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L o n d o n .

M y  d e a r  S ir ,— The Secretary of your Society, in 
forwarding to me a copy of the Memorial adopted 
by your Committee on the occasion of the death 
of my lamented relative Mr Brandram, was kind 
enough’ to express, on behalf of the Committee, a re
quest that I would from time to time continue that 
correspondence which my personal relationship with 
the deceased, as well as my deep interest in the 
proceedings of your Society, had led me to enter 
upon.

I accordingly write you a letter, not intended for 
general publication ; in which I shall endeavour to 
fulfil the part of a mediator in that philological con
troversy which divides the Protestant Missionaries in 
China.



Declining for the present to commit myself un
reservedly to the views of either side, I cannot how
ever preserve a total silence on the present unhappy 
and unsatisfactory posture of matters. There are 
now about seventy Protestant Missionaries in China. 
Two-thirds of these employ Shin* for expressing the 
true God, which their opponents assert to be an 
“ unclassical and contemptible ” term for Deity. On 
the other hand about one-third of the Missionaries, 
numbering among them the most advanced Chinese 
Scholars, and supported by the most eminent Sino
logues in Europe, employ the Confucian term Shang- 
te (Supreme Ruler,) and in so doing are accused by 
the other party of giving an indirect encouragement 
to idolatry, and using the title of a mere “ Chinese 
Jupiter ” for “ God.” For nearly four years this 
controversy has infused an element of discord into 
the minds of good men who would have been other
wise united, and has employed much valuable time 
and thought which would have been otherwise spent 
against the common enemy— heathenism and irré
ligion. So far from being brought nearer together, 
every year seems to separate them further asunder, 
and to introduce new topics of difference into the 
controversy. Three years ago the British and For
eign Bible Society decided unanimously that Shin—■ 
the common term for the false divinities of China—-

* “  Every evanescent, invisible, inscrutable, spiritual, operating power or 
cause, is called Shin ;  a spirit, the human spirit, divinity, God in the sense o f 
heathen nations ; divine, spiritual, the animal spirits.” — ('Morrison’s Chinese 
Dictionary. )

“  A  l’ égard du terme Shin, aucun de nos termes ne peut le rendre parfaite
ment ; si on le traduit par esprits ce n’est pas assez, si on le traduit par le mot 
dieux, c’est trop.” — (M . Visdelou, a Roman Catholic Missionary, Bishop of 
Claudiopolis, about the beginning o f the last century.)
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was not a term which could he employed for ex
pressing the true God in Chinese. In December last, 
however, the American Bible Society decided unani
mously that Shin, and Shin alone, should be used in 
all their copies of the Holy Scriptures in Chinese. 
So serious is the aspect of matters, that until some 
compromise be effected and unity be attained, there 
is little hope of any extensive propagation of the 
Gospel in China; and I, for one, am but little dis
posed to press the Christian Churches of Britain and 
the United States to send a reinforcement of labour
ers into this mission-held.

The desirableness of a speedy compromise on any 
practicable terms, suggested by such a state of things, 
was much strengthened by Resolutions adopted at a 
meeting of Representatives from the three great 
English Societies principally interested in Chinese 
Missions, which was held at the close of the last 
year at the Church Missionary House ; unanimously 
recommending a compromise, and urging the duty 
of mutual concessions.

It was about the same time, viz., in December of 
the last year, that an interview was held by me with 
the Governor of Fo-keen province,* a Chinese autho
rity of great and acknowledged weight —  during 
’which the term Teen-shin was incidentally proposed 
among others for “ God ” in Christian writings; 
and this term then for the first time suggested itself 
to me as the possible basis of agreement.

While revolving this matter in my mind, I was 
led to observe in the pamphlets which had appear
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ed— some incidental notices of this term, which led 
me to the conclusion that Teen-shin had, even by the 
confession of both parties, much to recommend it as 
deserving attention.

In a letter dated February last, and written with
out any idea that any portions of it would be print
ed, I mentioned to you various reasons which had 
been suggested to me in its favour. Four months 
ago I wrote to you my doubts of the tenableness of 
the first two of those reasons ; although the Chinese 
teachers who drew my attention to them, still main
tain their soundness. From my main position in 
favour of Teen-shin (not as the best term for “ God," 
but as probably the only one on which there was 
even a faint prospect of a compromise being effected,) 
I have seen nothing which has induced me to recede.

My own knowledge of Chinese is too limited to 
constitute me an authority on such a subject; but I 
quote the published views of others on the term 
Teen-shin, and leave you to judge how far my in
ferences therefrom are correct.

1. In the first place, I am led to advert to the 
position that “ Teen-shin is confessedly used for 
Slicing-te sometimes in the Chinese classics,” in order 
to introduce the explicit statements of Dr Medhurst 
in his own writings, which I quoted in proof of my 
assertion. In his recent printed objections against 
Teen-shin, he states among other things that “ Teen- 
shin always refers to a number of individuals.” I 
will quote the passages of Dr Medhurst from which, 
when I wrote to you, I concluded his own concession 
of Teen-shin being sometimes used as a singular 
noun for Shang-te. On referring to my former letter,
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you will perceive that I quoted Bishop Boone’s trans
lation of the following passage in the Li-ki ; Bishop 
Boone arguing, in page 16 of his first pamphlet, from 
the use of the compound Teen-sldn in this pas
sage the sufficiency of Shin alone for “ God." “ The 
Celestial God,” (  Teen-shin)  “ is most honourable, with 
whom nothing can be compared.” Dr Medhurst, in * 
his reply page 25, writes, “ Teen-shin is called most 
honourable and with whom nothing can be compar
ed ; but Dr Boone has himself supplied us with the 
reason thereof, viz: because the T e e n - s h in  in that 
passage refers to T e , the Supreme, who is confessedly 
most honourable. He is called in the text Te, and 
by the commentator S h a n g - t e , which he says is the 
same with heaven, or the Divinity.”

What plainer proof could possibly exist in favour 
of my statement that “ Teen-shin is confessedly used 
for Shang-te sometimes in the Chinese classics ?”

In the next page Dr Medhurst writes, “ The 
term Shin represents generally spiritual beings; but 
in order to designate especially the highest class o f 
worshipped beings so as to distinguish them from 
others, the words T e e n -s /m «, or some term by which 
they are more determinately known, is employed.” 

Now I leave any unbiassed person to consider 
whether a word translated by the advocates of Shin 
as “ the God of heaven,” on the one hand,— and ac
knowledged by the advocates of Shang-te, on the 
other,— not only to designate the highest class o f 
worshipped beings, but also to be sometimes used for 
the singular noun Shang-te— had not much to be 
said by me in its favour, as likely to prove a basis 
° f  compromise.
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2. But my views in favour of Teen-shin as a com
promise, were much strengthened by my recollection 
of the decided terms in which the Governor of 
Fokeen province propounded it as a term for “ God.” 
That word has not commended itself generally to 
the advocates of Shang-te. Their objections, as ex
pressed by Dr Medhurst (of whose attainments in 
Chinese and services in the cause of Chinese Chris
tian literature no one entertains a higher estimate 
than myself,) appear to be two-fold; 1. that T e e n -  
sh in  is always a plural noun ; 2 . that it can never 
bear a higher sense than A n g e l .

Premising again that I am not dwelling on this 
term as the best term for “ God,” but as the only 
one which appeared capable of terminating a state 
of things, of which I believe the history of Protestant 
Missions scarcely affords a parallel; I proceed to 
advert to the circumstances of the interview before 
alluded to. It lasted for one hour and a half; and 
it is only reasonable for any reader of it to suppose 
that much passed in that conversation which was 
not recorded in a document of such comparative 
brevity.

The Governor of his own accord, in the course of 
conversation proposed the term— first mentioning 
Shin-tqen (spiritual heaven,) evidently a singular 
noun, and then inverting the terms and giving Teen- 
shin (heavenly spirit, or perhaps more correctly, 
spirit of heaven) as a preferable phrase. Dr Med
hurst in his paper pronounces with much confidence 
on what was and what was not the Governor’s 
meaning— on what would, under certain circum
stances, have been said and what would not have
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been said by him in reply. I must here however, 
once for all, state, that although not recorded in the 
printed memorandum, I have a perfect recollection 
that more than once he repeated that the term Teen- 
shin, as proposed by him, was liable to no ambiguity, 
but that it would lie understood by Chinese readers 
as equivalent to Shang-te.

Now, referring to the term proposed by this emi
nent native authority, as capable of being used as a 
singular noun, and as an adequate expression for de
noting the Being of whom he had read in Christian 
Writings; and whom he, a pagan, well-versed in the 
Confucian classics, and somewhat in advance of the 
generality of his countrymen, asserts to be the same 
Being as Shang-te,— I repeat my conviction, that a 
Word proposed by so eminent an authority, ought 
not to be treated lightly by any foreign scholar. 
On the contrary, it would not have been unreason
able to expect and to hope, that this would present 
the wished for opportunity of a compromise— if not 
altogether to the complete satisfaction, yet compati
bly with the consistency of each party. And surely 
each would be willing to sacrifice much in order to 
terminate present disunion— in the face of the 
Roman Catholic Missions, united and compact as 
one body on such questions, and gaining a great ad
vantage in their proselytism from the divisions of 
Protestant Missionaries. On the one hand, those 
who object to the inadequacy of Shin for expressing 
the true God, have in the newly proposed term, the 
addition of a prefix Teen forming a compound, which, 
while it concedes to the advocates of Shin the use of 
the “ generic term ” for the false gods of China— is
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declared by competent native authority to be a sin
gular noun in the sense of Shang-te. Thus again 
the First Commandment, which has presented such 
difficulties to the advocates of Shin in their desire 
to have a “ generic term ” to combat the polytheism 
of China, might be rendered thus, limiting Teen- 
shin to the true God, and using Shin for false gods, 
— Teen-shin ( » by preeminence ) said, “ Thou shalt 
worship no other Shin ( )  but me.” The addition 
of Teen to Shin thus supplies the absence of the 
definite article and inflexion of number from the 
Chinese language; as Avell as helping to raise the 
idea and remove the vagueness of Shin alone.

3. Again that this proposal of Governor Seu, Teen- 
shin, (never employed in such a sense by Missionaries 
as far as we have any knowledge,) was not a hasty 
or ill-considered term— is apparent from the passages 
in his Geography, where it is evident that he has 
occasionally ( I know not whether I might not 
even say frequently) used that term for one Being, 
the God who gave the law to Moses on Mount 
Sinai.

I am surprised to perceive the manner in which 
Dr Medhurst replies to this reason in favour of Teen- 
shin, viz ; that “ the Governor of Fokeen says it was 
Teen-shin who gavethe Ten Commandments to Moses 
011 Mount Sinai.” Dr M. professes to treat this fact 
very lightly, and disposes of it in these few follow
ing words only: “ In this respect the Governor 
agrees with the Scripture writers, who say that the 
law was given by the ministration of angels.” 
Now I am at a loss to know what meaning I am to 
extract from this sentence, except that Dr Medhurst
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would wish to imply that the proper rendering of 
the Governor’s meaning should be that “ Angels 
delivered the law on Mount Sinai to Moses.”

And yet I have a MS. memorandum of Dr Med- 
hurst in my possession, written in November last, 
in which he renders the Governor’s expression Teen- 
shin in that passage in the singular number evi
dently in the sense o f Deity. Dr Medhurst makes 
thereon the following MS. observation : “This account 
is evidently derived from some tract published by 
Protestants. The characters used for Sinai shew 
this. In Protestant tracts published by Morrison and 
Milne, the term generally employed for the Deity 
Was Shin-teen. The Chinese writer, not liking such 
a combination, as being thoroughly unidiomatic, has 
transposed the characters and preferred writing 
Teen-shin. He cannot be considered as giving what 
he would consider as the best term whereby to express 
the Deity.”*

* On looking back to the sentiments o f the two principal advocates o f Shang-
and Shin respectively written before the memorandum of my interview with 

Seu was published, I cannot help drawing attention to the striking manner in 
which they both allude to Teen-shin in the Governor’s Geography.

It has been already seen that Dr Medhurst was desirous and felt the expe
diency o f guarding against the inference that Teen-shin was a proper expression 
for "  God,”  by stating that Seu probably took it from some Missionary book 
without giving himself much trouble whether it was right or wrong. Each o f 
these distinguished advocates appears to have felt that the term Teen-shin 
presented a strong handle to his opponent, Dr Medhurst not approving the 
Shin, and Bishop Boone not liking the Teen in the compound Teen-shin,

Bishop Boone, in page 123 o f his last pamphlet, after quoting that portion o f 
the Governor’s work in which he uses the term Teen-shin, writes thus :—<c M y 
object in quoting from this writer, is not to produce the impression upon the 
tttind o f the reader, that according to his opinion the words Elohint and Theos 
should in our translation o f S. S. be rendered by Shin or Teen-shin, for 1 sup
pose the writer has never thought o f  the subject; but only to shew that he does 
not hesitate to call the Being who gave the law on Mount Sinai, the Shin o f 
Heaven, (Teen-shin.)”
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Dr Medliurst, in objecting to my position in favour 
of Teen-shin, is now apparently desirous of giving a 
different sense to the Governor’s use of Teen-shin, 
from that which he gave to it only nine months ago.

4. I have also to notice another circumstance 
which confirmed me in my views respecting Teen- 
shin. At a time when scarcely a dozen persons in 
China had perused the memorandum of the inter
view above alluded to,— a document was published, 
purporting to be the preface to a form of prayer to 
Teen-shin by Keying. This document is probably a 
fabrication ;* but all the Chinese whom I have con
sulted, state that the author (whoever he be) must 
have been a very learned native scholar, and that 
no foreigner living possesses such a knowledge of

I quite agree in the sentiment that the Governor never troubled himself about 
translating the terms Elohim and Theos, inasmuch as His Excellency has doubt
less never learnt Hebrew or Greek. The conversation at our interview plainly 
shews, however, that our native author had thought o f the subject, and that I 
was authorized in stating to you in my former letter that he “  advisedly ”  used 
the expression “  Teen-shin.”

The whole passage from the native work is translated in appendix p. 16C of 
Bishop Boone’s pamphlet, in which there are these quotations :— “  Teen-shin, 
whose religion arose in Palestine, which originally was on the Eastern borders 
o f the Roman empire.”  He also states that Moses first established this 
country, and that Jesus was a descendant o f his.

D r Medhurst in his MS. translation of the passage, has this sentence.—> 
“ Judeea with all the countries W est o f it, worshipped Teen-shin;”  no slight 
proof o f the statement in my former letter that the Governor says that “  Teen- 
shin is the God o f all European nations assuming the God o f the Old Testa
ment to be also the God o f the New.

* D r Williams, author of “  The Middle Kingdom,”  informs me that he has met 
a Chinese who asserts that he saw this same document three years ago, and that 
it is not a recent production. D r W . has opened a communication indirectly 
with M r Secretary Le mentioned in the Preface, who is now promoted to a civil 
magistracy in Canton province. The result has shewn that much mystery still 
rests on the whole matter, and that the present retrograde anti-European policy 
ot the new emperor has probably something to do with the difficulty o f discover
ing the real author.
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Chinese style, as to enable him to forge such a docu
ment. Here then (apart from the mercenary motive 
of selling the book in which it was interpolated, 
which probably prompted the forgery,) we have in
dependent native authority concurring in favour of 
a term never before advocated by any Missionary as 
the term for God in Christian writings; a term used 
no less than three times in the space of twenty 
lines, and everywhere employed as a singular noun, 
and applied by preeminence to the God of Christian 
nations.

o. I find also in the translation of this docu
ment sent to you by Dr Legge, one of the leading 
advocates of Shang-te, a statement towards the close 
of his printed letter, to which I beg to draw your 
special attention as the main concession and turning 
point in favour of Teen-shin.

If I am wrong in the conclusion to which I came, 
that Teen-shin was capable of being employed for 
“ God” in the highest sense, according to Chinese 
usage, I must leave you to judge whether I had 
not abundant reason for this view in the statements 
of those who now object to Teen-shin as incapable 
of such a sense. I see not how to avoid the infer
ence that they either were wrong then or are wrong 
now.

You will kindly refer to the following extracts 
from the abovementioned printed letter. Dr Legge, 
who is an able Chinese scholar, then stated, “ Teen- 
shin has with the Chinese two acceptations: It is 
either plural in its signification,— Spirits of heaven ; 
or it is singular, meaning Shang-te, the Spirit of 
Heaven.”
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Again, “ These and other things are predicated of 
the Shin in general; a fortiori they may he predi
cated of the greatest of all Shin, the Teen-shin, i. e., 
of Shang-te, God.”

Even if there is but one instance in the classics 
where Teen-shin is thus used in the second sense 
stated in that letter,— it is an important concession 
from the advocates of Shang-te, on the one side,—  
and gives to Teen-shin a usage absolutely for “ God," 
of which Bishop Boone concedes there is no single 
instance in favour of Shin uncompounded on the 
other.

It is with diffidence that I dissent from Dr Med- 
liurst and his respected colleagues, on the question 
of the practicability and expediency of this conces
sion. My views of the immense importance of a 
speedy agreement— yea of its necessity to the spread 
of the Gospel in China, leads me to request all in
terested in this question to pause ere they determine 
that this desirable consummation shall be hopelessly 
adjourned (it may be) until the whole present gene
ration of Missionaries shall have departed from their 
labours.

If I had consulted my own inclinations, I should 
have preferred delaying thus to state even the par
tial conclusion to which I have already come on 
this question. Circumstances however lead me to 
state, that the result of my inquiries thus far has 
tended to produce a growing conviction (at variance 
with that of my esteemed brother Bishop Boone, 
and others of my own clergy, with whom I am on 
other subjects agreed) of the utter inadequacy of 
Shin alone as the name for “ God ” in its higher
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sense.* lam not yet convinced that its opposite <8'//«« -̂ 
fc is consequently the best term that can be selected, 
in the present circumstances of Protestant Missions in 
China. I do not suppose moreover that any person 
will contend that the selection of this term is essen
tial to the successful propagation of Christianity in 
China; for the Roman Catholics, whose converts 
probably amount in China to one-tliird of a million,

* During my recent visitation to the Chinese Consular cities at the close of 
last year, I bought on two different occasions, at Slianghae and at Foo-chow, 
from a Chinese book-stall six books in which the character Shin appearing con
spicuously large on the title page, attracted my notice. I have submitted them 
to competent scholars, European and Chinese. Out o f six cases o f Shin thus 
taken at random, in the first three it was used adjectively in the following 
senses,— 1. “ A mysterious computation o f the ivory-board 2. “ A  myste
rious computation ”  o f some other fortune-telling tables ; 3. “  Skilful in dis
cerning physiognomy

In the last three cases it was used,— 4. for “  animal spirits 5. it was joined 
with Seen as a compound, Sliin-seen, which Morrison in his Lexicon states to be 
a kind o f gen ii;  6. it was applied to the common objects o f  Chinese idolatrous 
Worship.

When it is proposed to raise and limit the sense o f such a word as Shin un- 
compounded and alone, and apply it to the true God as alone proper to be 
designated by such a term ; and that too in a language singularly deficient in the 
common mode o f defining and limiting a word, being destitute o f grammatical 
inflexion and the definite article, by what has been called usus loquendi;  I must 
confess that it appears to me to be a hopeless attempt for a few tens o f foreigners, 
imperfectly acquainted with the language, and comparatively destitute o f in
fluence. W e incur a very serious disadvantage if we render the propagation o f 
Christianity dependent on the success o f this endeavour to change and limit the 
common daily sense o f a term,— the meaning of which is stereotyped in a litera
ture o f nearly 3000 years’ duration.

W hen 1 read my friend Bishop Boone’s statement,— “  I f  we could remodel 
the literature o f the country, wre would forbid the employment o f Shin as the 
Pantheists have used i t ; we would forbid its use for the human soul,” — 1 was 
led to consider whether we should not thus be needlessly creating a philological 
obstacle in addition to the moral obstacles which retard the progress o f the 
gospel in China ; and whether the implied assertion that this wide and indiscri
minate use o f Shin arises from the Pantheism o f the Chinese, is not to beg the 
whole question.

Your Society have felt the difficulty. Although you agree with the American 
^*hle Society in believing that Shin is, among other senses, the generic or com-
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have not for more than a century used any other 
term than Teen-choo, the “ Lord of Heaven.” Al
though there is reason to believe that such enlight
ened men as Governor Seu use Shang-te in a sense 
very near to our idea of “ God," yet I feel difficul
ty and reluctance in coming to the conclusion that 
a word should be adopted, which, like Shang-te, is 
deemed by the majority of Protestant Missionaries 
to be confounded in the minds of the less educated 
Chinese (who form the vast proportion of their 
hearers and readers) with something far below and 
different from the idea intended. I feel it due to 
the clergy of that Mission more especially over 
which I have been called in the Providence of God 
to preside,— that a respect should be paid to their 
conscientious scruples, in disinclining me towards 
the use of a term which they most explicitly repre
sent to me as being generally misunderstood by

mon name for the host o f false gods in China ;— you nevertheless differed from 
that Society on the further question, and felt the impossibility o f adopting Shin 
alone for the true God. You accordingly proposed, a year and a half ago, on be
half o f your Society, that Shang (supreme) should be prefixed to Shin when used 
for the true God, to compensate for the absence o f article and number, so as to 
give it a preeminent and distinctive sense. Now your proposal was a remark
able approximation to that o f Governor Seu. I had the opportunity o f taking 
his view o f your proposal. This eminent native authority at once rejected it as 
inadmissible, and instead o f Shang, reverted to his proposal to prefix Teen to Shin• 
Your letter on this point, dated (I  believe) October 1849, and addressed to the 
Translating Committee at Shanghae, appears to me to recognize the principle on 
which Teen-shin is based.

Teen-shin seems to be a term sufficient for all the purposes o f propagating a 
knowledge o f Christianity ; and would obtain each year a more familiar usage. 
Usus Ioquendi must be had recourse to, only with due provisions and within 
reasonable limits. It cannot be called in to effect a total change in the philolo
gical meaning o f language, much less when attempted by an inconsiderable num
ber o f foreigners. But usus Ioquendi may with more reason be called to our aid, 
to give a common and familiar usage to a meaning, which, though rare, is not 
new, aud already exists in Chinese.
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their Chinese hearers, as an encouragement to the 
Worship of the chief Taouist idol Yuh-hwang Shang- 
te, in some of our Missionary stations generally call
ed by the common people Shang-te simply. When 
I find so many brethren, zealous in their Missionary 
labours— eminent for their piety— and not deficient 
in intellectual culture— willing (as I believe) rather 
to abandon the work of Missions than to use a term 
which they (whether with or without due and ade
quate reasons I stop not now to inquire) believe 
to be intimately associated with the encouragement 
°f Chinese idolatry, I repeat, that I feel there is 
great difficulty in advocating the adoption of the 
term Shang-te. In such a desire to make conces
sions to the utmost verge of consistency with my 
°'vn convictions, (a feeling of which I claim and ex
pect a reciprocation on the part of my clerical 
brethren,) I trust I shall ever obtain a fair and 
friendly sympathy from all who wish to see unity 
among the Protestant Missionary brethren in China, 
-—and not least of all, from those also who from the 
best of motives may be unwilling to accept a com
promise on the term Teen-shin.

The difficulties of agreement on any term are 
confessedly great. The Roman Catholics add to our 
Present difficulty, employing, as they do, Teen-shin 
f°r “ angels.”* But objections of this kind exist 
against almost every term. The Roman Catholic

* Protestant Missionaries have employed Teen-she (heavenly messenger) for 
aogel ;* and not Teen-shin (heavenly shin.)
n  Shin, even when limited by the prefix Teen, (heaven or heavenly,) and 

ra>sed above its lower usages in the sense o f “  animal spirits ”  or human “  soul,”  
&c., be still objected to by many as not rising above the idea o f “  angel 

“  fortiori how great must be the objeetionableness to such o f “ shin ”  without
c
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Church, not usually very averse to compliances with 
the ideas and usages of pagan nations, when not 
very evidently opposed to Christianity, have not 
adopted the term Shang-te. A Roman Catholic con
vert from one of the interior provinces, lately ob
jected in my hearing to Shin for “ God ” as being a

such a prefix raising and defining its meaning,— as the word for the true God 
in S. S . !

The majority o f the Protestant Missionaries, however, and especially our 
brethren from the United States, defend the use o f Shin, uncompounded and 
alone, for “  God ”  in its highest sense, and are apparently determined to conti
nue to use it, unless some compromise be effected and a concession be made to 
their views.

The common title o f  the Roman Catholic Padres in China is Shin-foo (spiri' 
tual fa th er); and this same term is used by the majority o f Protestant Mission
aries in the sense o f “  God the Father ”  !

How desirable is it, then, that those Protestant Missionaries who, in the 
original selection o f a Chinese term for “  God,”  would have preferred Shang-M 
or Teen-choo, should bear in mind the importance o f making any practicable 
concession, by which the preponderating use by others o f a term like Ski»i 
which they themselves deem so objectionable, may be obviated and avoided.

The desideratum is not so much what may, in the opinion o f each, be abso. 
lutein the best term for “  God ”  in Chinese ; as what may be relatively, under 
present circumstances, the best term, capable o f reconciling views so antago
nistic, and bringing nearer together minds now so widely separated. I repeat 
my belief, that “  Teen-shin ”  affords the best prospect o f mutual agreement with 
the least sacrifice o f views on either side ;— being a cognate and compound of 
Shin on the one hand, and evidently used as an occasional synonyme o f Shang- 
te on the other, (See Or Medhurst’s statement in page 7 and D r I.egge’s in 
pages 13 and 14.)

I am aware that some o f the Missionaries employ the prefix Chin (true) before 
Shin, and have placed above their places o f worship the words Chin-shin tany 
(house o f the true Shin) in the sense o f “  the true God.”

A  well known Homan Catholic Missionary and Thibetan traveller, M. Hue, a 
man o f ability and candour, lately observed to me on this subject,— “  God is a 
Shin ; the devil is a Shin ;  the soul is a Shin. I lately saw a chapel with the 
inscription Chin-shin tang (house o f a true shin.) Did the writer thereof 
intend it in the sense o f “  G od ’s house,”  or the “  devil’s house ”  ! for both God and 
the devil are truly and really Shin ”  !

I need not add that such a prefix as Chin to Shin will never find acceptance 
with nor remove the objections o f those who are dissatisfied with Shin alone.

My own mind is becoming more and more alive to the very grave conse
quences to Protestant Missions o f this controversy. It has come to my kno»"
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mere creature; but on my asking him about Shang- 
te, he replied with great earnestness that Shang-te 
was merely mo-quei a “ devil.” I mention these cir
cumstances— not as necessarily conclusive against 
this or that term,— but to shew that if Roman Ca
tholic converts might object to Teensldn as merely 
“ angel,” they appear also to have had the idea in
fused into their mind that Shang-te is merely a false 
god and a “ devil.”

Teen-clioo, (the Lord of heaven,) the Roman Catho
lic term for “ God,” has doubtless many things to 
recommend it as preferable— being stereotyped by 
nearly a century and a half of usage in a religion which 
numbers its tens of thousands in every province of 
the Empire, and whose religious nomenclature Pro
testant Christians have adopted on most other points. 
But better satisfied as I should be, to see a compro
mise effected on that basis, I have but little hope 
at present on any other term than Teen-shin. Glad 
should I be if the able pen of Dr Medhurst could 
induce the Protestant Missionary body to accept 
Teen-cJioo as the basis of compromise. A transfer
ence of the original Hebrew or Greek appears to 
me as likely only to change the scene of difference
ledge that not unfrequently while one Protestant Missionary has been preaching 

a Chinese congregation the doctrines o f the gospel, and using Shang-te for the 
true “ God,” — another Protestant Missionary, employing Shin for the true 
u God,”  has been engaged at the same hour, and in a church within a few hun
dred yards o f the same spot, in warning his Chinese hearers against worshipping 
the various false gods, naming Shang-te specially among the rest !

Considerations even more serious than those suggested by the above circum
stance, frequently recur to my mind. I f  I am anxious even beyond many, 
whose judgment on other points I respect, in urging the expediency and duty of 
Mutual concession, in order that unity may on any practicable and consistent 
terms be attained,— I ask whether in such a state o f things as that above de
scribed, there is not abundant cause and justification.
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from the sacred text to the comment, and to leave 
the real difficulty unremoved.

Bishop Boone and Dr Bridgman, (though the for
mer at first hesitated,) on finding many brethren 
disposed to accede to it, have written in a spirit 
which every one will duly appreciate, to express to 
you their conditional adhesion to Teen-shin. The 
clergy of the Church of England would (I believe) be 
likely to agree to it. I perceive also— in addition to 
my knowledge of other persons— it has been favour
ably recommended by the editor of the Chinese Re
pository, the only literary and missionary periodical 
in China, as deserving serious attention. In a sub
sequent number he reverts to the subject thus;—  
“ His (Governor Seu’s) suggestion to use Teen-shin 
for “ God ” is worthy of attention ; and if all parties 
could unite on such a basis, how desirable a result!”

I now take my leave of a question, in which I 
have only an interest common to all,— that of en
deavouring to enable your Society no longer to with
hold even partially the Word of Life, already trans
lated and ready for distribution, from the pagan 
millions of China.

Until a compromise is effected— in addition to 
other obvious embarrassments and difficulties— the 
British and Foreign Bible Society, and her noble 
daughter the American Bible Society, are at issue on 
a question of most vital importance to the eternal 
salvation of millions.

I remain, my dear sir, yours very faithfully,

G. VICTORIA.



A P P E N D I X .

The following interview with a high Chinese official was held by 
the Bishop of Victoria in the course of his recent visitation to the 
consular ports of China, in order to obtain authentic explanations 
from a native author of great weight concerning various passages in 
his work frequently appealed to of late by foreigners resident in 
China.

The conversation has been recorded with the hope, on the part of 
the Bishop, that in so doing he may be considered only as furnishing 
materials for a future judgment, and not as advocating or committing 
himself to the views of either party in the philological discussion 
which has arisen on the appropriate term for “  God ” in the Chinese 
language.

Memorandum o f an interview held on the 7th December, 1850, with 
His Excellency Seu ke-yu, the Foo-yuen, or Governor o f Fokeen 
province, at his official residence in the city o f Foo-chow, by the 
Bishop o f Victoria, introduced by C. A. Sinclair, Esq., IT. M. 
Interpreter and Acting Vice-Consul at Foo-chow.

The Chinese official above named had been long known to for
eigners as a man considerably in advance of his nation in point of 
intellectual acquirements, knowledge of other countries, and liberal 
views towards foreigners.

Several years ago he held an important office at Amoy, and cul
tivated a friendly intercourse with missionaries. About the time of 
the establishment of the British Consulate at Foo-chow he continued 
to keep up friendly relations with Europeans, and evinced a great 
desire to gain information on subjects relating to foreign nations. 
He is also probably the best qualified of all the high Chinese officials, 
*>y his perusal of Christian books and of the Holy Scriptures, for 
forming a correct estimate of the Christian religion.

The interest felt by many foreigners in this officer has been con
siderably increased by his recent publication of a work, extensively 
read among Chinese literati, in six volumes, “  On the Geography
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and History of Foreign C o u n t r i e s i n  which he evinces consider
able knowledge of his subject, making frequent allusion to Christi
anity and other religions of the West, and also giving a brief sketch 
of the life and teaching of Jesus.

A  serious difference of opinion having recently arisen between the 
Protestant missionaries engaged in revising the Chinese version 
of the New Testament, on the appropriate term for rendering 
“  God ” into the Chinese language,— much interest was felt by all 
parties in the expressions contained in those parts o f his work in 
which he alludes to the Christian religion ; and various appeals 
were confidently made by persons holding conflicting views to the 
terras employed by the native author in support of their several 
opinions. His high official rank and literary degree helped to 
increase the desire to have so influential an authority on their side.

Previously to the interview, the nature of the episcopal office had 
in a written official communication been explained by H. M. In
terpreter and Acting Vice-Consul, by whom the Bishop was intro
duced to His Excellency ; and also the desire of the Bishop to gain 
positive information from him explanatory of various passages in 
his work.

The interview took place at the governor’s ya-mun ;  and the 
Bishop and the Acting Vice-Consul for one hour and a half enjoyed 
the privilege of conversing with His Excellency without restraint 
or interruption : the two English visitors being placed in the most 
honourable seats, and the only other persons present being two 
district magistrates, the marine magistrate, and the deputy superin
tendent of trade, who were all stationed at a distance in the lower 
part of the room.

Ample time was afforded for obtaining information on the follow
ing points. His views are quoted, not in order to ascertain the 
opinions of a Chinese scholar on truths of Christian theology, but to 
obtain the sentiments of a competent judge on matters of Chinese 
philology,— more especially the sense attached in the Chinese mind 
to the word “ shin”  which has been contended for by many as the 
appropriate term for the one true God.

The eight following positions were clearly and unequivocally 
maintained by His Excellency.:—

1. “  Shang-te" conveys to the Chinese mind the idea not of an 
idol, or one of their “  shin-ming" but of one universal Ruler of the 
world ; the same being as “  teen-choo," the God of W estera nations.
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His definition of “ shang-te" was similar to that of the Emperor 
Kanghe, teen «hang che choo (the Lord of heaven on high.)

2. “  Teen-choo— the Lord of heaven ” (the term used by Roman 
Catholic Missionaries) is a term universally known in general 
Usage throughout the Chinese empire as the God of Christian nations.

3. The primary and essential idea conveyed by the term “  shin " 
is something invisible and immaterial, “  woo hing." (This position he 
frequently repeated.)

4. The shang-te of China, and the teen-choo of Christian nations 
cannot be reckoned among the shin on the ground of being included 
among worshipped objects, but may be called a shin, as an invisible 
and incorporeal being, woo liing.

5. Although shang-te would be the most intelligible term to the 
Chinese, yet he expressed the opinion that teen-choo in the Chinese 
version of the Holy Scriptures would be an equally good term to 
designate the one God. He voluntarily proposed, however, “  shin- 
teen " or “  t e e n - s h i n , ”  (giving a decided preference to the latter) as 
the term for “  God ” in Chinese writings.

6 . Originally there was a  distinction between teen-s h i n , (heavenly 
thin,) te-k ’ h e  (terrestial k'he) and kwei (ghosts.) But in modern 
times the distinction is lost; the term shin has degenerated, being 
applied indiscriminately not only to t e e n - s/m' » ,  but also to
and KWEt-sAin, and is confusedly used o f everything unseen and 
mysterious in nature.

7. Ling-hwan is the soul of a man when alive. The souls of 
sages (shing Keen) after death become shin-ling.

8. The terms shin-ling and shin-ming are almost identical in 
meaning, and scarcely differ. (This position also he frequently 
repeated.)

Among the passages in his work which formed a subject of our 
mquiry were

First, The expression contained in 3d section, 39th page, where 
h e  writes that the Mahommedans serve “  tuh yih chin choo s h a n q - t f ,  

■—only one true Lord shang-te.”  He said, that throughout his 
work there were doubtless many errors, as it was compiled from 
various foreign authors,— mentioning, among others, Mr Gutzlaff, 
and some Roman Catholic Missionary whose name we could not 
gather; also various communications with the late Rev. D. Abeel. 
He adopted in the body of his work the various names for foreign 
deities which ho found in the many missionary books which he had
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perused; and only the notes (in small type) conveyed invariably his 
own independent opinions and ideas. In the above quotation, how
ever, in the body of his work he had himself drawn the inference 
that the one choo “  lord ” of Mahommedans was the same as the 
shang-te of China. He volunteered the opinion that the Mahom- 
niedan and Christian religions must have had a common origin. He 
especially inquired the points of difference between the teen-choo- 
keaou, “  the religion of the Lord of heaven ” (the Roman Catholic 
religion)— and Yay-soo-keaou, “  the religion of Jesus ” (Protestant 
Christianity.) He enumerated also from memory, in quick succes
sion, the various nations of Europe in which each of the two re
spective forms of Christianity prevailed.

The second passage was a note in 8tli section, 13th page, where 
he mentions Hannibal taking an oath at the altar of Jupiter, and 
then appends a note explanatory of the “  shin ”  Jupiter :— “  Koo 
she ko kwo so fung tsung-tsoo che shin we seang ho she jin ,— An 
ancestral shin whom all the nations of antiquity worshipped; it is not 
clear in what age (he lived as) a m an’’

This led to his explaining that the general idea attached to a shin 
was that o f previous existence as a man. He mentioned that, in 
the case of the shin of fire aud other elements, and the skin of hills, 
&c., the contrary was obvious. But the addition of the proper name 
of an individual to shin associated it with previous existence as a 
human being, and he accordingly repeated the question, “  In what 
dynasty the Jupiter * shin’ flourished ?”

The third passage, on which also lengthened conversation ensued, 
is contained in 6th section, 28th page o f his work. Speaking of 
the fourteen generations successively intervening between Abraham 
and David, both of whom he calls celebrated sages ( ming Keen)  of 
the West, (the captivity of) Babylon, and the birth of Jesus, he 
mentions Yay-soo Ke-tuh, Jesus Christ, and then adds in a note,—  
“ Ke-tuh joo chung-kwo che yun shin-ling,— Christ is the same as the 
Chinese expression shin-ling ”  (a spirit). He was asked to explain 
the meaning of this note, o f which he gave the following account: 
Most of the Christian books which he had read, used the character 
shin, and not sliang-te, for God. He frequently read that Yay-soo 
(Jesus) was a “  shin.”  He had inquired of some foreigners the 
meaning of Ke-tuh (Christ), and had imperfectly understood the 
reply. He had been led, however, to infer in his own mind that 
“  Ke-tuh ”  was a foreign word for the Chinese term “  shin" often
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applied to Jesus; and he had merely used the compound word 
shin-ling as the sense attached by himself to shin when so applied 
to Jesus.

Two copies of the revised version of St Mathew’s Gospel in Chi
nese, with the different terms of shang-te and shin for “  God,” and 
shin and ling for “  spirit,” recently printed at Slianghae and Ningpo 
by the advocates of these opposite terms respectively, were pre
sented to him by the Bishop, and his attention was directed to 
Chap. in . Ver. 16, “ the Spirit of God descending;” and Chap. 
Xx v ii . Ver. 56, “  M y God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me ?”

He said that he himself having read many Christian books, and 
also having seen therein both terms used for “ God,” easily com
prehended what was meant by shin as applied to the God of 
Christians in those passages ; but that such a term would be obscure 
and incomprehensible to the Chinese generally.

In reply to inquiries, he said that we could not truly say there 
was only o n e  shin ;  it was untrue, for there was a variety of mean
ings of the term shin, and the Chinese could never understand it 
of one worshipped Being or God, for there were many shin that 
were not worshipped. He said that the word shin was therefore 
incapable from its wide meaning of being used a l o n e  fo r  t h e  o n e  

G od ; that it was necessary to use a compound word in order to 
limit its sense; and that the adjunct t e e n  -shin ( h e a v e n l y  shin) 
would be comprehended by every Chinese reader of the H oly Scrip
tures, and would be in accordance with Chinese usage. Respecting 
the term SH AN G -sAm  ( u p p e r  or s u p e r i o r  “  shin”) a term recently 
proposed to meet the difficulty by the Editorial Secretary and Sub- 
Committee of the British and Foreign Bible Society, he said it would 
be obscure to a Chinese mind and foreign to their usage; and again 
reverted to t e e n -shin as being clearly intelligible, and calculated to 
define and raise the idea of God above the multitudinous senses 
connected with the vulgar usage of shin uncompounded and alone.

Throughout the conversation, when speaking of shang-te, His E x
cellency never once alluded or appeared to give any consideration to 
the various shang-te s of the Taouist idolaters.

With regard to the King-keaou inscribed on the Nestorian monu
ment at Sin-gnan-foo, he professed to have only obscure and vague 
notions.

He said that the character héen had teen with a horizontal stroke, 
and not yaou on the right, and was to be pronounced keen and not 
yaou.



Ho ordered an attendant to bring a copy of Kang-he’s Lexicon, 
and pointed out the character under the radical she with four addi
tional strokes. He stated that it was a comparatively modern 
character newly-coined during the Tang dynasty.

He explained that in the body of his work the pages which con
tained the characters commencing close to the top were on geogra
phy ; while those pages which had the character depressed were on 
historical and more general topics.

It is worthy of remark, that the tsung-tuh, the viceroy or gover
nor-general of the two united provinces of Fokeen and Che-Jceang 
(in whose jurisdiction three of the five consular ports lie, viz., Foo
chow, Amoy, and Ningpo,) wrote the introductory preface in com
mendation of the work, with his name duly appended on the title- 
page.

The Bishop and the acting Yice-Consul during the two previous 
days prepared and studied together such questions and passages as 
would tend to elucidate the above-mentioned points.

They were replied to in a spirit of candour, courtesy, and intel
ligence, and with an apparently deep interest in the subject.

Immediately after returning from the interview, the various topics 
were made the subject of a memorandum separately; and in their 
present form it receives the joint attestation of the Bishop of Victo
ria and of the acting Vice-Consul.
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