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Zhu X1’s Secret Teaching:
the Great Ultimate

Julia Ching *

Abstract

Scholars all know that Zhu Xi 2% received his teaching of the Great Ulti-
mate or faiji R, a concept that first came from the Book of Changes and the
Laozi # 1, from his predecessor, Zhou Dunyi [ #lif{, who made it an important
part of his cosmology. What is not so well known is that he heard of this teaching
of Zhou’s rather late, at age thirty-seven (1167), from his friend Zhang Shi 5E4f,
responded positively to the idea, and eventually, wrote his own explanations of
it, including at least five essays (without counting his voluminous correspon-
dence with persons like Lu Jiuyuan [4 /Uil and Lu Jiushao [/5 /1), and prepared
the Jin si lu 1 8% (1175) with help of Lii Zuqgian |7 tHzk by placing Zhou and
his teaching of the Great Ultimate at the beginning of this anthology. However,
it was only in 1188, at age fifty-eight, that he openly taught his own explanations
of the Great Ultimate.

So it had remained his “secret” teaching for at least two decades. He hesita-
ted teaching it in public because it involved cosmology, an area that Confucian
thinkers preferred to neglect, and because of Daoist and Buddhist influences that
the concept inherited. This essay explains Zhu’s secret transmission of the con-

cept of taiji — which led to the Japanese scholar Yamanoi Y@’s 1|7 doubting

*Julia Ching was a professor emeritus at University of Toronto. She passed away on October 26,

2001 after a long battle with cancer.
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of its importance in Zhu’s thought structure.

Zhu also took pains to explain the faiji by means of the wuji 4R, in con-
troversial discussions especially with the Lu brothers, who accused him of ac-
cepting Buddhist influences. But he did so in order to protect the transcendent
nature of the Great Ultimate. The essay also explains Zhu’s development of the
concept, explaining it with that of /i rather than gi, which marks it as essentially
different from Daoist philosophy, making it rise above any purely materialist in-
terpretations, and then asserting that the Great Ultimate as /i is both transcendent
and immanent — which actually confirms Buddhist influence on himself.

It is my belief that the Great Ultimate is Zhu’s comprehensive philosophical
principle, that which determines the whole of his philosophical design, that in
which he grounds his entire thought. It is /i but present in gi, as the /i of gi, parti-
cipating therefore in change and transformation while not depending on ¢i and
remaining transcendent. Yet the Great Ultimate is also involved in a cyclical,
cosmic process. In that sense, we may speak of it as first principle logically, but
not temporally. It is the same time above change and within change. After all,
for Zhu, the One is also the many, as /i is one but its manifestations are many.

On the other hand, the many are also the One, precisely as its manifestations.
For Zhu, to understand the Great Ultimate is to understand the secret of the uni-

verse, the cosmic as well as the human.

Keywords: Zhu Xi, Great Ultimate X #%&, li-qi ¥ R,, Book of Changes % #&





