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Preface

It is with great pleasure that I accept the invitation of my friend and colleague
Professor Lai Chi Tim to write a few words of introduction to his book on
Taoism in the Guangdong area. The present work is a full, in-depth study of all
major aspects of Taoism in the Guangdong area. It enables us to gain an
understanding of the past and present Taoist orders and schools, the temples
and their communities, the priests and their liturgy. The people of Guangdong
occupies a prominent place, not only in modern China, but also in the entire
present-day world. Professor Lai’s scholarly achievement stands therefore as a
memorial to the great religious and cultural traditions of this people.

This is a truly pioneering study. For the first time, a historian of religion
who 1is also an anthropologist has based his research on the historical
documentation as well as on fieldwork observation. Hitherto, the few existing
studies on Cantonese Taoism were always confined to a narrow sociological
approach or were of a purely documentary nature. However, in order to
understand China’s indigenous religion, its paramount role in shaping society,
its incredible resilience in the face of adversity, its great cultural legacy and
present revival, it is necessary to combine both history and anthropology. Until
now, no scholar has met the challenge—or did possess the ability—to doing so.

One of the possible reasons why the great liturgical traditions of the
Chinese people have been so little studied is because they were difficult to
approach. As the present book bears out, Taoist liturgy is one of the most
enduring and well-preserved traditions in Chinese culture. Many of the rituals
that are still performed today can be shown to have existed for as much as two
thousand years in the least. Many have remained the same, yet at the same
time, at each period during China’s long history, new elements have been

added. The indispensable source for the study of the living tradition is, next to
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the liturgical manuscripts of the Taoist Masters, of course the Taoist Canon of
the Ming dynasty. However, until the modern reprints of this immense collection,
it was completely unavailable for study. After it became available, many decades
were necessary to study its contents. It then became clear that the greater part
of the Taoist Canon was devoted to liturgy, and that fieldwork—the study of
the living tradition—was absolutely necessary to understand the texts of the
Daozang. This work is now under way, and with the present contribution of
Professor Lai, a great step forward has been made.

With this combination of fieldwork and textual research, we also gain a
better understanding of why Taoism, and its liturgy, was so important to
China’s society and therefore why it could withstand so many adversities when
China underwent its great transformations of modern times. Taoist ritual,
especially the solemn jiao rites, are remarkable similar to the rituals of the
imperial court. This is not only true for their outward appearance, but also for
the overall cosmological framework that is enacted and given to see. As future
studies on the great dynastic rituals (guojia dali) will certainly show, the
sacrificial rites of the emperor and the court ceremonials are in many respects
basically similar, and share a common fundamental cosmology and theology
with, the Taoist liturgy. This similitude can also be observed in the institutional
framework. The temples that are studied by Professor Lai, such as the Yuanmiao
guan, the Dongyue miao, the Chenghuang miao, etc., were all official places of
worship that were completely integrated in the State cults. As such, the Taoist
sanctuaries and their liturgy were in fact a prolongation of the State ritual on
the local level. Whereas the State rituals conferred legitimacy on the Son of
Heaven and his dynasty, the Taoist liturgy conferred, in harmony with the State
and its Mandate of Heaven, the same legitimacy to the local leadership, either
to the members of the imperial administration, or to the local elites, the heads
of the lineages, the corporations, guilds and other recognized groups. This was
a perfectly integrated religious organization, by which the State and the local
systems could communicate and celebrate their unity in harmony.

The most remarkable of this entire system is that when the imperial rule
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and its State rituals were ended in 1911, the Taoist liturgy did not disappear
also, as many at these times thought it would. This fact is of utmost importance
for the understanding of China’s evolution in modern times. It is therefore to be
hoped that Professor Lai’s study will open the way for many more similar
researches in the future, as they will greatly benefit our understanding of one of

the greatest religions and cultural traditions of mankind.

Kristofer Schipper
Fuzhou University Library of the Western Belvedere
1 December 2006
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