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CHAPTER 3

Toward Religious Harmony
A Confucian Contribution

Peter Y. J. WONG

Let  m e  b egi n  by appropriating John Dewey’s distinction regarding three 
forms of the term “religion”:

There is a difference between religion, a religion, and the religious; 
between anything that may be denoted by a noun substantive and the 
quality of experience that is designated by an adjective.1

Despite Dewey’s dismissal of the use of the singular “religion” in view of the 
diversity of religions that one encounters, I would like to retain the term, and 
suggest we use it in the upper case—that is, Religion2—as it involves a sense that 
goes well beyond the objective sense of the term. On the most obvious level, 
“Religion” and “a religion” differ according to the perspective one adopts, and 
according to the presence or absence of allegiance to particular religions. For 
the committed adherent, the path one follows is always “Religion,” while, in 
contrast, those paths that are significantly different from one’s own we may call 
“religions” (or “a religion”). Religion, in the uppercase, is not to be understood 
as a reified, absolute entity but as an all-embracing framework that mediates 
one’s access to the world. As such, one’s religious sentiment is understood as 
a feeling that is borne within Religion. A similar parallel can be drawn with 
regard to language, in that one’s access to concepts is always mediated by Lan-
guage, and there is a qualitative difference between the language that one speaks 
and those languages of which one speaks.3 There was a time, and it may still 
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exist in some circles (such as the philosophy of religion in Western analytic phi-
losophy), when one’s field of study almost always operated under the auspices of 
Religion4 and was not concerned about the religions, such that other religions 
and religious traditions were not the proper subject of study.5 We note that for 
at least a millennium in the West, Religion has been identified with Christianity 
or monotheism.

Yet, is Religion necessarily to be identified with a religion? Could Religion 
be sufficiently broad such that it supports a variety of religions, include both 
theistic and non-theistic religions, and accommodate religious experiences that 
are not based on an affiliation to particular religions? For surely we need Reli-
gion to be broad in order that religious sentiments and experiences be shareable 
across the divide of religions.

For there to be Religion that is accommodating, the common understand-
ing of religions in terms of belief is inadequate. It is no wonder that Dewey 
sought to do away with religion altogether and emancipate the “religious.”6 This 
chapter does not go as far as Dewey, but takes the view that we can’t divorce 
descriptions of Religion and religions from the religious. But we take the les-
son from Dewey that key to our understanding of religion is the religious in its 
adjectival sense, and not belief.

A possible elaboration on the difference between “religions” and “reli-
gious” could be found in the writings of Wilfred Cantwell Smith, regarding 
which he draws a distinction between a public and institutional aspect, one that 
Smith calls “cumulative traditions” (religions), and a personal but not individu-
alist aspect, called “faith” (religious). As the latter aspect is closely related to the 
phenomena of religious experiences, he—like Dewey—takes this to be the more 
primary aspect of religion. It is a point that we will return to later. To anticipate, 
we will claim that “religion” and “religious” cannot be so neatly separated. And 
while a proper account of religion needs to include the religious, the reverse is 
also true.

According to Smith, to the extent that a tradition could be called “reli-
gion,” a certain degree of self-consciousness is needed. Thus, Smith thinks that 
many indigenous traditions and practices ought not to be called “religion,” pre-
cisely because they are not self-reflexive about their own practices as practices, 
and they have not self-consciously sought to systematize or formalize the reli-
gious aspect of their way of life.7 For the foregoing reasons, he calls into ques-
tion the use of reified terms in reference to certain traditions such as “Daoism” 
or “Confucianism.”8 Accordingly, we also take Smith to imply that such tradi-
tions ought not to be called “religions.”

That is not all. Smith goes on to question the very meaningfulness of the 
term “religion,” including “Christianity,” “Judaism,” and “Islam”: although they 
are reified terms, in reality they do not refer to any identifiable, abstractable 
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essence.9 For Smith, when we take a closer look at “religion,” or for that matter 
“Christianity,” “Islam,” or “Judaism,” we find only the institutional “cumulative 
traditions” and personal “faiths.”10

The question is, should we forgo the use of the term “religion” and instead 
speak only of “traditions”?

Smith’s argument with forgoing the use of the term “religion” is not so 
straightforward. It seems that there is a confusion on Smith’s part over the real-
ity of religion that relies on an essentialistic approach to settle the issue. While 
religion, and we agree, does not correspond to any isolable entity, this does not 
mean that religions do not exist. Religions exist as complexes and are dependent 
upon the contexts of human activity. Currency and economy, for instance, do 
not fully identify with specific things in the world, yet we normally agree that 
they exist; that is, they exist within the context of human society, which recog-
nizes, among other things, property and the practices of human commerce, but 
not in the sense of an entity or that they are metaphysically real.11

A large part of the problem regarding the term “religion” seems to be the 
objectification of alien others, whose means of showing reverence and piety is 
not shared by the observer.12 In the current literature on the study of religions, 
there is the objection that “religion” is a colonial imposition, used as a means to 
control colonies.13 Thus, perhaps the term “religion” ought to be abandoned or 
restricted to the Western context. While it is the case that “religion” as a category 
is modern, originating in the West,14 and susceptible to becoming an instrument 
of domination, the alternative of refraining from identifying certain traditions 
and practices with “religion,” or as “religious,” would also be susceptible to other 
kinds of discriminations: for example, the perverse view that cultures different 
from the West do not have practices or traditions worthy of the term “religion.” 
It seems that the politics of proprietorship of the term “religion” is an issue that 
we need to be vigilant about, yet seeking to do away with the term “religion” is 
not necessarily a remedy either.

In view of the various critiques, perhaps our understanding of “religion” 
could be rehabilitated and modified to accommodate non-theistic sensibilities. 
We begin with the Chinese case of referring to religions as zong jiao, a transla-
tion that is borrowed from the Japanese.15 While the term is intended to be a 
translation of the Western term “religion,” it nevertheless represents an attempt 
to express the meaning of “religion” from within the resources available to 
Sino-Japanese culture. Therefore, the original uses of the term that have been 
recruited for the translation are not irrelevant details.

The term zong jiao 宗教, as a bound compound, made its first appearance 
in Chinese Buddhist writings and refers to Buddhist teachings in general; that 
is, the teachings of the Buddha called jiao, and those of his followers called 
zong.16 However, unlike its current usage, which tends to suggest “theistic reli-
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gion,” it was still closely associated with the traditional usage of the term jiao 
教, which is commonly rendered as “teaching.” In addition, Wu Rujun 吳汝鈞 
locates the term in other writings of Chinese Buddhism, in which zong refers to 
the schools or sects of Buddhism, and jiao to the dissemination of their teach-
ings. Furthermore, Wu also identifies other usages, in which zong refers to that 
which cannot be spoken ( prasiddhi); and jiao as the attempts at communicating 
the unsayable.17

Even within the non-Buddhist Chinese world, the use of the term jiao 
seems to overlap with the modern use of zong jiao. Reference to the Confucian 
tradition in conjunction with the term jiao occurred as early as the beginning 
of the Han 漢 dynasty, in Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 epic work on Chinese history, 
the Shiji 史記.18 Possibly as early as after the end of the Han (the Tang at the 
latest), Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism were already jointly referred 
to as the three teachings (sanjiao 三教).19 In this case, the term sanjiao implies 
established traditions and lineages that are authoritative and state-sanctioned; 
it is also interesting to note that they are ranked in terms of their eminence, 
which comes close to Smith’s notion of self-conscious organization as a mark 
of religion.

However, the appellation of jiao is not strictly limited to such identifiable 
schools or movements. The work Jing jie 經解, collected in the Book of Rites 
(Liji 禮記), when referring to different aspects of Confucian teaching, speaks 
also of the teaching of the rituals (Lijiao 禮教), the teaching of the songs (Shi-
jiao 詩教), and the teaching of music (Yuejiao 樂教).

In common Chinese usage, jiao 教 literally means “to teach.” According 
to the Analects, Confucius is said to have taught four things: culture, conduct, 
doing one’s utmost, and making good on one’s words.20 From this, we see that 
what is implied is not only the idea of the straightforward imparting of knowl-
edge ( jiaoshou 教授), but also transformative teaching ( jiaohua 教化). For 
example, the Jing jie refers to the transformative influence of the rites as jiaohua:

The transformative teaching of li (禮之教化) is subtle. Its curbing of bad 
actions takes place before the event. And it is capable of influencing peo-
ple to become good and stay away from wrongdoing without their being 
aware of it.21

Jiao also connotes jiaoyu 教育, usually translated as “education.” However, the 
term can also be translated as “teaching and nurturing.”22 Thus, education is 
concerned not only with the transmission of knowledge but also the formation 
of the person in all aspects—social, cultural, and interpersonal. Finally, as indi-
cated by its radical, pu 攴, jiao is also authoritative in connotation; therefore, 
it is associated with various terms that mean both teaching and actions typi-
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cally associated with authoritative conduct: to give guidance ( jiaodao 教導), to 
admonish ( jiaohui 教誨), and to instruct or to reprimand ( jiaoxun 教訓), all of 
which are reflected in the teaching activities of Confucius.

The foregoing considerations suggest that there may be resources within 
the Chinese tradition for coming to a different understanding of religion. Cai 
Renhou 蔡仁厚, in his work on the Mohist School (墨家), initially takes his 
understanding of religion from a Western theistic perspective. In this work, 
he sought to assess the Mohist sense of religiousness in theistic terms centered 
on the Mohist understanding of the heavens (or perhaps “Heaven”) (tian 天), 
demon ( gui 鬼), and divine (shen 神). He concluded that while there is an 
understanding of a transcendent and benevolent deity that is associated with 
the Mohist view of tian, the Mohist School ought not to be viewed as a religion 
because it lacks a certain sensibility that problematizes existence (as is found in 
notions such as sin or suffering in other traditions), nor is there a view about the 
helplessness of the human condition, nor a sense of the mystical—characteristics 
he takes to be essential marks of a religion.23 By the same yardstick, we may 
conclude that Confucianism—because of a much vaguer sense of tian—is even 
farther away from a theistic construal of religion.

Interestingly, Cai Renhou apparently changed his mind regarding the 
notion of religiousness that is operative in Chinese traditions. In remarks later 
appended to his discussions just mentioned, rather than a religiousness charac-
terized as a belief in a deity, he offers an alternative understanding of religion 
based on functional terms, as follows:

A religion (zong jiao 宗教) must be the inspirational source of cultural life 
and creativity. First, it must lay down for the people “a path for their daily 
living,” and second, it must open up “a way for their spiritual life.” . . . Peo-
ple of today take any talk about the Confucian Religion (Rujiao 儒教) to 
be a taboo subject.24 This is because of the current fashion that uncon-
sciously adopts Western religion as the standard. They do not under-
stand the East, especially the significance of the term “jiao” (教) for the 
Chinese. I wonder how many people in this age have considered that the 
Chinese cultural system also constitutes another standard.25

In the alternative that Cai Renhou adumbrates—in contrast to the efforts of 
Kang Youwei and others—he avoids the theistic construal of religion. The sug-
gestion seems to be that rather than being dictated by a theistic understanding 
of religiousness, which tends to distort our understanding of the meaning of 
the term jiao in Confucian teaching, we should seek to re-describe it from the 
Chinese perspective.

In view of the foregoing considerations, “religion,” when construed broadly 
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in terms of jiao, can be thought of as an authoritative way (dao 道) that imparts 
wisdom, facilitates transformation, and nurtures the formation of the total 
person. This is in good agreement with the Zhongyong, which states, “Practic-
ing the way is called jiao” (修道之謂教). And we can add to this Cai Renhou’s 
notion of the way as one that provides meaning for daily living and guidance for 
the spiritual life.

Yet, such characterizations of a religion will always remain unsatisfactory to 
those who hold allegiance to specific traditions, for whom an almost unbridge-
able gap exists between the objective “a religion,” even when construed as jiao, 
and the all-involving “Religion.” And the difference between the two may be 
located in the term “religious.” J. L. Schellenberg, drawing upon Smith, speaks 
of the latter term as the personal aspect of religion that includes religiousness, 
piety, and spirituality.26 One thinks of Religion as providing the space within 
which one makes sense of the world. For example, my colleague Patrick Hutch-
ings writes, “Why should I be, and why should I be in such a world? My adher-
ence to the Christian faith suggests an answer. . . . Why should you be in the 
world? If it was good enough for the Son of God, then it’s good enough for the 
likes of you.”27 In such responses, one can’t help but be personal, and the lan-
guage of one’s religion features ineluctably in the articulation of one’s religious 
sentiments.

The foregoing involves the aspect that Smith calls “faith.” While Smith 
clearly takes the holding of specific beliefs to be an aspect of faith, he also has a 
broader understanding of it that includes art and music. Despite Smith’s broader 
interpretation, he still describes the religious in terms of transcendence.28 
Smith’s understanding of transcendence as that which is greater than oneself 29 
draws inspiration from the theistic religions. And as such, Smith’s description 
of “faith” tends to exclude non-theistic traditions, such as the majority of Bud-
dhist and Confucian teachings.30 While the failure is partly due to the limita-
tion of Smith’s conception of faith, one understands that he could not remain 
silent—he needed to say something about what it means to be religious. The 
question is how do we find a way of discussing the religious aspect of experience 
without falling into sectarian particularity? Or, rather, how do we come to some 
agreement about the religious aspect of experience despite our diverging articu-
lations of such? I would suggest that even “secular” people cannot escape this 
difficulty, as they would still need to resort to some kind of particular articula-
tion in order to differentiate the religious experience from that of the superfi-
cial sort. It would seem that a functional description of religion might be more 
promising. And Confucianism in the Chinese world can offer an example for 
our consideration.

Rather than a notion of “religious” that is understood with reference to a 
transcendent deity, the Zhongyong speaks of the possibility of achieving sublime 
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action for the person who walks the path according to Confucian teaching. In 
the Zhongyong, jiao is also described as the process of leading a person from 
“understanding” or “clarity” (ming 明) to “authenticity,” “integrity,” or “whole-
hearted engagement” (cheng 誠).31 Ultimately, the culmination of such a process 
allows the person who is fully human to participate in, and realize the transfor-
mative and nurturing work of, the heavens and the earth (the paired imageries 
that evoke the natural world) expressed in the following manner:

Only those who are wholeheartedly engaged (cheng 誠) to the utmost . . . can 
participate in the transforming and nurturing action of heaven (tian 天) 
and earth. . . . [Only then] can they form a triad together with heaven and 
earth.32

Here we see the breadth and depth of jiao expressed in Confucian terms; it 
begins with teachings that invite practice, promote understanding (ming), 
sincerity of purpose (cheng), luminosity (ming) in conduct,33 and authentic 
engagement. Moreover, the teachings facilitate creative realizations that shape 
entire communities and beyond. To be, and become, fully human in the Confu-
cian tradition is then a religious project, one that begins within the simple and 
ordinary circumstances of inherited traits and familial relationships, gradually 
expanding and developing such connections and circumstances to the point of 
becoming influential, and eventually arriving at the tremendous deeds of trans-
forming and enhancing one’s world, to match—and to collaborate—with the 
works of the natural world.34 The vision is to realize a humanized world that 
improves upon the natural world in a way that facilitates the growth and trans-
formation of everything within it.35

Thus, from the perspective of the Confucian tradition, to think of jiao 
simply in terms of the modern usage of teaching, as the imparting of knowl-
edge, would be reductionistic. At the same time, we note how the discussion 
has proceeded seamlessly from the understanding that “cultivating the way is 
called jiao” to “leading one from clarity to wholehearted engagement is called 
jiao.” Regarding the term jiao, the former phrase corresponds to the aspect of 
“religion” in Smith, and the latter to that of “religious” in Dewey. We might say 
that for the Zhongyong’s understanding of jiao, the “religious” and “religion” are 
intimately bound together.

Even Smith’s articulation of the public aspect of religion as “cumulative 
traditions” necessarily involves saying what these traditions are cumulative 
of—namely experiences having to do with transcendence. It would seem that 
attempts to strictly separate the religious from religion might be difficult if not 
impossible. Similarly, when Dewey attempts to emancipate religious experi-
ences while at the same time he eschews religions, he wishes to retain the possi-
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bility that religious experience be understood as one that brings about a “better, 
deeper enduring adjustment in life.”36 Yet, how would one recognize experi-
ence to be religious without further elaboration as to what counts as better and 
deeper?

For similar reasons, it is problematic with societies that seek to maintain 
religious harmony by attempting to apply to religions a secular framework—its 
sheer neutrality leaves out an account of the religious dimension of the tradi-
tions it seeks to accommodate, which therefore diminishes those very traditions 
and renders them impotent and irrelevant. It is not surprising that religions 
tend to resist such attempts; even a non-theistic tradition such as Confucian-
ism, which seems to be closest to a secular perspective, requires that “religion,” 
understood as jiao, be expressive of particular values.

It seems that attempts at reconciling religions in terms of beliefs are 
doomed to failure because of competing and mutually exclusive claims that are 
irreconcilable. Moreover, as discussed, mere description of “belief ” is insuffi-
cient to reveal the religious character of Religion. We suggest that a functional 
approach offers the best chance of success.

When Religion is understood in functional terms, then the borders 
between religions can become more permeable. The Chinese notion that “the 
three jiao are continuous” (sanjiao heyi 三教合一) realizes the possibility of 
moving from one tradition to another without insurmountable differences and 
barriers.37 It allows one to find new ways of being religious when circumstances 
change. (Does this understanding require the confessional religions to alter 
their claim of exclusiveness? One supposes it must.) When our understanding 
of Religion expands beyond identification with a particular religion, then we 
can begin to explore the kind of religiousness of the ordinary that Dewey so 
desired. Perhaps what we are looking for is the development of a religious cul-
ture that is accommodating enough to include most religions, which are them-
selves in turn open enough. The Chinese experience shows that such a change 
can be done without damaging the integrity of the respective traditions, and it 
need not lead to confusion or chaos.
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