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I. Introduction
This paper is an attempt to look at the Biblical flood narratives (FN) from the context of the numerous flood myths in China. In order to focus on cross-textual reading,
 one of the myths of the Naxi, an ethnic minority of China, is selected. The chosen text is taken from a well-known piece of literary works of Dongba literature entitled Record of Genesis which contains quite a few of the motifs common to the flood narratives (FN) and also other flood myths of China. There are two issues which will be highlighted for focused discussion in this paper: the mythic themes in the structure of flood stories and the conception of relationship between the divine and the human in the religious world of the FN and the Naxi Genesis. The aim of the paper is to see how Chinese readers receive and appropriate the Biblical FN in the cross-textual reading process with the Naxi flood myth and how the Naxi text contributes to the understanding of the Biblical FN. I will first investigate into the historical encounters of the Biblical Genesis with Chinese ancient history in the time of the Jesuit Mission in China in the 17th Century. A brief outline of the flood tradition in the Chinese Classics will then be presented to show the background. The main body of the paper is an attempt to have a cross-textual reading of the FN and the Naxi flood myth. Since the Chinese context and the Naxi myth are less known by the audience, relatively more discussion on this will be done at the expense of the analysis of the FN.
II. Historical Encounter of the Biblical Flood Narrative with China 
When the Jesuits first brought the biblical stories of Genesis to China in the 17th and 18th Centuries, there was not so much concern of their reception in China. Very little cultural impact had been made in the Chinese audience. Instead, some unanticipated reactions and radical challenges back home in Europe were found on the authenticity and historicity of the Genesis stories of Creation and the Flood. According to the reports of the Jesuits there was in China an ancient history with a continuous chronology that had not been disrupted with the alleged universal flood destroying the whole world and the human race, leaving behind only a family of eight. Should there be Noah’s Flood, the Chinese would have survived it or had not been impacted by it at all. How to reconcile the conflict between a much longer Chinese chronological record of the Chinese race surviving the Flood, which even antedated Adam and Eve, is a challenge which could not simply be ignored by the Western Churches and serious readers of the Bible, at that time as Genesis was mainly taken historically. The Chinese history, reported by the Jesuits, could not be accommodated into the biblical history as derived from the Bible, which has presented a serious problem to the Christendom of the Renaissance Europe.

The Italian Jesuit priest, Martino Martini (1614-1661), came to China in 1643 and learnt of the incredible early Chinese history which was claimed to have started with the founder of China, Fuxi in 2952 B.C.E. (4595 years ago). He was convinced of the accuracy of ancient Chinese chronology and defended its credibility in his book Histoire de Chine (1658).
 The challenge of the book lies in its contradiction with the commonly held view of the age of the world 4004 (B.C.E.) and the year of Noah’s Great Flood (2348B.C.E.) respectively, according to the acclaimed Christian Bible. Controversies were centered on Fuxi’s reign which predated the Flood by 600 years. There was no evidence of any destruction of China or discontinuity of the long Chinese history since Fuxi’s time. This so-called “Europe’s discovery of China”
 had great impact on the strong belief of the Church in the historicity of the record of the Flood in the Bible. The image of China and its historical chronology presented by Martino Martini were taken as being credible and reliable; which means the authenticity of the Bible could have been threatened with potential serious bankruptcy. 
As a matter of fact, the authority and historicity of the Bible have been under attack in Europe at the time; and the conflict of the dating of the Flood with ancient Chinese history only intensified the on-going debates. The interest in the origin of China had continued for a century or so among intellectuals in Europe. They were deeply involved in the issue of the existence of the “pre-Adam” Chinese who had survived the Flood. The debates eventually had a great impact on the textual authority of the Hebrew Bible and the Greek Septuagint, which presented two different sets of dates for creation and the flood. Since this issue will occupy a vast area of study in the history of the role and reception of the Bible in the cultural exchanges between China and Europe, more extensive study than what this short paper can accommodate will be needed. We will then turn to the Chinese flood traditions as presented in the Chinese Classics before engaging with the rich and colorful flood narratives of the 56 ethnic minorities in China.
III. Ordering of Chaos and the Chinese Flood Story of Yu

What Chinese people regard as most fearsome and terrifying is, according to the Chinese Classics, “hongshui-mengshou” (洪水猛獸) meaning “fierce floods and savage beasts”:

The world has existed for a long time, now in peace, now in disorder. In the time of Yao, the water reversed its natural course, flooding the central regions, and the reptiles made their homes there, depriving the people of a settled life. In low-lying regions, people lived in nests; in high regions, they lived in caves….…Yu was entrusted with the task of controlling it. He led the flood water into the seas by cutting channels for it in the ground, and drove the reptiles into grassy marshes…….Only then were the people able to level the ground and live.

This flood narrative is one of the earliest and the most popular of all the mythological themes in the ancient text of China. The story itself is, however, not homogeneous. Traces of it appear in the Zhou literature of Shijing (詩經, the Book of Songs) and Shujing (書經, the Book of History) and occur extensively in a lot of later writings.
 The hero who conquered the great flood was Yu the Great (大禹), believed to be the founder and so the first Emperor of the Xia Dynasty (2783-1751BC).

There are tales that attribute the success of Yu’s saving of China from the great terrible deluge, which had ravaged for nine or ten years, to Yu’s intensive labor and hard work. The story has it that he even passed the door of his house several times without sparing any moment to visit his family.
 Yu was assisted by a winged dragon which used its tail to mark on the ground places where channels could be dug to drain the disastrous flood waters. Tian Wen (天問) of the Songs of the South (Chuci 楚辭) presents the tradition in the form of a series of questions:

“How did he fill the flood waters up

where they were most deep?

How did he set bounds to the nine lands of the earth?

What did the winged dragon trace on the ground?

Where did the seas and rivers flow?

What did Kun labor on, and what did Yu accomplish?”

Yu’s task was twofold: conquering the flood waters (洪水) and expelling wild beasts (猛獸). The outcome of his success resulted in an orderly society and a settled agricultural life for the people. As in the ancient Near East, Yu was also awarded kingship to rule the land. What Yu achieves is creation in the Biblical sense of reducing chaos to order, as well as founding and managing the socio-political and economic order of the Xia Dynasty. Scholars have argued convincingly that Yu was a divine being under the commission of the Lord on High to conquer the flood waters.
 Historical events were later “created” and piled up on him making him the sage-king after the great Yao (堯) and Shun (舜). Yu was praised together with Tang (湯), Wen (文) and Wu (武) as the Sons of Heaven who were obedient to the Will of Heaven. All of them were enriched and awarded with the heritage of the empire.
 Derk Bodde concludes from his studies that “the intense historical-mindedness of the Chinese” and “their tendency to reject supernatural explanations for the universe – caused them to ‘humanize’ or ‘euhemerize’ much of what had originally been myth into what came to be accepted as authentic history.”

The flood story of Yu, having “the greatest hold on the Chinese consciousness,”
 can contribute to the formulation of a Chinese theology of Creation in terms of ordering and managing the human world. Many ancient philosophers and teachers have made reference to it in their writings. In many of the allusions to Yu, his combat of chaos and establishment of order constitute to a powerful symbol for the Chinese people in their participation in creating the future. The symbol of Yu also invites readers to identify with Yu, as remarked by someone at the time of Xunzi: “The man in the street can become a Yu (涂之人可以為禹).”
 According to Chinese myths, flooding is both a natural human experience and symbolic of chaos in political order and disorder in social morality. Derk Bodde, a well known sinologist on Chinese mythology, when commenting on flood myths of China, makes the following conclusion:
Between the Chinese and the Biblical or other Near Eastern flood stories there is the basic difference: in the Chinese version the flood is not inflicted as divine retribution for human sin, but simply epitomizes the condition of the world before there yet existed an organized human society. What is emphasized, therefore, is not the flood, as such. Rather it is the task of draining the land and rendering it fit for settled human life. In essence, therefore, the Chinese myth is one about the origins of civilization, in which a divine being, Yu, descends from on high, creates a habitable world for mankind, and founds the first civilized state, the perpetuation of which he ensures by marrying a human mortal.

The statement is largely correct only if one confines China to what is inscribed in the ancient classical text and to the majority Han Chinese without any consideration to the literary tradition and oral transmission of the 56 ethnic minority groups. Obviously, the vast and diverse China with a long history and wide geographical extent just defiles any generalization as such. It is true that most of the Chinese Classics, with the intensive philosophical and political baptism of Confucianism, have truncated myths into fragments and historicized them through the process of euhemerization, adding in an intensive didactic tone and moral teaching. This is also the case in the demythologizing and theologizing concern expressed in the so-called primeval history in Genesis 1-11. The themes of a destructive natural flood covering the land of China and the emphasis on the flood control hero in his good work in providing a habitable place for humankind to live in, have contributed to an ideal Confucian governance model for builders of civilization. Outside the Han Confucian circle there have been many versions of flood stories with a great variety of colors and shades. 

IV. Reading the FN and Naxi Flood Myth Cross-Textually: the Mythic Structure of Flood Stories and Divine Human Continuum
Flood stories are widespread in China; other than their literary representations in the Classics. In addition to the story of Yu mentioned above there is also the Nüwa flood myth which narrates the collapse of the cosmos and the whole earth relapses into primordial chaos as the celestial pillars that support the sky and separate of the heaven and the earth have toppled. The result is a catastrophic damage of creation with a huge deluge covering the earth. In recent years there are many more versions of flood myths being identified by scholars in the field of anthropology, religious studies and folklore studies. A great flood is a common motif in quite a number of the ancient myths of the minority people in Yunnan.
 To date, according to Chen Jianxian, 568 versions of flood myths among the 56 ethnic minority nationals in China have been recorded in literary form
, most of which have been orally transmitted from generation to generation before they were committed to writing in the present literary form.
 In many of the minority nationals of China, the first creation of humans is usually not perfect. The defects (e.g., one eye, vertical eyes) are to be made complete and right in the course of time across a few generations. In some cases the extraordinary features are gradually turned into normal according to what is commonly seen in the present human beings. The genuine ancestor/ancestress of humanity is therefore sought in the survivor(s) of the flood.
There are eight different motifs in the structure of flood narratives in the flood myths of these minority nationalities. They are usually arranged in the following order:

1. The cause of the flood: the divine anger or revenge.
2. Announcement of the flood.
3. Instruction to prepare for the means of escape. Typically, hiding in a gourd or a leather/wooden drum are the most common means.
4. The sole survivor or a pair of survivors of male and female.
5. Taboo on incest in the case of brother-sister marriage or divine-human inter-marriage

6. Means to ensure divine approval.
7. Abnormality in the first birth and its disposal (This is especially elaborated in Miao traditions which usually have sibling marriage and the birth of a gourd or a piece of flesh. The flesh was cut into smaller pieces which turned into human beings. In the case of the gourd, when it was cut open, out came the ancestors of various ethnic groups.) 
8. The origin of humanity (The birth of different races/tribes: in Hani flood myths a pair of brother and sister was saved by hiding in a giant gourd during the flood. They got married and gave birth to different ethnic groups
).

From the structure of Chinese flood narratives, circulated mostly in the ethnic minority groups in southwestern China regions of Yunnan especially among the Miao and Yao communities, marriage and birth of a new generation of humanity are the two constitutive motifs that concern the postdiluvian account. Most of these stories end with the issue of continuation of humanity and sexual union of the twin survivors, usually a brother and a sister or intermarriage between the sole survivor and a divine being. There are various combinations of these two major motifs of human incest in reproduction of humanity and divine-human intermarriage in the new breed of the human race. In the case of divine-human marriage, the divine being in China is exclusively female as the sole survivor is, without exception, a male. This point is significant and it coincides with all cases of divine-human sexual intercourse in Chinese mythology and literary writings. The descent of a divine lady to the human world is much anticipated by the common folks. For the motif of incestuous marriage there are a total of 388 versions found so far all over China. The difficult decision for the incestuous union could only be made after clear signs, portents and miracles from heaven could be manifested. There are different means to obtain the anticipated divine approval. Three typical methods to obtain approval sign are adopted. First, the brother and sister each rolls down one of the two parts of a millstone from two opposite mountain tops respectively and the two pieces should join together. The second common way is for the two persons to set up fire on two opposite hills; and the smoke from both should cross and intermingle. The third interesting means is for the brother to throw a thread and the sister to cast a needle in the air from two separate hill tops. The thread is expected to go through the eye of the needle. In all of the flood myths with sibling marriage the requested divine signs are fulfilled and humanity is reproduced from the marriage of the brother and sister. 
    The quest for the divine or miraculous approval adds interest to the story. The Chinese narrators do face up to the hard reality of admitting the inevitable consequence of marriage between the survivors, in order to have the rebirth of the new human race. Incest is then forbidden beyond the first generation. The notion of all humanity coming out of the same family and kinship relationship is affirmed.
Among the majority Han people there are 108 versions of marriage between a pair of brother and sister and they are usually identified as Nüwa and Fuxi, the cosmic couple of fertility and the ancestral parents of humankind in Han China. They are not strangers to readers of Chinese Classics and Chinese art. The two names were first put together in the West Han Dynasty text known as Huinanzi. In the archaeological excavations of Han tombs there are graphic representations and drawings of the couple in copulation. (See Plate)
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There are 36 versions of marriage between the male survivor and the female heavenly daughter circulated in areas at the border of Yunnan and Xichuan in the southwest part of China.
 They originate from tribes of Naxi, Yi and Pumi. The most fascinating and richly elaborated myth of origin in Dongba Classics is the literary work, The Record of Genesis, whose original Naxi name is Chongbantu, translated as “The Origin of the Generation (Migration) of Humanity.” It contains two major sections: Creation and the Great Flood. It is regarded as the most outstanding book of Dongba literature and religious text.
 It has an account of a postdiluvian search of the protagonist of the flood story for a wife in the realm of the divine, after failing attempts to reproduce human beings by other means. He went to heaven to acquire for a female nymph/immortal or a daughter of the Heavenly God in order to regenerate and repopulate the earth with humanity. In China today there are 250,000 Naxis, most of them live in the southwestern region of Yunnan and Sichuan. They are believed to have migrated south from Tibet. The majority of them are located in the scenic mountainous area of Lijiang Prefecture. They possess a written script with a combination of pictographic and syllabic system. It is commonly referred to as Dongba script (“Dongba” is the Naxi name for priests and ritual specialists who are able to read)
. A sample of the script on the flood is reproduced:
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For those who have not read the Naxi Genesis an outline is provided as the follows:

In ancient time, heaven and earth were in chaos and the Yin (female) and Yang (male) were commingling; trees walked, stones talked – everything was jerking and moving. In the beginning there were three shadows of heaven and earth, and sun and moon……From the sunlight a white egg was formed and Gods
 and humans were hatched. From the moonlight a black egg was formed and various kinds of monsters came out of the hatched egg. The nine brothers of the Heavenly Gods created heaven and the seven sisters of the earthly Gods created the earth….All people came to build up the holy mountain, to support firmly the sky above. When it came to the time Congren Liwei, the tenth generation ancestor of humanity, brothers began to mate with sisters and as a result heaven and earth were contaminated. The Heavenly Gods sent a boar to flatten the cultivated land. Liwei brothers caught the boar and wounded also the Heavenly Gods. Only Liwei helped to treat the wounds of the Yin God (Female God) and the Yang God (Male God). So the Yang God taught him the trick to escape the coming flood disaster by making a leather drum which will float on water. The flood covered the earth and only Liwei survived. Liwei could not find a companion. The Yang God asked him to marry the heavenly maid with horizontal eyes but Liwei married the pretty vertical-eye celestial nymph instead. They gave birth to animals. Liwei again traversed over the land to search for a wife and arrived at the intersection of white and black and luckily met the daughter of the Heavenly God, Qinghui Pupu and fell in love with her. Qinghui refused her father’s arranged marriage to marry to Kele Kexing, the God of Rain and Hails. She transformed herself into a crane and descended to earth. Liwei rode on the wing of Qinghui to ascend to heaven in order to seek for the consent of their marriage from Apu, the Heavenly God and the father of the Qinghui. Apu tested Liwei with many difficult tasks of cultivating, farming and harvesting in a short period of time. With the assistance of Qinghui Liwei accomplished all the assignment. Apu still refused to give Liwei his daughter for marriage and further requested Liwei to hunt goats among rocks; caught fish; milked the tiger and other dangerous tasks and Liwei solved all the problems and Apu was forced to marry his daughter to Liwei.

   After their marriage, Liwei and Qinghui returned to the earth together with a heavenly dowry from Apu. On the way they experienced dangers one after another.    Qinghui later gave birth to three sons who could not speak. Only after Liwei and Qinghui made sacrifice to Apu the three sons uttered three different languages. They were the ancestors of the Tibetians, the Naxi and Bai people. The sacrificial ceremony becomes the annual grand offering to heaven in January and the minor offering the God of Rain and Hails.

The Naxis are commonly known by their fascinating cultural traits and practicing matriarchy, especially the Mosuo branch of this ethnic group. It is at the end of the book of Naxi Genesis that the annual rite of sacrifice and offering to Heaven was instituted in January as an act of thanksgiving to Apu-Azhu, Heavenly God and Goddess who are the Foremost Ancestor-Ancestress of the Naxi people. The names Apu and Azhu refer to the “Grandfather” and “Grandmother” respectively in Naxi language. They are the heavenly parents of Qinghui Pupu, the daughter of God who descended to the earth to marry Congren Liwei, the survivor of the flood and the human ancestor and gave births to the present generation humankind. Apu and Azhu are to be worshipped and propitiated. Every year in July there is another ceremony in reverence of a third heaven deity, Xu, the Heavenly Uncle and God of the Rain and Hails, who was originally engaged to Qinghui Pupu and should be pacified as Qinghui refused to marry him. It is the matriarchal and matrilineal connection of the Naxi people which is highly respected and honored.
 

When reading the FN and the Naxi flood myth there are a few motifs in the Bible that stand out clearly against the contour of latter. A totally uncompromising Biblical conception of the strict boundary that divides the divine and human world characterizes Genesis 1-11. Claus Westermann attributes the sinfulness of humankind to its “overstepping the bounds” between God and human.
 In commenting on Gen 6:1-4 he takes the whole story as a punishment of the offense of bursting the bounds that requires divine intervention: “There was once in place of v. 3 a direct intervention of God which punished the transgressors.”
 
It is precisely this Biblical understanding of the unbridgeable gulf between God and human beings that constitutes the core of what sinfulness is all about when the desire to become divine is expressed or being suspected. On the contrary, in the religious world of the Chinese, both the majority Han people of the plain and the ethnic minorities of mountains and valleys, the aspiration to become divine is not only endorsed, but also promoted. In the Naxi flood myth the postdiluvian generation is precisely one that advocates the intermarriage between “the son of humankind” and “the daughter of the Heavenly God”. This will give a lot of thoughts to Chinese readers of Genesis 6:1-4. Perhaps there is room to rethink whether the theme of punishment is intended for the original myth which is now truncated in fragmented form
 and presented theologically as punishment for humanity with the denial of permanent residing of the spirit of God in humanity, thus shortening human life to not exceeding 120 years of age. 
    As myth, the inter-marriage between the “sons of God” and “the daughters of humankind” should function etiologically to explain for the birth of giants
 and the natural death of all human beings. The existence of a sense of punishment for crossing the boundary of the divine and human realms will be very remote in the context of mythology. The divine-human intermarriage in Gen 6: 1-4 may function as providing an explanation for the cause of the flood as expressed by B. S. Childs that “it serves as a plastic illustration of the increasing sinfulness of man before God”.
 The problem of the punishment of humanity for an initiative from the sons of God(s) is extremely hard to justify and explain away.
In reading the conclusion to the Naxi flood myth in the marriage between the divine and human, one may also be led to entertain the possibility of transposing Genesis 6: 1-4 as a concluding motif of the flood narrative after Genesis 9:28: “After the flood Noah lived 350 years and died at the age of 950.” At its present placement of Genesis 6:1-4, the delimitation of human life to 120 will have difficulty in accounting for the long life span of Noah and his sons. Furthermore, the theme “when people had spread all over the world and daughters were being born” (Gen 6:1) may also be an appropriate theme for the post-diluvian generation. This theme of ‘spreading over the earth’ is expressed in Genesis 10 and 11. As a matter of fact, the motif of divine-human marriage (or incestuous union
), birth of descendents, language differentiation, migration to different regions and farming are concerns of the generation after the flood in the Naxi myth. Similar motifs are found in Genesis 9; 10 and 11. Genesis 9:18-27 is concerned with Noah, his three sons and one grandson. The role and function of the passage have been cast in doubt by scholars; “strangely murky as to plot and character motivation, and ambiguous as to the very identity of the personae.”
 The unnecessary and unanticipated phrase, “those who came out of the Ark” (9:18), reveals the intended link between this story of Noah as a farmer of the soil and the Noah as the hero of the Flood. In Genesis 10:1 connections are made with the Flood: “Now these are the generations of the sons of Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japheth: and unto them were sons born after the flood.” The reference to the mighty and great men (though the Hebrew words used are different) after the flood in Genesis 10:8-9 will also be explained better with 6:1-4 seen in the post-flood context. With the light shed by the mythic structure and perspective of the Naxi flood myth, the attention to the spreading of Noah’s family on earth in Genesis 10:5, 20, 30-31 and the migration of the people in the Tower of Babel story in Genesis 11, should be treated as part of the flood tradition in terms of usual topos and themes expressed in flood myths
 though it is not possible to reconstruct the original context of the different mythical fragments in Genesis. The present form of the myths in Genesis 1-11 has, however, been re-written theologically and Genesis 6:1-4 is now seen as functioning in giving reason for the flood in terms of the sin of crossing the divine-human boundary. 
V. Concluding Remarks
The inter-marriage between the divine and human has never been condemned in Chinese literature and mythology. On the contrary, it is the aspiration of human to be united with the divine. The major difference in comparison with Genesis 6:1-4 is that the divine figure descending to earth is predominately female whereas the human partner is male. Divine-human sexual union and inter-marriage are taken as a special religious experience and a vision of union between heaven and humanity in Chinese philosophical thoughts. This lends support to the quest for harmony and peace between heaven and earth.
The ancestral parents of humankind, Nüwa and Fuxi were both glorified and honored by their ascending to heaven. This provides an example of human beings being accredited divinity because of their outstanding achievement. According to the Chinese perception of human beings and the divine beings, there is no sharp distinction between them. Popular beliefs have it that there are divine beings being sent by the heavenly court to the earth to carry out tasks assigned by the heavenly court. These divine figures were to be incarnated in human forms and took up various human roles in ancient society. They participated in human affairs and intervened in history. Laozi, according to Daoist traditions, was conceived of as being pre-existent and descending into the world to assume different historical roles, either to communicate the Daoist teachings orally or to deliver Daoist books to individuals, or to act as political adviser to ancient emperors.

The other side of incarnation is the ascension of historical figures of great accomplishment to heaven and the reward of immortality to significant sages or cultural heroes. There are numerous books in the Daoist Canon which well illustrate this point.
 Heroes are canonized to become Gods and celestial beings. Such a characteristic in the Chinese religious world of a divine-human continuum presents a serious problem to Christian theological assertions in Judeo-Christian tradition regarding a monotheistic conception of the divine, in which God is perceived as the radically other which is in sharp distinction from human beings. In connection with this, the Adapa Story and Gilgamesh Epic of Mesopotamia and the Genesis narratives of the Bible maintain the same understanding of immortality being reserved for the Gods only.
 Traces of the interaction between the divine and human are, however, not eliminated from the Bible completely. The descriptions of the coming down of the “sons of God” to the earth to have mixed marriages with “daughters of men” (Gen 6: 1-4); and the aspiration of human beings to ascend to the divine realm in the story of the Tower of Babel (Gen I 1: 1-9) are remains of the ancient beliefs before being incorporated into a theological reshaping of the material of Genesis. The above insight of a divine-human continuum in Chinese religious belief and mythological presentation will present challenge to the Chinese reading of the Bible. This aspiration of humanity for immortality or divinity will help to detect the same human yearnings recorded in the tradition of the Genesis story. When the Biblical materials are read cross-textually with Chinese conception, it is hoped that new light can be shed on the different layers of the Biblical text and particular neglected features will be seen clearly against the contour created by the non-Biblical text being brought into the reading process. 
Archie Chi Chung Lee
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