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Abstract

Reformed catholicity suffers from a fragility that causes it to easily fragment over 
comparatively small differences. This study wagers that an important resource that 
can be useful for addressing this problem is the Chinese philosophy of tianxia. The 
article introduces the idea of a ‘Reformed catholicity under Heaven’ by placing a 
more liberal interpretation of tianxia in conversation with the problems in Reformed 
approaches to the church’s catholicity. In doing so, the article demonstrates tianxia’s 
ecclesiological usefulness while articulating two dimensions of ‘Reformed catholicity 
under Heaven’ that can deepen how Reformed churches inhabit catholicity in ways 
that promote unity.
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话说天下大勢，分久必合，合久必分。
- 三国演义1

‘It is said, for great Empires under heaven, division, in time, must lead to 
unity; and unity, in time, must lead to division.’

- romance of the three kingdoms

1 罗贯中，三國演義（上）（北京：人民文学出版社，1973), p. 1. The translation is 
mine.
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This is the opening line to 三国演义, or Romance of the Three Kingdoms, a 
sixteenth-century historical fiction that is as integral to Chinese literature as 
the Iliad and the Odyssey are to Western literature. Based on the events during 
the tumultuous period of the Three Kingdoms (220 ce – 280 ce), the novel 
tells the story of the Wei, Shu, and Wu kingdoms, whose leaders each claimed 
legitimate succession from the last emperor of the Han dynasty. Each kingdom 
enjoyed various degrees of political and military success over others before the 
Shu kingdom was conquered by Wei which, in turn, would be replaced by the 
Jin dynasty, signaling for many historians the end of the period. The turmoil, 
however, did not cease as in two generations the Jin dynasty itself fragmented 
into various fiefdoms. The pattern of the consolidation and fragmentation of 
kingdoms repeats itself roughly throughout Chinese history, all of it happening 
under Heaven. The experiences of consolidation and cooperation, dissolution 
and fragmentation, also describe the dynamics of the church’s wrestling with 
(dis)unity as it tensively engages diverse and locally inflected expressions of 
the universal gospel of God’s salvation in Christ. The church’s confession of its 
catholicity speaks to this challenge of sustaining the integrity of God’s people 
in the ecclesial body while remaining faithful to the doctrines and practices 
that have been handed down through our ancestors in the faith. Fault lines 
of division often emerge in the interstices between those dual commitments. 
Factions in church communities form around individuals or groups, each 
insisting on the righteousness of their own theological or practical interpre-
tations and, in the process, they reduce the church’s third Nicene mark into 
unstable fiefdoms of catholic identities.

This difficulty manifests itelf particularly sharply in Reformed churches. 
John Calvin, following Augustine of Hippo, insisted that catholicity needed to 
be generous enough to avoid being torn asunder by the ecclesial narcissism of 
small differences. As Michael Jinkins puts it, Calvin understood that ‘schism 
is not so much an act of institutional or even communal separation as it is a 
disposition of the heart’.2 Yet, the paradox embedded in the concept of catho-
licity is such that a heart of generosity can often collide with a heart of purity. 
Consequently, this dynamic is oftentimes played out with the propensity to 
ensure – and enforce – the church’s purity in the face of differences in the 
community, to the exclusion of legitimate diversities. How, then, can Reformed 
churches reclaim a generous vision of catholicity that does not shatter with 
every difference in church doctrine and practice? Western Christian tradi-
tions have often resourced Western epistemologies, concepts and categories in 

2 Michael Jinkins, The Church Transforming: What’s Next for the Reformed Project? (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2012), p. 62.
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addressing such theological challenges. I suggest, however, that turning East to 
consider new constructive approaches may be more helpful for addressing our 
challenges and can simultaneously push the boundaries of what catholicity 
can mean for doing ecclesiology today.

The concept I wish to resource is tianxia. Tianxia (天下) or, literally trans-
lated, ‘all under Heaven’, is a complex and multifaceted philosophical concept 
that has undergone centuries of evolution since its first appearance in writings 
from the Zhou dynasty (1046 bce – 256 bce). Basically understood, ‘all under 
Heaven’ denotes the whole world, including the earth’s geological features and 
its inhabitants. But even a cursory excavation of the concept reveals that tianxia 
is much more than a mere descriptor of material reality. It implies a universal 
order in which peace and harmony can be developed and maintained so long as 
all aspects of the world play their part and live virtuously.3 The concept’s com-
plexity ensures that discussion on its nature and application would not cease, 
even up to the present day. Recently, the Chinese philosopher Zhao Tingyang 
(赵汀阳) has advocated a ressourcement of tianxia in his proposal for a new 
model of cosmopolitanism which attracted significant attention and excite-
ment among philosophical and political circles in China and beyond.

As this study will show, Zhao’s proposal is not universally accepted and some 
important critiques claim that it focuses too narrowly on one interpretation of 
tianxia when historically there was a multiplicity of interpretations. Indeed, it 
is those broader readings of tianxia that present dangerous memories to Zhao’s 
reading, a reading which carries the risk of reinforcing conformist and author-
itarian sentiments. More critically for us, those broader interpretations can be 
helpful in constructing a way forward for the aforementioned problem of a ‘thin’ 
catholicity in Reformed ecclesiology, where a decentralized ecclesiological ori-
entation and the penchant for a ‘remnant’ mentality leads to an easy sectarian-
ism. My proposal to ‘thicken’ the wafer-thin sensus unitatis involves rethinking 
Reformed catholicity through engaging in a conversation with tianxia, a discus-
sion that allows for a brief exercise in Reformed constructive ecclesiology which 
will map the contours of a ‘Reformed catholicity under heaven’.

Resourcing Tianxia for Contemporary Chinese Empire

Zhao’s work in retrieving tianxia for the present has generated much academic 
discussion and interest in China and elsewhere, particularly in the wake of 

3 Heaven itself is a multifaceted concept that does not merely denote a place, but an 
indescribable divine being. It has undergone centuries of evolution.
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China’s rise and self- assertion as a global political and economic superpower.4 
For Zhao, this new reality behoves China to ‘rethink itself ’ by excavating its 
unique philosophical tradition, thereby enabling it to contribute construc-
tively to world politics. As he writes, ‘the historical significance of “rethinking 
China” lies in recovering China’s own ability to think, reconstructing its world 
views, values, and methodologies, and thinking about China’s future, Chinese 
concepts about the future, and China’s role and responsibilities in the world.’5 
The intention for such a reconstruction initially sounds decolonial, as it moves 
to multiply frames of reference insofar as global politics is concerned, shifting 
it away from Euro-American dominance.

Zhao begins by assessing the global political situation and identifying a 
lacuna: a global unity in which nations are united in the interests of the world’s 
well-being proves elusive because a universal ‘political global philosophy’ has not 
yet been developed. Instead, there is a neoliberally-structured global system in 
which nations compete and cooperate on the basis of ensuring their own inter-
ests.6 Transnational institutions such as the United Nations fail to secure lasting 
peace because the mechanisms for enforcing rules that secure the well-being of 
the world do not exist. Hence, such institutions simply become forums for nego-
tiating between powerful imperial interests, such as those of the United States.7 
In contrast, Zhao advocates a prioritization of ‘universal well-being’ over the par-
ticular interests of individual nations by providing an interpretation of tianxia. 
Three general attributes characterize his construction.8 First, tianxia is under-
stood to be an inclusive world in which a globally-minded political philosophy 
replaces narrow self-interested ones, the latter being attributed to Western soci-
eties. Second, it requires a world government that enforces values and interests 
that are agreed-upon and, thus, universally shared. Third, the moral principle 
underwriting his theory revolves around his understanding of harmony in which 
one’s own well-being is entirely determined by the flourishing of the Other.9 
To be sure, Zhao’s work on tianxia is indeed a distinctive contribution to wider 
discussions on cosmopolitanism. Francesco Sisci notes that in many respects, 
Zhao’s work is quite unique in Chinese philosophical history because for much 

4 Zhao Tingyang, ‘A Political World Philosophy in terms of All-under-heaven (Tian-xia)’, 
Diogenes 221 (2009), pp. 5–18, at p. 6.

5 Zhao Tingyang, 天下体系：世界制度哲学导论 (南京: 江苏教育出版社, 2005), p. 7.
6 Zhao does not use the term ‘universality’, but ‘world’. For Zhao, this situation is not ideal as 

it results in paradoxes whereby nations wage war to secure peace, or curtail freedoms to 
ensure liberty.

7 Zhao, ‘A Political World Philosophy’, pp. 6, 16.
8 Ibid., pp. 8–9.
9 Ibid., pp. 14–15.
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of China’s millennia-long history, it never saw a need to develop a truly cosmo-
politan vision since it regarded itself as the center of world civilization and thus 
had little interest in global developments.10

As discussed earlier, Zhao’s constructive proposal was undertaken in light 
of China’s relatively new status as a global superpower and a critical player on 
the geopolitical scene. Yet, several issues arise with regard to his discussion, 
of which I will simply raise the most significant. First, its practicality must be 
discussed, namely, whether such a world government is possible. Can every-
one across the world agree to meaningful universal values, and if so, can we 
assume that these values would be good?11 Critical to the entire enterprise is 
how universality is understood. A loose universality in which what is enforced 
is basic and undoubtedly agreeable to all people (e.g. a right to eat and drink) 
is essentially meaningless, politically speaking. Yet, in a world with a dazzling 
array of cultural and epistemological points of reference, any effort to agree on 
deeper universal values (e.g. freedom of religious affiliation) is a much more 
difficult task. Zhao notes that only the Zhou Dynasty (1046 bce – 256 bce) 
has put the tianxia system into practice.12 Such uniqueness, however, actually 
highlights the impracticality of the system. Additionally, tianxia has not been 
associated historically with a political system that values diversity, but with 
brutal conformity and despotism.13

The second problem is Zhao’s tendency to overlook the historical complexi-
ties both in China and the West. For instance, he essentializes the West in indi-
vidualist, self-interested terms, while raising up his ‘Chinese’ model as resisting 
those individualist tendencies. This line of reasoning is not new. Many Asian 
and Asian-American theologians have long deployed the tired ‘Eastern commu-
nalism vs. Western individualism’ trope in their works, failing to comprehend 
how such a binary construction obscures the reality that Western philosophies 
and epistemologies cannot be reduced into different shades of neoliberalism 
any more than Chinese histories and politics can be essentialized as different 

10 Francesco Sisci, ‘Under the Same Sky: A New World-view from China’, Diogenes 221 (2009), 
pp. 74–82, at p. 81.

11 I quickly note a parallel with John Rawl’s theory of distributive justice, as discussed in his 
Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971). Unlike Zhao’s tianxia, 
Rawls introduces the ‘veil of ignorance’ as a mechanism for members of society agreeing to 
the two universal attributes of justice.

12 Zhao, ‘A Political World Philosophy’, p. 8. To be sure, Zhao admits that the tianxia system, 
as framed by the Zhou scholars, cannot translate directly into today’s geopolitical situation 
owing to cultural and historical differences, among others.

13 It was during this period when the Chinese philosophers Confucius, Mozi, Shang Yang, Han 
Fei and Xun Zi, among others, made their philosophical contributions to world philosophy.
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variations of authoritarianism. The essentializing continues even in Zhao’s 
treatment of Chinese history, where it seems he has not considered the histor-
ical difficulties that have arisen with the implementation of tianxia as a polit-
ical system. In critiquing Zhao, Chishen Chang (張其賢) argues that Zhou’s 
understanding of tianxia is actually one of several possible readings. In con-
trast to what he claims is Zhao’s narrow reading of tianxia, Chang advocates a 
broader reading of the concept in which inclusivity does not only imply a world 
theory but involves looking at the world from Heaven’s eyes, thereby opening 
the possibility for self-critique.14 Otherwise, as he and Kuan-Hsing Chen have 
observed, Zhao’s proposal easily advocates a universalized Sinocentric ‘world 
philosophy’, a substitutionary political doctrine passing off as a critique of Euro-
American political philosophies.15 That is, what sounds initially like a post-colo-
nial proposal turns out to be a supersessionistic colonial construction, replacing 
‘Western’ cosmopolitanism with an ‘Eastern’ one. We will return to Chang’s per-
spective later in the article but, for now, the difficulty with Zhao’s essentializa-
tions is that it further questions the workability of his proposal. Nonetheless, as 
it was noted earlier, the goal of this study is not to forward a new reading of the 
tianxia concept, but to use it as a conceptual tool to interrogate, critique, and 
build upon the theological concept of Reformed catholicity. To demonstrate 
how this tool could be used effectively in ecclesiological discourse and practice, 
we pause our discussion of tianxia and turn our attention to the problem of 
situating catholicity in Reformed ecclesiology.

Catholicity in Reformed Ecclesiology

The main contention of this study is that a broad reading of tianxia provides 
resources for navigating the problems surrounding Reformed catholicity. Yet 
problematizing Reformed approaches to the church’s catholicity is much 
easier said than done, particularly since in many respects the two are con-
tradictory. Confessing the church as catholic is not the problem – Reformed 
churches across the world readily affirm the church’s catholicity alongside its 
three other Nicene marks. Where contentions easily arise and shatter ecclesial 

14 Chishen Chang, ‘Tianxia System on a Snail’s Horns’, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 12.1 (2011), pp. 
28–42. For a history of tianxia see Yuri Pines, ‘Changing Views of Tianxia in Pre-Imperial 
Discourse’, Oriens Extremus 43 (2002), pp. 101–116.

15 Chishen Chang and Kuan-Hsing Chen, ‘Tracking Tianxia: On Intellectual Self-Positioning’, in 
Chinese Visions of World Order: Tianxia, Culture, and World Politics, ed. Ban Wang (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2017), p. 284.
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bodies is when differences emerge regarding the content and implications of 
catholicity.

It helps, therefore, to identify Reformed-distinctive trends amid the diver-
sity of Reformed performances that pertain narrowly to our concerns. First, 
Reformed ecclesiology does not situate catholicity in only one ecclesiological 
or confessional manifestation. To understand why, it is helpful to recall the two 
Protestant marks of the church. As Calvin describes it, ‘Wherever we see the 
Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered 
according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God 
exists.’16 But the Doctor of Geneva noticed, as others also had, that those marks 
were quite general and easily subject to misunderstandings. Surely what might 
be considered the Word of God purely preached and heard by some may be 
completely abhorrent to others? Hence, Calvin continues:

the church universal is a multitude gathered from all nations; it is divided 
and dispersed in separate places, but agrees on the one truth of divine 
doctrine, and is bound by the bond of the same religion. Under it are thus 
included individual churches, disposed in towns and villages according 
to human need, so that each rightly has the name and authority of the 
church. Individual [people] who, by their profession of religion, are reck-
oned within such churches, even though they may actually be strangers 
to the church, still in a sense belong to it until they have been rejected by 
public judgment.17

The critical phrase here is ‘according to human need’. Calvin’s theological pro-
ject was fundamentally pastoral, and so he was sensitive to the possibility that 
the pure preaching and hearing of God’s Word exists in many different forms. 
Christian ministry and theology aims at the feeding of the pastoral sheep, 
and for that reason, it engages and interacts with local contexts. Thus, how-
ever much Presbyterian and Congregationalist churches may identify with the 
Reformed tradition, the reverse is not true. Indeed, strong Reformed sensibil-
ities have found their way into Anglican and Baptist traditions, as well as into 
traditions outside Protestantism.

The focus on the church proclaiming the gospel ‘according to human need’ 
results practically in an ‘ecclesiology from below’. Here I am using the phrase 

16 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.1.9, ed. John McNeill, trans. Ford L.Battles 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006 [1960]), p. 1023. Hereinafter, Institutes 
4.1.9, p. 1023.

17 Ibid.
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introduced by Roger Haight as part of his project on historical ecclesiology. For 
Haight, doing ecclesiology historically comprises four dimensions: historical, 
sociological, theological, and apologetic.18 In short, a historical approach to 
ecclesiology resists the idea of an essentialized church as an objective, ahistori-
cal, and unassailable point of reference through which all other ecclesiological 
manifestations are evaluated. As human communities gathered together by 
the Triune God, churches have histories, their traditions having been devel-
oped through complicated stories and engagements with the world. As such, 
it is insufficient to consider the church abstractly ‘from above’. Before moving 
forward, I will make a quick but important point that we will revisit shortly. 
Haight, a Roman Catholic, constructs his ecclesiological method partly as a 
critique of the prevailing strains of Roman Catholic ecclesiologies that not 
only elevate the authority of the Roman Church above other Churches but also 
follow the Augustinian two-cities trope in separating the church from the sec-
ular world, with the former being superior – indeed, ‘above’ – the latter. That 
being so, the same could be said of other Churches or traditions that elevate 
their denomination or polities above others, accusing the latter of being ‘too 
secular’ or too close to the world.

One of the attributes of an ecclesiology ‘from below’ is an appreciation of the 
simultaneity of the church’s historical and theological dimensions. Certainly, 
the church is gathered by and grounded in God under the lordship of Jesus the 
Christ – this is the theological reality. But sitting alongside this reality is the his-
torical reality; the church exists in history, continually changing and at times 
reconstituting itself as it relentlessly engages a changing world.19 Reformed 
Christians would, I imagine, have little concerns with the ecclesiological orien-
tation described thus far. Local contexts, for Calvin, were not merely particular 
clones of an abstract and distant universal ecclesial institution. The critical 
universals that ground the church catholic are word and sacrament, with local 
churches ministering to communities concretely – that is, historically. Hence, 
one could say that historical ecclesiologies are not new – Haight, in this case, 
would be articulating from a Roman Catholic perspective what Reformed and 
Reformed-influenced traditions have been practising all along.

Historical ecclesiologies can be powerful in shaping how the gospel is 
performed through the church. In 2014, the 222nd General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) [PC(USA)] approved the addition of the Belhar 
Confession to its Book of Confessions, making Belhar an important interpretative 

18 Roger Haight, sj, Christian Community in History: [vol. 1] Historical Ecclesiology (London: 
Continuum, 2005), pp. 44–46.

19 Ibid., p. 39.
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lens through which Presbyterians in the United States, leaning on the expe-
riences and the witness of Reformed South Africans, can read the Scriptures 
and bring the gospel to bear in a country where racism continues most visi-
bly in the form of police brutality, the New Jim Crow, and a wider sensibility 
in many parts of the United States that racial injustice is not as important as 
other issues. The grounding of Reformed ecclesiology in history enables local 
churches to exercise what Ignacio Ellacuría calls profetísmo, loosely translated 
as propheticism, that concretizes and progressively approximates the ideals of 
Christian catholicity.20

But Ellacuría notes that such ideals are, by nature, ‘general and undefined’.21 
As such, Reformed catholicity can suffer from a fragility in which church bod-
ies endlessly shatter and splinter into equally fragile branches as they discern 
the shape that concretization take in their communities and theological con-
siderations. The Reformers quickly realized this difficulty; they were aware of 
a hermeneutical multiplicity when it comes to discerning what constitutes 
the Word of God, and various adiaphora could be misconstrued as status con-
fessionis if circumstances warranted. Visible unity can easily be sacrificed in 
the interests of a purer and more rigorous apostolicity, a sentiment that is 
exacerbated by a decentralized ecclesiological orientation and the rigorous 
persuasiveness of a ‘remnant ecclesiology’. Now, I do not wish to rule out the 
occasional necessity of ecclesial division; divisions can have an ecclesiological 
purpose, particularly when the church clearly has traded Christian disciple-
ship for anti-Christian or even evil allegiances. For instance, this was necessary 
in the run-up to World War ii when the ascendancy of the Deutsche Christen 
movement in Nazi Germany sought to align the German Protestant Church 
with Hitler’s Führerprinzip, thereby compromising the gospel and the church’s 
mission. The Theological Declaration from the Barmen Synod, included in 
the PC(USA)’s Book of Confessions, reflects on the critical significance of such 
resistance even at the expense of the German Church’s institutional unity. But 
even so, not all were persuaded by the Declaration at the time. Today’s equivo-
cation by various churches in the United States in response to the ascendancy 
of extreme right-wing sentiments and the existence of concentration camps 
housing separated children and migrants in the United States demonstrates 
the challenge of corporately discerning the difference between status confes-
sionis and adiaphora. Thus, one critical weakness of Reformed approaches to 

20 Ignacio Ellacuría, ‘Utopia and Propheticism from Latin America: A Concrete Essay in 
Historical Soteriology’, in A Grammar of Justice: the Legacy of Ignacio Ellacuría, ed. J. Matthew 
Ashley, Kevin Burke, and Rodolfo Cardenal (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2014), pp. 7–56.

21 Ibid., p. 8.
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the church’s catholicity is the lack of a disciplined, corporate approach to dis-
cerning the signs of the times and the ways in which the Holy Spirit is moving 
the church to respond.

But even when a local Body of Christ gathers in patient and disciplined dis-
cernment of the church’s challenges in society, there is no guarantee that the 
wisdom gleaned would achieve universal reach. In this, Barmen and Belhar 
proved to be exceptional demonstrations of Reformed catholicity in that two 
particular proclamations of the gospel have become internationalized, finding 
applications in contexts outside of Nazi Germany or South Africa under apart-
heid. This is important because Reformed catholicity, properly understood, is 
not merely local. Calvin understood Augustine correctly that the church has 
not yet embodied the fullness of the Godly City but is peregrinating towards 
that realization, resulting in the church comprising both the wheat and the 
tares (Matt. 13:24–30). Hence, Calvin cautions that

we must think otherwise of the whole multitude itself. If it has the min-
istry of the Word and honors it, if it has the administration of the sacra-
ments, it deserves without doubt to be held and considered a church. For 
it is certain that such things are not without fruit. In this way we preserve 
for the universal church its unity, which devilish spirits have always tried 
to sunder; and we do not defraud of their authority those lawful assem-
blies which have been set up in accordance with local needs.22

In short, Calvin gives local churches the theological benefit of the doubt, 
entrusting the church universal into God’s hands. But such an ecclesiological 
generosity is double-edged. The sensibilities that encourage grace and mercy 
in the church can also encourage parochial sensibilities in which one church 
body becomes unaccountable to another. To use the example of Belhar’s 
reception in the United States, even though the Confession has become part 
of the PC(USA)’s Constitution, nothing compels dissenting local churches and 
individuals to take seriously its insights.

Reformed catholicity demonstrates such ambivalence. Indeed, the fact that 
any doctrine, even one contrary to the gospel, such as apartheid, can be iden-
tified as ‘Reformed’ by those who hold it, demonstrates the fragility of catho-
licity in the Reformed imagination. The dynamics of ecclesial belonging that 
can empower propheticism in some circumstances can just as easily erect 
barriers to real and costly discipleship in others. This ambiguous sentiment 
reinforces an atmosphere ripe for divisive individuals, groups, or movements 

22 Institutes 4.1.9., pp. 1023–1024.
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in the church to see themselves not as schismatics but as faithful remnants 
of the mother church that was unwilling to confront its sins and corruptions. 
The anthropologist Courtney Handman has argued that the faithful remnant 
sensibility not only generates a culture of schism in the church, but reframes 
schism as an integral means of theological, social, and even political critique, 
in the Protestant tradition.23 In time, such a ‘remnant ecclesiology’ becomes 
normalized and becomes misused for resisting difference or necessary changes 
in the church.

The irony is that such a ‘remnant’ mentality flies in the face of Calvin’s 
ecclesiology. Indeed, one of the critical claims that Calvin needed to address 
in the Institutes was that the Reformers were introducing a novel ecclesiol-
ogy. In response, and together with other Reformers, Calvin argued that the 
Reformers were the ones who were truly preserving catholicity. Thus Diarmaid 
MacCulloch suggests that ‘Protestantism … was not a word which had great 
appeal to John Calvin; Catholicity would have aroused him a great deal more.’24 
But even so, the remnant mentality somehow wormed its way subtly into his 
Institutes. For example, in the Institutes 4.2.8, Calvin compares the church to 
the Temple in Jerusalem, and notes that, in spite of Israel’s recurrent failure to 
uphold its side of the Covenant, God did not abandon it, but preserved right-
eous remnants who lived in an atmosphere of hostile unrighteousness. But that 
observation threatens the Reformation’s raison d’être – the righteous remnants 
of Israel did not, after all, abandon Israel. And so, Calvin had to claim that for 
the Roman Catholic churches of his time, ‘every one of their congregations and 
their whole body lack the lawful form of the church.’25 As Michael Jinkins has 
described, for Calvin ‘rationality clashes with passion. Theology conflicts with 
bitter experience. Respect for the sovereign providence, the eternal wisdom 
and the judgment of God rages against the all-too-human need to know, to 
judge between true and false, righteous and unrighteous, good and evil.’26

Navigating the tension between the church’s catholic doctrines and prac-
tices, on the one hand, and the local churches’ particular interpretations of 
those doctrines and practices, on the other, is an arduously difficult task. This 
difficulty perhaps moves individuals and ecclesial communities away from 
 cultivating the patient discernment that is necessary for maintaining the 

23 See Courtney Handman, Critical Christianity: Translation and Denominational Conflict in 
Papua New Guinea (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2014).

24 Diarmaid MacCulloch, All Things Made New: The Reformation and Its Legacy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), p. 55.

25 Institutes 4.2.12, p. 1053.
26 Jinkins, The Church Transforming, p. 61.
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church’s healthy unity towards inflaming the zealous passion that exacerbates 
remnant sentiments. Hence the Body of Christ becomes dismembered as the 
quest for purity in doctrine and in Christian living becomes a series of flash-
points for schism. It is not surprising that the United States’ members of the 
World Communion of Reformed Churches include four different Evangelical 
Presbyterian bodies, two mainline bodies, and others.27 One of the most con-
cerning ramifications of remnant ecclesiologies is how they often end up 
repristinating ecclesiologies ‘from above’ by reframing catholicity based on 
particular interpretations of the Scriptures and traditions. This not only down-
plays the diversity of gospel expressions, particular those that are unfamiliar, 
but may also anesthetize churches against necessary changes. In other words, 
the ‘righteous remnant’ may be a cover for maintaining unrighteousness. One 
glaring example of this is the way that the White Dutch Reformed Church in 
South Africa, wishing to excuse itself from repenting of White supremacy and 
needing to welcome colored peoples into its congregations, created the Dutch 
Reformed Mission Church and placed the latter under the former’s admin-
istrative authority. If the schismatic propensity in Reformed bodies is to be 
effectively addressed, a way is needed to ‘thicken’ Reformed catholicity so that 
narrow visions of what should be pure or proper do not become magnified to 
the point that they achieve status confessionis. What I propose in this study is 
that tianxia provides a constructive way forward for such a thickening. Thus, 
we resume our reflections on tianxia before deploying it to outline the con-
tours of what ‘Reformed catholicity under heaven’ looks like and what it can 
offer to Reformed ecclesiology.

Reformed Catholicity Under Heaven: Diversity of Traditions

Bringing tianxia into conversation with Reformed catholicity makes sense 
because our problematizing of the latter concept involves political or insti-
tutional-organizational questions. My goal, I reiterate, is not to subsume 
doctrine beneath the preservation of institutional integrity, but to find ways 
to avoid an ecclesiological narcissism of small differences in which minute 
variations in doctrines or church practices become magnified into a status 
confessionis. More broadly, the hope is that reading Reformed catholicity 
from the perspective of tianxia thickens it, thereby deepening the church’s 
embodiment of costly discipleship by allowing local churches in one context 

27 Not included are other Reformed denominations such as the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 
the Reformed Episcopal Church, and likely many other small Reformed bodies.

kuo

Ecclesiology 17 (2021) 51-71Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 07:04:15AM
via free access



63

to meaningfully exhort other churches towards God’s righteousness and 
justice. As I endeavor to demonstrate, some of the problems in Reformed 
catholicity parallel the problems behind the construction and understand-
ing of tianxia. Considering a minority report outside of Zhao’s framing of 
the latter concept will prove to be a useful ecclesiological exercise.

Recall from earlier that one problem of Zhao’s construction of tianxia is its 
narrowness, as argued by Chishen Chang. Of interest to our present discussion is 
Chang’s critique of the idea of tianxia as implying a world government. In short, 
he disagrees with Zhao’s implication of tianxia as being ‘a very different empire, 
that is not necessarily a world superpower, but a world under a commonly-agreed 
institution, a plan to make the world a place of world-ness.’28 The possibility of 
such an institution, of course, is doubtful, and his institutional vision of tianxia 
as ‘an institutionally ordered world or a world institution responsible to confirm 
the political legitimacy of world governance as well as local governance, and to 
allow the justification of system’ raises questions as to whether his construction 
is a self-justifying tautology.29 An ecclesiologically-equivalent claim might run 
along the lines of how a truly catholic church justifies and legitimizes its particu-
lar vision of catholicity.

Zhao’s construction also does not sit well alongside a history of tianxia phi-
losophy. Tianxia, as Chang describes it, can exhibit ambiguity depending on 
how it is used. Some philosophers had a more restrictive conception of the 
idea but others were unexpectedly inclusive, to the point where, theoretically, 
‘under Heaven’ implies that even foreigners can legitimately rule China.30 
Interestingly, the theoretical became a reality in 1644 when the Qing dynasty 
was founded; the Qing emperors were not Han Chinese but Manchus. One 
example of the flexibility of tianxia is hinted at in the Zhuangzi, in the story 
known as ‘Zeyang’. In this foundational Daoist text, Dai Jinren tells the king 
of Wei of a snail; on its left horn is the kingdom Chu (觸), and on the right, 
Man (蠻). As Dai continues, ‘At times, [the kingdoms] quarrel over territory 
and go to war, strewing the field with corpses by the ten thousands, the vic-
tor pursuing the vanquished for half a month before returning home.’31 The 
king dismisses the storytelling as meaningless chatter, leading Dai to cut to 
the chase and ask the king if he believed there were limits to the four cardinal 
directions. Responding in the negative, Dai muses in response: ‘And [does the 

28 Zhao Tingyang, ‘Rethinking Empire from a Chinese Concept,’ p. 34.
29 Ibid., p. 39.
30 C. Chang, ‘Tianxia System on a Snail’s Horns’, p. 35.
31 Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2013), p. 218.
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King] know that when the mind has wandered in these limitless reaches and 
returns to the lands we know and travel, they seem so small that it is not cer-
tain whether or not they even exist?’32 In other words, in contrast to the wide 
expanse of the world under Heaven, the territorial dispute between Chu and 
Man seems rather trivial, even petty. What, then, is the point of sacrificing peo-
ple for such petty pursuits? The Zhuangzhi’s Zeyuan pericope presents a vision 
of tianxia that does not institute a particular political system or even resolve 
certain problems. Instead, it represents a way of reading the world that broad-
ens perspectives, situating the individual or social unit within an expansive 
and interconnected web of interdependent relationships.

This perspective relativizes the narrow issues that may blow up a small 
aspect of the world out of proportion. Such a Weltanschauung would enable 
what Kuan-Hsing Chen has called deimperialization, opening up possibili-
ties for multiple points of reference to contribute to the subjective tapestry 
that is ‘Asia’ and, indeed, the world.33 This does not suggest, as Zhao seemed 
to posit, that Euro-American centrism should be replaced by Sinocentrism, 
but that Euro-American frames of understanding the world should be placed 
in critical conversation with different and local Asian world-views. Thus 
tianxia should provincialize China, the United States, or other national or 
inter-national entities, because from the perspective of Heaven, all nations 
under heaven are dependent on each other. Framed this way, tianxia relates 
to the African concept of ubuntu, which is popularly summarized in the 
phrase, ‘I am because we are.’

The Zhuangzi’s expansive approach to tianxia matters is a critical ele-
ment for constructing Reformed catholicity under Heaven. In what follows, 
I elaborate on two ways that tianxia presents an ecclesiological challenge for 
Reformed catholicity and how positioning it ‘under Heaven’ addresses them. 
First, Reformed catholicity under Heaven understands catholicity not as a 
static identity with policed doctrinal or praxical borders, but as a concrete 
and progressive inhabiting of a catholic vision that continually challenges its 
boundaries. To put it differently, under Heaven, the central reference point for 
catholicity is not the institutional church or a narrow ecclesiastical idealiza-
tion, but the God who is with and for the church. As such, following Zhuangzi’s 
story, ‘world- viewing’ from Heaven’s perspective diminishes the narrow sig-
nificances of any particularities in the world because they are interpreted in 
view of the broad expanse of ‘all under Heaven’. Consequently, no individual 

32 Ibid., p. 219.
33 Kuan-Hsing Chen, Asia As Method: Toward Deimperialization (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2010), p. 223.
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church, group, or theological movement can claim a monopoly over knowing 
the totality of God’s thoughts and ways. In fact, the church that is positioned 
‘under Heaven’ humbles its members. ‘Under Heaven’ our thoughts and senti-
ments are always subject to critique by the Word. It was this openness to criti-
cism and change that behooved some Reformed bodies worldwide to confess 
publicly against racisms and apartheids, to speak the truth in atmospheres 
of falsehoods, to recognize the pastoral gifts that women bring to the Body 
of Christ by authorizing their ordination, among others. If tianxia’s inherent 
ambiguity gives it a challenging inclusive dimension, it also offers the possibil-
ity of contributions from peoples and perspectives from outside one’s immedi-
ate community. Such catholicity means that American Presbyterians can draw 
resources in their resistance against racism and anti-Semitism from the expe-
riences and theological confessions of Reformed bodies in South Africa and 
Germany, bodies that had to wrestle with those ills in their contexts. Reformed 
catholicity ‘under Heaven,’ then, recognizes that every individual church’s 
presbyteries’ and church body’s histories and traditions are intertwined with 
those of others. Deepening it is an invitation for all churches to participate in 
forging deeper roots into Word and world, which includes providing space for 
all to engage and partner in God’s work in their communities through their 
ecclesial communities, paying particular attention to those on the ecclesial 
and social margins.

There is, of course, the concern that such positioning is, in fact, the root 
of the problem. After all, a variety of matters can be connected to fidelity to 
Christ and apostolic tradition if one were creative enough. Certainly, churches 
have suffered division over differences in liturgical minutiae and administra-
tive  policies, among many other possibilities, and whole church bodies have 
attached evil doctrines and practices to the Reformed name. But Reformed 
catholicity under Heaven invites us to consider listening to Dai Jinren and to 
critically and humbly discern whether the doctrines and practices that we 
consider salvific and confessional are really strategies that individuals or indi-
vidual churches employ to exclude all but the narrowly like-minded, thereby 
degrading the church into cliques.

In summary, Reformed catholicity under Heaven not a call to delegitimize 
or minimize local expressions of the universal gospel and what they can 
teach the wider church, but to re-view Reformed traditions like a mosaic in 
which differences act like its components. Each mosaic component is abso-
lutely unremarkable and parochially narrow in itself unless placed within 
the wider context of the mosaic. However stable and united a community of 
uniform and same-minded theologies and practices may seem, such a vision 
of ‘catholicity’ is unstable. As Courtney Handman has demonstrated in her 
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ethnography, public divisions over differences are not merely the end result of 
a process of differing perspectives, but reshape people’s identities and world-
views, thereby beginning anew divisions for the future.34 Distinctives matter 
in the universal church only if Christians situate catholicity under God’s gaze. 
We should acknowledge that individual churches cannot embrace the fullness 
of their expressions of Christian faith or fully minister to their local communi-
ties and the world without being connected to each other. Catholicity brings 
these traditions, with their commonalities and occasional contradictions, into 
a loving unity that celebrates diversity without enforcing uniformity. What this 
‘loving unity’ involves and demands is the subject of the second dimension of 
Reformed catholicity under Heaven.

Reformed Catholicity Under Heaven: Unity in Peregrination

One interesting aspect of Zhao’s construction of tianxia is his claim that, for 
global and orderly inter-national governance, the family and not the indi-
vidual must be the basis of a harmonious society.35 His claim is unsurpris-
ing since tianxia appreciates the relations that bind different particularities 
together into a harmonious whole, but such a foundation for social harmony 
is unsustainable. As Chang critiques, resituating such foundations away from 
‘Western’ tendencies of individualized self-interestedness towards an ‘Eastern’ 
family-communal and other-interested sensibility does not actually resolve 
Zhao’s problem.36 Families can, after all, act only in the family’s interests with 
little regard to social welfare. But for our consideration I note that, further to 
Chang’s criticism, Zhao treats relationality among family members as given. 
This is presumptive. Intra- and inter-familial relations do not come into being 
ex nihilo, but require time and effort to cultivate the virtues – virtues such as 
humility, charity, patience, and others – that are necessary for the develop-
ment and flourishing of such relations. If tianxia elevates the family as the 
basic unit of society, then the concept does not point to a static and apparent 
ideal, but attests a progressive societal vision that demands continual effort to 
build communities of character that can deepen it.

The discussion surrounding the familial and relational dimensions of tianxia 
pertains to our study because relationality also matters in Reformed catholic-
ity under Heaven. We recall our discussion of Calvin near the beginning of this 

34 C. Handman, Critical Christianity, p. 4.
35 Z. Tingyang, ‘A Political World Philosophy’, p. 13.
36 C. Chang, ‘Tianxia System on a Snail’s Horns,’ p. 38.
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study where schism was seen as a theological challenge because it wasn’t merely 
an institutional problem but, more critically, a spiritual one. Ecclesial breakdown 
indicates a fundamental breakdown in fellowship, trust, and caritas between 
brothers and sisters in Christ. Ideally, catholicity encourages the inclusion of dif-
ferent Christian traditions, peoples, and cultures into its fold, but such inclusivity 
requires the time and character to build trust and opportunities to exercise char-
ity between the differences. This makes the third mark of the church an identity 
that it progressively inhabits as the Spirit continues to challenge its boundaries. 
Hence, reclaiming tianxia for Reformed catholicity revisits Augustine’s ecclesi-
ological image of the church as an ecclesia peregrina that allows caritas to be a 
glue, giving catholicity a flexible solidity. With peregrinus often being translated 
as ‘pilgrimage,’ the metaphor has perhaps become too domesticated, diminish-
ing the ecclesiological challenge it poses. It should be understood in the context 
of Roman citizenship laws, where a peregrinus is neither a full Roman citizen 
nor a slave. As the historian Ralph Mathisen writes, their exact place in Roman 
society depended on which class of peregrini individuals belonged to.37 Peregrini 
dedicitti – consisting of free persons who were tortured or branded, or were glad-
iators – were barred from Roman citizenship while other classes of peregrini 
enjoyed other privileges. Thus, the peregrini were liminal people with an often 
precarious socio-political status and occupied ambiguous social spaces. Such 
ambiguity is characteristic of how relationality connects under the tianxia par-
adigm. An example of this ambiguity can be found in the ethnic enclaves like 
Chinatowns or ‘Little Manila’ in the United States and elsewhere, where ethnic 
markets double as fora that connect expatriates with each other and with their 
families in their home countries.

In light of the image of the ecclesia peregrina, it is instructive to momen-
tarily envision such enclaves as being the church. Possessing very little rights, 
the church’s place in society as a peregrinus is tenuous, as communities in this 
space often are. The insecurity of non-citizenship meant that privileges could 
easily be revoked and the peregrinus had to adapt to quickly-changing circum-
stances. Hence, in describing the church as a peregrinus, Augustine did not 
envision it as a nexus of imperial power. At best, it could only use (uti) but not 
enjoy (frui) the resources available in the civitas terrena to advance its own per-
egrination towards its destination in God. To use a trope from Asian American 
studies, the church must remember that it is a ‘perpetual foreigner’ who is eas-
ily conscripted into programmes of privilege when it suits those in power and 
is just as easily ‘otherized’ when political or cultural winds blow against it.

37 Ralph Mathisen, ‘Peregrini, Barbari, and Cives Romani: Concepts of Citizenship and the Legal 
Identity of Barbarians in the Later Roman Empire,’ The American Historical Review 111, no. 4 
(October 2006), pp. 1011–1040, at p. 1020.
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Returning to the tianxia paradigm, we see how it and the ecclesia peregrina 
can be placed in fruitful and constructive conversation in ways that advance 
our inquiry into Reformed catholicity. Space allows me only to mention two, 
but I imagine that further reflections would yield more. The first is the eccle-
siological challenge that those on the church’s and society’s margins pose to 
the formulation of catholicity in the Reformed imagination. Recall our early 
consideration of how tianxia promotes a broad ‘world-viewing’ that questions 
our presuppositions regarding the confessionality of particular doctrines and 
practices. In Zhuangzi’s ‘Zeyang’ Dai Jinren’s encouragement of the king to 
consider matters from a tianxia perspective led him to admit that there is no 
difference between him and his enemy, thereby situating his desire for war not 
within the purview of his animosity with his enemy, but from the world-view 
of all peoples living under Heaven.38

Putting it differently, when differences become totalizing epistemologies, 
dissenting considerations, individual lives, or whole communities are easily 
pushed to the margins where they are subject to ‘otherization’ and vilification. 
Thus, pursuing catholicity under Heaven should sensitize churches to various 
peripheral peoples who have difficult access to ears and minds at the centre 
of the church’s consciousness. Such solidarity with the marginalized should 
come from the church’s own experiences and memories of being peregrini in 
various contexts. This argument is adopted by Peter Phan in constructing his 
theology of migration in which he argues that the church must remember the 
migrants because without migration, there would be no church.39 In a per-
egrine church, ecclesial wholeness is not a question of numbers or endowment 
size, but of suffering and persistent survival as perpetual strangers in new 
lands. When viewed from this horizon, petty disagreements, small ecclesial 
visions of perfectly- aligned doctrinal subscriptionists or precisely-managed 
and policed practices become trivial. Re-viewing Reformed catholicity under 
Heaven positions the church under God’s merciful sovereignty, looking up to 
receive by grace that mercy which is passed forward in love horizontally to 
the community, according to local needs and challenges. That is, the church 
catholic translates concretely into becoming a hospitable civitas for all people, 
especially in societies where being inhospitable to certain peoples is culturally 
(or, perhaps, legally) desirable or demanded.

38 Zhuangzi, The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2013), p. 219.

39 Peter Phan, ‘Deus Migrator – God the Migrant: Migration of Theology and Theology of 
Migration’, Theological Studies 77.4 (2016), pp. 847–854.
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Secondly, tianxia is a dangerous memory of the church’s progression, sug-
gesting the idea of the church as a work in progress, much like the image of 
the ecclesia peregrina. Zhuangzi, in his reflections on the Way of Heaven, com-
ments on the dynamism inherent Heaven’s nature:

It is the Way of Heaven to keep moving and to allow no piling up – hence 
the ten thousand things come to completion. It is the Way of the emperor 
to keep moving and to allow no piling up – hence the whole world repairs 
to his court. It is the Way of the sage to keep moving and to allow no pil-
ing up – hence all within the seas bow to him. Comprehending Heaven, 
conversant with the sage, walker in the six avenues and four frontiers of 
the Virtue of emperors and kings – the actions of such a man come natu-
rally; dreamily, he never lacks stillness.40

Zhuangzi is not calling for personal organization and industrial efficiency, but 
he is illustrating the liminality of living ‘under Heaven’. As he continues, ‘emp-
tiness, stillness, limpidity, silence, inaction – these are the levels of Heaven 
and earth, the substance of the Way and its Virtue. Therefore, the emperor, 
the king, the sage rest in them. Resting, they may be empty; empty, they may 
be full; and fullness is completion.’41 Thus, fullness and completion is impossi-
ble to consider without emptiness and incompletion. To truly understand the 
world demands that we connect differences and appreciate how their under-
standings are drawn from each other.

Amy Plantinga Pauw has written that ‘the Reformed narrative of the church 
knows no Eden’.42 As such, weighed down by the chains of the flaws of human 
nature and human community, no church can honestly claim a total knowl-
edge of God’s will and ways. Thus, it stands under Heaven, as opposed of being 
in or above Heaven. This is a fragile realization; even the king of Wei in ‘Zeyang’ 
needed Dai’s parable to remember his location under Heaven, making it a ‘dan-
gerous memory’ (to invoke Johann Baptist Metz’s phrase).43 The fragility of 
such memory leads tianxia to dangerously interrupt fragile ecclesiologies that 
try to whitewash its histories of oppression and sin in order to conform to a 

40 Zhuangzi, The Completed Works of Zhuangzi, p. 98.
41 Ibid.
42 Amy Plantinga Pauw, ‘Practical Ecclesiology in John Calvin and Jonathan Edwards’, in John 

Calvin’s Ecclesiology: Ecumenical Perspectives, ed. Gerard Mannion and Eduardus Van der 
Borght (London: T&T Clark, 2011), p. 109.

43 Johann Baptist Metz, Glaube in Geschichte und Gesellschaft: Studien zu einer praktischen 
Fundamentaltheologie, Johann Baptist Metz Gesammelte Schriften Band 3/1 (Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Herder, 2016), p. 106.
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brittle and toxic picture of an Edenic church. A catholicity of dangerous mem-
ories may endanger the church’s fragilities, but will not endanger the church 
itself. Instead, it deepens it by allowing the church to confront its problems 
honestly and to break down dividing walls. The vulnerability of this position-
ing ‘under Heaven’ gives way to a largeness of heart that encourages solidarity, 
not with the perceived elect, but with society’s ‘un-elect’. Such a catholicity is 
a ‘vulnerable catholicity’.44 Far from paralyzing the church into silence or inac-
tion, such vulnerability impels it towards greater love of God and neighbour, 
which should be at the heart of Reformed catholicity.

Towards a ‘Thicker’ Reformed Catholicity

This study raises the problem of a fragile catholicity that is narrowly under-
stood to prioritize conformity to certain doctrines, practices, or even cultural or 
other preferences over the catholic unity of the church. In light of this, Herman 
Bavinck warned: ‘No one church, no matter how pure, is identical with the 
universal church. In the same way no confession, no matter how refined by the 
Word of God, is identical with the whole of Christian truth. Each sect that con-
siders its own circle as the only church of Christ and makes exclusive claims 
to truth will wither and die like a branch severed from its vine.’45 Thus, a way 
is needed to deepen Reformed catholicity that connects strongly and critically 
with the church’s unity. This study pursues this goal by resourcing the concept 
of ‘all under heaven’ or tianxia, to describe Reformed catholicity under Heaven 
that places in critical tension the diverse expressions of the gospel and the 
unity of relationships that all churches enjoy in Christ.

This study first demonstrates the former by using a broad understanding of 
tianxia to emphasize that the totality of the church’s third Nicene mark is not 
monopolized within one local expression of the gospel. Rather, it affirms that 
all local churches, with their differing approaches to reading the Scriptures and 
witnessing to Christ, need each other in corporately inhabiting the fullness of 
the church’s catholicity. Reformed catholicity under Heaven also demonstrates 
the unity of relationships that all churches enjoy in Christ by revisiting the 

44 Peter McEnhill, ‘The Reformed Tradition and the Ecumenical Task: “A Vulnerable 
Catholicity”’, in The Unity We Have and the Unity We Seek: Ecumenical Prospects for the 
Third Millennium, ed. Jeremy Morris and Nicholas Sagovsky (London: Continuum, 2003),  
pp. 77–90.

45 Herman Bavinck, ‘The Catholicity of Christianity and the Church’, Calvin Theological Journal 
27 (1992), pp. 220–251, at pp. 250–251.
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church as an ecclesia peregrina. By situating the church as a peregrinating com-
munity that has not arrived at its destination, the church revalues priorities 
because what is regarded as status confessionis or an adiaphoron can change 
when Christians view ecclesiology from a ‘world-view’. Additionally, the reval-
uation can occur when churchly implications are seen not as stumbling blocks 
to unity, but as bridges across different boundaries that encourage closer and 
stronger unity without provincializing diversity. Reformed ecclesiology has 
the audacity to hope that, in Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit, all 
Christians can bridge various human boundaries and join together in contrib-
uting their unique stories into the church’s peregrinating journey towards its 
final destination, the civitas Dei. Reformed catholicity under Heaven does not 
aim to defiantly erect exclusionary boundaries that suppress the transparent 
questioning and courageous performing of the gospel, but trusts that all God’s 
people are honestly finding ways, by the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to be living 
witnesses of the story of God’s salvation in Christ, a story that is entrusted to 
the universal church and told in different ways through churches both within 
the Reformed orbit and without. Hopefully, our peregrinations move in the 
general direction of our final destination in God, all under Heaven.
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