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Foreword

If the mark of maturity in any scholarly discipline is its capacity for reflexive
understanding — that is, an understanding of what it is about as a form of
intellectual inquiry, of the why, how, and for how long of that inquiry —
then Professor Lai Chi-tim's new book represents a giant step in that process
of maturation relative to the academic study of religion within a pre-
dominantly Chinese context. Neither the topics and texts he has so astutely
discussed nor the resolutions and conclusions he has offered are unfamiliar
to scholars of religion in most parts of the world. What is highly original in
this book, however, is the deliberate union he has forged between
“methodological concerns” and, where possible and appropriate, certain
data of Chinese religion(s). The book, let me hasten to add, is not about
Chinese subjects as such, but about what it means to be a student of religion
and how the exploration of this question is pertinent to the person who is
interested in the specifc phenomena belonging to the Chinese tradition.
There are two assumptions underlying this book that further enhance
its strength. The first is one shared by virtually all scholars in the field, that
there is no temporal privilege for religious data or phenomena. The sense
of the sacred or the feel for its manifestation, if we want to make use of
such metaphors to denominate those phenomena, has co-existed with human
civilization itself — both diachronically and synchronically, from its most
“archaic” or “primitive” epochs and locales to the most “advanced” cultures
and “post-modern’ societies. This understanding directly confronts the many

forms of the theory of evolution that have been evident in a great deal of



X Foreword

modern Chinese scholarship on religion, not all of them Marxist. Until we
are prepared to confront the anomaly of how the homo religiosus can exist
quite meaningfully in the space and time of globalized technology, we will
never begin to comprehend the Chinese atomic scientist who is also a
fundamentalist Christian, the Japanese cult leader who gases his own people
with Sarin in Tokyo subways, or the passions and terrors still emanating
from the events of September 11, 2001.

The second assumption evident in this book is that there can be no
privilege for religion in terms of either geography or culture. As a
phenomenon of human culture, religion is larger than any single ethnic
group or national community, even for those religions intimately associated
with particular or distinctive social groups. For one to speak meaningfully
of Judaism or Hinduism as a religion, that particular faith or tradition must
have something in common with other faiths or traditions in order that it
be so classified. The dialectic inherent in this understanding of religion as
being defined by overlapping elements of particularity and universality
also makes apparent that such an understanding can only come about as a
product of scholarly reflection.’ It is not a theoretical necessity for a religious
person, a practitioner of a particular faith, to achieve an understanding of
religion in general or even of that person’s own faith in particular. The
academic student of religion, on the other hand, has no other reason for his
or her standing and work as a professional other than the goal of
understanding. To reiterate a familiar analogy for illustration: the politician
is not obliged to be an expert in the subject of politics, although it may be
useful to such a person, but the political scientist by definition must have a
comprehensive grasp of politics as a form of scientific knowledge.

These two assumptions also entail important ramifications for the
student of Chinese religions, as Professor Lai’s book makes apparent both
implicitly and explicitly. With respect to the first, it means that in principle,
no religious phenomenon — however strange, crude, popular, or even

violent and grotesque — should escape the scholar’s notice and interest.



Foreword xi

Other people may choose to refer to certain human acts and beliefs as
“superstition,” but this word does not belong to the vocabulary of the scholar
of religion. Since religion by definition embodies elements of the universal,
the second assumption makes apparent that the study of Chinese religion
cannot be made identical merely with Sinology or Hanxue, the academic
study of China engaged world wide for at least the last four centuries.
Because the history of Chinese religions has revealed incontrovertibly that
the ways of how a Chinese could be considered a religious person far exceed
whatever cultural, behavioral, or biological norms that can be proposed to
classify or define that person as Chinese, the need of the scholar for
comparison — both intramurally within the vast span of historical Chinese
culture and interculturally with external traditions far and near--becomes
absolutely imperative.

Recent scholarship has more than ever helped us perceive that religious
life was vibrantly present for the Chinese even at as remote a time as
16,000 BCE.” Despite the antiquity and persistent continuity of religious
activities evident in all social strata down through China’s long history, the
study of religion as a general academic subject has had no place within an
educational system, the primary and sole mission of which is to foster
knowledge of both theory and ritual dedicated to uphold the institution
of the imperial state. At different periods the Daoisis, Buddhists and
Christians all had established various forms of schooling, but none of these
could survive as an alternative, let alone a rival, system of education to the
dominant one, nor have the institutions of these three traditions been
effective proponents, for understandable reason, of a serious engagement
with the science of religion. As Professor Lai has made clear in his
“Introduction,” there is urgent need for the Chinese student to know why
and in what way certain ideas and methods from the Western academy may
be appropriated for the task at hand. Thus a survey of the history of the
discipline as practiced by the academy of the West, however brief, can be

useful.
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Because understanding is the primary goal of the work of the religion
scholar, Professor Lai’s book rightly concentrates on some of the figures,
texts, methods, and schools of thought that have contributed crucially to
this undertaking. Hermeneutics, defined as an activity fostered by the
practice of law, religion, and literature, is for this reason the unifying topic
of the book, because its two-fold labor of explanation and interpretation
properly defines the activity that has understanding as its supreme objective.
The course of crafting this coherent and compelling account of this activity
and its relevance for the science of religion within the domain of the human
sciences demonstrates amply not only the author’s mastery of an impressive
array of critical literatures both Chinese and Western but also some very
thoughtful translations of key texts and terminologies. Chinese students

should count themselves fortunate to be able to learn from such erudition.

Anthony C. Yu
The University of Chicago

Notes

1. For good reason, therefore, a colleague like Chicago’s historian of religions
Jonathan Z. Smith has persistently looked to procedures in taxonomy in the
natural and social sciences for comparative guidance in refining his own
methodological formulations for the study of religion. See, for example,
Jonathan Z. Smith, “Sacred Persistence: Toward a Redescription of Canon,”
in Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1982), pp. 36-52.

2. Lei Congyun, “Neolithic Sites of Religious Significance,” in Mysteries of
Ancient China: New Discoveries from the Early Dynasties (New York: George
Braziller, 1996). pp. 219-24. See also other articles by Yang Yang, Zhao

Dianzeng. Zheng Zhenxiang. and Jessica Rawson in the same volume.
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