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The Apology of Alfonso Vagnone: A New Study in the
Controversy of the Chinese translation of Deus (God)
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Abstract

In the study of Catholic Church history during the Ming and Qing Dynasties,
the terminological dispute over the term Deus has for a long time received the
attention of scholars. Most scholars have focused their research on the dispute
between Matteo Ricci and Niccolo Longobardo. They have completely ignored the
important contribution of Alfonso Vagnone (1566-1640) to this controversy. This is
most likely due to a lack of access to the original sources, which has made research
into this field more difficult. This study makes use of the discovery, analysis and
collection of original documents (letters) by Alfonso Vagnone who defended the
translation of Deus by Tian and Shangdi. It manifests the historical and theological
meaning of the dispute, which took place at a particular time, but which at the same
time, surpasses its cultural background. The essay will first introduce Alfonso
Vagnone, the person. Secondly, it will briefly discuss the book by Michael Ruggeri,
entitled, “From Liaowusi to Tianzhu and Shangdi.” It will then analyze the cause of
the debate about the term Deus. It will describe the debate between Vagnone and
Longobardo regarding the question of terminology held in Macao and Jiading. Then
it will analyze the untiring defense Vagnone made regarding this question. Finally, it
will present the historical meaning of Alfonso Vagnone’s defense of the use of Tian
and Shangdi to translate Deus.
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