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Preface

The major religious tradition of the Chinese people is the rituals and
beliefs of everyday life in families and communities, intended to bring
blessings and avoid harm. This tradition is practiced by ordinary people
themselves, women and men, old and young, to seek aid from the gods
and keep away harmful spirits. Its rituals are carried out at home altars
and at local temples where the gods are believed to reside. Here people
offer incense and food, pray for what they need, and cast divining
blocks to learn if their petitions have been heard. Their prayers are for
healing and good health, family harmony, prosperity, the birth of
children, and success in business, farming and school work. The gods
people worship are believed to be the spirits of particularly good or
powerful people, so they can understand what the living need to survive.
When people celebrate the gods’ birthdays they may hire local Daoist
priests or Buddhist monks to recite their scriptures in honor of the gods,
but the celebrations are organized by the people themselves, for their
own benefit. They are not Daoist or Buddhist, but are to revive the life
forces of the local community for its own harmony and prosperity, all
organized by its own leaders.

Similar rituals have long been carried out all over China, but the
focus of this book is on the north where the authors have done their
fieldwork. Fan Lizhu and I met at the Chinese University of Hong Kong

in 1996 and have been co-workers and friends ever since. As the world’s
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best known Chinese scholar of Chinese local/popular religion she has
been invited to many countries to lecture and do research. She is also a
scholar of Chinese Christianity, working with the well-known American
scholar Richard Madsen. This book provides a summary of her work on
local community religion in north China. I am honored to be listed as its
co-author, but it is really her book, to be read and enjoyed.

Dan Overmyer, Professor Emeritus in Chinese Studies, University

of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada

February 23, 2011
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