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Attaining the Divine Through Sincerity: On Zhu Xi’s Neo—Confucian Interpretation of
“If there is sincerity, the Divine is present”

Zhang Qingjiang

Abstract: The statement “If there is sincerity, the divine is present; without sincerity, the divine is absent” was a
significant expression used by Fan Zuyu in his commentary on the line “He sacrificed to the dead, as if they were
present. ” from the Analects. In interpreting this dictum, unlike many scholars who focused primarily on the inner
sincerity of the worshiper, Zhu Xi placed greater emphasis on the importance of attaining the “presence of the divine”
through “utmost sincerity” and thereby achieving “communion with the spiritual beings” in the ritual context. He
argued that the “presence of the spirit” and its grounding in “substantial principle” (SZ¥) underpin and determine
the worshiper’ s practical enactment of “sincere devotion”. Zhu Xi’s argument provides a theoretical foundation for the
experiential reality of the worshiper “seeing the one heing sacrificed to”. It fundamentally refutes interpretations that
reduce sacrifice solely to the subjective dimension of human. Zhu Xi’s interpretation reveals that in understanding the
Confucian attitude toward sacrifice, compared with the general emphasis earlier scholars placed on “having sincere
devotion”, greater weight must be given to the foundational significance of “attaining the spirit” —a dimension that is
rooted in the “substantial principle” of the cosmos.

Keywords: Zhu Xi; sincere devotion; spirit; sacrifice
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