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If I refuse to descend into hell, who will redeem the souls within?

~Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva

In ancient times, people killed an animal as an offering to appease the gods’ wrath. This act could bring the entire
village a year of health, peace, and joy. That is why both Chinese characters for “sacrifice”—“}§” and “4£"—
contain the radical for “beast.” Yet from a modern perspective, all living beings are equal. Animals, eaten by

humans and chosen as offerings, are innocent—thus they are the ones sacrificed for humankind.

Aristotle once said, “Tragedy is for the purification of human emotions.” This is a humanistic viewpoint, one that
turns back to humanity’s reflection upon its own existence. Therefore, sacrifice, as a form of tragedy, serves to
cleanse human dissatisfaction toward inequality— inequality that is primitive and innate: the length of one’s life,
one’s height, beauty or ugliness, one’s social rank, and all human suffering. To restore psychological balance,

humankind requires the act of sacrifice.

No one wishes to be sacrificed innocently. Yet when a group of the wronged and the condemned unite, they form
the brotherhood of Liangshan Marsh in Water Margin. To join Liangshan, one must offer a “pledge of
allegiance”—a token of guilt. In other words, if you wish to join this band of outlaws, you must prove that you
too are guilty. Heroes like Wu Song, Lin Chong, and Song Jiang were originally innocent men, but, forced by

persecution to kill those who wronged them, they became criminals— and ultimately, members of Liangshan.

Another example of sacrifice is the loyal minister Wen Tianxiang of the Southern Song Dynasty. Before his
execution, he wrote the immortal poem “The Song of Righteousness,” in which he invoked the spirits of the

righteous who, like him, had been sacrificed before:
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“The historian of Qi with his bamboo slips,
The scribe of Jin with his faithful pen;
Zhang Liang’s hammer in Qin,

Su Wu’s integrity in Han,

General Yan’s severed head,

Courtier Ji’s spilled blood...”

These words revealed that his path was not solitary— and in knowing this, he found a kind of spiritual peace in

his own sacrifice.

In ethics, there is a principle of moral equivalence: a law is just only if you could accept it from the other side.
For example, if humans kill pigs and eat them, could you still approve if the roles were reversed— if pigs killed
and ate you? This imbalance of creation, along with humanity’s suffering born from original sin, must have placed
even God in a difficult position. Thus, the Creator sent His own Son to be sacrificed upon the cross, to cleanse the

sins of humankind.

In the East, according to the classic Investiture of the Gods (Fongshen Yenyi), even the immortals could not escape
disaster. During King Wu’s campaign against the tyrant Zhou, the souls of countless deities were enshrined upon

the Register of the Gods. Therefore, whether in East or West, there are examples of divine sacrifice.

As the saying goes: “Sacrifice the small self to fulfill the greater self.” Yet when even the innocents are thrust
forward as scapegoats, how tragic and helpless humanity appears! Let us end with Nietzsche’s vision of Eternal

Recurrence:

Eternal Recurrence
This life—as you live it now and have lived it before—

you shall live once more, and countless times again.

There will be nothing new—
but every pain and every joy,
every thought and every sigh,
and all the unspeakable smallness and greatness of your life

shall return to you once more.
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All in the same order and sequence—
just as this spider, and this moonlight through the trees,

and this very moment, and yourself.

The hourglass of existence will be turned again and again,
and you, a speck of dust among the dust,

shall flow with it eternally.

— Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra
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