Where Else Shall We Go?

Chapter Four: Chinese Religion
DAY 1
Christian: I confess that I am happy to move, in a way, from talking about Humanism and Materialism to something more like religion. At the same time, I am quite aware that when you and I speak of “religion,” we might not be speaking of the same thing.

Confucian: Indeed! I’m even rather unhappy with your starting this way, referring to Confucian philosophy as ‘religion’ right from the outset. I am far too sensitive to the tendency of some Westerners to look for their God in every “religious” system they find.

Daoist: I, too, am “rather unhappy” with the word ‘religion’, although I would tend to be a bit less paranoid of philosophical abuses than my Confucian brother here. He worries too much.

Christian: Can you – either of you, or both – clarify what’s so bad about the word ‘religion’?

Confucian: As I’ve already intimated, there is just too much tendency on the part of some – mostly Western – thinkers to cast all things “religious” in terms of theism. Their tendency is therefore to project some relational “God” onto all that Confucius or his epigones have said. I would prefer to speak of Confucian “philosophy,” rather than Confucian “religion.”

Daoist: I am of a similar mind, but then, as I’ve “already intimated,” I’m not so concerned with what word you use. Words, after all, are just words.

Christian: Well, I’m not too sure what you mean by that last point. Maybe we can get to that later.

Confucian: And meanwhile, fine, use the word ‘religion’ if you must, but do be careful about theistic assumptions. Actually, some scholars have preferred to emphasize Confucian philosophy as a kind of humanism,
 although I know you’ve had some dealings already with Humanist.

Christian: Yes, indeed. And although I have a lot of respect for humanism, even agree with much of that philosophy – not a religion, after all – still, I find I am looking for a greater grounding for social and moral ideals than humanism alone seems to provide. That is, I was, as you know, recently talking to Humanist about morality and the need to find some transcendent source for a definition of moral goodness, and I argued that he failed to provide it as a basis of his own humanism. But I was thinking that, when I consider your two “philosophies,” I think I’ll find more than Humanist could consider. That is, if morality does indeed need some kind of transcendental source, I can certainly see that maybe something like the Dao is itself that source and provides a basis for a kind of natural law ethics. I didn’t say this to Humanist, but I can confess to both of you that I probably am most fond of something like natural law ethics as a rationally defensible morality.

Daoist: I suppose it depends on what one means by morality. Certainly I find an ultimate foundation in the Dao, or maybe in what we might just think of as Nature. Maybe we can even call it, as, you might say, “a transcendental source.” But I have more trouble with what I suspect is your notion of morality.

Confucian: I can see why you, Daoist, have some trouble with that, but I don’t. Christian is absolutely right to seek to understand human morality, for indeed morality sits at the center of our self-definition. But he is wrong – I mean, you are wrong, Christian – to think we need God to offer us some kind of definition and direction for morality. Even the whole “transcendent source” idea seems unnecessarily overstated to me.

Christian: Well, if you had been privy to my earlier conversation with Humanist, you would have heard me agree that, in one sense, we don’t need God to tell us directly what we ought and ought not do. I didn’t argue then, and I’m not arguing now, some simple Divine Command Theory that would insist that we know right and wrong only if God has in fact spoken and we have in fact understood his commands. But I do want to argue that morality needs an authority, a basis of some kind that is deeper and more foundational than human opinion. And on that score, it seems to me, you and I would agree.

Confucian: Maybe on some level. I certainly acknowledge a moral order and there are some indications that the basis of this moral order is what you might call transcendent. I don’t, in fact, think of it as so transcendent.

Daoist: And for my part, I’m happier – I think in fact I am happier than my Confucian friend – to argue that the “transcendent” source of morality gives us a rather puzzling picture of what you’d call “morality,” but I am willing to think of it as having a transcendent source.

Christian: I guess that’s my intuition about the way you two seem to agree but don’t really agree. I mean, what I hear you saying is that you, Confucian, are certainly willing to construct a formal morality, but you are not inclined to assert that its “transcendent source” is really very transcendent. Meanwhile you, Daoist, are more likely to think of there being a transcendent source for our moral direction, but you’re less inclined to call it “moral.” Do you think I’m right about that?

Daoist: You might be. I guess I could accept this opening characterization, but it seems unnecessary to clarify it all. I laugh to think sometimes that I’m not even sure what I myself am thinking. And here you are trying to say what you think we are thinking.  Funny.

Christian: Well, in fact, that’s exactly what I want to do, clarify what I think you’re thinking. Sorry. But maybe I can pursue this kind of Socratically. That is, I think I’d like to dig more deeply into how you’d describe your own philosophies, guided of course by my “Socratic” questioning. Can we approach the issue this way?

Daoist: OK by me. I’m always up for some good entertainment.

Confucian: I’ll participate, too, for now. However, I am less inclined to think of all this as entertainment. Education and self-cultivation are serious enterprises.

Daoist: You always were kind of a tiresome, serious guy.

Christian: Let’s not get started on your disagreements just yet. I’m inclined to pursue this discussion by emphasizing first what I think you both, in a sense, agree on. Let’s talk about the Dao.

Daoist: Talk about the Dao? That’s funny already. What about it?

Christian: Well, when I read even the Daoist literature it’s clear that the Dao is, in some sense, the origin of things, the ultimate basis of nature, of what you call “the 10,000 things.” Even the name, ‘Daoism’, obviously enough, shows the root of your beliefs in this concept. But my point right now is to emphasize that the term ‘Dao’ clearly appears as a prominent reference in the Confucian literature, too. I mean, look at the beginning of The Doctrine of the Mean, compared to the first lines of the Daodejing. The latter says, “The Way – or Dao – that can be spoken of is not the eternal Way; the name that can be named is not the eternal Name. Unnamed, it is the origin of heaven and earth; named, it is the origin of all particular things.”
 Meanwhile, The Doctrine of the Mean says, “What Heaven imparts to man is called human nature. To follow our nature is called the Way. Cultivating the Way is called education. The Way cannot be separated from us for a moment. What can be separated from us is not the Way.”
 I’m quoting these literary sources fairly, right?

Confucian: I suppose we can always contest the translations, but let us allow it for now and get on with things.

Daoist: OK by me.

Christian: Well, let’s agree that you both talk about the Way, the Dao. Let’s see if we can agree that the term suggests a way that nature works, or something that is true about how reality works. My understanding is that this idea of the Way in general is possibly derived from ancient Chinese astrology and the observation of how planets and such move with regularity and dependable order. Thus Dao is how things work in the heavens, so to speak. And how we live – indeed, how all things function – is a kind of reflection of order and dependability on earth. Isn’t that so?

Confucian: I for one am not entirely keen on the order of earth being about “all things,” as you put it. I am interested rather in how human beings function.

Daoist: Yes, and that’s always been your problem. Humanity this, humanity that. Always thinking somehow humanity is the focus of the Dao. Laughable, really. Indeed, the Dao is the way of all nature, balance of night and day, summer and winter, life and death. It is the rhythm of the cosmos. You Confucians were always so narrow…

Christian: Listen, I was trying to get you two to skip your disagreements for now. So let me just gather from your replies that, yes, there is a Dao, and, yes, it somehow describes an ideal of how the world exists – or at least how we humans in it exist. Can I start there?

Daoist: Yes, yes. Go on. We’ll argue later.

Confucian: Yes, do let’s go on, but I reserve the right to question later your whole idea about the Dao “existing,” as if it is “out there” in nature or something. I’d hope you won’t make it into a God, even a depersonalized one. Indeed, I don’t even want it to be some great metaphysical, mystical oneness. That’s the kind of trap the Daoists risk falling into.

Christian: OK, fine. Good. So let’s begin then with your view, Confucian, since you want so much to avoid the “huge metaphysics.” I presume you’d say this Dao – which, again, I want to stress, is there prominently in your own writings – is nonetheless an image, an idea of what it means to be fully, morally human. I think one sees this not only in the Doctrine of the Mean, but also in Mencius. Tell us how the Dao idea is connected to human morality.

Confucian: I would like nothing more! It is precisely that we, in being truly human, enact or rather realize the Dao in the world. When I avoid sounding too metaphysical, it’s to try to stress that there is a Dao when we, we humans, embody our truly-human, ideal selves.

Christian: Yes, I understand that we don’t want to think of the Dao as a pre-existent God giving us moral direction. But it is a true and real order of what it means to be a human being. I mean, the moral order is anchored in the Dao; it isn’t just a personal whim, right?

Confucian: Indeed! We see it in the proper order of our natural relationships practiced in their proper ways. When kings are regal, when subjects are loyal, when fathers are paternal and sons are filial, then we are being the Dao.
 We realize – that is, we make real – the Dao. 

Christian: So the Dao is the proper order, the Way, that humans live individually and in harmony with others.

Confucian: Yes. As I said, we enact the Dao, and in doing so, we create harmony and order in ourselves individually and in our whole society. One might say, in fact, that there is no such thing as an individual except in social relation, and when we behave virtuously, we make ourselves collectively to be the Way.

Christian: And this way of being moral is comparable, I think, to notions of virtue theory in Western Philosophy, insofar as the point is not merely to do some morally right actions, but to become certain kinds of persons: kings, fathers, sons.

Confucian: Yes. We simply are persons-in-relationship, and in those relationships, we strive to be what true fathers, true kings, and true sons ought to be.

Christian: You mean, then, that the real issue isn’t, for example, mere biological fatherhood, but becoming paternal, having the qualities of a good father, and in so doing being moral?

Confucian: Yes, that’s right, though we’ll have to consider later your comparison to virtue theory as it’s understood in the West.

Christian: OK. But meanwhile, we can say that morality exists within the relationships you describe, and when we act out, or rather create, those relationships in our virtuous character, we reflect the “Dao of Heaven” on the earth.

Confucian: Yes, but if you push that language of ‘heaven’ and such, trying, I suspect, to get to your God idea, I’ll certainly challenge your understanding.

Christian: Actually, I don’t think I’m trying to get to my “God idea” at all. But just to be fair, let’s all admit that the “Dao of Heaven” language is yours, not mine. I didn’t invent it.

Confucian: True enough. The concept of Heaven – Tian – does indeed appear prominently in the writings of Confucius, but let us emphasize the warning that this ‘heaven’ is certainly not like one finds it in simple theism, like the dwelling place of God or a “place” one goes to after death.

Christian: But neither is it just “the sky.” It is a moral concept, isn’t it? It’s a moral order that is the foundation of what is and ought to be. Isn’t that right?

Confucian: Right. But it also isn’t like in your Lord’s Prayer, where you want morality to be the will of God on earth “as it is in heaven.” I don’t think that’s right at all.

Christian: I understand. But again, the phrase ‘Dao of Heaven’ is your phrase, isn’t it?

Confucian: Well, yes. But it’s so easy for you to misunderstand...

Christian: Fine, fine. I’m not entirely happy with you constantly presuming my misunderstanding, but maybe we can face that later. For now, I really just want to get back to the moral order. Specifically, I want to ask this: When we seek to create the Dao of Heaven in human society, how you know what virtuous behavior really is? I mean, if we’re going to bend over backwards – so it seems – to avoid suggesting that the Dao of Heaven is some preexisting model that we are trying to copy, then how do you know when human behavior really is this Dao?

Confucian: I’ve already suggested that the virtuous behavior exists within a set of natural human relationships, and such behavior is truly right only in the context of those relationships.

Christian: Right. And traditionally, those natural relationships are?

Confucian: Father/son, king/minister, husband/wife, elder brother/younger brother, elder friend/younger friend.

Christian: Those five?

Confucian: Those five.

Christian: And is it right to say that the first in each pair is, in some way, the dominant part? I mean it is correct, isn’t it, to say that fathers rule over sons, kings over ministers, and so on?

Confucian: Yes. But the whole point is that the relationships are mutually defining. Yes, fathers make sons, but also it requires the existence of a son for there to be a father. Thus the relationship is more rightly seen as reciprocal, mutually dependent.

Christian: But I’m not talking about how a father becomes a father. I understand that a man is a bachelor until he gets married, and therefore it is clear that the wife makes him into a husband. But I’m interested in the fact that fathers guide, direct, and to a great extent control the sons, just as kings do their ministers and elders do their juniors and husbands do their wives. That’s a fair statement, isn’t it.

Confucian: Yes, I’d say that’s basically correct. I’m not sure you are being entirely fair by stressing “control,” because leadership is by virtue and by example, not by force.

Christian: OK. I don't think I'm stressing the idea of control as force; I can stick to your word 'leadership' if you like. That’s why, after all, the primary virtue of children is filial piety, respect for parents. And clearly everyone starts life as a child. In other words, at the very beginning of all morality is the need to learn to respect and obey one’s parents. Really we should say, one’s father, because the husband-wife relationship – among others that we could clarify – indicates that male dominance is assumed. Thus traditionally men are the leaders of women as elders are the leaders of juniors, kings of subjects. Isn’t that right?

Confucian: Yes, traditionally. But, again, if you’re trying to emphasize authority and control, I think you miss the point.

Christian: What is that point?

Confucian: That the virtues of humility and deference and obedience and, yes, filial piety that are cultivated by the wives and subjects and children are balanced by, even overshadowed by, the virtues of benevolence and righteousness that should be displayed by the husbands, kings and fathers. So, when all is in accordance with the Dao, there is harmony within hierarchy.

Christian: Actually, I don’t think I misunderstand, at least not too much. You say there is a natural given order, the Dao of Heaven, but you don’t want me to mistake it for some speaking deity or divinely ordained morality. It is rather revealed in our natures, especially in our natural relationships which, if we enact them properly, put us in harmony with ourselves and others. The classical natural relationships, we note, are naturally hierarchical, as the father leads the son and the king leads the people, and yet that hierarchy is not oppressive, because those in authority are also guided by the virtues ordered by nature, implied by the Dao of Heaven. That’s right, isn’t it?

Confucian: Not bad. But of course you’re still not satisfied…

Christian: Well, unsatisfied, maybe. But not entirely against anything you’ve said. In fact, I’m rather fond of Thomas Aquinas’ work on virtue theory, his own similar ideas that good people can understand and cultivate virtues just from their own God-given natures.

Confucian: Though of course I don’t need that “God-given” part.

Christian: OK, sure. We can admit, in fact, that Aquinas’ own virtue ethics is derived from Aristotle who also didn’t seem to need that “God-given” part.

Confucian: So what’s your problem?

Christian: It’s basically that when we speak of natural virtue, I don’t know if it’s really natural or really virtue.

Confucian: Explain.

Christian: Well, let’s look at the naturalness of this morality. It is necessary for your philosophy that this morality is not merely a whim, not something you have invented – or not something Confucius invented, either, for that matter. It may not be any kind of obedience to the commands of God, but it must be more than a guess or the authoritarian assertion of some master teacher. Confucius never claimed to have invented this view. He was repeating what earlier great sages had found, and even they were not merely making it up. They were, in some sense, great teachers with insight into the true nature of the Dao. Right?

Confucian: Yes, I agree. So?

Christian: So why assert, as you do, these five relationships. I mean now, in this day and age, do you really want to assert the authority of a husband over his wife as a fact of nature?

Confucian: I’ve already responded to the fear that somehow the person in authority will abuse his power. The husband must also be virtuous, as I noted. Indeed, as you said you understood.

Christian: But my point isn’t about abuses of power. At least not yet. Even an ever-so-benevolent husband kindly asserting authority over his wife may seem a problem in our own egalitarian times.

Confucian: Sure. But isn’t it a bit of a modern Western prejudice simply to assume that the husband/wife relationship has to be egalitarian. Or, let me ask bluntly, aren’t there many in your own tradition that would assert a hierarchical marital relationship?

Christian: Well, yes there are. But again, that isn’t exactly my point. Here, let me try a shift. Consider instead the King/subject relation. I mean, really? King and subject as a basic relationship of humanity? Isn’t that rather out of date?

Confucian: Yes, perhaps. Although surely some governmental relationship is indeed universally human. Let us adjust the relation a bit. Perhaps the “father/son” relationship can be “parent/child,” so as to seem a bit less patriarchal. And we can adjust the “king/minister” relationship to be “congressperson/citizen” if you like. I see no problem with the possibility of shifting the language a bit to display the relationships as a bit more egalitarian and humane.

Christian: That’s nice of you. But I thought we were trying to discuss the relationships that literally define humanity, so having to tweak them to make them more humane is going to sound a bit problematic.

Confucian: What do you mean?

Christian: It just seems to me that, if we are going to try to derive a set of moral ideals from relational behaviors that are supposedly part of our natural being, then it can’t make sense to adjust the nature of the relationship because we don’t like the moral implication.  Evidently that would be a matter of having the moral ideal first, and then the description of human relationships comes second. You can’t use ‘humane’ and ‘egalitarian’ to help “tweak” the relationships, if those relationships are our true human nature and as such define what is and isn’t a virtue.

Confucian: I do see what you mean. I have a bit of a circular logic problem if I say the Dao defines true human relationships, but I let modern shifts in relationships redefine the nature of the Dao.

Christian: Yes. Which comes first, the Dao of Heaven of some empirical description of human culture?

Confucian: Why does it have to be one or the other? It seems to me that one of the strengths of a natural theory of virtue is that we needn’t claim to have the description of human relationships somehow final and settled for all time. This is, after all, a quasi-empirical approach to exploring human ideals.

Christian: What does that mean?

Confucian: That – again – the Dao is not a speaking God, but an order of reality. We discover our true nature by seeing, thinking and understanding the Dao. Thus we study it quasi-empirically, by a kind of observation. And if we don’t get it exactly right, we may still rethink and observe, and maybe we can improve our understanding.

Christian: OK, I see that. But again, using the description to arrive at moral ideals, then using moral ideals to adjust the description – that’s the problem. Adjusting one’s description through greater, broader study? No problem. Adjusting the description to fit some apparently unfounded assumption about morality? That would be logically problematic.

Confucian: Again, I see what you mean. It seems to you that I appeal to the Dao to establish the natural order by which I understand human virtue, then if I find implications I don’t like, I just decide I’m wrong about the Dao. Is that your point?

Christian: Yes, exactly.

Confucian: But isn’t it precisely analogous to the possibility that you might receive commands from God that you don’t like, and so you conclude that God must not really have said it? I mean, we just do use our moral intuitions to judge if our moral theory is right. Don’t we?

Christian: Perhaps we do, and perhaps we have similar problems, you and I. But right now, I don’t have to defend some theistic morality. I’m only trying to point out that, if you truly see the Dao as implying the hierarchical relationships that in turn give us moral ideals, then you can’t judge the “fairness” or “equality” of that morality without some appeal to another source. I mean, are you committed to the naturalness of these human and hierarchical relationships or not? If so, then Dao is your rightful source of genuinely grounded morality; if not, then your morality is as unfounded as that of the Humanist.

Confucian: I see your point. It seems either I have to accept that the Dao is the source of moral order and should follow that order, or I can question that order and conclude that the Dao is not the source.

Christian: Exactly.

Confucian: But this is where the “quasi-empirical” idea fits in. my point about my ethical study of the Dao. When I speak of this study of natural law morality quasi-empirical, I mean that we are in the process of observing nature, trying, one might say, to figure it out. And as a consequence, we have to be open to the fact that we are still observing the Dao, still trying to understand our true nature. We broaden our perspective, look again to further understand the Dao to understand how it manifests in human relationships. Therefore, we must allow ourselves a little leeway in clarifying the nature of human virtue, without giving up the fact that such virtue is more than whim or fancy or, for that matter, a set of cultural habits.

Christian: OK. Suppose we allow some leeway in understanding the Dao. Suppose we even ignore for now any concerns about hierarchy and how we interpret that. Still, might we simply be wrong about the five natural relationships themselves?

Confucian: What do you mean?

Christian: Only that we’ve agreed that we find in your texts the five relationships we’ve listed. We can ignore the question of whether, say, the male-female relationship is hierarchical, and we can still ask whether the husband/wife relationship is even truly part of human nature.

Confucian: Well, of course. At the very least, the parent/child relation is a fundamental fact. Similarly the parent/child relation, and so on.

Christian: Really? Hmm. Should our basic, hierarchical relationships perhaps also include, say, teacher/student?

Confucian: Yes, in fact, I like that one, too. I think it, too, has natural virtues associated with both sides, such as wisdom and benevolence in the teacher, obedience and deference on the part of the student. It is perhaps a lot like parent/child relation.

Christian: But what king/subject. Before, didn’t you try to change it to congressperson/citizen?  Or maybe it’s congressperson/voter?

Confucian: Fine. It doesn’t matter. Again, I think we can adjust the details and descriptions to see new variations on these themes of human relationships.

Christian: Yes, but in this case, which one has natural authority? I mean, it might be true that voter and representative do mutually define each other, kind of like your father/son example. But surely there’s a sense in which the person with the political power should not have authority over the voter. In a way, it’s kind of the opposite, isn’t it?

Confucian: I’m not getting your point. So what?

Christian: Well, the point is that looking for natural relationships and trying to get virtues and social harmony out of them is getting a little problematic. What do you do with the relationship between a rich man and a poor man? Or how about between two citizens of a commonwealth? Or, sort of on the other end of the scale, how about slave owner/slave?  Pederast/catamite?

Confucian: Now you’re just being crude.

Christian: Maybe so, but if that’s a problem, then we’re back to the circular logic we were wrestling with a minute ago: you’re not using relationships to define morality, you’re using morality to define relationships.

Confucian: So what are you trying to get me to say here? That there indeed are no natural human relationships?

Christian: No, not at all. I’m just trying to get at what you considered the “natural” relationships and why you pick the one’s you do. It seems to me we’re back where we were, namely that you might be rather arbitrary in which relationships you want to call “natural.” And we keep seeing that you may need to “tweak” them to make the traditional list more palatable. So what description of human nature are we really dealing with here? If you merely adjust the description of relationships to fit what is comfortable to a 21st century American, does that mean that Confucius’ list is only what was comfortable for a 5th-century-BCE Chinese? So it’s cultural habits after all, and that hardly gives us any hope of finding a human ideal for moral guidance.

Confucian: But surely the relationships I mentioned – come on, admit it – are indeed natural in the sense that all cultures have them. Other relationships, perhaps even like employer/employee or slave owner/slave, can in fact be discussed as analogous to, say, king/minister. In any case, I don’t think I have to give up the naturalness of these relationships. And even if I do admit that my focus is sinocentric, so what?

Christian: Well, it seems to me you’ve got a dilemma on your hands. Either the relationships and their attendant virtues are humanly universal and natural – which is what I thought you wanted to say – or they are only one culture’s temporary invention and, therefore, neither universal or truly natural. If we take the latter track, I would ask where you get any authority for your morality. You appear to be just another cultural relativist teaching social conformity. But if we take the first track, really hoping to say that the relationships and the virtues you describe are something true to our human nature, ideals for all of us, then you’re going to need some pretty grand metaphysical idea after all.

Confucian: I’m certainly not going to confess to being culturally relativistic or arbitrary. Indeed, our greatest philosopher, outside of Confucius himself, was Mencius, and I think he wanted to say that we are indeed describing something that defines us as humanity per se.

Christian: I’m glad you say that, especially noting Mencius. Because he’s the guy I have in mind when I think of universal human nature. He seems to say things about how, if one fails to have certain virtues, one is not really human.
 He says repeatedly that our moral character is what distinguishes us from animals. Surely indeed it’s no accident that the greatest of virtues, benevolence, can be more literally translated as “being a human to another human.”

Confucian: Yes. To be virtuous is to be human.

Christian: And these virtues are not merely 5th-century Chinese virtues? They must be virtues that define us as humans?

Confucian: Yes.

Christian: We are truly human when we act according to the virtues you list – humanity, filial piety, ritual propriety, etc. – in the relationships you list – father-son, king-minister, and the rest?

Confucian: Yes.

Christian: And if we fail to enact these virtues in these relationships, we fail to enact the Dao. Indeed, we are not truly human?

Confucian: Yes.

Christian: So that to fail to honor one’s king or to fail to enact the rituals that observe the honoring of parents is to fail to be virtuous, to fail to be good, to fail to be true to our own natures, indeed to fail to be human?

Confucian: Yes.
Daoist: Er, wait a minute…

Christian: Even though you admit that there are other kinds of virtues, other kinds of relationships, and that the relationships and virtues and rituals you list might just be culturally Chinese?
Confucian: Well...
Daoist: Excuse me…

Christian: Yet it has to be the same, one, universal Dao that defines us all?

Confucian: Yes.

Daoist: Now wait a minute! I’m getting a little tired of this. I’m human. I think I’m even a pretty good human. And, let me add, I’m very Chinese. But frankly I find the Confucian lists of virtues, the implied rituals, this whole “humanity” thing, very misleading.

Christian: I was hoping you’d break in, because that is the point I really want to make.

Confucian: What?

Christian: That in the end, you, Confucian, have an important and, I think, powerful view of human nature, and, frankly, I don’t even disagree with it a lot. But it seems that your view of what truly is our “human nature” just isn’t as grounded as you think it is, especially if you insist on denying the “grand metaphysical thing.” Not only do I think you don’t have good ground for a human nature ethic in your concept of the Dao, even your fellow Chinese philosopher, the Daoist, thinks your ethical understanding of the Dao is faulty.

Confucian: But how do we know his idea of the Dao is the one that’s faulty?

Christian: Perhaps we don’t, and that’s the point I’d like to consider further.

Daoist: Can we do it tomorrow. I’d like to offer a few points.

Christian: Tomorrow. That’s a good idea.

DAY 2
Christian: Yesterday, I was trying to argue that your effort, Confucian, to establish a view of human morality rooted in some ideal of human nature is not as well grounded in the Dao as you think it is. I mean, I actually like very much your positive view of the moral nature of humanity. I just don’t think you can get it from your idea of Dao. And you, Daoist – I thought you wanted to come in at the end and agree with me.

Daoist: Actually, I disagree with both of you, although I certainly have a much longer history of disagreement with the Confucian here.

Christian: What do you mean by that?

Daoist: Only that we Daoists have long had this problem with the Confucians, that they claim this grand insight into the real nature of human goodness and – surprise, surprise – it makes the Confucian “gentleman” look ideal and makes the Daoist master look like a lazy bum.

Confucian: Maybe rightly so.

Christian: Wait, wait. Let’s hear this out. We’ve already noted that you, Daoist, also have an ideal of the Dao, even as Confucian does. And also in Daoism, there is a similar – or maybe analogous – way that we can create for ourselves an ideal life by harmonizing ourselves with that ideal or the Dao. I mean, it is kind of the same logic, isn’t it?

Daoist: Yes, but…

Christian: So what’s your beef with Confucian?

Daoist: It is precisely that he projects onto his concept of the Dao the kind of moral ideal he finds in his all-too-human order.

Christian: Explain that.

Daoist: OK, we start with the Dao, the order of nature. We suppose with the Confucian that this Dao is fundamentally represented by the balance inherent in human relationships: father to son, emperor to subjects, and so on.

Christian: Yes, we heard this.

Daoist: And so we unpack this balance of the Dao and it comes out with human virtues. We unpack the humanly defined Dao and end up with human ideals of how to benevolently lead and obediently follow in the supposedly natural human relationships, ending with a grandly harmonious human society.

Confucian: Yes, that’s what we said yesterday. And so might virtuous people find harmony in themselves and with all things.

Daoist: No, not with all things. At best, maybe, with some presupposed concept of human society. I mean, gosh, you presume the Dao is a kind of human harmony and you end with an ideal “oneness with the Dao” that is some kind of human harmony. Ta-da!

Christian: But?

Daoist: But what if he’s just wrong about the true nature of the Dao? What if in giving the Dao this absurdly human face we actually mutilate nature? I tend to think that the Dao has no face at all, let alone a human one,
 and so the construction of morality – and the disdainful judgment of others based upon that construction – seems rather self-serving.

Christian: You’re saying that Confucian here claims to be describing some ideal of humanity, but in fact is just describing himself?

Daoist: Exactly. And that’s where I agree with what you were saying yesterday.

Christian: Yes. That is really the point I was trying to suggest, namely that Confucian seems to want a higher authority to his model of morality – his image of humanity – when in fact he is just making things up or, at best, describing a culturally relative morality of ancient China. That’s why he can be so easily swayed to “adjust” his moral models.

Daoist: Well, if that’s what you wanted to say, why didn’t you just say so? You talkers!

Christian: I kind of wanted him to admit it. Or, short of that, I like the idea that you seem to have the same critique. Because you, too – correct me if I’m wrong – would criticize the Confucian picture by saying that, while they claim to be modeling themselves on this natural ideal of goodness, this Dao, they are really just modeling themselves on what they already are. I mean, they sort of take themselves as models of humanity, then project that model onto the Dao, and then claim to be modeling themselves on the Dao when seeking virtue?

Daoist: Exactly. It does seem to me, Confucian, that you’re making stuff up. You get a social organization and a set of human, all-too-human ideals that look suspiciously like someone describing reality by looking in a mirror.

Christian: Nicely put.

Daoist: Thanks. Actually, I really like this great little parable from Zhuangzi about how two kings, appropriately named Swift and Impetuous, try to do “a favor” for their neighbor, named Hun-tun, or Chaos – clearly an epithet for the Dao.  The “favor” they perform is they bore holes in his face to make him look human, and in the end, Hun-tun dies.

Christian: It’s a great story.

Daoist: Of course! And the point is – to state it your long-winded way – that when the Confucians presume human elements in the Dao and then find the Dao to support their kind of humanism, it is clearly circular and, as I suggested, self-serving.

Christian: OK, I agree. That was my point, though perhaps without the “self-serving” bit. But, then what’s the alternative? What’s your view?

Daoist: Simply to start with a more natural – more truly natural – notion of the Dao. We shouldn’t assume the Way of the cosmos is modeled on human virtues and social structure. We shouldn’t even assume the Way of all nature cares a whit about human beings or their virtue. If we would just leave humanity out of it for a minute, we could consider the Dao in itself, apart from what we project upon it. And that in turn would give us a very different picture of what it means to be a good human being.

Christian: Explain.

Daoist: Let’s say the Dao is really much greater, much more mysterious than Confucian thinks. Let us suppose it is not some ideal of humanity, but is rather the balance of nature in the flow of time and space. It is not the all-too-human “balance” of parents and children, rulers and subjects. It is rather the balance and genuine interweaving of summer and winter, night and day. It is the mystery of the sexes, the mystical union of heaven and earth. It is the fluid passing of life into death and death into life.

Christian: You’re talking about yin and yang, aren’t you?

Daoist: Yes. Natural balance is not father-son or husband-wife relations – relations, let us emphasize, that tend to be hierarchical and potentially oppressive, and are in any case rather restrictively human. I mean, gosh! Do porcupines have kings? Do guppies treat their offspring with benevolence?

Christian: I think guppies eat their offspring.

Daoist: Exactly. So if we want a broader, more natural concept of the Dao, it cannot be about human relationships. In place of these relationships, let us see natural balance as the regular interplay of time and seasons, in which there is neither hierarchy nor oppression.

Confucian: I think I sufficiently clarified that the “oppression” you’re worried about is not part of the nature of the relationships, since the virtue of the leader, especially benevolence, has to be part of that order. And if what you mean by hierarchy is that one naturally leads the other, then, well, yes. I mean parents must guide their children…

Daoist: Yes, and husbands their wives and kings their subjects, no doubt. But if you think that doesn’t make for oppression, you need to look at history a bit more honestly.

Christian: Now, let’s not pick on Confucian too harshly. I mean, we might be able to agree that no one is living out their philosophy perfectly, so the fact that you can find instances of the abuse of hierarchy in relationship surely doesn’t falsify his position. It might be an interesting issue to consider why we human beings are faulty at all, and maybe I can press that question later. But for now, I can note that in some of my previous conversations we’ve had to just agree to confess the failures in our midst and move on with our ideals.

Daoist: But you see, I don’t have to confess such failures, because the true Dao can never oppress, can never abuse power, precisely because it is, by definition yielding and moving. The Dao, like water, settles into the low spots, takes the easy way around obstacles. It does not contend or command.
 Thus male is not over female any more than summer is over winter or day over night. Life itself is something that simply yields itself to death, and new lives begin every day.

Christian: And that is the Dao, this way of change and balance and yielding?

Daoist: Yes. Thus you don’t get some model of human morality with its virtues and rituals. I would say, with Zhuangzi, “Leave off, this teaching people virtue. I prefer to walk a crooked path, so stop stepping on my feet!”

Christian: Nice poetry!

Daoist: Thanks. I like it. Other similar poetry appears in the line you quoted earlier and in other descriptions – or should I say, non-descriptions – of the Dao: “The Dao that can be described is not the Dao,” and metaphors of the Dao like “the great clod.”

Christian: Yes, OK. The indescribably flow of the Dao. Fine. But suppose we look at your view of the Dao a bit. So what does it tell us about human life? Anything? I mean, suppose the truer model of the Dao is change and balance, rather than human relationship. Now what? At least Confucian here had a model of the Way that gave us a guide for life, helping direct us toward morality and virtue.

Daoist: But that “morality and virtue” is precisely what I’m questioning. I am suggesting that by leaving human virtues and ideals out of the Dao, we get a better picture of what it means to be a good human.

Christian: How’s that?

Daoist: It’s like this. Suppose we take the Dao, the Way or Path of nature, not as some model of humanity, but as the basic change and movement of nature. With that ideal before us, we realize that we, too, need only practice the art of balance and change. This is what we mean by wu-wei, the practice of non-action, non-interference with change.

Christian: So because the Dao is the constant flow and change of yin and yang, it follows rather reasonably that we, too, enact that Way of Nature when we flow and change and merely let things come and go?

Daoist: Exactly. The swimmer in the torrent moves with the movement of the water and therefore never hits a rock.
 If you try to swim against the flow, you merely exhaust yourself and make waves that others must deal with. Indeed, it is a mistake even to try to stand still in the stream, since this, too, only forces the flow into unnatural channels, and in the end the inevitable flow of water undermines your feet.

Christian: So, rather than trying to specify the ritual and formality of the Confucian scholar, or for that matter even his so-called virtues, you would say life is lived according to the Way when we cease trying to formulate the Way and merely live spontaneously.

Daoist: Yes. It is precisely the formality and virtue of the Confucian that tries to paint a human face on the fluid chaos of the Dao, thus killing it.

Christian: So how do you gain values or resist evil?

Daoist: What’s to gain? What’s to resist? Life comes when it will and death follows as it must. The greatest sage is a shadow in the evening, moving on the night breeze but barely noticed by the realm of human society.

Christian: Hmm. Again that’s nice poetry, but such rhetorical questions don’t really seem to answer any of my questions. In fact, I might say – and surely your fellow countryman here would agree – that there is much to gain and much to resist in this world.

Daoist: Like what?

Christian: Well, surely the very things Confucian was talking about earlier: social harmony, growth and prosperity, virtuous character for the individual and balanced, harmonious relationships between people. Aren’t these things worth cultivating?

Daoist: Oh, I can certainly agree that these are good things. It’s the “cultivating” that’s the problem. Such ideals as you list come by themselves, but only when we stop trying to make them come.

Christian: So where in this natural process is there a place for organization, or for education, science, medicine, or social welfare. Where is the development of thought or care for the poor?

Daoist: Such things shouldn’t be necessary. Society only needs “organization” when it is corrupted by straying from the Dao. Fish have to spit on one another when the stream dries up, but if we let the water flow they can ignore such interaction.

Christian: And disease? Natural disaster? Would your perfect Daoist, the Daoist sage, ever have tried to stem the floods of the Yellow River? Does he care to try to avert famine? Does he seek a cure to disease? I mean, at least Confucian here seems to be an activist, somebody interested in improving the lot of humanity.

Confucian: My point exactly! Confucians have long been troubled by the fact that you Daoists have no reason to try to help society or relieve the suffering of individuals. Mencius complains that if a Daoist could save society by pulling out one hair, he still wouldn’t do it.
 So if society needs help, if individuals are in dire straits, what?  Do you just do nothing?  Wu-wei; let it be? Great. But what if your child needs a doctor or society needs justice? Daoist does nothing.

Daoist: He does nothing, and thus everything gets done.
 This is the nature of the Dao itself. And when the sage acts with inaction, he harmonizes with the Dao and all things flow naturally in the proper Way.

Confucian: But that is not the nature of the Dao at all. Nor are you describing a virtuous and healthy way of life. It seems to me you Daoists insist on ignoring your true nature, the actual lived relationships we all know in family and society, and thus you abandon your duties to the people around you. Fine, go and “drag your tail in the mud,”
 and all that, but what happens to your children? How do you serve your people? What happens to education, to art, to self-cultivation? I would say that the ideal Confucian, the Confucian Gentleman, acts with virtue and helps to create around himself the natural virtues of human relationship, so that then all things flow naturally in the proper Way.

Daoist: Or you just declare an artificial order that is really all-the-more muddled and chaotic.

Christian: But surely, Daoist, you see Confucian’s point. Surely there just are things in this world that need to be done, important actions in life that must move toward health and harmony. What, for example, would you say about modern medicine, the search for cures for various diseases? Would you not set a broken bone? Would a Daoist have ever discovered the cure for polio?

Daoist: Again, Zhuangzi has some insight here.
 I’m fond, for example, of the stories of the four Daoist masters who all agree that life flows as it must and that life and death are merely part of the order of things. Then, as the stories go, one or another of the masters gets sick, even to the point of death. And what do they do? They accept it. They let it be. “Get back,” one of them yells at the weeping wife and children, “don’t disturb the process of change.”

Christian: I do know those stories and I find them quite consistent with your philosophy. But at the same time, I can’t really accept what you would call the wisdom of the story. I mean, on one level, I can imagine myself accepting my death, telling my family not to grieve, and so on.

Daoist: So you agree.

Christian: No, not at all. Rather I confess a certain willingness to accept my own death in order to contrast that with, say, a reaction to the illness of one of my children. What if the story were that one of the children of Master Lai was ill? What if a five-year-old son had pneumonia? What if he had a snake bite? Are you still willing to say, “Get back!, don’t change anything”? Are you doing to let your child die when you could get help?

Daoist: Well, I admit that seems tougher, but…

Christian: No, it doesn’t just seem tougher. It’s outrageous.

Confucian: Exactly my view. And change it to some miniscule service to the community, some simple effort to grow food during a time of drought, or find a way to organize relief efforts for a town hit by a flood. And more, think ahead about trying to build flood control into a river, rather than simply live with damaging and deadly flooding year after year. Such a scenario, a village of men, women, and children being swept away in a flood, offers a whole new meaning to your notion of going with the flow.

Daoist: I’m not sure I appreciate your humor.

Christian: But, again, you do see Confucian’s point. You have, in a way, a classic problem of evil, a philosophical difficulty in explaining suffering and offering any kind of solution. Merely accepting it is just not a livable ideal.

Daoist: I will not deny that it presents a difficult vision of life. Maybe it takes a true sage to know how to accept changes as they come.

Christian: But my point – our point, really – is that this sagely idea of acceptance just isn’t a good image of the ideal person. 

Daoist: OK. But you both have your own problems with suffering and evil, don’t you?

Confucian: No, not at all!

Christian: Of course I confess I do. A big problem. In fact, I think Confucian has one, too, though we’ll maybe get to that later. But for now, I’m only noting that my “problem of evil,” whatever that means, would be very different. Yours comes down to this dangerous impracticality of having to watch death and destruction and injustice and poverty with a kind of insouciant smile, at least if you’re going to be consistent with your philosophy. Maybe I’ll have to try to explain and defend a Christian view of suffering and evil another time, but for now, my argument remains that you just can’t hold onto your Daoist view of Dao, if it removes too much from our common and healthy care for human life and human happiness.

Confucian: Exactly! By misunderstanding the Dao, making it so aloof from human society and human relationships, you lose all direction of activism and compassion. I see compassion – or benevolence or jen – as intrinsic to what it means to be human, to be one with the Dao.

Daoist: But I can’t help but think that your view of Dao is arbitrarily focused on this great and grand “humanity.” My view of Dao is much more realistic.

Christian: Actually, I sort of agree with you there, Daoist, as I’ve already argued. I don’t think the Confucian view of Dao goes deep enough, and I don’t think your deeper view of Dao helps us live life in a full and virtuous way.

Daoist: So you disagree with us both, but for different reasons?

Christian: Yes. And interestingly, you disagree with each other in the way I disagree with you both. Indeed, the fact that you two have such a basic disagreement is finally part of the problem.

Confucian: I don’t know what you mean by that. 

Christian: Actually, it’s a whole new point, so maybe I can save it for tomorrow. Can we talk again tomorrow?

Confucian: I’ll be here.

Daoist: Me, too.

DAY 3
Christian: Yesterday, we got to the end of our discussion noting a whole complex of disagreements. Daoist thinks the Confucian idea of Dao is too arbitrary, too focused on humanity and society for no good reason, and Confucian thinks the Daoist’s idea of Dao fails to lead sufficiently to virtue and activity, genuine care and compassion – or benevolence – toward other people. And I agreed with both criticisms.

Confucian: Yes, but then you said something enigmatic at the end about how our disagreement, the Daoist’s and mine – is yet a different kind of problem. Explain what you meant.

Christian: OK. I only mean to point out that you two agree in general on the Dao as a natural flow and automatic harmony, but you can’t agree on what that actually looks like. That is, the two of you share a kind of general logic, a logic I don’t even disagree with. You would both say – let me state it my way, and you can say if I’m too confused – that a) there is a “Way” things are by nature, and b) if we would just conform ourselves to that true, ideal nature, then c) we would live healthy, whole and harmonious lives, both individually and corporately. Aren’t you both saying that? If so, then in a way we all – all three of us – agree in this general logic that we need to find our true nature and to enact it.

Confucian: Yes, this is the basic logic of a good analysis of human virtue based on a kind of natural law view. I can suspect you would find it reasonable, since there is clearly a similar line of thinking in Western virtue theory.
Daoist: And I suppose I, too, agree with the general logic, although, again, that whole “virtue” thing Confucian would have us cultivate seems to me faulty. The virtuous “Gentleman” of Confucian thought, with all his social order and formal ritual, seems to me very different from the harmonious whole of life that I envision among the Daoist sages.

Christian: Yes, indeed. I agree. And in a way, that’s my point. For now, though – if I can be so bold as to make the comparison – the Confucian Gentleman and what the Daoist might call a “True Man”
 are both people who have found their true nature and therefore have learned to live spontaneously and rightly. The Confucian Gentleman, once he has cultivated virtue, can do whatever he pleases and it is always right. Similarly – or perhaps analogously – the Daoist sage, having learned to live without resisting the swirling change and harmony of nature, simply responds to his world and lives in harmony with it and with those around him. Right?

Confucian: Well, yes, the logic is parallel, but…

Christian: But – for my point isn’t finished – in the end, you disagree on what that spontaneous and natural life looks like because you disagree on what the Dao looks like. Is that fair?

Daoist: Yes. It’s very Chinese, I think, to see ourselves as merely enacting our nature, not as having to struggle with inherited sin, and all that doctrinal stuff you guilt-laden theists invent. We are much more optimistic and worldly; we just live with our true natures and all’s good.

Christian: But you can’t agree on what your true nature is?

Daoist: Yes, because the Confucians insist on making the Dao into a human model of society instead of the greater flow of nature, and thus they end up with hierarchical relationships and the danger of oppression.

Confucian: Or rather, it’s because the Daoists insist on ignoring their true nature, the actual lived relationships we all know in family and society.

Christian: OK, wait.  Here’s what I see going on. It’s all well and good to talk like we merely have to find the Way of being and then be it. But there are at least two problems with that, namely finding the Way and then being it.

Confucian: What’s that supposed to mean?

Christian: It means that “merely” enacting the Dao requires us to know what the Dao is and then actually to do the enacting in the right way. And that constitutes two difficulties. The first is evident already, namely in the fact that although you both want only to move spontaneously with the Dao, you can’t agree on what that Dao is. If we were to compare all this Chinese thinking to, say, Aristotle…

Confucian: Wait! Just stop there. I knew when I mentioned “virtue theory” before that you would probably try to bring in Aristotle to give us the “right” understanding of human virtue.

Christian: Actually, I have no intention of doing that. I only wanted to noted that here is yet another similar logic: an effort to try to define human virtue, or – if you prefer, Daoist – a good life by appealing to something like our true nature.

Confucian: Yes, it’s similar. But Aristotle came out of that Platonic tradition, believing in the “essence” of being human and all that. That’s way too much metaphysics for me.

Christian: Well, again, I’m not really trying to defend Aristotle. But I am trying to say that his philosophy offers us yet another example of how to derive ideals of human behavior from talk about human nature. And his “metaphysics,” as you call it, might make it a better “virtue theory” than yours, Confucian.

Confucian: How so? Because he somehow got the virtue right and Confucius didn’t?

Christian: No. Again, I don’t really want to defend Aristotle’s conclusions. But I do want to say that he seems to have something you lack.

Confucian: Namely?

Christian: Namely a strong, metaphysical – like it or not – basis for why we are talking about human virtue and not just about the Dao of nature.

Confucian: I don’t understand you.

Christian: I’m saying that the Daoist critique of your view is exactly right, that you want to appeal to the Dao, the Way things are and should be, but can’t seem to explain why it’s so focused on humanity: human virtue, human society, human politics. Aristotle makes no qualms about speaking of the human essence and the rational soul. Yes, it’s maybe too much metaphysics, but it seems to get its human focus less arbitrarily.

Confucian: So you’re not really defending Aristotle. You’re trying to argue that I need a deeper metaphysics, a basis for saying the Dao really does apply to human society and human virtue.

Christian: Yes, I think that’s what you lack, as we’ve said before.

Confucian: Yes, I’ve already seen that argument and don’t quite have an immediate reply. But some Confucians would say maybe there is a deeper humanistic focus in the concept of Tian. Yes, I cautioned about this term before, warning that it doesn’t mean “heaven” in the Christian sense. In the Chinese context it can be taken to mean that there is a great moral reality in the cosmos that wills, in some sense, the morality and social order. Perhaps the famous “mandate of Heaven” does suggest that there is a kind of cosmic order that destines moral kings for greatness and defines the proper order of human virtue. And that means the Dao does apply especially to humanity.

Christian: Yes, I see that. But that is precisely where I think you dare not go. Because you know too well that you are courting the idea of God. Tian has a will? It can “mean” – or intend? – something to happen? Tian cannot be for you a conscious entity, a God. But the more you seek a foundation for humanism in the Dao, the more you sound like a theist, and the less you sound like a theist, the more your humanism seems to be without basis. We’ve already had this argument.

Confucian: Yes. OK, I admit that I do want to have a special grounding for morality beyond social, even Chinese, convention, but I’m reluctant to grant you too much metaphysical realism about the Dao.

 Daoist: Meanwhile, I, for one, think there is a real Dao, if I must put it that way. And I’ve been insisting all along that it doesn’t care a whit for humanity. We say, in fact, that the Dao in some sense is not only before humanity. It is before the gods.

Christian: Right, and this is where your philosophy falls short, as I was arguing yesterday.

Confucian: And suppose I agree with that critique of Daoism. OK. We’ve recapitulated the arguments so far. I still don’t see what you’re getting at today, by saying our disagreement is some kind of special problem.

Daoist: Yes, and suppose I agree that my philosophy can’t find a human application. And suppose Confucian here would be so bold and honest as to agree that his ethical philosophy doesn’t have a basis in the Dao like he thinks it does. What is it you want?

Christian: I’m looking for a way to understand reality, a greater reality than myself and my species, that can be a basis for right and good human behavior. I seek a foundation for morality and social order, just as you do, Confucian, but I don’t yet see strong evidence that you have found it. Daoist agrees. But as I am looking for something humanistic, and not an unlivable randomness. You, Daoist, seem to find the great, inexplicable Dao, but you can’t give us enough human direction just by invoking wu-wei. Confucian agrees.

Confucian: So what are you looking for? God?

Christian: Maybe. Of course I’m not trying merely to assume that theism is true, but if there were a Creator God, we could understand why there is an order to the nature of things greater than ourselves. I can believe there is a God and a Dao.

Daoist: Wait. So you think that a theist can actually believe there is a Dao?

Christian: Yes, indeed! I think the theist can say that God intends there to be a great order of nature and that its patterns and consistency, the great balances of seasons and cycles you observe, Daoist, are quite true and quite meaningful.

Daoist: I like that.

Christian: But at the same time, I can understand why there is an order to things greater than ourselves that is nevertheless concerned about us. We could indeed come to understand how we ourselves are intended to know and follow the Dao. There is in fact moral order in the Dao and we are made, intended, maybe even guided, toward following it.

Confucian: So you want to personify Tian after all.

Christian: I’m not saying I want to. I am suggesting we need to.

Daoist: So you’re saying that if there’s a God that creates the world’s order and means it to be a moral guide for humanity, and if this God somehow cares for humanity and perhaps creates us to be moral beings, suddenly all will be peachy? Now we can easily find moral truth and follow it? I don’t see that happening.

Confucian: Nor do I. I certainly don’t see Christian culture solving all the moral problems of the world or being able to create a perfectly just society, even if you want to add myths about God speaking through prophets and guiding us along with the Holy Spirit.

Christian: But once again, I haven’t said any of that. I have only been trying to show why you both lack enough metaphysical morality, either by missing the metaphysics or by missing the morality. I have by no means argued that I – or “we Christians,” whoever that might be – have managed to become perfectly moral. Indeed, I’ll argue quite the opposite, although I’ll suggest that our moral failure actually supports my worldview more than yours.

Daoist: Wait! What? The Christian culture’s moral failures point to a philosophical failure on our part?

Christian: Well, I’m not exactly saying that. But I did say there was yet a second problem I wanted to address, namely how we follow the Dao.

Daoist: OK, fine. More problems. Maybe we can pick that up tomorrow. But what was your point today?

Christian: Only that we all have problems with a naturalistic ethical system inasmuch as we try to discern what the moral order is and why. We are all trying to give morality a deeper basis and a clearer content, and I think we all fail.

Confucian: So you agree that Christian philosophy fails to find perfect morality as much as any Chinese philosophy?

Christian: Hard to say if it’s “as much,” but that we all fail is clear. You seek – both of you – to find a natural order of ideal human behavior in the Dao, and so do I. And I go on to find the basis of that order in the will of a Creator God. Then, yes, I may also turn to prophets and to the Holy Spirit – those myths you denounced so easily – but not because they remove all moral ambiguity or make me perfect. But in the moral struggle we all share, I have more.

Confucian: I don’t see as you’ve solved our shared moral struggle.

Christian: I didn’t say I had solved it. I said I have more depth, more foundation, more information, and more hope than you two.

Daoist: And yet you admit that we all fail to find and to be what we ought to be?

Christian: Yes, but that is my second point, the strange idea that even our failure is something my religion – or my philosophy or my worldview – helps me understand better than yours does. And that is the argument I think we should address tomorrow.

Confucian: OK, tomorrow then. I’d like to hear what you mean.

DAY 4
Christian: Yesterday I expressed again my dissatisfaction with a Confucian view of human values that seems to require a metaphysical foundation but can’t quite find it. Daoist, too, seemed to think that the Confucian view of the Dao looks too human-centered. Meanwhile, you, Daoist, seem to have a less arbitrarily human idea of the Dao, but for that reason you can’t get a very humanistic ethical picture. And this, I think, is a Confucian criticism of your view. So ironically, I agree with both of you in your critique of the other view, and that leaves me agreeing with neither of you.

Confucian: But you also agree with both of us in a way, don’t you? In fact, you started this whole conversation saying that you agree with the idea of deriving some moral direction from nature. Now you say you don’t agree with either of us?

Christian: I mean that the general program is still reasonable. And if I had to quit being so negative and could be positive about it, I might instead say that I agree with the content of what Confucian finds, and with the metaphysical depth of what you, Daoist, find. Because, in the end, I think the moral ideals that are necessary for real guidance need the kind of content that Confucianism suggests, but it needs the kind of ultimate authority Daoism tries to supply.

Confucian: Well, yes, I see your problem. But I think I can just choose to be satisfied with a moral philosophy that has no such authority.

Daoist: And I can be satisfied with a kind of given order that has no moral direction.

Christian: Well, whatever you two are “satisfied” with, I can’t perhaps argue. I don’t know what to do with someone who doesn’t want anything more than the philosophy they have which, they might admit, falls short.

Confucian: Well, that’s your problem. You’re just too hung up on needing metaphysics behind your morality.

Daoist: I think you’re too hung up on needing human-focused moral content.

Christian: Maybe so. But if I can find a philosophy that offers both – both a deep metaphysical basis for morality and a realistic, human focus – wouldn’t that be the best of both your worlds?

Daoist: I don’t know.  It might be the worst of both our worlds.

Confucian: And what philosophy would that be anyway? Some Christian appeal to the Ten Commandments?

Christian: By no means! I’ve already admitted that a Christian solution to the problems of defining and clarifying the Dao that leads to moral wisdom is not an easy matter. But I do just want to note that there are alternatives that might offer both human moral guidance and deeper metaphysical basis.

Confucian: Then what is your suggestion? That we appeal to Aristotle and St. Thomas instead of Confucius and Zhuangzi, as if they somehow obviously get the metaphysical and moral direction right?

Christian: No, but let me tease you both a little. Suppose I did want to defend an Aristotelian-Thomist view of virtue and human essences. What would you say?

Daoist: If I were to reply, I’d use your own argument against you.

Christian: How so?

Daoist: By showing that their “answers” are just as arbitrary as that of the Confucian.

Christian: Yes. Exactly. Sure, Aristotle and Aquinas work their philosophy through the notion of human nature or the rational soul and end up with virtues, but their virtues are not the same as those of the Confucian. Wisdom and courage? Yes. But not humility. Nothing of filial piety. No ritual propriety. But a kind of aristocratic nobility that is…

Confucian: That is just so Greek. His metaphysics, as you call it, too. You can preach Aristotle all you want, but his philosophy has way too much talk of essences or – referencing Plato – the true Form of things. I’m not talking about that. We don’t need your Western categories to confuse things.

Christian: I know. And in fact I’m not trying to preach any all-too-Greek virtues. Indeed, I am entirely willing to admit that my own philosophical examples here are probably too limited in their viewpoint. But that is now going to be my point.

Daoist: What point?

Confucian: I remember it. You said yesterday that you had a second point. Yes, we all, even you, have a hard time finding the truth about the Dao. But you also said there was a second problem dealing with our inability to follow the Dao.

Christian: Yes. For here’s my observation. We each want to understand our place in the true nature of things so that we can understand what kind of people we ought to me. Yet as we look at Aristotle or St. Thomas, and we come down to the need to define what kind of character traits are the best ideal of being human, the Greek looks all too much like a Greek aristocrat, and the Confucian…

Daoist: Looks all too much like a Chinese aristocrat. That was exactly my point.

Christian: But keep going. Even between you two, where the problem is not “Western categories,” you can’t agree on what finally counts as the ultimate ideal. You might both say that, when one lives in accordance with the Way, one is a Gentleman or a Sage. But you can’t agree on what the “True Man” is like. For example, is the carefully cultivated, formal habit of ritual propriety a virtue of the True Man?

Confucian: Yes.

Daoist: No.

Christian: See? And Aristotle would probably agree here with the Daoist.

Confucian: But again, that’s because he’s too Greek.

Christian: Yet this is my point. If he’s too Greek, how are you not just too Chinese? Or worse: Why are you, Daoist, not just too Daoist, and you, Confucian, just too Confucian? Just as Aristotle seems only to be able to see his limited version of the human essence, you both seem only to be able to see limited versions of the Daoist Dao and the Confucian Dao. It’s all great to think you have some kind of model or ideal or basis for the right way to be human, but you – we – can’t seem to figure out what that is. And the problem isn’t because you’re too Greek.
Daoist: Yes, fine. Suppose you are “too Greek,” and suppose we have our own difficulties being “too Confucian” or “too Daoist.” Maybe that means we should all just shut up. That would be fine with me.

Christian: But even preferring silence, you are subtly taking a more Daoist view.

Confucian: Then I would say, it’s becoming obvious that none of us can quite escape our prejudices. So what? Nobody’s perfect.

Christian: But in fact, it seems to me that both of you really do want to say that some of us are perfect. Look at your concepts of the Gentleman or the “True Man” of Dao that we noted before. Or consider the end of Confucius’ little “autobiography.” At 70 years of age, he says, he can do anything he wants and it’s always the right thing.
 Don’t both of you really think that some people, some sages of the past at least, really become essentially in perfect harmony with the Dao?

Confucian: Yes, indeed! Not only do we insist that the Gentleman, the junzi, is a man of constant, natural virtue, but that we all have that natural goodness innately.

Daoist: I might say that the Daoist sage, too, is a man of natural and total virtue, except that the Confucians have messed up the word ‘virtue’. In Chinese, it’s just de, which might mean “power.” The Daoist sage, we say, can slip the limits of life, transcend space and time, and other cool stuff. I don’t know as I have to take such claims literally, but, yes, the sage is a “True Man.”

Christian: So you both insist that goodness, defined perhaps not as “virtue” but as de, is our human nature?

Confucian: Yes, but I suspect I know where you’re going, so let me add that neither of us says that such fully developed virtue happens automatically. One cultivates it. One develops wisdom and virtue by practice. Your Aristotle thought so, too. But if by “natural goodness” you mean to make some allusion to Mencius, then of course I insist that we are good by nature.

Christian: Yes, that’s where I was headed. Because you Confucians especially think this moral development is itself something natural to us, don’t you? Wouldn’t you say that the potential and direction of natural morality is built into us, like the growth of a plant is already in the seed? Aren’t compassion, shame, respect and a sense of right and wrong just somehow built into our hearts?

Confucian: Yes. That's what Mencius says.

Christian: Then shouldn’t we all be naturally growing in virtue? Indeed, in the kind of virtue you recognize in contrast to what the Daoist or the Aristotelian imagines? Our very disagreements are rooted in the fact that, apparently, bias and prejudice are more truly the seeds in our hearts than the virtues that you would claim as part of who we truly are. It’s the classic Problem of Evil.

Confucian: What do you mean? There’s no “Problem of Evil” here, as if we have to ask why a good God allows suffering.

Christian: Of course you’re right. Your problem is of course quite different from the classic problem in Western theology. We theists have to ask how there can be evil if God is so powerful and good, and of course you have no such theistic problem. But it does appear that you have the problem of explaining how we can be so corrupt and confused if we have all this innate goodness within us.

Confucian: Ah, I see what you mean. And I have an answer. Mencius gives us the metaphor of Ox Mountain. He says that if the mountain fails to be covered by a luxurious forest, it is not because of the mountain’s nature. The mountain, by nature, is full of trees and animals, full of bounty and goodness. But Ox Mountain is now a bald and lifeless mountain because it has been abused by the loggers and the farmers.
 Analogously, we are, in fact, good by nature, but our natural tendency to be virtuous can be blocked by unnatural, corrupt systems of society, failure of leaders to be wise and virtuous, and so on.

Daoist: Some of us think that the Confucian order is the “unnatural, corrupt system of society.”

Confucian: Yes, I know. We’ve had that argument. But surely we all say that if we could agree on what our nature is and what order of life really helps us to cultivate our harmony with the Dao, then we can be optimistic and hopeful that we do in fact become virtuous people, men and women of excellent character, people of spontaneous virtue.

Daoist: If I can say that “spontaneous virtue” means living in harmony with change and letting all things come and go with calm wisdom, then yes. In that sense the Sage and the Gentleman – perhaps like Aristotle’s man of great soul
 – is naturally good.

Christian: But here we are again with a peculiar problem. Even within Confucianism there are wise teachers like Xunzi who think we are not so good by nature and that, to a great extent, we have to be remade by external force to become truly good. And didn’t you, Daoist, argue earlier that the problem with the Confucian idea of society is its tendency to abuse power and position? Isn’t a little naïve to think that somehow we are naturally inclined to be virtuous people, given the rather overwhelming evidence to the contrary?

Confucian: But here you are again being so derogatory. If you want evidence of corruption, you don’t have to look beyond Christianity.

Christian: Again, please, I’m not saying in any way that Christians have ever been somehow exempt from corruption. Quite the contrary. In fact, my point is that this view of natural goodness is surely naïve. You’d think that if we really had this virtuous nature, if there really were this Dao somehow built into our hearts, then it would be a lot more difficult to be as bad as we are. You’d think that if we had a true “human nature,” and if our human nature were truly good, we’d at least be able to agree that we have a nature and that that nature is truly good.  

Confucian: So now you’re saying that if we were truly good by nature then we wouldn’t be having this discussion?

Christian: In a sense, yes. That is, it seems that you both want to be optimistic about our abilities simply to be what we are, and yet in the same breath you seem to have to admit that most people aren’t being it. Indeed, most people, including us, can’t even figure out what “it” is.

Confucian: But you aren’t saying Christians are any better?

Christian: Heavens, no! I’m not saying Christians are any better. Hell, no! I’m only saying that the Christian view of humanity as a corrupted greatness is a lot more realistic.

Daoist: Yea, sure. So here comes your religion’s ugly view of human nature. You dreary Christians have to say that there is no great Dao of our being, that we are all evil by nature, and all that gloomy stuff. I’ve heard all this before from Saint Paul and Saint Augustine,
 and I find it repugnant.

Christian: But I’m not really saying that at all. Indeed, it might surprise you to know that I’m not necessarily denying that there is some great Dao of our moral being. Nor am I saying that our true nature is evil.

Confucian: You’re not? I thought that was basic Christian doctrine.

Christian: No, it really isn’t. In fact, if you read someone like Thomas Aquinas, you find as I’ve hinted that he thought that Aristotle’s view was quite compatible with Christian doctrine. OK, let’s admit that we don’t have to think Aristotle got it perfectly right, but what’s interesting is that Aquinas could say that we are indeed created with a nature that, when cultivated, is good. He can agree fully as a Christian that our natural Way – our Dao, if you will – is wholesome and conducive to a good life, both individually and socially.

Daoist: For crying out loud! Then what have you been yelling at us about?

Christian: I haven’t been yelling. I’ve only been arguing that this view of human nature is not enough to guide us. We can’t seem to get a clear enough picture of who we are to be sure we know the Way. Also, I’ve been arguing that neither of you can give your Dao idea enough real metaphysical basis or content for it to have any authority. And finally, I’ve been arguing that neither of you can really account for why we are so bad at finding this Dao and finally enacting it. I’m arguing that our ability to be good has, perhaps in a variety of ways, become twisted. It is wrong, I think, to say we are sinful by nature; we are good by nature, if you mean to consider how we are created. But that nature is perhaps no longer who we are.

Confucian: But this was just my illustration of the bald mountain.

Christian: No, it isn’t. Because you just don’t have any way to explain how corruption is possible, what blocks this innate goodness, why this natural Dao, the virtue built into our hearts, and so on, is apparently so impossible to cultivate. Heavens! It seems impossible even for us to agree on what it is.

Daoist: But you already admitted that you Christians also can’t agree on exactly what your morality is supposed to be.

Christian: Yes, and I’ll admit it again, at least in a sense. But, as you noted yourself, agreement per se doesn’t prove anything. My point is that we need a philosophy that can take account of the Dao without naively giving it to us easily and completely. I mean, let us all agree that there is a Dao, a proper place and order of human nature, but let us all also admit that it is not a Dao that is easy to discover or easy to cultivate. Let us admit that, while there may indeed be the seeds of virtue in the heart, there are also the seeds of corruption. Let us admit that, while we may and probably should seek to cultivate virtue and character, we can’t quite get it right without further guidance and moral help. And all this, I suggest, is much better explained by a Christian view of fallen humanity than by either a Confucian or a Daoist view.

Confucian:  How so?

Christian: Because we need to believe two things: first that there is some kind of clue to our own goodness just in who and what we are; and second, that there is some problem with us that keeps us both from truly understanding who or what we are and keeps us from truly enacting our better nature.

Daoist: You mean first that there is a true Dao of our natures that can guide us and help us know how to live, but also that there is something wrong with that nature?

Christian: Not quite. I’d say that our nature as created is our true Dao, but that it has indeed become corrupted.

Confucian: But you admitted with the rest of us that you don’t know for sure what our true Dao is.

Christian: I know. And that’s part of the corruption. But my point is that I think I can agree with you that we do have a nature, a good nature. I can agree that there are clues in our hearts that can point us in a good direction. Indeed, I think I can say this even more strongly than either of you.

Daoist: How?

Christian: Because I believe this “nature,” this Dao, the way we truly are and are meant to be, is created by God. You guys both have to sort of postulate this Dao, but you have to leave it as a kind of ultimate being. There is no way to understand if the Dao itself has guidance, if it is somehow just how things are, or if we have any reason to think our natures are good. It’s just what is.

Daoist: Well, isn’t your God-given nature just what is?

Christian: No. It’s the wise and wonderful creation of a living God. We are made in God’s image, we say, not to suggest – need I say this? – that we somehow look like God, but that our abilities to think and create and choose are all infinitely good and meaningful qualities, even if they are also vague and finite. I think I can agree with you, Daoist, that we are made to be in harmony with nature and to live in peaceful, even spontaneous unity with the world around us. But because we are sinners, we no longer live in that unity; indeed, we don’t even know exactly what it ought to look like. And besides that, even if we knew what it ought to look like, there is no guarantee that we could do it. And that, as I say, seems to me to describe our real state of being with nature.

Daoist: I guess I can see that.

Christian: Also, I think I can agree with you, Confucian, that we are made for social interaction and that there are natural and intrinsically good structures to human relationships. But, as with Daoism, I can also say that we don’t fully understand that structure, don’t quite know how it all ought to be, and that even if we did understand it, we would be prone to abuse it and to harm those with whom we ought to be in relationship. This, again, is what we seem to have admitted to be a rather accurate – unfortunately accurate – description of our true state.

Confucian: I see what you mean.

Christian: In fact, I’ll add this: I can say from a Christian point of view that relationship is indeed in our true natures, for relationship is even in the true nature of God, given the doctrine of the Trinity.

Confucian: But, now, surely, you are trying to claim too much Christian dogma.

Christian: Well, sure. I admit it, and I won’t explore that whole Trinity idea for now, though perhaps in a later conversation I would.
 But I hope you see my point. I don’t deny a Dao; indeed, I think I have a better reason for a kind of naturalistic ethics than you do. I said at the beginning that I am kind of fond of a virtue theory-approach to morality. So, I can trust that there is a goodness in human nature because it is created in us by divine design. Moreover, though I have not defended any type of ethical appeal to scripture or divine commandments, if God were to guide humanity in some way, it could be entirely compatible with the idea of a sort of moralistic Dao. There is indeed a “Way” we ought to be, but if we have lost its clarity, perhaps God could speak to us somehow to help us be guided back.

Daoist: That might be nice, I suppose.

Christian: At the same time, I can explain with my philosophy why we can’t seem to understand our nature correctly. Even more so, I think I can understand why we can’t seem to act it out fully. I do not need to assert that we are so utterly evil that every human act is ugly. I don’t think Christian philosophy actually says that. Rather, it seems that humans are by nature kind-of-good, halfway-good. We are, as some have said, “killer angels,”
 because we show ourselves to be truly wonderful and truly corrupted. And this is precisely what the Christian philosophy would predict. So ironically, I can actually agree with some of what you say about our nature and about morality and human ideals based on such a “nature.” But I think I can give it better foundation and better realism by first being a theist.

Daoist: OK.

Confucian: OK.
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