~ SOUTH CHINA QUARTERLY Vol.7, No:2 (Jun 2017),, 224—237
@ University of Macau

Dialogues between the Eastern and Western Civilizations

Reverence and Faith: An Epistemological Analysis
of Heavenly Endowment

Xie Wenyu

Abstract: Heavenly endowment is an object of sentiment, rather than of sensual experience. To understand it,
as this paper finds, the conceptual analyses of relevant texts is not enough; and we have to appeal to sentimental
analysis so that we will be able to conceive the concept of heavenly endowment epistemologically. In the empiricist
point of view, we know the world through our senses. The epistemological functions of human senses have been
well analyzed and known. However, the epistemological functions of sentiments have yet to be explored and
known. This paper will then try to compare sentiments with senses, demonstrate their similarity in epistemological
functions; and then move on to analyze into the epistemology of reverence and faith. It will demonstrate that the
ways in which these two sentiments define respectively Confucian Tian and Christian God. In Chinese traditional
Confucianism, Tian is the object of reverence. Reverence is a sentiment that can be strengthened and maintained
constantly; meanwhile it can be shared by a large group of people. In reverence, the revered objectisindeed a subject
who has an independent will to act. Confucians revere Tian, which may be named as Heaven or God, as the most
powerful subject, whose actions are regularly ordered. Also, its actions can be either beneficial or harmful to human
beings. They then infer that, Tian's power can be ours if our thought, judgments, and actions are in accordance with
it; and if not, its power will be against us. Consequently, to know and obtain Tian's will is the crucial point for our
human beings to benefit from Tian. Tian's will is endowed into a human being when he is born, and therefore it is
called “heavenly endowment”. A virtuous person refers to one who has the knowledge of his heavenly endowment
and behaves accordingly. Since Virtue contains Tian's will, Confucians revere both Tian and Virtue. Here, reverence
1s such a sentiment, when it presents Tian, it points to heavenly endowment which exists along with one’s whole
life. Now, to one who wants to be a virtuous man, he must be in reverence to his inner heavenly endowment, that is,
he must be true to himself in a sentiment of inner reverence (cheng). As a comparison, to Christians, reverence is
emphasized too; yet, the more important thing is their faith. Essentially, faith is a trust, a sentiment in which when
people trust each other, there is no evil will among them, and they give up any bad judgment against each other.
In Christian faith, God is seen as willing to reveal His own will to Christians. This is called revelation. As human
beings, Christians give up any evil judgment and become merely receivers in facing God. Their faith allows them
to receive God's revelations, know God's will, and act accordingly. They then lead a life pleased by God and God’s
power is on their side. Epistemologically, it is their faith that paves the way for them to know God. Both Confucians
and Christians revere heavenly endowment or God’s will, but Confucians develop their knowledge of Tian based
only on inner reverence, while Christians obtain God's will through faith. Through these two different sentiments,
they gain different knowledge of Tian or God.
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