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Chapter I  During the Present Age Nobody Can Achieve
It, but I!Life, Aspirations, and Works
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2 Mencius (%

In ancient China the greatest persons were called “sages.” The original
meaning of “sage” was clever. Only those who possessed the greatest wisdom
and virtue, and who were able to invent culture, implements, and institutions or
who were able to save the people in deep water were worthy of being called
sages. In ancient Chinese records and legends, Fuxi, Nii wa, and Shennong
were the so-called sages since the creation of the world, who were collectively
termed the “Three August Ones.” Following them came Huangdi, Zhuanxu,
Diku, Yao and Shun, known as the “Five Emperors.” Afterwards appeared Yu
of Xia, Tang of Shang, and King Wen of Zhou, called the “Three Kings” and
then Confucius, who lived between 551 B.C. to 479 B.C. He deeply felt the
crisis in the ancient cultural tradition created by political turbulence and moral
decay, and so self-consciously took upon himself the burden of assuming the
tradition of moral governance transmitted since the times of Yao and Shun. His
self-appointed task was thus to elucidate the civilization based on ritual and
music that had been the legacy of King Wen of Zhou, King Wu of Zhou, and
the Duke of Zhou. Confucius termed this tradition of civilization or culture of
approximately 2500 years in duration “culture” (wen). He travelled all around
the various kingdoms promoting his own positions. Once he went to a place
called Kuang, where he was mistaken by the populace for a nobleman who had
once pillaged the place. This led to him becoming besieged. Yet he was full of
confidence as he spoke to his disciples, saying: “After the death of King Wen,
hasn’t ‘culture’ fallen to me to transmit? If Heaven above desired to destroy
‘culture’, then why would it choose me to inherit it? If Heaven does not desire
this to happen, then what could the people of Kuang do to me?” o

Although Confucius was unable to become a sage king, his lifetime of
itinerant teaching, education, and method of composition preserved the ancient
writings, elucidated the ancient culture, and criticized the amoral government.
He also founded private teaching and the Confucian school of thought;
therefore he was venerated by later generations as a “sage,” and called “the
Most Holy First Teacher.” The meaning of this title is the greatest sage and the
earliest teacher. Because he was the explainer of culture to Chinese people, the
ancients said: “If Heaven had not created Confucius, all time would have been
one long night of darkness.” In world history, Confucius, together with
Socrates who lived from 469 to 399 B.C., and Sakyamuni, who lived between
560 B.C. to 480 B.C. as well as Jesus Christ who lived later, from the turn of
the era until 30 A.D., became four great philosophers who created models of
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@ Analects, “Zihan,” 9.5. In this work all citations from ancient works will be translated into
modern Chinese.
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