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~ The Man With a Heart of Gold ~

This year marks the 410th anniversary
of the death of the Italian Jesuit
missionary Matteo Ricci. Hence, it
seems most natural to remember his
contribution as a mediating figure
between not only China and Italy,
which are celebrating this year the
50th anniversary of their bilateral
relations, but between China and the
whole rest of the world.

Landed on the 8th of August 1582
in Macao, the Jesuit was able to
connect two of the most celebrated
civilizations in the history of mankind,
Ming dynasty’s China and the Italian
Renaissance, in the name of faith,
friendship and science. Ricci’s main
aim was to contribute to the spreading
of Christianity in China’s main cities,
and to secure the legitimacy of its
predicaments. In order for this to be
granted, the missionary was in need
of an approval, implicit or explicit that
it might be, from the Ming court in
Beijing.

However, the spreading of Christianity
was not the only goal that Ricci had.
The Jesuit’s mission was also aimed
at promoting western knowledge and
values: in the academic European
formation at the time, science and
theology were considered to stem
from the same background, and were
merged into one single path leading
to an integration of human knowledge
and faith. Bearing this in mind, it is

easier to comprehend the role of Ricci
not only as a Christian missionary, but
also as a scientist, mathematician and
philosopher.

Matteo Ricci, who was able to speak,
read and write in Chinese, exerted
fascination among the Chinese
population, positioning himself as the
perfect mediator between cultures.

He did not want to force his way into
China but aspired to enter through the
placid doors of friendship. His literary
oeuvre On Friendship was quite well
received by his contemporary Chinese
literates, among which the eminent
thinker Li Zhi.

For his cultural prestige, Matteo
Ricci was the first European who was
granted a burial place in China.

Thanks to his work, two seemingly
very different civilizations were able to
learn from each other, leading the way
to today’s strong friendship between
Italy and China.

I wish to thank Maria Lee for this
book as well as her dedication to the
historical, cultural and religious legacy
of Father Matteo Ricci, a pioneer in the
dialogue between East and West.

Clemente Contestabile

Consul General of Italy
in Hong Kong and Macau
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