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Figurism and 

Ideological 

Colonialism 

 

Harald Holz 
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Abstract 

By the way of a reverse commentary from 

the critical level of the biblical science of 

the 20th century, the whole undertaking of 

the Jesuits could only be called a 

hazardous venture. This group of mainly 

French missionaries on the one hand 

presupposed a very elaborate  speculative 

theory of one of the most difficult topics 

of the Christian belief as the tertium 

comparationis and on the other hand 

some pieces of common wisdom, as they 

were handed down to the posterity by 

’normal’ people. - Of course it would not 

be fair if one would point at the immense 

intellectual work having been conducted 

during the last two centuries on the 

battlefields of the Old and New 

Testament. The origins of the central and 

fundamental Christian Dogmas, so e. g. 

the dogma of the divinity of Christ, in 

particular, and then with respect to our 

special theme, the dogma of the trinity, all 

date back to the end of the first and the 

fourth century. We also see an influence of 

neoplatonic thought at the same time. 

Also the dogma of the divinity of the 

church itself in its essence is, again, 

impossible to handle rationally without 

having discussions on the ‘Holy Spirit’. - 

So there would have been a lot of hidden 

mantraps for the Jesuits lateron. - It may 

have been good fortune that this 

undertaking of figurism did not succeed in 

the end.  

 

Key words 

History of the early New Testament, 

Divinity of Christ, History of the 

Trinitarian dogma 

 

1. The role of the so-called Figurism in 

the Catholic China-Mission during the 

18th century – Only a genial delusion? 
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I have done, a long time ago, some 

research on the first globalism, that is, on 

certain projects within the Spanish empire, 

during the 18th century. Here I shall give a 

shortened version of that topic. 

It concerns a special idea invented by 

a group of mainly French Jesuits during 

the middle of the 18th century called 

‘figurism’. This term means that the divine 

revelation conceals the decisive dogmas in 

a contrary investiture resp. surrounding. 

Thus, the rich could appear as poor, the 

mighty as weak, the great as little, and so 

on. The most favored object to the 

Christian theologians, then, was the 

respective comparison between the figures 

in the Old Testament and some 

corresponding figurations in the New 

Testament. - The instrument of 

interpretating their own holy text, which 

some Jesuit missionaries, in particular the 

French ones, was the quasi-holy text of the 

Daode-Jing. Their conclusion was that 

ancient Chinese were able to apply a very 

similar instrument to some parts of the 

Bible in communicating their mysteries. 

Looking, then, somewhat more in 

detail, these Jesuits detected in certain 

passages of the old Chinese text nearly the 

same, or, at least, extremely similar 

doctrines as they themselves believed as 

part of the Christian revelation. For 

instance, in the text of the Daode Jing in 

spite of all the limitedness and 

unpretentiousness of the Laotsian people, 

they are praised for their outstanding as 

obedience as followers of the ideals of 

simplicity and of the austerity of life of 

which their sovereign is an example in the 

eyes of these Jesuit missionaries, this 

resembles in a wonderful manner certain 

characteristics of the character of Jesus 

Christ during his ‘life on earth’. 

The Jesuits’ explanation was, that 

there would have to be something like an 

original revelation, for example, in the 

time of Adam, to the ancient people as a 

whole. In the course of history most of the 

knowledge of the original revelation was 

lost; but here, in China, a part of this old 

divine ‘employment’ , so to speak had 

been delivered in their own holy texts, as 

is evident in certain parts of the Daode 

Jing.  

This conclision led the Jesuit 

missionaries to try to find more and more 

parallelisms between the core meaning of 

the Christian Revelation, in particular 

certain fundamental dogmas as the trinity 

and incarnation on the one hand, and what 
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they perceived as the relevant passages in 

the text of the Daode Jing. 

The motivation could be formulated 

as the missionaries’ attempt to find a 

better, more intelligent way of performing 

their mission duty of proselytisalism. -  

Look here, dear Chinese, we have in our 

hands the best religion in the world to 

bring to you. However, you yourselves 

have been having in your own hands 

nearly the same doctrine since antiquity. 

Thus, if you receive this religion brought 

to you by us, you will, on the deepest level 

of truth, morely be receiving your own 

truth, only a little bit improved. - This was 

a genial idea, more palatable for a people 

with their own ancient texts and old 

civilization. 

This project, however, was not 

acknowledged by the papal curia in Rome. 

The Vatican’s objections were the 

omission of the central dogma of death 

and the resurrection of Christ?  Perhaps 

even more decisively was the 

uncontestable supremacy of the Pope who 

commands all the important truth of 

human life. Yet, against this uncontestable 

domination, the Chinese emperor found it 

 
1 It is printed here in this book of mine#. 

impossible to accept such a condition at 

all.  

The Jesuits, consequently, translated 

the Daode Jing into Latin to demonstrate 

the similarities between the Chinese and 

the Biblical Texts regarding certain 

Christian dogmas. –Together with a 

sinologist of Bochum, Prof. Konrad 

Wegmann †, and supported by a colleague, 

Claudia von Collani, I have translated a 

part of this Latin text into German.1 In the 

Latin translation, the Jesuits endeavor to 

show a structural parallelism between 

some selected parts of the Chinese text 

and the Christian dogma of the Trinity.  

An interesting result still for our time 

is the astonishing fact that, by a certain 

kind of hermeneutic, some parallelisms 

could be detected between the two great 

religions, Christianity and Daoism, which 

otherwise are sufficiently different. The 

result is that, by hiding the truth itself, the 

Jesuits had replaced it with an incredible 

truth shining compensation: It was 

something like a rucksack-compensation 

in Alpinism. The rucksack does not climb 
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at all, but he will arrive nevertheless, 

reliably, at the top of the mountain.  

The Jesuits did not compare Daoist-

Philosophy with the so-called Christian 

Philosophy. Instead, they used certain 

parts of Christian dogma to show that it 

has been, in its kernel, something not so 

different from certain central positions of 

Daoism in those parts of the old Chinese 

text which appeared quasi metaphysical.2 

The ideological strategy was to substitute 

the original theory of Daoism with the 

truths in the Christian dogma and, in 

doing so, tried to persuade the Chinese 

that this Christian belief was no different 

from their own.  

It may be said that a parallelism could 

be drawn between the practice of the 

Jesuit missionaries in imbuing the Daoist 

doctrines with their own christian dogmas 

and the chinese stratagem of: Deceiveing (the 

emperor and crossing) the ocean.3 – Was this 

Chinese stratagem not similar to the using 

 
2 Cf. by the author Werkausgabe, vol. 16, 2018, 

pag. 458 - 579 (Collected Works, vol. 16., 

Translat. Latin – German). 

3 Cf. Harro von Senger, Lebens- und 

Überlebenslisten aus drei Jahrtausenden: 

Strategeme, Bern et al. 1996 (6th edition) 37. 

of ruses and theoretical tricks to persuade 

Chinese intellectuals to accept the foreign 

dogma as their own? At least, the 

motivation on the side of the missionaries 

seems to have been subjectively morally 

correct. – But earlier or later on evidently 

the crux of this whole operation must have 

been explained, namely that the central 

figure of the Christian religion must have 

been tortured and then died. The Roman 

Curia however never would have 

consented to hide this central ‘Mystery’ to 

the believers.  

A point to underscore is that, what in 

this context functions as a so-called 

Christian dogma was, and still is, not the  

whole of the biblical context, in particular  

not of the biblical narrative handed down 

in the synoptics; instead, it was the highly 

abstract systematics of a certain part of the 

scholastic philosophy of the European 

Middle Ages, of Augustine and Thomas 

Aquinas and, from a more distant point of 

view, of Aristotle and Plato.  

What is meant is: Offer a nice villa to the 

emperor, but when he is inside and 

sufficiently been fogged by all the comfort 

and luxury the crew starts shipping away with 

him abducting him for their own purposes 
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Nonetheless, this attempt, which 

exhibited a new pattern in a new method 

of performing the Christian work of 

‘propaganda fides’ was ultimately founded 

on very intelligent, though pure 

phantasies. 

 

2. Ideological Colonialism as Catholic 

Cultural Inside-Patriotism of old 

China. 

But more-over there were even also 

different relics of these olden times, that 

included, according at least to the 

believing of the missionary Fathers which 

were enthused about their detections, also 

some mysteries which resembled e. g. to 

the divine trinity. 

It was thus easy to conclude that 

there must have been something like an 

original revelation – e.g. in the time of 

Adam – to the new, young mankind in the 

whole.  
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