time, unlike the modern, scientific view that time is merely a linear progression of past, present, and future. The past is taken to mean the passing of the present, future is the prolongation of the present, and the present is the only possession one has. Chinese seldom talk about absolute time but time associated with events--dynamic time. Fang explains this view of time:

The essence of time consists in change; the order of time proceeds with concatenation; the efficacy of time abides by durance.  The rhythmic process of epochal change is wheeling round into infinitude and perpetually dovetailing the old and the new so as to issue into interpenetration which is continuant duration in creative advance.  This is the way in which time generates itself by its systematic entry into a pervasive unity which constitutes the rational order of creative creativity.  The dynamic sequence of time, ridding itself of the perished past and coming by the new into present existence, really gains something over a loss.  So, the change in time is but a step to approaching eternity, which is perennial duration, whereby, before the bygone is needed, the forefront of the succeeding has come into presence.  And, therefore there is here a linkage of being projecting itself into the prospect of eternity.
 

In the Confucian process of production and reproduction, time never comes to an end or repeats itself.

The best summary of the Chinese worldview is that given by Bodde, whose brilliant insight I quote at some length:

 
Human history belongs to the total cosmic process and, therefore, in the eyes of many Chinese, moves according to a similar cyclical pattern.  Another and probably earlier Chinese view, however, sees antiquity as a golden age and all history since that time as a steady process of human degeneration. Some thinkers combine the two theories by saying that history does indeed move in cycles but that we moderns happen to be living during the downswing of one such cycle. . . . all of them reject the idea of historical progress, meaning by this a process of progressive improvement.


Though the universe is self-acting and not guided by any volitional power, it is far from being merely a mechanistic universe. Indeed, the very fact that its movements result in life is enough to show that in them must be a principle of goodness. More than this, however, even what we humans regard as evil -- for example, death -- is, from a higher point of view, an integral part of the total cosmic process and therefore inseparable from what we choose to call goodness. In short, whatever is in the universe must be good, simply because it is.


The vital link between the nonhuman and human worlds is man’s nature, and it necessarily follows from the foregoing that this nature must be equally good for all. If, nevertheless, some men fail to actualize the potentialities of their nature, this is because of their inadequacy understanding of how the universe operates. This deficiency, however, can be removed through education and self-cultivation, . . . for all men without exception to achieve sagehood.  It thus becomes clear that evil, in Chinese eyes, is not a positive force in itself. It is . . . simply an inherent factor in the universe . . . the result of man’s temporary distortion of the universal harmony.


Human society is, or at least should be, a reflection of this harmony. Hence it too is an ordered hierarchy of unequal components, all of which, however, have their essential function to perform, so that the result is a co-operative human harmony. . . .


. . .


Cutting across both the human and the natural worlds there are, in Chinese thinking, many antithetical concepts, among which . . . those of man and nature (Heaven, or Tian), being and nonbeing, quiescence and movement, the yin and the yang, and li (Principle) and ch’i (Ether). In each of these dualisms the Chinese mind commonly shows a preference for one of the two component elements as against the other. At the same time, however, it regards both of them as complementary and necessary partners, interacting to form a higher synthesis, rather than as irreconcilable and eternally warring opposites. Thus here again there is a manifestation of the Chinese tendency to merge unequal components so as to create an organic harmony.


The biblical and Pauline understanding of time is similar. In the biblical understanding, past, present, and future are not tenses but modes of existence and aspects of action.
 In other words, God’s narrative in human historical time is what predestined christology is all about. Present is our spontaneous and continuous experience of the Holy despite our current historical ambiguity and despair. Past refers to realized acts of God in history. Future is the coming (advent or parousia) of the radically new creation of God assured by the past and to be realized in the present.  The manifest destiny of history through Christ is God’s new creation towards wholeness. 


What is the subtle difference between Pauline and Confucian understandings of time? The traditional Confucian worldview believes in the constant flux of the universe following a “predictable pattern consisting either of eternal oscillation between two poles or of cyclical movement within a closed circuit. [So] . . . all movement serves in the end only to bring the process back to its starting point.”
  However, in Paul's view, historical events are dated backward to the beginning of Creation, and the end of history is defined by Christ. Dunns writes,

Paul's view of history . . . is not cyclical, but more of a purpose, formed fromthe beginning, achieved through the process of history, moving toward an intended higher end, not simply retuning to the beginning. As Paul has been at some pains to argue, God does not write of the intervening history as a total failure and useless; rather this purpose embraces it, works through it, through the travail of a creation subjected to futility, thrugh the groaning of believers still beset by sin andunder the sway of death, working to achieve not simply a return to pristine purity, but the fuller glory which Adam never attained, including life from death.

But in Chinese history, events are dated cyclically every sixty years or from the rise of new emperors.  And the dominant view in Chinese history is to look for a Golden Age in the past -- in other words, the circle of degeneration characterized in Chinese history -- and it is the circle of conscious cultivation of selves in harmony with society or cosmos that will bring back the Golden Age.


For 5000 years or so, Confucius reigns without a crown, yet his moral philosophy is not subversive enough within the political culture and to transform Chinese society because of recovery of the golden age. Looking backward without looking forward does not allow him to see the possibilities and hopes of the future. Conservatism of looking to the past will provide some guidance, but creativeness in reappropriating the past could bring about freedom and hope as he would look to the future for openness and direction.  Yao and Shun are exemplary rulers, but only within the historical contexts and problems. The notion of an uncrowned king may liberate the idea that kingship is not lineage and all can become kings, since education and wisdom are not limited and limiting to elitist few. Yet, the question is whether the Confucian ideal of a philosopher-sage becoming king is a philosophical legitimation of the old kingship, or a replacement of the old kingship by using a new paradigm of kingship.
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