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Confucian Sage or Bodhisattva? ——
A Study of Late-Ming Confucian Ideals

Miaw-fen Lu

Abstract

This article argues that the image of the sage and the ideal of learning presented
by late-Ming Confucian scholars (/i-hsiieh scholars) employed ideals similar to those
of the Bodhisattva. First, I explore three characteristics of the sage-ideal in late-Ming
Confucian discourse. These characteristics show how the Confucian sage-ideal contains
elements of the Bodhisattva-ideal. A Confucian sage will take a vow to redeem all
human beings thus becoming responsible for their moral achievements, and thereby
delaying his own. The motivation of a sage’s action stems from the ultimate ideal of
humanity endowed in his nature (the heart-mind with humanity of the unity of myriad
beings, wan-wu-i-t’i shih pen-hsin). Second, I point out that, in contrast to earlier
Confucians, late-Ming Confucian scholars were particularly concerned with the subject
of death. Their discussions and practices focused on how to transcend the fear and
limitation of death. These types of discourse brought them closer to Buddhist-style
discourse. Third, through analyzing biographies of late-Ming Confucian scholars, I
argue how this literary and cultural phenomenon correlated with scholars’ concerns and

how it reveals some characteristics of scholars’ moral cultivation in daily life.

Key words: Late-Ming, Confucianism, Yang-ming learning, Bodhisattva, sage, death
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