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Ontological Hermeneutics in Ontology
Differentiates Chinese and Western Theologies
Cheng Chung-ying (University of Hawaii)

Abstract: Understanding Western religious
faith and theology requires some‘“interpretation”. Yet
“interpretation” here refers neither to an objective
“exegesis”, nor a subjective “explanation”, but one that
includes both subject and object.

“Interpretation” seeks for a complete meaning
with a possible value concept. Interpretation also
involves the concept of ontology that unifies subject and
object, extending philosophical thinking infinitely to
include the ideas of God and Shangdi. Chinese and the

Western theological concepts are remarkably distinctive.
The West borrows the Chinese word Shangdi, to denote
a transcendental self-existing personality, a synthesis by
Hebrews and Greeks, to become an incomprehensible
object. In contrast, Chinese philosophical tradition
accords Shangdi as creator of the universe with heaven-
earth’s same creative power with incessant life-giving
force, demonstrating concomitantly a nonperson creative
existence. This suggests the possibility of spontaneous
life, and the significance of man’s existence. Pertaining
to the ultimate existence, China and the West have
divergent understanding. Western theology develops
through its religious experiences; from Judaism to
Christianity and related Abrahamic faiths, all emphasize
the transcendence and unknowability of an omnipotent
God. A basic question lingers intrinsically in Western
religious revolution: can there be a return finally to
real life experience? Yet having undergone a religious
revolution during modern times, the West reverts to
the extreme dualism of transcendence and immanence.
However, Chinese philosophical tradition purports
Shangdi first transmutes heaven into natural universe,
then transmutes Tao into life processes, and then
embodies in man’s soul as emotions and perceptions.
This article traces the Western theological development
process and examines its theoretical model’s progression
from original Greek philosophy. Despite aspiring
towards monism, mutual influence of Western religious
faiths and theology compels reversion to its original
dualistic existence. Yet Chinese theology, based upon
Chinese philosophy, does not insist on the transcendent
objectification of God. Taoist deities exist in the natural
universe, at least eschewing a supra-natural unreal
world. Chinese Buddhists have also integrated the
natural world into their Buddhist cosmology. Mainstream
Confucianism uses human life experience to understand
the variability and creativity of existence, and same to
explain the divine nature, rather than the existence of
divine objects. The so-called God may encompass the
continuous regenerative creativity in man and universe,
including the ritual practices of Confucian civilizing
ethics. Chinese theology incorporates the oneness of
transcendence and immanence, and the ontological
unity of heaven and man.

Key Words: Ontological hermeneutics, ontology
of life, Western theology, Chinese theology
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