REL 243-WORLD RELIGIONS
     
Instructor: Blair A. Gadsby

WEEK SEVEN:

Reading: Introduction to World Religions, Christopher Partridge, General Editor. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005.

[image: image1.wmf]Part Twelve (pgs. 394-407).

LECTURE: TAOISM and CONFUCIANISM

We will now take a look at religions that have their origins in China.
But I always like to tell the story of the “Vinegar Tasters” before I begin.

It is a painting that tells a story: Three men, The Buddha, Lao Tse, and Confucius were all standing around a vat of vinegar. Each man had put his finger into the vinegar to taste it. The moment of the painting captures each man’s response to the taste of vinegar. But more than that, it also represented how each of them responded to life as reflected in each religion’s beliefs and practices. Vinegar tasters - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. (click the link to see a picture of it) See page 402-403 of our text.
The Buddha had a sour look on his face reflecting the fact that he felt “all life is suffering.” Therefore, the goal of Buddhism is to reach nirvana, or moksha, in other words to transcend this present life.

Confucius had a bitter look on his face reflecting his view that life is out of harmony with the way of heaven and with the past. Therefore, the goal of Confucianism is to perform rituals accurately which brings about harmony with the heavens, and also to revere the ancestors, to bring about harmony with the past.

Lao Tse, on the other hand, had a smile on his face. He felt that harmony could be found right here, right now, by those who would be cautious enough to listen carefully. We should, therefore, let nature speak to us rather than us try to force our wills upon nature.

The Chinese refer to their three religions as The Three Doctrines. Rather than three competing religions, they have three complimentary religions.

Elements of Chinese Thought:
Before we look at the major religions that originated in China, Taoism and Confucianism, (remember, Buddhism is an India-originated religion that was imported into China) let’s look at some features of indigenous Chinese thought. Think back upon lecture two and “the indigenous religions”, some of the features listed there are here, naturally. 

[image: image2.wmf]Yin Yang, the idea of complimentary opposites as symbolized by the circle with two halves with dots.
Tien-ming, in ancient times an omnipotent power, but came to mean the will of heaven, or a moral principle.

Spirits, the belief that good and bad spirits inhabit the world is not a unique feature of any particular religion. We call this animism (if this is a new word to you, look it up in the glossary and index of our textbook).
Patterns in Nature/nature-based, the way of nature is given precedence in Taoism especially.
Ancestors, see page 407, rituals are performed on behalf of the ancestors, Confucianism would come to emphasize this.
Divination, the bone oracles of ancient China discussed in the text are a great example of divination. Divination is when a technique is used to try to understand the past, present, or future. Reading your horoscope or tea leaves are divination practices.

Lao Tse disagreed with Confucius on these three points:
1. Lao-Tse was more pessimistic about what humans could accomplish in the world.
2. Consequently, Lao Tse was more pacifistic in his approach to life, we should be cautious and quietly let things speak for themselves.

3. Lao-Tse put the individual at the center of concern, whereas Confucius put society first.

The Religion of Taoism

Taoism has for its found Lao Tse/Lao Tzu, probably a legendary figure whose knowledge has come to us in the Tao Te Ching, the scriptures, more or less, of Taoism. They aren’t scriptures in the sense of being divine revelation, but more like the wisdom of the immortals. Taoism has also indulged in alchemy, this is the melting and mixing of minerals thought to have healing or other spiritual properties. Gold, jade, pearls, mother of pearl and other compounds were ground, melted, or mixed in order to be drunk. Perhaps it could be an elixir to extend life! Like a fountain of youth. Other practices included yoga-like breathing exercises which were believed to stimulate internal parts of the body. Some of these practices make their way into T’ai Chi, mentioned below. 
Taoist Philosophical Ideas:

1. Tao: the way, the way of nature, nature expresses itself

2. Wu Wei: effortlessness, nature works to accomplish what is necessary, nothing more

3. simplicity: we need to learn to appreciate the simple things in life, like a cool breeze

4. gentleness is much esteemed

5. relativity: life is not merely good or bad, I and You, we need to see past opposites

An expression of Taoist philosophy in the physical arts is T’ai Chi Ch’uan. It is a form of exercise and motion that has no impact [image: image3.jpg]R L e S SR A
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but is a workout. Have you ever practiced T’ai Chi?

*POINTS HERE: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 30% of your grade. These are separate from your two (2) other written assignments which are longer research papers. Write me a one-page essay on why you think that T’ai Chi Ch’uan could be beneficial to your health.  (This is an argument essay so express your opinion based upon the information in the text or other research you do independently. You will need to search the Internet to find more information on T’ai Chi because there is only one brief comment about it in our textbook on page 445) Also, here’s a book on the subject, look it up at the library if you can, or it is still available in print, if you’re interested in this health practice.
Confucianism
In many ways, Confucianism is an opposite religion to Taoism, that’s why they compliment each other so well. Confucius (552-479 B.C.E.) is definitely a historical figure unlike Lao Tse who may be legendary. His name means Kung the Master. He longed for a career in politics in order to create a more humane government. At 51 years of age he did take office, but only for four or five years. He left government discouraged and disappointed at the infighting that is so typical of political life. He searched for an opportunity to re-enter politics but never had the chance.
His biggest concern was to cultivate the “perfectly humane person.” It was the ethics of personal relationships that he turned his attention to. Because Confucius emphasized that all things are interconnected, he felt that the relationships between had to be proper and appropriate. Confucianism teaches:
The Five Great Relationships:

1. Father & Son

2. Elder brother & younger brother

3. Husband & wife

4. Friend & friend

5. Ruler & subject

Confucius stressed the importance of human relationships to keep harmony and balance in the universe.

Here’s a Chinese proverb:

If there is righteousness in the heart,

There will be beauty in the character.

If there is beauty in the character,

There will be harmony in the home.

If there is harmony in the home,

There will be order in the nation.

When there is order in the nation,

There will be peace in the world.

This proverb expresses the belief that all things in the universe are connected. This idea is called Li which is part of… 
Confucian Ethics and Values:
1. Ren:
empathy, humaneness, consideration, kindness

2. Li:
the interconnectedness of all things (like the proverb above expresses), but it also implies the correct performance of rituals and the proper words and actions for social life. Here’s another example of how Li is expressed in Confucianism: there is a story that Confucius was once offered a chair to sit upon. But the cushion on the chair was not perfectly straight but crooked on the seat. Confucius would not accept the seat. Things are to be done in the proper manner, this is called propriety.

3. Shu:
reciprocity, how do my actions affect others?
4. Xiao: 
filial piety, you could say “family values”, devotion to the family and its well-being, and this also includes reverence for one’s ancestors.

5. Wen:
cultural appreciation, or aesthetic sensitivities, this may include an appreciation of art, poetry, literature, calligraphy, music, and the like.
Confucian Literature:

Confucian literature consists of two sets of books, The Five Classics and The Four Books.
Included in each is as follows:

The Five Classics:

1. The Book of History; early historical material from about 1100-256 B.C.E.

2. The Book of Poetry; three hundred poems from the same period as above, thought to be selected by Confucius himself.

3. The Book of Changes; also called the I-Ching, records basic patterns in the universe. There are 64 hexagrams which are combinations of divided and undivided lines. 
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Here is a page taken from the I-Ching that has all 64 possible combinations of divided and undivided lines. In many ways, the I-Ching is used as a form of divination. Much as we would consult an astrology chart to see if we would find love, or a new job, or some other aspect of life, the Chinese can consult the I-Ching. 
(The I-Ching: The Book of Changes. 2nd Edition. Translated by James Legge. New York: Dover Publications, 1963.)
4. The Book of Rites; lists ancient ceremonies

5. The Spring and Autumn Annals; historical records of the region where Confucius live.

The Four Books:

1. The Analects; contains the sayings of Confucius and some of his followers: from the Analects 2.4, Confucius is quoted: 

“At 15, I bent my mind on learning,




  at 30, I was established,





  at 40, I was free from delusions,





  at 50, I knew the decree of heaven,





  at 60, my ears became subtly perceptive,





  at 70, I was able to follow my heart’s desire without overstepping the rules of propriety.”

2. The Great Learning; describes the character and influence of the noble person.

3. The Doctrine of the Mean; a discussion of the mystical equilibrium between nature and heaven.

4. The Mencius; teachings from a Confucian master who lived centuries after Confucius.

*POINTS HERE: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 30% of your grade. These are separate from your two (2) other written assignments which are longer research papers: Write a one-page essay commenting upon any aspect of Chinese religion or philosophy.(This is an argument essay so express your opinion based upon the information in the text or other research you do independently. Obviously, you could search the web and find more information on this topic, but that’s entirely up to you. The discussion in the text, and my notes here on the web page are sufficient to make your argument).

END OF POSTED LECTURE FOR WEEK SEVEN.
