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Preface | Significance of Salvationist
religions

Robert P. Weller

Professor Chen Jinguo’s book on salvationist religions comes at an important
time. Such religions began growing rapidly in China roughly a century ago. Even
though they lost much ground on the mainland in the second half of the twentieth
century, they continued in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and among overseas Chinese,
especially in Southeast Asia. Today they are once again growing significantly. If
we take the term “salvationist religion” very broadly, as a concern with curing
the ills of the present and creating the possibility of a kind of heaven on earth,
the phenomenon is closely related to certain kinds of Christianity and to the rapid
rise of humanistic Buddhism. That is, it constitutes one of the most creative and
rapidly growing cultural developments in modern Chinese life—something that is
important for all of us to understand more clearly.

It has been a long time since we have had any sophisticated broad overview
of these groups, and much has changed in the years since the pioneering work of
Daniel Overmyer and others. In addition, we have never had a general study of
general range of Chinese salvationist groups based on the kind of ethnographic
depth that Professor Chen offers here. This book thus offers a very welcome and
important addition to our literature.

Of the many significant insights that this book offers to our understanding of

salvationist religion, there are three that I would particularly highlight here.



Preface |  Significance of Salvationist religions

First, although the rise and success of these groups cannot be understood a-
part from China’s contact with global forces, all of them are fundamentally indige-
nous. That is, they developed in Chinese societies, at the hands of Chinese peo-
ple, in part as ways of bringing Chinese thought into dialogue with broader global
events. It is thus no surprise that we see a constant dialogue of Confucian, Bud-
dhist, and Daoist ideas as they are reworked to face new problems. The frequent
use of spirit mediums in many of these groups further encouraged rapid change
and experimentation with new ideas, because such direct communication with
spiritual powers carries enough charisma to make change possible. We can look e-
ven more broadly—extending the set of “family resemblances” that Professor
Chen uses to identify these groups—to see some of the same indigenizing forces at
work in some Chinese Christian movements of the Republican Period, in Kang
Youwei’s hope for a L #[ £, or in the humanistic Buddhist hope, beginning at a-
round the same time, to create a “Pure Land” on earth. China was thus not sim-
ply a victim of globalization and imperialist ambition, but an active player in the
attempt to create a new spiritual world.

Second, these groups are completely modern. Such a claim may seem odd
given how these groups recall ancient systems of religious thought, and how they
make use of mechanisms like spirit possession or other forms of divine revela-
tion. In spite of this, their modernity consists in just those traits that Max Weber
and others consider the hallmarks of modernity: placing the idea of an autono-
mous individual as the basic unit of action, seeing the world as subject to univer-
sal principles rather than communal ones, creating broad bureaucratic structures,
and striving to foster rationalized and orderly forms of knowledge. They bear a cer-
tain amount of resemblance to what the philosopher Erik Voegelin called “modern
Gnosticism,” by which he meant movements based around the idea of a direct ac-
cess to truth, the important role of a privileged spiritual elite, and the possibility
of creating a perfected realm on earth. Even though the term recalls a far earlier
Christian movement, Voegelin saw these movements as absolutely modern, and

indeed as having influenced some of the most important global movements in the
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twentieth century. In this sense too, these salvationist groups offer a uniquely Chi-
nese response to a global conversation.

Finally, I find Professor Chen’s idea of religious “involution” ( N #fk) ex-
tremely useful. It helps to explain why, with so many of these groups, we see the
development of ever more elaborate spiritual systems of meditation and cosmolo-
gy, the emphasis on secret knowledge, and the clear demarcations of membership
(in contrast to more traditional Chinese forms of religiosity) . He has identified a
phenomenon that occurs across a wide range of salvationist group and allowed us
to see it as a sensible adaptation.

Many of the recent developments in the world-wide anthropology of religion
have concerned Christianity outside the West—a topic that had previously been
much neglected by the field. With Professor Chen’s book we have a widening of
perspective beyond Christianity, which offers us a greatly enhanced view of how
religion can adapt itself to modern times without simply giving up its indigenous

roots.
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