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Confucius’ View of the Dao of Heaven and His Mystical

Experiences

Kuo Wu Chen*

Abstract

Contemporary scholars generally categorize Confucius’s concept of the Dao of Heaven
into three types: the Governing Heaven, the Naturalistic Heaven, and the Ethical Heaven.
Most scholars maintain that Confucius still held the view of an anthropomorphic, governing
deity. However, passages such as “Heaven produced the virtue that is in me,” knowing the
Mandate of Heaven,” and “my studies lie below, but their penetration rises high; it is Heaven
that knows me” appear to be related to the Ethical Heaven. Yet, Confucius did not further
eloborate on this Ethical Heaven. The reason may be that Confucius regarded “Benevolence”
(Ren) as the subjectivity and creativity of morality; by practicing Ren, one can wordlessly
commune with the Dao of Heaven. Therefore, it was unnecessary for Confucius to establish a
separate, metaphysical “Heaven” as the ultimate source of morality.

Although Confucius did not establish a formal religion, he harbored an “ultimate
concern” for humanity; as such, his thought inherently contains a religious sentiment. This
sentiment, in turn, allows for the possibility of mystical experience. Furthermore, judging

99 ¢

from such discourses as “knowing the Mandate of Heaven,” “studying what is below and
reaching what is above—it is Heaven that knows me,” “the exemplary person worries about
the Way (Dao) rather than poverty,” and “following the heart's desire without overstepping
the bounds,” the epistemic depth and volitional strength inherent in these realizations likely
correlate with mystical experience. However, mystical experience remains a form of intuitive
realization; it still requires rational endorsement, discernment, and application to realize its

true value.

Keywords: Dao of Heaven, the Mandate of Heaven, Ren, the unity of Heaven and humanity,
mystical experience.
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