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The Real Commentary  
on the True Teaching

Self-Narrative

My ancestor was a native of Tianfang.1 For various reasons he came 
to China as a tribute for Emperor Gao.2�+H� HGLWHG� ÀQH� DQG� GHOLFDWH�
DͿDLUV� RI� DVWURQRP\� DQG� FRUUHFWHG�PLVWDNHV� DQG� HUURUV� LQ� WKH� FDOFX-
lation of the calendar. He fathomed the height of the nine heavens 
and plumbed the depths of the nine seas. He surpassed the ancients, 
PDNLQJ� QRW� WKH� VOLJKWHVW�PLVWDNH�� 7KH� (PSHURU·V� KHDUW� UHMRLFHG� DQG�
thought that if my ancestor had not received a real transmission of 
D� WUXH� OHDUQLQJ��KH�FRXOG�QRW�KDYH�UHDFKHG� WKLV� OHYHO��+H�ÀQDOO\�FRQ-
IHUUHG� RQ� KLP� WKH� RFLDO� GXW\� RI� WKH� ERDUG� RI� DVWURQRP\�� VROLFLWHG�
IRU� KLP� D� GZHOOLQJ� SODFH� KHUH� >1DQMLQJ@�� DQG� JUDQWHG� KLP� D� UHPLW�
for his labor in government service. So it remained throughout the 
dynasty. For three hundred years my ancestors became habituated to 
WKH� FXVWRPV� RI� WKLV� ODQG�� ,� WUDFH� EDFN� WKH� URRWV� DQG� LQYHVWLJDWH� WKH�
origins so that I will not venture to forget about them.

I did not study the Confucian learning at a young age. By the 
time I became an adult, I could read the language only roughly, no 
more than for purposes of social intercourse and letter writing. When 

1. Tianfang ⣑�PHDQV�OLWHUDOO\�´KHDYHQO\�KRXVH�µ�/LNH�WKH�PRUH�FRPPRQ�H[SUHV-
sion Tianfang ⣑㕡, “heavenly direction,” it was used to designate the Kaabah 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�DQG� WKH� ,VODPLF� UHDOP�JHQHUDOO\��
2. Gao 檀 or Zhu Yuanzhang 㛙⃫䐳 is the Hongwu Emperor 㳒㬎ⷅ (1328–98), 
founder of the Ming dynasty. Muslim astronomy certainly played a role in his 
UHLJQ�� EXW�ZKHWKHU�:DQJ�'DL\X·V� UHPDUNV� KHUH� UHSUHVHQW� DQ\WKLQJ�PRUH� WKDQ� D�
family legend is impossible to determine. See Benite, “The Marrano Emperor.” 
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36 The First Islamic Classic in Chinese

I reached the prime of life I was ashamed of my simple and rustic 
NQRZOHGJH�� ,� EHJDQ� WR� UHDG� WKH� ERRNV� RQ�1DWXUH� DQG� 3ULQFLSOH� DQG�
the histories, reading widely in the writings of the scholars of the 
various schools. When I penetrated a little into the general meaning 
RI� WKRVH�ERRNV�� ,�EHFDPH�DZDUH�WKDW� WKHLU�DUJXPHQWV�DUH�VWUDQJH�DQG�
WKHLU�ZD\V�GLͿHUHQW�DQG�PXWXDOO\�FRQWUDGLFWRU\��,I�,�PHDVXUH�WKHP�LQ�
terms of Islam,3�WKH�GLͿHUHQFHV�DQG�GLVWLQFWLRQV�DUH�OLNH�WKRVH�EHWZHHQ�
heaven and earth. Regardless of my own ability, I dared use my words 
to clarify the utmost principle. 

Sometimes I met with scholars face to face, and many discus-
sions sprouted from that. They usually did not compete with me in 
my reasoning. The gentlemen who were gladly convinced all regret-
WHG� WKDW� WKH\�KDG�QR�DELOLW\� WR� UHDG� WKH�ERRNV�RI� WKH� WUXH� WHDFKLQJ��

Sometimes I was moved in the midst of the discussion and, on 
returning home, would select and record some of the discussions. 
Further, when I had spare time I wrote randomly. I gathered it all 
together over several years, and as a result consumed a great deal of 
SDSHU� DQG� LQN��$IWHU� SUHVHUYLQJ� WKH� HVVHQWLDOV� DQG�ZHHGLQJ� RXW� WKH�
vague, I was left with forty chapters. Within them the principles of 
the way are totally rooted in the Honorable Classic. I consulted with 
the canon and did not venture to follow my own feelings or to add 
or subtract even a little. 

When I was among the various scholars, I was sometimes too 
H[WUHPH��EXW� WKLV� LV�RQO\�EHFDXVH� ,� DOVR�DP�KXPDQ�� ,�GR�QRW�ZDQW� WR�
be seen as a bellicose man. What I mean is that belittling the illness 
RI� D� VLFN� SHUVRQ� LV� QRW� WKH� VDPH� DV� JLYLQJ� PHGLFLQH� DQG� DSSO\LQJ�
acupuncture. But my conscience is unhappy, for compared to the clas-
sical canon of the midmost country Tianfang, what I have had access 
to in this country is only one ten-thousandth, or one one-hundred-
WKRXVDQGWK��$QG�ZKDW� ,�KDYH�VWXGLHG�FDQQRW�EH�PRUH� WKDQ�RQH�RQH�
KXQGUHGWK�RU�RQH�RQH�WKRXVDQGWK�RI�ZKDW�,�KDG�DFFHVV�WR��$V�IRU�WKLV�
ERRN�� LW� FDQQRW� EH�PRUH� WKDQ� RQH� WHQWK� RU� RQH� KXQGUHGWK� RI�ZKDW� ,�
have learned. 

,I� ,�KDYH�SXW�P\VHOI�DPRQJ�WKH�FODVV�RI�DXWKRUV�GHVSLWH� ODFNLQJ�
TXDOLÀFDWLRQV��WKLV�LV�OLNH�D�SHUVRQ�ZKR�SDVVHV�WKURXJK�WKH�YDVW�RFHDQ��
EULQJLQJ� EDFN� D� VLQJOH� GURS� DQG� FRQVLGHULQJ� LW� DV� WKH� RFHDQ��:LOO� ,�
QRW� EHFRPH� WKH� ODXJKLQJVWRFN� RI� GLVFHUQLQJ�PHQ"� %XW� WKRVH� DPRQJ�

���7KURXJKRXW� WKH� WH[W� ´,VODPµ� WUDQVODWHV�qingzhen 㶭䛆, “pure and real.” 
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37The Real Commentary on the True Teaching

my relatives and friends who are fond of me have forgotten that I am 
MXVW� D�SHEEOH��$FWXDOO\� WKH\� VDLG� WKDW� ,� DP�DQ�XQSROLVKHG�� UDUH� JHP��
DQG� WKH\� FRQIHUUHG� RQ� PH� D� ZRRG� HQJUDYLQJ�� ,� FRXOG� QRW� NHHS� RQ�
UHIXVLQJ�� VR�ÀQDOO\� ,�SODFHG�P\VHOI�DPRQJ� WKH�FODVV�RI�DXWKRUV��$ODV�

Even though these arguments and writings are strictly matters 
RI�P\�RZQ�SULYDWH�SHUVRQ��WKH�SULQFLSOHV�DUH�WKH�SXEOLF�DͿDLUV�XQGHU�
KHDYHQ��,I�,�ZHUH�YDLQO\�WR�SUDLVH�RWKHUV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�H[SUHVV�P\�PRG-
esty, it would ruin the public principles under heaven and not allow 
WKHP� WR�EH� WUDQVPLWWHG��7UXO\� WKDW� LV�QRW�P\�ÀUVW� LQWHQWLRQ��

6RPHRQH� DOVR� VDLG� WKDW� WKH� ERRNV� RI� ,VODP� DUH� VHOGRP� VHHQ� E\�
&RQIXFLDQV��0\�ERRN�LV�LQFRPSOHWH��VR�SHUKDSV�ODWHU�VFKRODUV�RI�QREOH�
DVSLUDWLRQ�ZLOO� DGG� WR� LW�� H[SDQGLQJ�RQ� WKH� WHDFKLQJV� DQG�JRLQJ� IXU-
WKHU�� 6R� ,�ZLOO�SUREDEO\�EH� WKH�RSHQHU�RI� WKH�ÀHOG�� -XVW� DV�P\�DQFHV-
tor gained the pleasure of the sage ruler by editing and correcting 
DVWURQRP\�� SHUKDSV� ,�� WKRXJK� ,� ODFN� LQ� HORTXHQFH�� PD\� EH� DEOH� WR�
open up and put forth the Ultimate Way. This may lead true and 
SURIRXQG�SHUVRQV�XQGHU�KHDYHQ� WR�QHJOHFW�P\� VFDWWHUHG� H[SUHVVLRQV�
and fully grasp the principles of the true teaching. Then I will not 
KDYH� EHWUD\HG�P\� DQFHVWRU·V� SXUSRVH� LQ� FRPLQJ� IURP� WKH�:HVW�� QRU�
ZLOO� ,� KDYH� EHWUD\HG� WKH� FRQWLQXDWLRQ� RI� WKH� 7UXH� /HDUQLQJ·V� YLUWXHV�
received from my grandfathers in successive generations, and thereby 
I will imitate my ancestors.

Thus have I stated at the beginning of this account the circum-
VWDQFHV�RI�P\�ZULWLQJ� WKH�ERRN�

$Q�ROG�PDQ�RI� WKH�5HDO�+XL�
Thoughtfully recorded by himself.

5HFRUG�RI�4XHVWLRQV�DQG�$QVZHUV

2QFH�,�KDG�FRPSOHWHG�WKLV�ERRN��D�UHDGHU�VDLG��<RXU�ERRN�ZLOO�FODULI\�
WKH�ZD\��7R�WDON�DERXW�WKH�ZD\�RI�,VODP��KRZHYHU�� LV� WR�PDNH�NQRZQ�
FOHDUO\� ZKDW� LV� WUXH� DQG� ZKDW� LV� IDOVH�� 3HRSOH� FDQ� GLVFULPLQDWH� E\�
themselves. What need is there to quote from other scholars and to 
DUJXH�ZLWK�WKHP"�,V�WKLV�QRW�WR�PDNH�PDQ\�HQHPLHV"�,I�VR��LQ�WKH�HQG�
QR�RQH�ZLOO�EHDU� LQ�PLQG�\RXU�SDLQVWDNLQJ�HͿRUW�

<RX�VKRXOG�NQRZ�WKDW�WKH�WHDFKLQJV�DQG�WKH�ZD\�RI�,VODP�VHUYH�
WR� SRLQW� WKH� GHOXGHG� EDFN� WR� WKH� WUXWK�� WR� HQFRXUDJH� SHRSOH� WR� GR�
good, and to stop people from doing wrong. This is what the human 
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way should be. Without these actions, the human way will be defec-
WLYH��,�KDYH�DOUHDG\�DFTXLUHG�WKH�UHDO�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�WUXH�OHDUQLQJ��
EXW� LI� ,� GR� QRW� WDON� DERXW� LW�� WKDW�ZLOO� EH� FRQFHDOLQJ� WKH�ZD\��+HQFH�
,� ZURWH� WKH� ERRN� DQG� WDONHG� DERXW� WKH� OHDUQLQJ�� ,I� ,� FRXOG� QRW� EH�
FRPSOHWHO\� VLQFHUH� DQG� HDUQHVW� LQ� GRLQJ� VR�� ,� ZRXOG� QRW� WDON� DERXW�
anything.

In a similar manner, if a physician prescribes medicine without 
FOHDUO\� LQIRUPLQJ� WKH�SDWLHQW�DERXW� WKH�FDXVH�RI� WKH�VLFNQHVV�DQG� WKH�
ORFDWLRQ� RI� WKH�GLVWUHVV� DQG� VXͿHULQJ�� WKH� SDWLHQW�ZLOO� FHUWDLQO\� KDYH�
GRXEWV�DERXW�WKH�SK\VLFLDQ��WKLQNLQJ�WKDW�KH�GRHV�QRW�JUDVS�WKH�VLFN-
ness and is giving medicine blindly. Even if he gives him cinnabar, he 
will dismiss it as trash. So also, when you see people sharing a house 
DQG�ÀJKWLQJ��XQOHVV�\RX�DUH�VLPSO\�ZRRG�DQG�VWRQH�RU�D�ZLFNHG�DQG�
obstinate man, you will urgently wish to separate them.1 Though I 
DP�D�ZRUWKOHVV�PDQ��KRZ�FRXOG� ,�QRW�ZLVK� WKDW"�

6RPHRQH� HOVH� VDLG�� ,I� ZH� OHDYH� WKH� VFKRROV� RI� %XGGKLVP� DQG�
'DRLVP� DVLGH�� WKH� ZD\� RI� &RQIXFLDQLVP� LV� H[WHQVLYHO\� EURDG� DQG�
GHHSO\�VXEWOH��7KH�ZRUWKLHV�RI� WKH�6RQJ�'\QDVW\�RͿHUHG�UHÀQHG�DQG�
SXULÀHG� YLHZV� DERXW� 1DWXUH� DQG� 3ULQFLSOH�� <RX� KDYH� TXRWHG� RQO\�
VXSHUÀFLDO�DQG�H[WUDQHRXV�DUJXPHQWV��<RX�KDYH�FHUWDLQO\�QRW�VRXJKW�
deeply after their subtlety.

,� DQVZHUHG�� (YHQ� WKRXJK� DͿDLUV� XQGHU� KHDYHQ� DUH� QRW� DOLNH��
WKHUH�DUH�QRW�WZR�SULQFLSOHV��,�GR�QRW�WDNH�RWKHU�VFKRODUV�LQWR�DFFRXQW��
,�GLVFXVV�RQO\�VDPHQHVV�DQG�GLͿHUHQFH��$�FRXQWU\�KDV�D� UXOHU��D�SUH-
fecture has a prefect, a state has a magistrate, a household has an 
elder, and the world has a Lord. The way is one. One after another 
WKH�&RQIXFLDQ�VFKRODUV�KDYH�IRFXVHG�HQWLUHO\�RQ�WZR�LVVXHV��SULQFLSOH�
and vital-energy. On their account, countries and families could be 
governed without rulers and elders.

,�GLVFXVV�RQO\�ZKDW� LV�GLͿHUHQW� IURP�RXU�ZD\�� ,�KDYH�QR� OHLVXUH�
WLPH� WR� WDNH� LQWR�DFFRXQW� VKDOORZQHVV�DQG�GHSWK�� ,I� WKHUH� LV� D�GLͿHU-
ence on the shallow level, then the deeper one goes, the more will be 
WKH�GLͿHUHQFH��7KH�ZD\�RI�&RQIXFLXV�DQG�0HQFLXV�IRU�FXOWLYDWLQJ�WKH�
body, regulating the family, and governing the country is the same as 
our way, so why would I presumptuously venture to discuss where 
LW� LV� ULJKW�DQG�ZURQJ"

6RPHRQH�HOVH�VDLG��<RX�KDYH�GLVFXVVHG�WKH� WZR�GRFWULQHV� >%XG-
GKLVP�DQG�'DRLVP@�GHHSO\��DQG�\RX�KDYH�TXRWHG�PDQ\�VD\LQJV�IURP�

1. The sentence refers to Mencius 4.2.29.6.
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WKHP�LQ�\RXU�ERRN��<RX�KDYH�DOPRVW�HQWHUHG�WKH�VFKRRO�DQG�WKH�P\V-
WHU\��:K\"

,� VDLG�� 7KHUH� LV� QRWKLQJ� ODFNLQJ� LQ� WKH� FODVVLFDO� FDQRQ� RI� ,VODP��
EXW� WKHUH� LV� QR� RQH� RXWVLGH� WKH� WHDFKLQJ� ZKR� NQRZV� WKLV�� 7KLV� LV�
EHFDXVH�RXU�ODQJXDJHV�DUH�GLͿHUHQW��,�ZURWH�DQG�GLVFXVVHG�XVLQJ�WKHLU�
H[SUHVVLRQV� SUHFLVHO\� WR�PDNH� RXU� WHDFKLQJV� FRPSUHKHQVLYH��$OO� WKH�
ERUURZHG� H[SUHVVLRQV� ,� XVHG� ZHUH� EHFDXVH� RI� P\� FRQFHUQ� WR� VKRZ�
KRZ� WKH� SULQFLSOHV� ZRUN�� 7KH� H[SUHVVLRQV� GR� QRW� FDUU\� WKH� VDPH�
PHDQLQJ�� EXW� LI� ,� KDG� QRW� ERUURZHG� WKHP�� KRZ� FRXOG� ,� PDNH� FOHDU�
WKDW� WKHVH� WZR�GRFWULQHV�DUH�GLͿHUHQW� IURP�RXUV"

Nonetheless, I am deeply ashamed that my learning is shallow 
DQG�VXSHUÀFLDO��P\�ZRUGV�DQG�H[SUHVVLRQV�UXVWLF�DQG�XQSROLVKHG��DQG�
my chapters not in order. I tried as best I could, but I was not able 
WR�GR�DQ\�EHWWHU�� ,�FRXOG�QRW�UHMHFW�DUJXLQJ�DERXW�WKH�JLVW�RI� WKH�PDW-
WHU� EHFDXVH� ,� DP�DIUDLG� WKDW� WKH�ZD\�KDV� QRW� EHHQ� FODULÀHG��+HQFH� ,�
ZDQWHG�WR�H[KDXVW�P\�KHDUW� LQ�GRLQJ�VR��&DQ�,�QRW�KRSH� WKDW�SHRSOH�
ZLOO�KDYH� IXOO� IDLWK�DQG� IROORZ� LW"

0RUHRYHU��HYHQ�&RQIXFLXV�WDONHG�DERXW�´PDNLQJ�PHQ�NQRZ�PH�
DQG� PDNLQJ� PHQ� FRQGHPQ� PH�µ2� :KR� DP� ,"� ,� GR� QRW� SUHVXPH� WR�
NQRZ�WKHLU�NQRZLQJ�DQG�FRQGHPQLQJ��(YHQ�LI�,�KDYH�VRPH�NQRZOHGJH�
RI� LW�� LW� LV� LPSRVVLEOH� WR� H[DPLQH� LW� IXOO\�

Thus I recorded the questions and answers so that those in this 
VRFLHW\�ZKR� ORRN�NLQGO\�DW�P\�ERRN�ZLOO�EH� LQIRUPHG�DERXW� WKHP�

$OVR� WKRXJKWIXOO\� UHFRUGHG�E\�:DQJ�'DL\X�

2. The quote is from Mencius (3.2.9.8), who says that after Confucius composed 
the Spring and Autumn Annals (chunqiu 㗍䥳), he said, “Yes, it is the Spring and 
$XWXPQ�>$QQDOV@�WKDW�ZLOO�PDNH�PHQ�NQRZ�PH��DQG�LW�LV�WKH�6SULQJ�DQG�$XWXPQ�
WKDW�ZLOO�PDNH�PHQ�FRQGHPQ�PH�µ�
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