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Mahāyāna Buddhism is one of the most popular religions in East Asia. It reflects
the characteristics of the culture of East Asia and has had a tremendous impact
on the culture(s) of the region. When Christianity was introduced into East Asia,
it did not enter a religious vacuum. Because the people of East Asia have their
own culture, including their worldviews, values, and preunderstandings of religion, it is expected that they may interpret the Christian religion in a way significantly different from the Western interpretation of Christianity. One of these
possible ways of reinterpreting Christianity is facilitated by the Mahāyāna Buddhist framework.
This paper consists of an analysis of the Mahāyāna interpretation of Christianity made by Zhang Chunyi (1871–1955).1 Zhang was a rather well-known
Sinologist who published several commentaries on Chinese classics, including
Mozi, Laozi, and Zhuangzi. Though he had been well trained in Chinese classics,
he was attracted to Christianity, with the hope that Christianity might contribute to the social reform of China. He even received baptism in an Anglican
church in 1905. However, because of his in-depth study of Buddhism and his
disappointment with the actual practices of the Christian churches at that time,
he eventually converted to Buddhism during the 1920s. From that point, he
formally promoted the slogan ‘‘Buddhicizing Christianity’’ (Fohua Jidujiao). His
proposal for Buddhicizing Christianity includes a severe criticism of the ‘‘foreign’’
form of Christianity being ‘‘imported’’ to China mainly by the Western Protestant missionaries who, according to Zhang, preached a simplistic and even distorted ‘‘gospel’’ for they lacked the spiritual training (nei xue, lit., ‘‘inner learning’’) as well as the intellectual ability to understand sophisticated Chinese
philosophy and genuine Christianity. Partially under his influence, some of his
contemporary Chinese Christians were converted to Buddhism. In fact, he published at least eight books on interpreting and reforming Christian doctrines
from the perspectives of Buddhism, Confucianism, and so on.2 He was probably
the most prolific writer on the subject of his generation and one of the pioneers
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in what is now called Mahāyāna theology. This brief outline of his rather unusual religious journey might have indicated the importance of the study of
his Buddhist interpretation of Christianity. However, owing to mainly sociopolitical turmoil as well as the religious atmosphere at that time and in the subsequent decades, his Buddhist interpretation of Christianity has not been formally
studied for decades.
In recent years, more and more studies of Buddhist-Christian dialogue take
place in the Chinese context.3 It is important to study previous cases of
Buddhist-Christian dialogue, Mahāyāna theology, and so on. Some of these cases,
including Zhang’s, have been studied.4 This paper aims to examine Zhang’s
thought critically and to show that although Zhang advocated a Mahāyāna interpretation of Christianity before and after his conversion to Buddhism, his interpretations before and after his conversion to Buddhism are significantly different.
It is proposed that whereas his interpretation before his conversion aimed at the
indigenization of Christianity and thus, the evangelization of the Chinese, his
interpretation after conversion was made with a view to converting the Christians to Buddhism, even though both aimed at the reformulation, or even reform, of Christianity.
zhang’s proposal of ‘‘buddhicizing christianity’’

Zhang was a scholar of classical Chinese literature, active during the Republican
era. He was knowledgeable in Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and Moism.
His study of Moism remains highly regarded.5 Zhang became a Christian and
worked for the Christian Literature Society for China (Guan xue hui) in Shanghai
for some years. He published several books with a view to indigenizing Christian
theology by interpreting it through Chinese philosophical and religious concepts. Zhang’s attempt aimed at reinterpreting Christian doctrines within the
Buddhist framework in order to make Christianity more acceptable to the Chinese. However, in the 1920s, he himself converted to Buddhism and began to
promote his proposal of ‘‘Buddhicizing Christianity’’ (Fohua Jidujiao),6 aiming
to convert Christians to Buddhism.
Because Zhang had in-depth knowledge and first-hand experience of both
Buddhism and Christianity, his lifelong commitment to a Mahāyāna Buddhist
interpretation of Christianity particularly deserves to be studied. Furthermore,
Zhang’s ‘‘Buddhicizing’’ of Christianity is very distinctive, because, unlike
many other comparative studies of a particular doctrine, it endeavors to use Mahāyāna Buddhism as the hermeneutical framework to construct a rather comprehensive Christian systematic theology with Buddhist characteristics.
During the earliest years of the Republican era, Zhang had already advanced
his proposal for ‘‘Buddhicizing Christianity,’’ proposing the use of Mahāyāna
Buddhism and the New Testament to expound the Christian Gospel and doctrine. Underlying Zhang’s proposal was his assumption that authentic Christianity (zhen Jidujiao) was not different from Buddhism, and that without studying
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Buddhism, one could not understand the Christian mystery. Zhang also criticized the Western missionaries in China at that time for being poor in cultural
cultivation and greedy for money. However, the most serious problem, according to Zhang, remained their entire misunderstanding and misinterpretation
of the Gospel of Jesus. Furthermore, they believed that the Gospel and Chinese
culture were contradictory and conflicting, failing to understand that without
knowledge of Chinese culture, including Mahāyāna Buddhism, it was utterly
impossible to have a proper understanding or interpretation of the profound
and esoteric meaning of the Gospel.
Although Zhang’s slogan ‘‘Buddhicizing Christianity’’ was formulated only
after his conversion to Buddhism, his Buddhist reinterpretation of Christianity
was scattered in his earlier writings. As early as 1915, Zhang had already found
that Christianity was in need of the teaching proclaimed by Christ, but that the
Christian truth had been frozen for nearly two millennia after St. Paul the Apostle. Largely owing to this reason, Christianity had been present in China for
nearly three centuries without being widely accepted by the intellectuals. Given
the fact that Buddhism was even more well received and developed in China
than in India, should Christians be able to make use of the wisdom of Chinese
culture, one would hope that a reformulated Christianity could be equally integrated into the Chinese culture.7 Zhang’s aim was to use Mahāyāna Buddhism as
a hermeneutical framework, complemented by other Chinese religious philosophy, to expound the content of the Gospel of the New Testament, with a view
to promoting both Buddhism and Christianity.
After his conversion to Buddhism, Zhang insisted that, upon closer scrutiny,
the Christian truth was not different from Buddhism. However, his attitude
toward Christianity became increasingly critical. Occasionally, he argued that
Christianity, in its dim history of two millennia, had not only failed to manifest
its doctrine, but also produced an extremely harmful ‘‘foreign religion’’ (yang
jiao), by which Zhang referred primarily to Western Christianity. Zhang thus
proposed, ‘‘Should one fail to study Buddhism, one definitely cannot profoundly
understand Christianity, not to say reforming the misinterpreted pseudoChristianity (wei Jidujiao) into the authentic Christianity.’’8
It is little wonder that Zhang blamed the preacher-training seminaries for
‘‘the lack of comprehensive knowledge, the acceptance of customary as right,
the indispensable dependence on the church for living, and the students’ loss of
moral character.’’9 He encouraged theology students to study more Chinese classical literature, to work on one of the Chinese religious traditions first and the
other religions later, so as to become an indigenous Chinese preacher. Zhang
also stated in concrete terms the criteria for being a Chinese preacher: (1) a university degree; (2) readiness to forsake all secular affairs; (3) willingness to select
and diligently study a number of Confucian, Taoist, and Moist writings; (4)
willingness to select and study the literature of the Nature school of Buddhism
(the school of Emptiness), a school bearing a close resemblance to Christianity;
(5) readiness to study the literature of the Fa-xiang school of Buddhism (the
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Yogācāra/Consciousness-Only school); (6) the desire to continue the study for up
to ten years, or at least five to six years.10 It is worthy of note that Zhang did not
ask the preachers to study at the theological seminary, nor did he recommend
any Christian literature to them. He even suggested that the learning of Mahāyāna Buddhism and Chinese religious philosophy would be more than sufficient for the training of Chinese Christian preachers, while formal training in
Christian theology was not necessary.
According to Zhang, the Christian emphasis on faith instead of elaboration of
the doctrines, similar to that of the Pure Land school of Buddhism, enabled
Christianity to be widely accepted by those with a lower capacity for truth.
However, the Gospel preached was usually imperfect and would easily lead to
the attachments of self and dharma. In contrast, the Buddhist teaching expounded all the truths and utterly eradicated attachments to self and dharma.
The fundamental Buddhist doctrines, such as the causality of the past, present,
and future, as well as the six destinies of transmigration, were unknown in
Christianity. The Buddhist doctrines, therefore, were urgently needed as a remedy for the deficiencies of Christianity. Besides, the New Testament was poorly
organized and full of obscure expressions, and needed urgently to be revised by
the learned. In contrast, in the Buddhist sūtras, not a single word was without
significance. Furthermore, Zhang also criticized the theological indigenization
made by his contemporaries who attempted to explicate Christian theology
solely through Confucian classics. According to Zhang, because they lost sight
of the writings of Laozi, Zhuangzi, Mozi, and the Buddhist canonical scriptures,
Christians would be regarded as poorly read and ignorant.11
Zhang’s proposal of ‘‘Buddhicizing Christianity’’ has two main goals: first, to
reform the ‘‘foreign religion’’ into ‘‘authentic Christianity’’ by eliminating its absurdities, and, second, to reform the expedient teaching of Christianity to reveal
the true meaning of Christian doctrines, to supplement the deficiencies of the
Christian doctrines with the Mahāyāna Buddhist teachings, and finally, to assist
the evolution of Christianity into Mahāyāna Buddhism, by supplementing it
with the Confucian, Taoist, and Moist classics.12 In practice, both goals could
be carried out simultaneously. Perhaps we may analyze and summarize the contents of Zhang’s Buddhicizing Christianity into three aspects:
1. To rectify the errors generated by Western Christianity. This is shown in
Zhang’s classification of doctrines and differentiation of the ‘‘foreign
religion’’ and ‘‘authentic Christianity.’’
2. To unearth the hidden truths in the New Testament, and to eliminate or
revise the erroneous and contradictory views in the New Testament.
While studying the New Testament, he always evaluated the validity of
the verses according to the teachings of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Once,
when Zhang attempted to encourage a woman to read the Buddhist
scriptures, he said, ‘‘After you have read more Buddhist scriptures, you
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will be able to distinguish clearly the virtues, drawbacks, and falsities in
the text, as well as the absurdity of the missionaries.’’13 He further
expressed his intention to write a Biblical commentary, in order to
expound the unknown, but profound, truths in the Bible—an intention
possibly fulfilled in his book Fuyin miyi (The Esoteric Meaning of the
Gospel), published in 1927.
3. To integrate the points of view of Chinese religious philosophy, especially
Mahāyāna Buddhism, into Christian theology. For example, Zhang
identified Christian prayer with Buddhist meditation, compared the
notion of rebirth in Christ with the Ch’an Buddhist concept of ‘‘Great
Death,’’ explained the prophetic role of Jesus through the Buddhist
perspectives of the mundane and the transcendent dharmas, and
explained the origin of sin/evil in terms of the Yogācāra Buddhist
doctrine of the storehouse of consciousness (ālayavijñāna), grasping the
thought-center consciousness (manasvijñāna).14 Most remarkably, Zhang
tried to employ Mahāyāna Buddhism as an interpretive framework to
explain Christology, the doctrine of the Trinity, and soteriology with a
view to developing a unique ‘‘Buddhistic Christianity’’ with Chinese
philosophical characteristics distinct from the Western Christian
tradition.
The entire proposal of Buddhicizing Christianity comprised three aspects. Zhang
did not build up a theological system for Buddhicizing Christianity, but on the
basis of the discussions in his various writings, we are still able to recognize the
essential features of his ‘‘Buddhistic Christian theology.’’
Zhang’s Buddhicizing of Christianity is a rather comprehensive program, encompassing Christology, soteriology, the doctrine of God, pneumatology, the
doctrine of the Trinity, and biblical hermeneutics.15 Because Zhang’s pneumatology has been discussed elsewhere,16 this paper will focus on Zhang’s Buddhistic biblical hermeneutics and Christology. While the former can be understood
as part of the methodology of Zhang’s Buddhicizing Christianity, the latter can
be perceived as its fruit. A discussion of these two foci may demonstrate how
Christianity and East Asian culture(s) interacted in his thought.

a buddhist exegesis of the bible

Zhang’s Buddhicizing of Christianity was based on two elements: Chinese religious philosophy, especially Mahāyāna Buddhism, and the Christian Bible. Before his conversion, Zhang had often used biblical verses as the pivot for proving
the similarity between the Bible and Mahāyāna Buddhism, asserting that Mahāyāna Buddhism was the best annotation of the Bible. He also believed that
the revelations recorded in the Old and New Testaments, especially those about
the Son of God ( Jesus), were written by human beings under the inspiration
of the Holy Spirit.17 Although Zhang continued to quote biblical verses after
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his conversion to Buddhism, he became much more critical. In his words, the
Bible available at the time was full of misrepresentations of Jesus’s teachings,
and those misrepresentations had to be rectified by Mahāyāna Buddhism.18
Most of Zhang’s quotations from the Bible were taken from the New Testament. After his conversion, he seldom used the Old Testament, except for the
purpose of criticizing Judaism. In comparison with the New Testament, he considered the elaboration of Christian doctrines in the Old Testament (e.g., the
Holy Spirit) less comprehensible and regarded the Old Testament as being ‘‘the
history of the Jews in the savage state with the superstition that the devil is
the only God. The whole book is full of sexual promiscuity, mutual annihilation,
and absolutely preposterous scenes.’’19 What the Old Testament recorded was
principally acts of revenge, murder, and fights. The tragedy was that, because
there were no other books available, the Jews did not realize that their souls
were already bound by it. Zhang proposed that the Old Testament ‘‘should be
abandoned. If not, most of it should be edited out. As in Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism, it is not unusual to abolish the corrupt texts.’’20
Zhang was particularly discontent with the Ten Commandments (Exodus
20:3–17), which, according to him, were ‘‘the source of delusion and confusion
in the ‘foreign’ religion.’’21 The first four commandments were the greatest hindrance to the truth, while the other six represented the lowest level of mundane
truth, in which only affairs related to the physical body were mentioned. Although it was feasible to retain the last six commandments, they would not contribute to eternal life.22 Zhang pointed out that Jesus abolished the first four
commandments in his teachings. Only the last six were preserved, as they were
the minimum standards for preserving humanity.
With regard to the New Testament, Zhang maintained that only the four
Gospels, as books describing the life and teachings of Jesus, could be regarded
as the ‘‘New Testament’’ and Christian ‘‘scriptures’’ ( jing, sūtra). Other books,
including the letters of Paul, in which events occurring after Jesus’s ascension
were recorded, could only be called Christian ‘‘treatises’’ (lun, Abhidharma), not
‘‘scriptures.’’ They are useful for explaining the meaning of the sūtras and thus
should be kept within the canon, but they remain of lower status than the Gospels. In this fashion, the ‘‘New Testament,’’ in the strictest senses of the word,
should not include the letters of Paul, but only the Gospels. As argued by
Zhang, the contents of the Gospels, in comparison with the Confucian, Buddhist, and Taoist classics, constituted an insignificant amount.23 Besides, the
written Gospels could not be equated with the authentic Gospel preached by
Jesus. At best, they might be regarded as the superficial and secondary New Testament. The supreme New Testament, which had no written record, comprised
the original teachings of Jesus on self-denial, altruism, and the shedding of one’s
blood for others.24 For that reason, Zhang further elaborated that ‘‘the New Testament’’ should not be referred to as ‘‘the Gospels.’’ To claim that the Gospels
could be equated with the New Testament was only to demonstrate one’s ignorance about the true meaning of the New Testament, for Jesus founded the New
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Testament without relying on written text. The records in the Gospels, containing expedient, biased, confused, foreign, and unclear contents, were nothing
more than the dregs of the Gospel truth.25 Moreover, Zhang claimed that the
Gospels were incapable of fully illustrating the truth, since their accounts of
Jesus’s works covered a span of three years only. Also, because the authors were
not well educated, the esoteric meanings of the Gospel truth had not been
expounded properly. What Zhang attempted to argue was that if the ‘‘New
Testament’’—that is, the true Gospel of Jesus—were really included in the
Bible, it should comprise the four Gospels only. The other books could only be
treated as ‘‘treatises’’ illustrating and interpreting the teachings of Jesus. Yet, the
problem remained that even in the Gospels, the actual contents related to the
true Gospel of Jesus were very limited, and the full picture of the Gospel was
not presented. For Zhang, the true Gospel of Jesus was embraced in the doctrines of Confucianism, Taoism, Moism, and Buddhism in China.26
Among the four Gospels, Zhang argued that the Gospel According to John
was the closest to the doctrine of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Encompassing the height
of the Hua Yan school and the width of the Pure Land school, the Gospel According to John was concise in wording, yet rich in meaning, and was comprehensible to sentient beings of all ability. In contrast, the three remaining Gospels were hollow, expedient teachings. For instance, Zhang quoted John 10:30,
10:34, 14:10, and 17:21 many times in order to demonstrate that the Bible had
already established the doctrine of the unity of human being and God in the beginning, the ontological unity of human being and God. For this reason, Zhang
called the Gospel According to John the foundation of Christianity (jing jiao).27
Also highly recommended by Zhang were the Letters of Paul, especially Ephesians and Colossians. Zhang claimed that the Buddhist notions such as wonderful reality and true emptiness, universal inclusion, the mutuality of one and
many, and unlimited manifoldness were evident in those books. Zhang commented that the Synoptic Gospels were not able to express the true Gospel exhaustively, whereas the Gospel According to John was more precise. However,
not until the Letters of Paul was the mystery of the Gospel more clearly illustrated.28 The verse most frequently quoted by Zhang was Ephesians 4:6, regarded as the finest illustration of the assumption that God is the human being’s
own heart-mind, as well as the One True Realm of Dharma permeating the
whole universe.
It is obvious that Zhang placed more emphasis on the study of principle (li
xue) than on the study of scriptures (jing xue). For Zhang, whether the Bible
was ‘‘holy’’ depended totally on its compatibility with Mahāyāna Buddhism, especially its doctrine of salvation. Zhang pointed out that Paul had the most thorough understanding of the Gospel, because he concentrated on conveying of the
spirit instead of the external form of teachings. The founder of Buddhism, Śākyamuni, preached for forty-nine years without writing down anything or clinging
to fixed formulas in order to prevent the misunderstanding of his teachings
through their being limited by letters. Hence, the key to Biblical exegesis was
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‘‘not to emphasize the words, but to focus on the principle only.’’29 Whoever
confines the New Testament (as a principle) to the written words of the New
Testament confines the New Testament, as well as the Way of Christ. For instance, if one holds that ‘‘the Lord’s Prayer’’ is already absolutely perfect, one is
defying the fundamental teaching of Christ, for he or she has lost sight of the
fact that the prayer stresses only confession, thanksgiving, the seeking of help
from the Holy Spirit, self-help, and the helping of others.30
Zhang proposed that when reading the writings of the sages (including the
Bible), one must unite one’s own heart with that of the sages, the effect of which
would be tantamount to restoring the sages to life and thus benefiting future
generations. The failure of the people in America and Europe was due to their
inaccessibility to the Confucian, Taoist, Moist, and Buddhist classics. Despite
the fact that Christianity has existed for two thousand years, the true light of
Christ was not discerned after Paul. Unfortunately, the missionaries were so
stubborn that they misinterpreted and provided only a partial understanding
of the New Testament by confining themselves to literal representation, causing
the precious, inexhaustible, and living New Testament to become a piece of dead
writing. For this reason, their proclamations were far from the teachings of authentic Christianity.31 Zhang urged that in order to learn the truth, one could
not be confined to the written word. On the contrary, through what was written,
one should penetrate into the unspoken meaning. As in the New Testament, the
Mahāyāna sūtras in themselves were also merely pieces of writing incapable of
saving the world. One who really understood the Buddhist sūtras or the Bible
would correlate his or her inner Buddha or Christ with the meanings of the
text to realize it through them.32 No matter whether it was the Buddhist sūtras
or the Bible, the true meanings had to be united with one’s own heart-mind.
The New Testament set by Jesus Christ transcended both written and spoken
language. Therefore, to consummate Christianity—that is, to realize the Buddhicizing of Christianity—it was necessary to break through the confinement of
language and to search for the verses compatible with the school of Mind of Mahāyāna Buddhism. As described by Zhang, ‘‘to search for the truth transcending
the words, you will find the truth in the language; to search for the truth confined in the words, you will not find the truth in the language.’’33
In the final analysis, although Zhang’s Buddhicizing of Christianity was
based on two elements, Mahāyāna Buddhism was always given top priority. Further, his use of the Bible was selective as the Buddhicizing of Christianity accepted only those verses compatible with Mahāyāna Buddhism.
buddhicized christology

Differing significantly from classical Christology, Zhang’s Buddhicized Christology seldom touched upon the traditional issue of whether and how the divine
and human natures are united in Christ. This may be due to the fact that, for
him, the concepts of divinity and humanity were merely theoretical constructs
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that had no independent existence in themselves. Because Zhang did not consider divinity and humanity from an essentialist point of view, the issue of Jesus
Christ’s possession of a perfect human nature and a perfect divine nature did not
suggest a serious contradiction. In addition, Zhang believed that even an ordinary human being could also become God, so much so that Jesus Christ could
simultaneously be fully human and fully God.
Jesus: One of the Many Christs
A corollary of Zhang’s understandings of humanity and divinity is the view that
‘‘Christ’’ is not the exclusive title of Jesus. Rather, everybody can be called
Christ, and Jesus is merely one of those who have acquired the title of ‘‘Christ.’’
Although Jesus is a relatively special and significant figure among the numerous
Christs, he does not monopolize the status of Christ. After his conversion to
Buddhism, Zhang refused to call Jesus the only Son of God, for Zhang believed
that all of the people in the world shared the status of God, and Jesus was simply
one of them. Further, other animals were also children of God, and all lives were
originally God. So, ‘‘son of God’’ could not be a title exclusive to Jesus.34 To
claim that Jesus was the only son of the Father and that he alone was in God
would be unfair to all human beings. Thus, the belief that Jesus was the Only
Son of the Father was nothing but a superstition representing the Christ of the
‘‘foreign religion.’’ Initially, Jesus had been an ordinary human being, who,
owing to his revolutionary spirit, attempted to reform the old Jewish religion to
a new religion and thus became a great revolutionist.35 Moreover, even if Jesus
had worked tirelessly and earned recognition as a Buddhist ascetic, he would
never have been compared with the greatness of Śākyamuni and Confucius.
Therefore, the Christian church’s calling Jesus alone the Lord was actually restricting of the lesser and forgetful of the greater.36
Zhang suggested that even though all sentient beings shared the same divine
status and that Jesus was not superior to us in an ontological sense, Jesus was
still different from us because of moral practice. Whereas Jesus was capable of
becoming Christ because of his meditation and cultivation, ordinary people
failed to become Christ because they did not have the thorough understanding
of the principle of emptiness or serious cultivation.37 Generally speaking, all
human beings were identical with God, but they were restrained and blinkered
by their bodies and thus unable to be united with Heaven. In contrast, Jesus was
admirable, because he was an awakened one, capable of eliminating all defilements (kleśa) and seeing the Buddha-nature inside with an enlightened heart.
In fact, all human beings had the same capacity as that of Jesus. Consummating
God’s universal love for the people of the world, Jesus set himself as an example
for the people so that they could follow him and realize the Christs in their own
hearts.38 The blood of Jesus Christ was shed for the purpose of resurrecting our
inner Christs. The task of Jesus was to let people know that they already possessed all ‘‘trueness.’’ Only if they exhibited this faithfully would they be united
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with God.39 The reason that the cross of Jesus was precious was not due simply
to his death, but also to his flawless life before he died, which served as an example as well as a means to restore people’s true human nature.40
Is Jesus Christ, then, the incarnation of the Logos (Tao)? Zhang’s answer
was both affirmative and negative. From an ontological perspective, the answer
was affirmative. Supported by Ephesians 4:6, Zhang stated that the bodies of all
people and all living beings were from the Tao. He pointed out that just as
Zhuangzi intended to convey that ‘‘The Tao is omnipresent; nothing is not produced by the Tao,’’41 all living creatures could be regarded as ‘‘incarnations,’’
and all bodhisattvas and sages were the manifestations of Tao. Jesus was simply
one of those. Zhang also stated that the great Tao possessed by Jesus was not the
sole property of Jesus; otherwise, the Tao would have left the world at the time
of Jesus’s Ascension.42 From a moral perspective, Zhang’s answer was negative.
As a revolutionist of Judaism, through his practice of the moral principles, Jesus
transformed the personal God in Judaism into an impersonal, inaccessible true
Suchness, and one’s own heart. In this way, the Tao did not become flesh, but
rather the flesh became the Tao.43 Accordingly, from an ontological perspective,
all living beings were incarnations of the Tao from a moral point of view only.
The Meaning of the Cross
With regard to Jesus’s death on the cross, Zhang opposed the penal substitution
theory in favor of the interpretation of setting an example for Christians to follow. Zhang believed that penal substitution was an erroneous teaching of the
‘‘foreign religion,’’ rather than the position of authentic Christianity. He stated
that ‘‘nowadays Christians naively claim that Jesus’s blood is the ransom of human sin; without knowing the Heaven’s will, one cannot be a noble person.’’
Whereas a noble person makes earnest efforts to stand on one’s own feet, the followers of the ‘‘foreign religion’’ always ask for help from others.44 Zhang contended that the erroneous teaching of penal substitution reflected the foreign religion’s inheritance of the cruelty of the Jewish God in the Old Testament. As
he stated, ‘‘cruelty is the reason of the Jewish God’s determination to let his
son’s blood be the ransom for human sin. He treated his son inhumanely and
would not forgive all human beings. When there is neither propriety nor righteousness, how can there be mercy?’’45 Jesus came and attempted to rectify the
situation by making God merciful. Unfortunately, as the disciples did not understand Jesus’s intention, they were bound by their old inheritance.
According to Zhang, the claim made by the ‘‘foreign religion’’ that human
being could be redeemed by Jesus alone and thus, become sinless was not only
absurd and ridiculous, but also harmful to the true teaching.46 The assumption
of penal substitution was wrong on two accounts: first, the true God (God in
one’s own heart-mind) would not appreciate such a brutal sacrifice, and, second,
no matter whose blood was shed, a human being could never be redeemed by the
blood of another because human sin could not be absolved by blood, but only by
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the repentance and good deeds of the sinners. The notion of ‘‘forgiveness’’ was an
unreal teaching that attracted people to worship and to serve an unreal God,
while the real way to deal with sin was through ‘‘repentance.’’47 Moreover, penal
substitution and judgment were two erroneous concepts that could not be upheld simultaneously. First, both concepts were against religious truth, as all fortune and misfortune were the consequence of our moral or immoral deeds.
While the outcome was in our own hands, judgment was simply the Buddhist
expression of the principle of causality and retribution. Second, why would God
wish to judge human beings on the one hand, and provide penal substitution on
the other?48 As proof that the assumption of penal substitution was fallacious,
Zhang quoted Matthew 7:21–23, in which Jesus warned that not everyone who
addressed him as ‘‘Lord, Lord’’ would be known by him.49
As Jesus’s death on the cross could not redeem sinners, Zhang believed, even
the placing of the crosses of the believers themselves would not be able to redeem their own sins, because salvation required repentance and the elimination
of craving and desires. This was the intangible cross to be borne by the people of
the world throughout their entire lives. To place Jesus on the cross was nothing
but a sign of the cruelty and ignorance of the Jews.50 If Zhang were right in this
respect, then what was the meaning of the cross? Zhang contended that the
meaning was threefold. A partial and derivative meaning was the representation
of a kind of altruistic act when it was impossible to be nonself. A more profound
meaning was the demonstration of the uselessness of the physical body and its
presence as the source of suffering. Realization of this will lead to the overcoming of the attachments to the self and to dharmas, and to the understanding that
altruistic acts benefit oneself. Another profound meaning was the elimination of
the four types of defilements (kleśa), namely self-love, self-delusion, view of self,
and self-conceit. We notice that among these three meanings there was no implication of penal substitution; instead, the Buddhist doctrine of salvation was
assumed. From the viewpoint of the profound meaning of the cross, Zhang highlighted the implication that the Buddha had also borne the cross for forty-nine
years, and that Jesus was not the only one to bear it.51
According to Zhang’s interpretation, the purpose of the sacrifice of Jesus on
the cross was principally the elimination of attachments to self and dharmas. To
bear the cross means seeing the emptiness of self and dharmas, and thus being
free from the two attachments. Zhang believed that the meaning of the sacrifice
of Christ on the cross was not vicarious satisfaction for humankind, but demonstration of self-sacrifice, comparable to the Buddhist teachings of giving up one’s
own body to save sentient beings, eliminating the self of the five skandha, and
attaining the true self of nonself.52 Because all sentient beings are caught in the
four errors of clinging to a self (avasthā) and the four wrong perceptions of ego
mentioned in the Diamond Sūtra, they cannot remove the sin-karma (zui ye) inherited from previous lives while at the same time adding to the sin-karma of
the future. In other words, they are submerged in the sea of birth and death.
The most effective resolutions used by Jesus are nonself, the elimination of at-
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tachments, and the cleansing and restoration of purity.53 Zhang believed that
the primary hindrance of the human being was the physical body, and the solution was to abandon the physical body and to attain the realm of nonexistence
of self and the dharma. The cross of Jesus was to exhibit the mystery of selfsacrifice. As long as one is ready to sacrifice oneself, he or she is able to overcome
the attachments of self and dharma so as to consummate the work of salvation.
As stated by Zhang, the redemption of Jesus was not penal substitution, but
moral example. The main purpose of Jesus’s death on the cross was to set an
example of nonself and sacrifice. When one was inspired by the work of Jesus
(Christ) to follow his example of nonself, the radiance of human nature would
be revealed gradually. In this case, the sacrifice of Jesus would guide us to overcome our attachments to our bodies and their desires; in this sense, Jesus
removed the source of sin by crucifying his body on the cross.54 Further, the
resurrection of Jesus tells us that birth and death have no independent selfexistence. Birth and death are dependently co-arising, and so human beings
should not be attached to them. Zhang said, ‘‘Jesus’s crucifixion on the cross
sets an example of the overcoming of birth and death.’’55 The people of the
world fear death and are attached to life without knowing that originally there
is neither birth nor death because all things are dependently co-arising; only nobirth, which is also eternal life, is the final resting place of the human being.
The resurrection of Jesus is a model of eternal life which is no-birth and nodeath, so that human being shall no longer fear death. Therefore, in explaining
why Jesus called himself the son of man, Zhang proposed that because all Buddhas were evolved from human beings, whoever fulfilled the human way was a
pious child of all Buddhas.56 For this reason, the son of man was also the son of
the Buddha. Only those who could really put into practice the Way (Tao) could
be called the son of human being and the true son of all Buddhas. Jesus manifested himself in the world because he wanted to show the way to become a true
son of man/son of the Buddha to all human beings.
Jesus Is a Bodhisattva
The other aspect of Zhang’s Mahāyāna interpretation of Jesus Christ was the consideration of Jesus as a bodhisattva of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Zhang stated,
‘‘Christ is originally a bodhisattva’’ and called Jesus Christ the bodhisattva saving oneself and others, an awakened bodhisattva, the bodhisattva in the pure
land beyond the three realms, and so on, who came to the world to save all living beings according to the bodhisattva path. He taught people to eliminate
the three poisons—craving, ill will, and delusion—with all their soul and
strength.57 A bodhisattva is the ideal moral character of Mahāyāna Buddhism
and is essentially the same as a Buddha, the enlightened one. The only difference
is that a bodhisattva, having attained enlightenment, prefers to remain in the
world instead of retiring from it for the sake of transforming and saving all living beings. Therefore, unlike a Buddha, who is free from all troubles in the
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world, a bodhisattva is still troubled by worldly affairs, though without being
hindered by them. In fact, a bodhisattva can become a Buddha at any time,
but, for the benefit of all living beings, a bodhisattva chooses to remain in the
world actively to assist humankind instead of becoming a Buddha immediately.
This is why a bodhisattva is honored and occupies an extremely high position in
Mahāyāna Buddhism. To call Jesus Christ a bodhisattva is to regard him as an
enlightened person who has already attained Buddhahood but for the sake of saving all living beings has chosen to remain in the world to practice the bodhisattva path. Thus, Zhang’s account of Jesus as a bodhisattva is actually an endorsement of Jesus’s salvation from Buddhist perspective.58
Zhang pointed out that Jesus’s compassion and manifestation as Christ to
teach all living beings was very similar to that of Avalokiteśvara, a bodhisattva
widely worshipped by the Chinese as a female goddess by the name of Kuan-yin.
The determination of Jesus to save the suffering was no different from that of
Avalokiteśvara. ‘‘In accordance with the way Avalokiteśvara manifests himself
in thirty-two different forms according to the various states of sentient beings,
Jesus manifests himself as Christ in order the teach the people of the world.’’59
At this point, we may detect Zhang’s appreciation of the work of Jesus. Zhang
further explained that the descriptions in the Bible that are incompatible with
the bodhisattva image of Jesus (e.g. Mark 3:5) are the result of the mistakes of
the authors of the Gospels. They might have misrepresented the events, or were
deeply influenced by the Jewish culture, or had no knowledge whatsoever of Mahāyāna Buddhism.60
The difference between Jesus and other bodhisattvas in Buddhism, according to Zhang, was his intent to preach and explain the Buddhist teachings in
western Europe. Because they had never heard of the Buddhist teachings, nor
had they been nourished by Confucian, Taoist, and Moist thought, the Europeans and Americans had only a feeble ground. They knew only the primitive
idea of God of Judaism and believed in him, and were then lost in confusion,
warfare, and avarice. Therefore, Jesus was born in Judea and prepared to preach
in the West.61 As a bodhisattva, Jesus had mercy on the Westerners and vowed
to become manifest in Judea and preach the truth of Mahāyāna Buddhism. In
Zhang’s own words:
What is the status of Jesus in Buddhism? Out of ignorance, the missionaries falsely called him God and considered him as superior to the sages,
including the Buddha Gautama, Laozi, Confucius, and Mozi. What an
error! Jesus is basically a human being, whose nature is not different from
that of the Buddha, Laozi, Confucius, and Mozi, and all animals. They
are all in one being with God. With regard to his original status, it is impossible to know if he is a bodhisattva or an ordinary human being with a
noble character. But with regard to his manifestation, he has shown his supernatural power, but this is only a manifestation of bodhisattva, rather
than that of the Buddha. Similarly, Laozi, Confucius, and Mozi are all
manifestations of the dharmakāya but have never shown the outlook of the
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Buddha. This is because in one kalpa in one land, there cannot be two
Buddhas. So after Śākyamuni, Jesus was born in Judea, because he had
pity on the people in the Western world who did not have a firm foundation to receive the profound Buddhist teaching, and had never learned
the teachings of Laozi, Confucius, and Mozi. Therefore, he manifested as
Christ according to the causation of time and place, reformed Judaism,
transformed the brutality of God into mercy and prepared for the way to
turn the wheel of the dharma two thousand years ago.62
In Zhang’s view, Jesus’s status was the same as that of the Chinese sages. The
characteristics they shared were of bodhisattvas rather than the Buddha. They
were all in one being with God and their nature was the same as all living
beings. Merely because of the facts that there could not be two Buddhas in one
place, and that in the West there was no Confucian, Taoist, Moist, or Buddhist
truth preached, Jesus decided to be born in Judea, so as to reform the error of
Judaism first, and then to spread the true teaching of Mahāyāna Buddhism to
the West. Furthermore, Zhang noticed that Jesus’s perfect and profound teaching was very close to the teachings of Buddhism, and so it was likely that Jesus
might have learned Buddhist wisdom in India between the ages of 12 and 30.63
On the conception of Jesus as bodhisattva, Zhang still held that Jesus was the
savior, who lived in the world with great compassion, taking away the craving,
ill will, and delusion of the people of the world, saving them from falling and
guiding them to eternal life. Nevertheless, the status and work of Jesus as the
savior was interpreted in terms of a Buddhicized soteriology.64

conclusion and evaluation

It is rather important to note that Zhang’s understanding of Christianity was
based mainly on his own reading of the Bible as well as the form of Protestantism he came across in China. Zhang was far from well versed in the history of
Christian thought, not to mention his rather biased understanding of Judaism
and taking the Old Testament and Judaism as equivalent. However, Zhang’s
‘‘Buddhicizing’’ of Christianity, in some aspects, was not completely new in the
history of Christian thought. Although Zhang usually did not make reference to
any Christian theologian in the West, it remains recognizable that there are
some similarities between his ideas and those of some Christian theologians in
the past. His criticism of the penal substitution theory of atonement in favor of
a moral example theory of salvation sounds very similar to that of Peter Abelard
of the Middle Ages and some theologians of the modern time.65 His despisement of the Old Testament together with Judaism, although mainly shaped by
his study of Chinese Philosophy, especially the Mahāyāna Buddhism in China, is
reminiscent of that of Marcion and the bias against Judaism that was widespread
in German Protestant theology especially during the first half of the twentieth
century.66 What renders Zhang’s theological position rather unique is his belief
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that only Mahāyāna Buddhism and Chinese religious philosophy can solve the
problem brought by the ‘‘foreign religion.’’
From the very beginning, Zhang intended to develop an indigenous Christianity for the Chinese, to transform Western Christian theology through Mahāyāna Buddhism to rediscover the truth in the New Testament. For this reason,
the whole proposal of Buddhicizing Christianity was primarily an effort to establish an indigenous Chinese Christian theology with Mahāyāna Buddhist
resources. It is Zhang’s assumption that Mahāyāna Buddhism had already successfully indigenized into the Chinese society and became an essential part of
Chinese culture. It is also widely shared by many of Zhang’s contemporaries
that Buddhism had become a Chinese religion, one of the three teachings (san
jiao) of China, alongside Confucianism and Taoism. For Zhang, this successful
example is precisely what Christianity has to learn from in order to indigenize
itself into China. As Zhang suggests, ‘‘At its early stage Christianity could not
be cut off from the Hellenistic and Roman cultures, how can it be separated from
the Chinese and Indian cultures today?’’67 Zhang’s goal was to develop a form of
Christianity that would be widely accepted by the Chinese. However, underlying this endeavor was the assumption that the Western expression of the Christian faith was by no means necessary, absolute, or superior, at least, for the Christians in China. This may imply that both the Western and the Chinese ways
of interpreting Christianity are equally valid. After Zhang’s conversion to Buddhism, the monopoly, necessity, or superiority of the Western expression of
Christianity was rejected outright. With the assumption of the superiority of
the Chinese culture and Mahāyāna Buddhism, Zhang’s claim that the Christianity interpreted within the Buddhist framework was the authentic Christianity,
whereas the Christianity developed in the West was an inauthentic, distorted,
and inferior form of Christianity, became much more radical. In this case, Chinese culture was not merely one of the possible ways to express the Gospel, but
the most superior and the only valid way to understand the Gospel. The relationship between Christianity and Chinese culture was no longer the inculturation of Christianity into a Chinese culture understood as a passive recipient.
Rather, Chinese culture itself actively reinterpreted Christianity in its own way,
which was believed to be the best, or even the only, way for Christianity.
The interaction between Christianity and East Asian culture(s), especially the
(re-)action of Chinese culture toward Christianity, can be seen clearly in the two
foci discussed above. Zhang’s Biblical hermeneutics reflects the influence of
Ch’an Buddhism, a school of Buddhism embodying the influence of Chinese culture on Buddhism, and exercising tremendous influence on the subsequent development of Chinese culture. A famous self-account of Ch’an Buddhism reads:
A special transmission apart from the teachings;
Establishing no words or letters;
Directly pointing to the human heart-mind (hsin);
Seeing one’s nature and becoming a Buddha.
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Zhang’s emphasis on the heart-mind that reads the scriptures, rather than the
scriptures themselves, is in line not only with Ch’an Buddhism, but also with
the Neo-Confucian approach advocated by the Heart-Mind school championed
by Lu Xiang-shan (1139–1193, Lu Jiu-yuan), whose famous motto was ‘‘If in
our study we know the fundamentals, then all the Six Classics are my footnotes.’’68 According to these traditions, what is to be transmitted is not any fixed
written formula, neither a creed nor a scripture; rather, it is a direct transmission
from heart-mind to heart-mind.69 Apart from this emphasis on the heart-mind
over the scriptures, Zhang’s theory of doctrinal classification of the Bible, ranking different scriptures according to their theological contents, though not entirely new in the history of Christian thought, bears witness to Zhang’s indebtedness to Chinese Buddhism, which has developed many theories and systems of
doctrinal classification.70
Buddhicized Christology is another theological construct in Zhang’s ‘‘Buddhicizing’’ of Christianity that clearly exhibits the influence of Chinese culture.
In his Christology, the question of how the two natures of Christ are united in
one Person was seldom discussed. This is because he believed that divinity and
humanity were not independent substances in themselves, and that there was no
separation between humanity and divinity because, in essence, God was the same
as the human heart-mind. Given that all people could become God, Jesus Christ,
who was morally superior and willing to save himself and others, could certainly
also become God. Given that all people could have both divine and human
natures, Jesus Christ could naturally also be fully human and fully God. As a
result, we find that Zhang’s Buddhicized Christology is mainly a functional
Christology focusing on Jesus Christ’s work and salvation.
Zhang’s account of Jesus Christ’s saving work has parallels with the theory of
recapitulation formulated by Irenaeus.71 Irenaeus believed that the incarnation of
Christ was a new beginning in human history which started from God’s creation
of human being in the past. Salvation was the extension of creation, while Jesus
was the new Adam going through all temptations, but overcoming all evils and
living out the true image of God. Whereas the disobedience of Adam led to the
fall of humankind, the obedience of Christ saved all the people of the world. The
work of Christ did not only destroy the power of Satan, but also restored humanity and facilitated the deification of human beings, allowing people to enjoy the
union with God.72 However, the differences between the theories of Zhang and
Irenaeus should also be noted.
According to Irenaeus, the work of Christ brought an ontological change to
the status of human being, in that humankind was redeemed from sin to the
union of God. In contrast, Zhang assumed that the work of Christ had the sole
function of providing a moral example and would not lead to any transformation
of the status of believers. The status of human being could be transformed only
by self-effort through the imitating of Jesus Christ’s example, especially through
enlightenment, confession, and repentance. In short, Christ’s work was not to re-
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store broken humanity, but to teach human beings to rediscover their true nature, which was pure and identical with the Buddha-nature. The ultimate goal
of salvation, according to Zhang, was to make people aware that they were equal
to God, because, in essence, there was no disparity between divinity and humanity. This understanding of unity as identity between humanity and divinity is
quite different from the Christian Orthodox understanding of deification championed by Gregory of Nyssa, which maintains the fundamental distinction between the uncreated divinity and created humanity.73 Another noteworthy difference is that although many Western Christians advocated a moral example
theory of salvation, all believed that the focus, as well as the center, of Jesus
Christ’s work was to reveal the love of God.74 Nevertheless, the neglect or disparagement of the personality of God in Zhang’s theology as a whole made his
account of the work of Jesus Christ emphasize almost exclusively his moral example or moral teaching, rather than his presence as the incarnation of divine
love.
Zhang’s theory seems to have similarities with Pelagianism, but in fact it
comes even closer to, and was shaped mainly by, the Tathāgatagarbha school of
Buddhism, which flourished in India for a relatively short time but was fully developed in East Asia, and significantly shaped by Chinese thought.75 According
to the Tathāgatagarbha school, there is no difference between the nature of Buddha and that of sentient beings, who can also become Buddhas. Very much in
line with this understanding, Zhang stated that Jesus was not the only Christ,
for it was possible for all sentient beings to become Christ. Zhang’s assumption
of Jesus as a moral example, a teacher, and a bodhisattva manifested in the West,
together with the elimination of the meaning of penal substitution, played down
the supreme status of Jesus Christ in the entire Christian religion. According to
him, all living beings also possessed the same nature of Jesus Christ; but lacking
in those living beings were the virtues and merits of Jesus Christ. As long as one
followed the conduct of Jesus, one could also become another Christ. After all,
Jesus was not the only model to follow. The Buddha, Confucius, Mencius, Laozi,
Zhuangzi, Mozi, and other Chinese sages could all be regarded as examples.
Why, then, was it necessary to follow Jesus Christ? Alternatively, we could ask
why it would be essential for China to have one more bodhisattva from the West
if China already had different schools of thought, including Confucian, Taoist,
Moist, as well as Mahāyāna Buddhist, and if there were so many sages and bodhisattvas. It seems unnecessary for the Chinese to have accepted a bodhisattva
who was born in Judaea and was widely received in Europe and America. Accordingly, Zhang’s Buddhicized Christology does not only lower the status of
Christ, but also renders Christianity redundant in China. If the Chinese already
have other ‘‘Christs,’’ why do they need a foreign Christianity? In view of this, in
the final analysis, Zhang’s Buddhicized Christology does not support the indigenization of Christianity in China. On the contrary, it causes Christians to wonder
why they should be Christian. For Zhang himself, the project of Buddhicizing
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Christianity would be better understood as a vivid demonstration of his intention to affirm his own past and to continue to develop his work after converting
to Buddhism.
Zhang’s Buddhicizing of Christianity is not only a result of the encounter between Buddhism and Christianity, but also that of the interaction of Christianity
and the culture(s) of East Asia. Zhang’s proposal for Buddhicizing Christianity
represents an interpretation of Christianity based on the East Asian cultural traditions inherited. This interpretation assumes and claims to be more compatible
with the original nature or essence of Christianity than the interpretation of
Western Christianity. In other words, this is not a form of parallel or inferior
Christianity, but a genuine and superior Christianity. Though one may reject
some aspects, or even the entirety, of Zhang’s Buddhicizing of Christianity
from an ‘‘orthodox’’ Christian position, one is compelled to admit that it is still
an extremely distinctive and representative product of the interaction between
the Christian religion and East Asian cultures that deserves further investigation.76
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