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THE LOST PEARL OF FIGURISM: A CRITICAL STUDY OF THE

MANUSCRIPTS AND CROSS-CONTEXT INTERPRETATION OF LU
LIBEN’S YIJING BENZHI (ORIGINAL MEANING OF THE YIJING)

JOHN TSZ PANG LAI & JOCHEBED HIN MING WU *

ABSTRACT Yijing benzhi % & § (Original Meaning of the Yijing) was originally writ-

ten in the thirty-ninth year (1774) of the reign of Qianlong Emperor by Lii Liben &
3 A, a Chinese Catholic from Hedong Jinyi /5 & & &, Shanxi province. Although
there is no proof that the text got published, at least seven manuscript copies are
found in the Zikawei Library, Shanghai. Thanks to the efforts of Nicolas Standaert,
Adrian Dudink, and Wang Renfang, one of the most complete manuscripts of Yijing
benzhi has been reprinted in Xujiahui cangshulou Ming Qing Tianzhujiao wenxian
xubian (The Sequel to the Chinese Christian Texts from the Zikawei Library) in 2013.
Kuei-San Lai, of the National Taiwan Normal University, has recently done some pre-
liminary documentation and analysis of this unique Christian text, which, however,
demands more comprehensive and critical scholarly attention.

Yijing benzhi may be considered the “lost pearl” of Jesuit Yijing-Figurism. Following
in the footsteps of Jesuit missionaries such as Joachim Bouvet (1656-1730), Li
represents a rare Chinese voice of the Figurist interpretation of the Yijing by claiming
that ancient Chinese sages had received and recorded God’s divine revelation in this
venerated Chinese classic. Taking advantage of the openness and diversity of the
Yijing, Li interpreted the multifaceted symbolic dimensions of the 64 hexagrams, and
elucidated their connotations in light of the salvation story and Catholic theology.
Against the backdrop of the Qing prohibition of Catholicism and the expulsion
of European missionaries, Lii adopted a cross-context interpretative approach to
integrate the Yijing commentary traditions of the Song and Ming dynasties as well as
the multifarious Chinese cultural/religious elements with a view to re-constructing
and consolidating the disappearing religious memory and imagination of Chinese
Catholicism. Remarkably, Lii absorbed some features of indigenous goddess worship
to foreground the role of Virgin Mary as a loving and merciful mother to sustain
the faith of Chinese Catholics who had lost the pastoral care of foreign missionaries.
Moreover, Lii also tapped into the Chinese folk tradition of using the Yijing divination
to predict the end of the prohibition of Catholicism, together with its subsequent
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prosperity, in an effort to offer the much-needed hope to those suffering and
persecuted believers.

Making a critical analysis of Lir’s manuscripts, this paper attempts to locate and
contextualize this missing piece in the puzzle of the Chinese Figurist movement.
To rectify the current limitation of putting too much emphasis on the Western
missionaries or ecclesiastical institutions in the history of Chinese Catholicism, this
study highlights the ways in which a local Chinese believer constructed the symbolic
space and the dynamic interplay with the sacred, and by doing so, giving a voice
to an individual who might well have been omitted in the grand narrative. As this
pioneering study has demonstrated, the analysis of these priceless manuscripts will
open up avenues for further research on the influence of Yijing-Figurism in Chinese
communities and on the intersections of Christianity with religious and cultural
frontiers in the late imperial period. The academic contribution that this research has
for the Catholic Yijing studies, the history of Sino-Western cultural encounters, and
inter-religious dialogues would be profound.

KEYwoRrbDs Yijing (Book of Changes), Lii Liben, Yijing benzhi (Original Meaning of the
Yijing), Chinese Catholicism, Yijing-Figurism, Cross-Context Interpretation
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