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Introduction

T his book is about an organized, institutionalized religion1 
founded in western China around the middle of the second 

century of our era.2 At the time, followers of the religion called it 
the Way of the Celestial Masters (Tianshidao and believed 
that it was founded upon a Covenant with the Powers (mengwei

1. “ Religion” is one of the most contested terms in academia. Campany 
(2003) has an excellent review of the various emic terms used in China for 
what we would call “ religion” and concludes that it is best understood as an 
etic term referring to a “ repertoire of resources” for the discursive creation of 
an imagined community. Here I intend a self-identified group of people who 
employ such a repertoire.

2. This study would have been impossible without the contributions of 
many preceding scholars. Chen Guofu (1963 [1949]) pioneered the study of the 
Daoist canon and assembled the basic sources that have made the modern 
study of early Daoism possible. Ofuchi Ninji (1964, 1991, 1997) gave the first 
comprehensive account of the Celestial Master movement. Rao Zongyi (1991 
[1956]) and Ofuchi (1978-79) identified the key Dunhuang manuscripts for 
the study of early Daoism. Angelika Cedzich (1987, 1993, 2001, 2009) and 
Maruyama Hiroshi (1986, 2004) gave the first detailed account of Celestial 
Master ritual and continue to illuminate much about that tradition. Peter Nick-
erson (1996, 2000, 2006) introduced in English much of the material concern-
ing the spread of Daoism to South China, including archaeological evidence. 
Franciscus Verellen (2003b, 2004) has provided insight into the Daoist system 
of parishes and the use of petitions. Stephen Bokenkamp (1997) provided the 
first extended translations of Daoist scriptures, including several used exten-
sively below.
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that was both correct or orthodox {zheng IE) and unique in 
the world (yi —), giving rise to another term for the religion still 
in use today, the Correct and Unitary (Zhengyi). Outsiders who 
noticed that each family was responsible for an annual tithe of 
five pecks of rice (roughly nine liters) referred to the movement as 
the Way of the Five Pecks of Rice; some seeking to deny its legiti-
macy referred to believers as urice bandits,> (mizei 7f(�M)-3 ^ was 
not the only such movement at the time; history records other 
movements like the Way of Great Peace that erupted in revolt a 
few decades later in eastern China, and there were, no doubt, 
dozens if not hundreds of similar new religious movements cen-
tering on a charismatic founder with a religious message during 
the early medieval period that arose and disappeared without at-
tracting the attention of Chinese historians.4 5

Over the ensuing centuries, the movement grew and trans-
formed, absorbing a diverse body of practices and beliefs, many 
of which originated with other religious movements or esoteric 
traditions. From the beginning, adherents spoke of its tenets as 
the “ teachings of the Dao” Daojiao )Ŝ and eventually this 
became the accepted reference for the movement itself, whereas 
its religious officiants, initially called “ libationers” �/�>•« ���

came to be called “gentlemen of the Dao” Daoshi ). In En-
glish, the religion has most commonly been rendered as “Dao- 
ismŜ” and its religious professionals have been dubbed “ Daoist 
priests.M I will use these terms throughout this book.

Unfortunately, in English we have a limited range of terms to 
use with regard to traditional China, and this use of “ Daoism” 
has been contested.^ The term is also applied regularly to certain 
philosophers from the Warring States era (479-220 bc e ), espe-
cially those who preserved their thoughts in books called the

3. For a translation and analysis of these early records, see chapter l. 
Earlier studies of these events include Eichhorn 1955� Stein 1963� and Ofuchi 
i9 9 i�39-76.

4. Seidel 1969-70, 1983� Tang Changru 1983.
5. Sivin 1978 provides a clear assessment of the various uses of this term, 

which has no counterpart in Chinese. See Sivin 2010 for an application of 
these insights to some recent publications on Daoism.
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Laozi or Master Lao and the Zhuangzi or Master Zhuang, 
and which were grouped together in a bibliographic category 

called the “ lineage of the Dao” � �//•“  around 100 bc e . The 

figure of Master Lao was revered by the Celestial Masters as a deity 

called Lord Lao, and the book Laozi was given a distinctively reli-

gious interpretation in the Celestial Master commentary,6 but the 

ideas animating the Celestial Master movement were for the most 

part quite at variance with the Warring States teachings of either 

book. The movement stressed explicit norms of moral conduct 

and the performance of sacred ritual, both of which the two 

books openly rejected. If one insisted on finding the true origins 

o f the movement in Warring States thought, Confucianism and 

Mohism are better candidates.

A  broader argument has also been advanced, claiming that 

any group or text that concerns itself with the Dao (Mthe wayM) 

deserves the epithet “ Daoist.” 7 Since a wide variety of thinkers 

and groups referred to their preferred way to live or act as their 

“ way,” this expands the term to the point where it loses much 

meaning or utility. Moreover, it puts the modern historian of re-

ligion in the position of lumping together groups that clearly saw 

themselves as distinct. Thirty-five years on, it is high time to agree 

with Michel Strickmann’s pronouncement that Daoism “came 

into social being with the Way of the Celestial Masters in the sec-

ond half of the second century AD, and continues under the aegis 

of its successors and derivatives at the present day” �1977:2).

The early Daoists saw their world as comprising two types of 

people: the Daoist or the profane (sm ) . In our earliest texts, like 

the Xiang er commentary to the Laozi, we already see the Daoist 

(Daoren M A ), sometimes referred to optimistically as the tran-

scendent gentleman (xiattshi flJidr), contrasted with the aprofane 

person” swrew ) .Both are mortal and fear deathŜfor example, 

but the would-be transcendent gentleman “believes in the Dao

6. Th e Vr �meaning (the personified Dao is) “thinking of you,” is 
discussed in chapter 2.

7. See Raz 2004:22, which cites the identifying criterion of these groups as 

wa view of the Dao as an overarching and effective force.M
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and keeps the precepts” �a:/« Dao s/7�w /Ye and is thus 
able to wunite with life^ (he yu sbeng whereas the profane
are fated to “ shed this mortal coil before their time” 
tuisi Daoism offered salvation from an unsavory post-
humous fate where the demonic agents of the Earth Office might 
seize the deceased and subject him or her to torture-filled inter-
rogations followed by a variety of punishments, as we see in this 
third-century passage from a spirit revelation:8

The Daoist and the profane person are indeed distant from each 
other! Why do I say so? The Daoist is pure and correct, and his 
name belongs up in the Heavens. The profane person is impure and 
defiled; when he or she dies, they belong to the Earth Office. Is this 
not distant? When foolish people keep to the profane and give no 
thought to serving the Dao, they can be called greatly deluded.

� ! �

� # �# �

The purity claimed by Daoists derived from their refusal to 
participate in the most central of traditional Chinese religious 
rites, the offering of blood sacrifice to deities no different in kind 
from dead humans, gods who depended on the sustenance of 
regular offerings of meat and wine, and repaid the sacrificer with 
divine blessings that assured health, wealth, and good fortune.9 
Daoists worshipped the Dao as a personified yet abstract deity 
who could temporarily manifest as a supreme deity, first the Su-
preme Lord Lao and later a trio of Heavenly Worthies, the Three 
Pure Ones {sanqittg H/#). These manifestations of the Dao re-
quired nothing of humans and accepted no offerings. They evalu-
ated human conduct, reported by a variety of spirits both within

8. From the Commands and Precepts for the Great Family o f the Dao (Da 
Daojia lingjie ) dated 255. Zhettgyi fawen tiattshi jiao jieke jing 
Iia4_6.

9. For an analysis of the role of sacrifice in the Chinese common religion, see 
Kleeman 1994b. For a perceptive account of why Western scholarship has until 
recently failed to recognize the existence of this common sacrificial religion, 
see Barrett 2005.
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the body of the Daoist and in an external bureaucratic network 

throughout the natural world, against a code of precepts that 

were tailored to the individual's level of spiritual development as 

reflected in religious rank. Their judgments could be swayed only 

by meritorious action or the ritualized submission of appropriate 

official documents.

Each Daoist in the early Celestial Master movement held a 

specific rank within a universal priesthood of believers, conferred 

through an ordination ritual that transmitted a document called 

a register (lu ^ ) .  The register installed a group of protective spir-

its in the believer's body and imposed a code of precepts, both of 

which increased with rank. Children of either sex and any social 

class could be accepted as novices (lusheng where they

progressed through a number of stages, learning to read and com-

pose official documents destined for the Heavens while gaining 

control of progressively larger cohorts of divine protectors and 

emissaries. Upon completion of the program, novices became li- 

bationers (/7/7m )Ŝwho could gather their own followers and 

establish their own parishes (zhi Each household contributed 

an annual grain tithe to the parish and made pledge offerings to 

demonstrate sincerity when requesting ritual services; both tithe 

and offerings were not offerings to the gods but contributions to 

the operating expenses incurred by the ritual activities of the re-

ligion. Each household was supposed to maintain a distinct ritual 

structure for daily devotional activities and to wear distinctive 

clothing when engaged in these activities. I follow earlier scholars 

like Anna Seidel in referring to this self-cognizant, organized, 

clearly delimited social group as a church.10

In this book, I treat the origins and development of this Daoist

10. See Girardot 1983:279� Seidel 1984:168. It is difficult to apply the oft- 

cited criteria of Ernst Troeltsch (1912) for the Christian church to Daoism, but, 

by the end of the second century, Daoism was clearly a mass movement draw-

ing followers from all levels of society; it was a dominant force in West China 

to the point that all in the region felt obliged to belong; it generally enjoyed 

good relations with the state, sometimes even being favored as the state reli-

gion; and, except for rare periods of rapid expansion, most members at any 

given time had been born into it.
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church from its establishment in the mid-second century through 
the Period of Disunion, ending the inquiry with the reunification 
of China at the beginning of the seventh century. By then, the 
Daoist message had been elaborated and transformed in many 
ways, with the revelation of new gods, scriptures, and liturgies, 
and a monastic institution was beginning to form. Daoist com-
munities retaining the ancient social organization survived into 
the Tang dynasty (618-907) and perhaps far beyond; the modern 
Yao ethnic minority of South China and northern Southeast 
Asia retains a communal Daoism remarkably reminiscent of these 
original groups.11 Throughout most of China, however, Daoism 
eventually evolved into a religion of priests without a lay congre-
gation. They were and still are called on by communities to cel-
ebrate specific periodic festivals or by individuals to deal with 
specific needs on an ad hoc basis.12 They act as caretakers of the 
broader common religion, overseeing its sacrificial observances 
and confirming the official positions of its gods through esoteric 
Daoist rites that maintain a clear distinction between ritual activi-
ties directed toward popular gods and the pure rituals dedicated 
to the eternal deities of the Daoist pantheon. Even today, Daoist 
troupes across the breadth of China and in Chinese communities 
around the world maintain a ritual program that preserves theo-
logical concepts, liturgical forms, and divine appellations that 
originated in the period treated in this book.

This book is divided into two parts: one dedicated to the his-
torical origins and development of the Daoist church, the other 
describing the ritual activities of its members. The historical sec-
tion begins by examining in detail outsiders5 accounts of the 
founding and early years of the Celestial Master movement, when 
it was still largely confined to West China, including the theo-
cratic state that existed briefly (ca. 19 1-2 15 ) in the Hanzhong 
region of modern southeastern Shaanxi and northeastern Sichuan 
provinces. Our primary sources are the dynastic histories of 
China, a uniquely detailed and continuous source, which, however,

1 1 .  On Yao Daoism, see Strickmann 1982a; Alberts 2006; Hirota 2007.
12 . On this transformation, see Kleeman 2005b.
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is limited by its court-centered, elite nature and by generic con-
ventions that limit its reporting of religious phenomena not con-
trolled by the state. The second chapter looks at this same period 
from the viewpoint of Daoist sources, revealing the way members 
of the church conceived their founding and early history. A care-
ful dating and sensitive reading of surviving materials reveals a 
narrative that in some ways confirms the testimony of conven-
tional sources but also sheds new light on the significance of early 
church institutions and activities. The third chapter makes use of 
three early sources that can be confidently dated to the third cen-
tury to trace the development of the church after the fall of the 
Hanzhong state and the subsequent great diaspora of 215, when 
church members were scattered across the breadth of North 
China, the central administration was disrupted in unknown 
ways, and many believers were left to their own devices. During 
this fecund period, huge numbers were converted to the faith at 
the same time that new practices and institutions evolved to cope 
with changed circumstances. The fourth chapter treats the fourth 
through sixth centuries. In West and North China we see a series 
of attempts to reconstruct the Daoist theocracy of the Hanzhong 
period. Meanwhile, as a result of the disruptions at the beginning 
of the fourth century, Northerners of all classes flood into South 
China, bringing with them Celestial Master Daoism. We can trace 
best the elite families who played significant roles in government, 
but rebellions like that of Sun En �?-4�2) demonstrate the 
prevalence of Daoism among peasants and tradesmen, as well.13 
During this period several new scriptural revelations incorporated 
elements of southern occult traditions and Buddhism into Dao-
ism. In both North and South China we see evidence of an increas-
ing contestation between Daoism and Buddhism for government 
patronage.

The second half of the book looks at ritual life within the Daoist

13. Nickerson (2000) argues that the transmission must have been earlier to 
have become so widespread among all classes by the end of the fourth century. 
This is not impossible, but the migrations involved huge numbers of people of all 
classes, and religions can spread quickly over the course of almost a century.
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church, drawing on a body of liturgical and normative sources that 
accreted throughout this period, mixing authentically early mate-
rials with later additions.14 Chapter 5 introduces Daoist architec-
ture and apparel, describing the oratory and parish buildings that 
were the site of almost all Daoist ritual and the specialized ritual 
garb that people wore during ritual performances. Chapter 6 fo-
cuses on the Daoist citizen {daomin jMS)? the most basic level of 
Celestial Master society. I describe the audience ritual that the 
head of household performed each morning and evening, bringing 
him or her directly into contact with potent Daoist deities. I also 
consider the kitchen-feast, Daoism's answer to the traditional com-
munal sacrificial banquet, which had the same function of exhibit-
ing status distinctions while affirming one's participation in the 
community. Chapter 7 focuses on the novice or register-student, 
who learned how to write formal documents to Daoist deities and 
how to perform the intricate rituals that presented them to the 
Heavenly Bureaus. There is a detailed description of the ordina-
tion as well as an examination of the role of women and those of 
mean birth within the church. Chapter 8 is about the libationer 
or parish priest. It introduces the various functions of the liba- 
tioner as evangelist, director of spirit revelations, judge, and pastor. 
Here I also present a new interpretation of the development of 
the parish system, arguing that it transformed from a fixed number 
of geographically based administrative centers, staffed by a large 
number of male and female officers with diverse responsibilities, 
to a diffuse system of smaller units led by a single libationer that 
functioned as a ranking system. I also look closely at the proce-
dures for composing and submitting ritual documents like the 
petition and for drawing talismans that assure ritual efficacy. Fi-
nally, I describe the understanding of and ritual responses to death 
in Daoist communities.

I have adopted this dual structure, in part, because the nature 
of the sources dictated it. The first half of the book relies on dat-
able sources and puts events in a clear chronological framework.

14. On accretion or layering in traditional texts, see Farmer, Henderson, 
and Witzel 2000.
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Evidence from the standard histories is written by and for elites 
from a perspective close to that of the state, but even the Daoist 
sources exploited in this section were produced by church leaders, 
sanctioned and promulgated by the central administration of the 
religion. By combining these two types of sources, I hope to pro-
duce a much fuller historical account that preserves multiple 
voices and relates events as both the profane world and members 
of the church perceived them. Still, this material alone falls short 
of the sort of thick description that is the standard for studies of 
religion and society in a post-Geertzian world.15

The materials informing the description of ritual life in the 
second section were used, to be sure, by church leaders and elite 
Daoists, but they were equally the property of village priests and 
peasant Daoist citizens. Before being edited into their final form, 
they went through a long process of manuscript transmission, 
handed down by generation after generation of local practitioners 
who added or deleted items according to need. A similar process 
has generated the handwritten scriptures (shouchao ben 
that Daoist priests across today's China use. Each surviving litur-
gical manual or precept list is thus the product of a specific line-
age of practitioners. The identity and geographical location of 
these transmitters is lost to history. This rules out a comprehen-
sive overview of the ritual practice of any specific region of China. 
Nor can we limit our description to a specific period within the 
five centuries under examination. We can only claim that the 
social structures, ritual practices, and modes of interaction with 
the divine described here were broadly typical of the Daoist 
church during its formative period. But it is only these sources 
that can give us a sense of Daoism as a dynamic, vital lived 
religion,16 to which millions of Chinese over these centuries de-
voted their lives and pinned their hopes of divine aid and ultimate

15. See Geertz 1973.
16. For the concept of lived religion as a model for religious enquiry, see Orsi 

2003, 2005� McGuire 2008. For the broader question of the use of social sci-
ence methodology in the study of religious history, see Beyer 20 11. Unfortu-
nately, the texts that survive from this early period of Daoism, with their prob- 
lems of provenance, date, and point of view, can only reveal a partial and
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salvation in a time of near constant political and military strife, 
foreign invasion, natural disaster, and epidemic disease.

Religion in the Eastern Han

Since the first chapter opens with historical accounts of the early 
Celestial Master movement, I offer here some background to the 
religious milieu of the second century c e . 17 The Eastern Han 
(23-220) was a particularly fecund period in Chinese religious 
history, when the religious world of imperial China began to take 
form. There were changes to every aspect of religious life, and 
some of these were directly involved in the birth of Daoism as an 
organized religion.

Two developments are closely tied to the interregnum be-
tween the Western and Eastern Han (6 BCE-23 c e). The first is the 
rise of the oracular literature most commonly referred to in En-
glish as the Aprocrypha (in Chinese, chenwei or prognos-
tications and weft texts).18 Although these texts are best known 
for their use as political propaganda by the usurper Wang Mang 

45 BCE- 23 CE) and later claimants for the Han throne, they 
are rich in religious imagery and metaphor. Many of the deities 
and icons that would be prominent in Daoism are first mentioned 
in these texts, and their continuing revelation over a number of 
decades accustomed the populace to the idea of spirit revelation 
as an important source of religious truth.19

The other development at this time is the first recorded popu-
lar religious movements. In 3 bc e , near the end of the Western 
Han, a prophecy appeared in northeast China, claiming that the 
Grandmother of the West, a goddess connected with death and

somewhat tenuous reconstruction of early Daoism that pales in comparison to 
the vibrant living religions depicted by these modern scholars.

17. For a more detailed account of these events, see Kleeman 1998:63-66.
18. On the Apocrypha, see Seidel 1983� Yasui 1984� Lippiello 2001. MWeftw 

is a fabric metaphor based on the fact that they supplement and complete the 
classics, which are called “ warp” texts (//«g ).

19. Csikszentmihalyi (2002) discusses revealed texts during the Han dynasty.
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immortality, would manifest in this mortal world.20 Thousands 
left their homes to make a pilgrimage to the capital, singing and 
dancing in a carnivalesque celebration of the coming divine 
epiphany. They transmitted plaques that they claimed were impe-
rial commands {zhao f§) guaranteeing salvation. Some two decades 
later, in 18 c e , we hear the first reports of the Red Eyebrows, mem-
bers o f a communal religion worshipping Prince Jing of Cheng- 
yang Liu Zhang �d. 177), who had suppressed the 
rebellion of Empress Lii S /p  and hence represented the restora-
tion o f the Han royal house.21 Interpretations of the their distinc-
tive eyebrows differ, with some claiming that coloring them with 
cinnabar represented long life, whereas others thought they were 
red for the fire element that was thought to rule the Han royal 
house.22 Members of this uprising traveled with their families in 
communities and took the titles of their leaders from those of vil-
lage leaders, much like the later Celestial Master libationers. They 
were guided by a local spirit medium who conveyed commands 
from Prince Jing and were able to briefly install a direct descendant 
of Prince Jing as emperor.

There were also more prolonged manifestations or epiphanies 
of a deity. The primary figure associated with such beliefs is the 
divinized Laozi. The Scripture o f the Transformations o f Laozi 
(Laozi bianhua jing studied by Anna Seidel (1969),
traces the appearance of avatars of Laozi under a variety of names 
and guises up through the middle of the second century c e . The last 
recorded incarnation is in the Sichuan region, close to the founding 
revelation of the Celestial Masters both geographically and tem-
porally. The text suggests that Laozi might return in the future, 
and, indeed, the appearance of these messianic manifestations 
continued for many centuries, sparking numerous popular rebel-
lions.23 A  parallel development was the appearance of popular

20. See Dubs 1942� Cahill 1993:21-23.
2 1 . On the Red Eyebrows, see Hou Han shu 11/477-86; Hendrischke 2000: 

13 5 -3 6� Zhang Huasong 2004.
22 . See Zhang Xiangwen 1996.
23. Seidel 1969-70, 1984. For an overview of these many manifestations, 

see Hendrischke 2000.

11
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temple structures (fangsi fangmiao MMi) dedicated to dead 

humans. Although periodically suppressed by the government and 

attacked by Daoists, such popular cults to local heroes or those 

suffering an abnormal death became the norm and allowed the 

masses to access divine powers once restricted to elites.24 25

There is a significant change in burial practices during the 

Eastern Han. We find in tombs from that period land contracts 

{maidiquan as well as grave-quelling texts {zhenmuwen
) that tell us much about popular understandings of death.2) 

The land contracts record the purchase of the subterranean space 

occupied by the tomb, which is often described in religious terms 

(“ to the limits of the four directions” and so on), and secure the 

soul of the deceased in that space, often with the stipulation that 

the dead will remain separate from the living. Grave-quelling texts 

(also called “ infusion-releasing texts,” or invoke

a powerful deity like the Heavenly Thearch  or the Yellow God 

 to absolve the deceased from any blame incurred through 

the construction of the tomb. Both reveal a highly bureaucratized 

world of the dead and a fear of otherworldly curses on the living 

by or through their deceased relatives. Although the specific 

methods and deities were not prominent among early Daoists, 

worry about such matters led many to seek the protection of the 

Daoist church.

The concept of a utopian world of Great Peace (taiping ^ 2Ǿ̂)

24. See Hou Han shu 7/314, 57/1841, 76/2470. The use of fang J^, wbuild- 

ing," in these terms indicates that permanent structures for the worship of 

divine beings was new in the Han� Six Dynasties texts simply refer to tniao and 

cz• �“shrines.” For Daoist officers and gods assigned to battle these demonic 

figures, see the entry for the Great Director of Attacks in the list of parish of-

fices in chapter 8 and DZ 421 Dengzhen yinjue 3/21 b. Disrespect for these cults 

was not limited to the Celestial Masters; Ge Hong remarks that he consistently 

ignores such shrines yet has never suffered misfortune as a result. See Wang 

Ming 1985:9/158.

25. For land contracts, see Kleeman 1984� Seidel 1987. On grave-quelling 

texts, see Wu Rongceng 19 8 1� Zhang Xunliao 1996; Bai Bin 2010. I do not 

share Zhang and Bai's view that these grave-quelling texts are Daoist or even a 

direct antecedent to Daoism. For a fuller treatment of Daoist views of death, 

see chapter 8.
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was an important inspiration for the early Daoists. A text with 
this term in the title was presented to the Han throne twice in 
the late first century bc e  and again in the mid-second century.26 
Questions concerning the dating, stratification, and filiation of 
the transmitted text(s) are also complex, but large portions seem 
early, likely of Han date, and as closely related to Eastern Han 
philosophical works as to anything found in early Daoist texts. It 
is equally uncertain if the text reflects the beliefs and practices of 
a distinct religious community or just personal revelations to one 
or more inspired individuals. It does seem that some version of this 
text was known to and used by Zhang Jue Ŝwho led a reli-
gious rebellion in late-second-century East China known as the 
Yellow Turbans (huangjin ^ rfl)  for their distinctive headgear.27 28 
The Yellow Turbans shared with the Celestial Masters a belief in 
the origin of illness in misconduct, the efficacy of confession of 
sins, and the use of talismans. It is likely that they shared an 
aspiration for the advent of an age of Great Peace, when social 
conflicts would be lessened and all peoples would be dealt with 
equitably, and they may well have thought this would only be 
attained after an apocalyptic period of social upheaval. There is 
no evidence, however, that they thought of themselves as “seed 
people” who would repopulate the world, or that they practiced 
a sexual ritual like the Merging the Pneumas rite as a prerequisite 
to such salvation.2S The Commands and Precepts for the Great 
Family o f  the Dao of 255 makes clear that Zhang Jue was not con-
sidered favorably by the Celestial Masters.29

The most far-reaching development during the Eastern Han

26. It is uncertain if these were in any sense the same text or to be identi-
fied partially or wholly with the extant Scripture o f Great Peace. The litera-
ture on the Scripture o f Great Peace is substantial, including important articles 
by Kaltenmark (1979)�Mansvelt-Beck (1980)Ŝand Petersen (1989-90)Ŝ plus 
the many publications by Barbara Kandel/Hendrischke. For the most recent 
studiesŜ see Espesset 2002a�2002b�2004; Hendrischke 2004, 2006, 2009, 
2012 .

27. On the Yellow Turbans, see Eichhorn 1957� Michaud 1958; Fukui 1974.
28. See Petersen 1990 for an argument that the Scripture o f Great Peace does 

not advocate messianism.
29. See chapter 3.
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was the entry of Buddhism, but the extent of its immediate influ-
ence is uncertain. In 65 c e , an imperial prince in modern Jiangsu 
was already hosting public Buddhist rituals with thousands of 
participants; in 165, the emperor offered official sacrifice to the 
Buddha. In both cases, the Buddha was associated with Laozi and 
the pursuit of immortality.?0 By the late second century, we know 
of several teams of Buddhist monks and laymen in Chang5an 
translating Buddhist scriptures into Chinese. Although these 
translators sometimes turned to Daoist terminology to express 
unfamiliar Buddhist concepts, no one reading these translations 
would have failed to notice their alien character. Distinctively 
Buddhist terminology in a Daoist source is a reliable indication of 
later composition.30 31 Still, several features of the new religious 
movements of the second century are shared with Buddhism, 
especially the practice of the confession of sins. Moreover, Bud-
dhists, like the Celestial Masters, rejected blood sacrifice, though 
their rationales for doing so were different. Buddhism may well 
have stimulated the rise of Daoism. By the mid-second century, 
Daoists were claiming that Buddhism was a degraded form of Dao- 
ism and the Buddha himself just another avatar of a divine Laozi. 
By the late fourth century, Buddhism had exerted an undeniable 
influence on Daoist ritual practice and theological conceptions, and 
was competing with Daoism for official patronage.

All of these changes came together in the rise of Daoism. The 
fall of the Western Han and the lengthy, strife-torn interregnum 
had awakened all to the fragility of the Chinese imperial state. 
Political instability brought warfare, famine, and epidemic dis-
ease, leading to large-scale movements of population. Among 
these frightened and dislocated individuals, a variety of new 
forms of religious expression arose. The Celestial Masters were 
one such group. Driven by a revelation from Lord Lao that estab-
lished a new covenant and guided by ongoing revelations from his

30. The best account of Buddhism's entry into China remains Zurcher 1959.
3 1. Only in the Demon Statutes of Lady Blue, dated to the second half of the 

third century, do we find a few Buddhist terms, and then only ones with a 
special resonance for Chinese society. See chapter 3.
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representatives as well as deceased leaders of the movement, their 
teachings on sin as the origin of illness and misfortune, disaster 
as an apocalyptic punishment for an immoral age, ritualized con-
fession and penance as an effective response to such dangers, and 
the promise of a utopian age of Great Peace resonated with the 
masses. Like the new foreign faith of Buddhism, the Daoism they 
fashioned in Sichuan had a broad appeal, winning converts across 
China until it was a truly national religion that provided a satisfy-
ing answer to the questions of its day. Daoism proved adaptable 
to changing circumstance, developing new rituals for the salva-
tion of all the living and all the dead, and remains to this day a 
vital part of the Chinese religious landscape.

Conventions

It remains to guide readers through a few pertinent conventions 
used in referring to and translating materials from medieval 
China. Located at the far eastern end of the Eurasian continent, 
China had traded with the West since Neolithic times but was not 
significantly influenced by the currents of history that prevailed 
in the Mediterranean world and later Western Europe. It devel-
oped unique ways to understand and describe the natural world 
and the imagined other world, populated by the dead and the 
divine, that its East Asian neighbors came to share but were sel-
dom communicated to the Indian subcontinent, the Near East, or 
Europe. For this reason, translating the vocabulary of early Dao-
ism into a Western language poses certain challenges. In the inter-
ests of making this book accessible to scholars of religion and 
history with no background in Sinology, I have sought approxi-
mations in English for every Daoist technical term and concep-
tion. Lest these be misunderstood as true equivalents, I note here 
some of the key problems.

I have followed Bokenkamp (1997) in translating as “pneuma” 
the word • / Ŝwhich seems etymologically to have referred 
to the steam of cooking grain but came to mean everything from 
essence to energy, scent, air, feeling, and spirit. In the Daoist



context, it sometimes means a force within the body that can be 
manipulated, but it often refers to noncorporeal beings, and 
sometimes these usages are difficult to distinguish. The goal of 
much Daoist endeavor was the status oixian  {[Jj/M, which origi-
nally referred to nonhuman winged beings who could be found 
only in mountain fastnesses or divine realms but came to refer 
to humans who had attained some form of physical longevity 
or immortality.32 I translate this as “ transcendent” because the 
word is etymologically related to words meaning “ to ascend” 
and because many were not truly “ immortal,” the other 
common translation. For the early Daoists, this status was 
awarded by heavenly bureaucrats in return for exemplary moral 
conduct and proper ritual actions. Later, internal and external 
alchemy as well as various physical regimens were also employed. 
Another key term is zhen which later came to mean simply 
“ real, true” but originally designated a class of divine beings un- 
touched by vulgar desire or impurity. I follow many others in ren- 
dering this as “ perfected” in both nominal and adjectival usage, 
a nod to the austere Perfecti of the Cathar tradition, who es-
chewed both meat and sex. In Daoism, the perfected are the class 
of beings above the transcendents and just below the Daoist gods 

.33
Words for deity in Chinese are vexing. It is standard to render 

s/7e« as “god” and gwz  as “demon” or “ghost” depending on the 
context, but guisheti was a common locution for divine beings 
in general. We will see in chapter 2 that even the high god of the 
Daoists was sometimes called dLgui. I have tried to sort these out, 
translating appropriately for context, but have sometimes resorted 
to the ambiguous “ spirit” for either term. The high god during the

32. Campany 2009 has shown that the term often referred to real-world 
ascetics and renunciants who were credited with wonder-working and divine 
healing.

33. These gods are primordial transformations of the pneumas of the Dao 
who have never taken human form. They are to be distinguished from the many 
lower-level, quasi-demonic spirits worshipped by the common people as well as 
the various body gods populating key spots in the physical form and the regis-
ter spirits employed in Daoist ritual.

16 I N TR O D U CT I O N
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Shang dynasty (ca. 1500-1045 bc e ) was called simply • �34 and 

this remained a popular term for exalted deities, sometimes sin-

gular but often plural, throughout Chinese history. Beginning in 

the third century bc e�it was appropriated by temporal rulers, giv-

ing rise to the unfortunate translation “emperor.” In an attempt 

to recapture the sense of a divine ruler, I regularly translate this 

term as “ thearch.” Other translation problems are noted as the 

terms come up.

Although there have been a number of Daoist canons, begin-

ning in the fifth century, the only one to have survived is from the 

fifteenth.34 35 Transmission of these scriptures has been less than 

ideal, resulting in numerous textual variants. Moreover, up until 

recently, all Daoist texts were transmitted without punctuation, 

and only a minuscule number of texts have been published in 

modern critical, collated editions. For all these reasons and to aid 

readers interested in the source behind my translations, I have 

included a punctuated, corrected Chinese text in traditional char-

acters for all of them. Citation is to the 1923-26 Hanfenlou photo 

reprint of the original Ming edition, cited by chapter, page, recto 

(a =  front) or verso (b = back), and then line number if neces-

sary.36 Citations of Buddhist works include the serial number of 

the scripture in the Taish6 edition preceded by the letter “ TŜ” 

followed by the volume, page, and register (a, b, or c) on the page. 

Citations of the classics are to the 1815 Shisanjing zhushu edition 

reprinted by Yiwen Publishing in 1974. Citations of the dynastic 

histories are to the Zhonghua shuju punctuated editions, and 

other works are as noted in the bibliography.

34. The etymological meaning of this character is obscure, but, because the 

graph in oracle bone script looks like a rope tying a bundle of sticks or reeds 

together, it has been related to the character Ŝ“ to bindŜ” suggesting that it 

might originally have referred to a sort of super-ancestor who wboundw all the 

branches of the royal family together.

35. On Daoist canons, see Ofuchi 1979; the article by Judith Boltz in the £«cy- 

clopedia o f  Taoism (Pregadio 2008:1, 28-33); anc  ̂the introduction to Schipper 

and Verellen 2004.

36. The bibliography also gives the serial number (beginning with DZ) of 

the scripture according to the enumeration in Schipper 1975b.
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O N E

The Founding o f the 

Celestial Master Church��

External Evidence

T
he foundational period of any religion is key to understand-

ing its significance both in its original historical milieu and 

in its later development. I will look systematically at all surviving 

external testimony for this period of Daoism's history in this 

chapter and then, in the following chapter, take up evidence from 

Daoist sources. There are four historical sources that provide infor-

mation on the first few decades of Daoism^ history. The earliest 

integral source is the Record o f the Three Kingdoms (Sanguozhi H  

)Ŝ compiled by Chen Shou �233-9 7)Ŝ which treats the 

period from the last few decades of the Latter Han (25-220 c e ) 
until the final defeat of the Wu state in 280.1 Much of the infor-

mation in this source is also found, repeated with some variation, 

in the compiled by Fan Ye �398-445).

Both relied on documents compiled by historians during the Latter 

Han. There is an early commentary to the Record o f the Three 

Kingdoms written by Pei Songzhi (372-451) and a some-

what later one to the Book o f the Latter Han by Li Xian

1. Chengs work was not completed until sometime after 280 and not pre-

sented to the throne until after his death, but the section on Wei, which is most 

relevant for its account of the Celestial Masters, may have been written as early 

as the 260s. See Cutter and Crowell 1999:63.
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(654-84), both of which cite another important early source, the 
wwary (1)/ / by Yu Huan �fl. 220-

32).2 Chang Qu (ca. 29 1-ca . 361) wrote the earliest surviv-
ing regional history of China, the Record of Kingdoms South o f 
Mount Hua (Huayangguo zhi focusing on Sichuan
and surrounding areas. Finally, there is a biography of Zhang 
Ling (fl. 14 2  c e ) from the Traditions o f Divine Transcendents 

• / ” ^ attributed to Ge Hong �283-343���
part of which must be considered external and part of which 
looks to be based on internal testimony. I will first take up the 
account of Chen Shou, comparing it to that of Fan Ye, then con-
sider the testimony of Yu Huan, and finally look at what Ge Hong 
has to tell us about Zhang Ling. I will be selective in drawing 
from Ge Hong, however, because he is late as well as physically 
remote from Sichuan and because parts of his account are simply 
not credible.3

2. Yu Huan^ Diattlue is listed in the bibliographic chapter of the Sui shu
(33/961) as having eighty-nine chapters; Yu is described as a court gentleman 
(zhonglang during the Wei, but almost nothing else is known about him. 
The Dianliie is frequently cited in commentaries to the Sanguozhi  ̂ as is his 
Weiliie which is presumed to be some portion of the larger work dealing 
specifically with the Wei state. The Weiltie is recorded in the Jiu Tangshu bibli- 
ography (46/1989) in thirty-eight chapters. Liu Zhiji �661-721) tells us 
that the ends during the reign of Emperor Ming �58-75��and
Chavannes concludes from this that the work was probably written between 
the end of that reign and the end of the dynasty, that is, between 239 and 265 
c e . A similar date for the Dianliie seems highly likely. See Chavannes 1905��
519- 20.

3. Ge Hong clearly had some information concerning the Celestial Masters
and had some books in his library that look to be from the Celestial Masters, 
but, in his expository work on transcendence, the Master Who Embraces Sim- 
plicity {Baopuzi he makes no mention of them. Moreover, he was a
dedicated proponent of alchemy, and this is reflected in his biography of Zhang 
Ling just as in his biography of Laozi. Finally, roughly two-thirds of his Zhang 
Ling biography is given over to a tale of Ling testing a disciple named Zhao 
Sheng that fits the pattern of a seeker of personal immortality rather than the 
communal salvation pursued by the Celestial Masters. See the further discus- 
sion of Ge Hong's biography of Zhang Ling below.
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The Record o f the Three Kingdoms

Chen Shou was a native of Hanchang north of modern 

Cangxi in Baxi  commanderyŜwhich was administered 

from modern Langzhong • This was in the heart of the area 

from which Zhang Lu �?-2i5) drew many of his followers 

of Ba ethnicity. Chen was a student of Qiao Zhou �ca. 20 0 - 

270), a prominent local historian.4 He should consequently have 

been intimately familiar with the area and had access to local 

historical sources. He was not himself, however, a follower of the 

Celestial Masters or of Ba ethnicity. This is evident in the account 

of Zhang Lu translated below and must be kept in mind when 

evaluating the information he provides. Chen placed his biogra-

phy of Zhang Lu in the Book o f Wei because of Lu5s ties to the Cao 

family. I will first examine what that account tells us of political 

and military history, and then compare it to other surviving ac-

counts, before considering evidence for the local community, its 

beliefs, and its practices:5

Zhang Lu, cognomen Ziqi,6 was a man of Feng in the kingdom of 

Pei.7 His grandfather Ling had sojourned in Shu, studying the Dao 

in the Swan-Call Mountains. He fabricated books of the Dao, using 

them to beguile the commoners. Those who received the way from 

him would contribute five pecks of rice, and, for this reason, men of 

the day called them “ rice bandits.” When Ling died, his son Heng 

propagated his way. When Heng died, Lu continued to propagate 

it. Pastor8 of Yi Province Liu Yan made Lu Marshal Supervising

4. On Qiao Zhou, see the detailed study of the man and his historiography 

in Farmer 2001, 2007.

5. Sanguozhi, Weishu 8/263-64.

6. The modern Sartguozhi gives Lu's cognomen as but the Hou Han shu 

gives the homophonous form Ŝ and the Tang Li Shan commentary to 

xuan 44/i3a quotes the Sattguozhi with the character used in the Hou Han shu, 
so it is difficult to know which to follow.

7. Modern Feng county, Jiangsu.

8. For translations of official titles, I make use of the system of translations de-

veloped for Kleeman 19 9 8 :211-15 , based largely on the usages in the University
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Volunteers s/wa ).9 Together with Marshal of the 
Alternate Division Zhang Xiu, he led troops to attack Su Gu, the 
Grand Warden of Hanzhong. Lu then ambushed Xiu and killed 
him, stealing his force. When Liu Yan died, his son Zhang was es-
tablished in his place. Because Lu did not obey him, Zhang killed 
Lu5s mother and family members. Lu then occupied Hanzhong. He 
instructed the citizenry in his demonic way and called himself “Lord 
Master” ) • . . .  He held Ba and Han by force of arms for
almost thirty years. In its last days, the Han dynasty did not have 
the power to campaign against him, so they honored Lu as Leader 
of Court Gentleman Quelling the Barbarians,10 with the added title 
of Grand Warden of Hanning.11 All he had to do was send in trib-
ute. A citizen found a jade seal in the ground, and all Lu's under-
lings wanted to elevate Lu to be King of Hanning. The merit officer 
Yan Pu of Baxi remonstrated with Lu, saying, KThe citizens of the 
Han River valley number more than a hundred thousand house-
holds; they are wealthy, the earth is fertile, and the area is protected 
on all four sides by strategic passes. If you support the Son of Heaven 
above you, you will be [a hegemon] like Duke Huan of Qi (r. 684- 
643 bc e) or Wen of Jin (r. 636-628 bc e);12 at the worst you will be

of California Press’s Chinese Dynastic Histories ranslations series. These trans- 
lations try to maintain the semantic content of the original rather than opting for 
the functionalist translations of Hucker 1985. Pastor is an older alternative title 
for provincial governor • Ij that implied more independence of action.

9. This newly created title should be compared to terms like yidittg M T, yi- 
bing yijun and yishi all of which refer to irregular, private mi-
litias organized in response to a specific threat. Here the sense is that Zhang is 
supplying his own troops. Note also the usage of the character yi in Zhang Lu's 
charity huts and the charity rice (y/w/ they offered travelers.

10. Following the reading of the Hou Han shu. The text originally read 
“quelling the citizenry” �2�/e/jy/• ) . Ren Naiqiang remarks on this curious 
title, which also occurs in Huayangguo zhi, and suggests that the Hou Han shu 
version is correct (1987:72). See Hucker 1581.

11 . It is uncertain when the commandery was renamed Hanning. It may have 
been instigated by Liu Yan or Zhang Lu and only affirmed in this appointment, 
or it may have been an innovation of the Han court at this time. When Cao Cao 
conquered the region in 215, he changed the name back to Hanzhong.

12 . Huan and Wen are famous as hegemons (ba f|)  during the Spring and 
Autumn period (771-469 bc e) who, during a period when the Zhou king had 
already lost effective power, gathered the Chinese states together to fend off 
external threats.
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the equal of Dou Rong (16 bc e-62 c e) 13 and will not fail to be rich 
and honored. If you accept the appointment in this proclamation, 
your position will be sufficiently powerful to cut o ff lines of com -
munication. You need not trouble yourself to become a king. I re-
quest that you not proclaim this [royal title]; do not take the first 
step toward d isa s te r .L u  followed this advice.
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This account begins the tale with Zhang Lu5s grandfather 
Ling, who first came to the Sichuan region and there founded a 
religion with sacred texts and a tithe of five pecks of rice. This 
faith was continued by Lu5s father, Heng, and leadership of the 
movement passed on to Lu when his father died. Fan Ye and Chang 
Qu largely repeat this information, but Chang records a new title 
for Ling, "'Mysterious and Primordial of Great Purity" {taiqing 
xuanyuan which we can find attested in early Daoist
sources. Also, both locate Ling's place of study in the Crane-Call 
Mountains, rather than Swan-Call, which, as we shall see below, 
agrees with later Daoist sources.13 14

13 . Dou Rong had independent control of the Gansu region at the beginning 
of the Latter Han. When he submitted to Emperor Guangwu  in 29 CE��
he became an important official, and members of his family achieved positions 
of great power in the newly reestablished Han dynasty.

14 . Hou Han shu; Ren Naiqiang 1987:72. We find this term as an appella-
tion of the supreme Dao in Ntiqingguilii 2l\z, Chisongzi zhangli 4/93, 5/3b, and 
many other early Celestial Master scriptures. It may be that Chang misunder-
stood this expression.
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In the context of the great military upheavals at the end of the 
Han dynasty, Zhang Lu associated himself with Liu Yan lj �
(P-194), a member of the royal house who had been appointed 
provincial governor, or “pastor,” of the region.15 His title�“mar- 
shal supervising volunteers,no doubt recognizes the fact that his 
religious followers also constituted a private army, much as the 
warlords of the day had at the core of their forces a body of rela-
tives and dependent retainer families.16

We get a slightly different idea of their relationship in the bi-
ography of Liu Yan, where we read:17

Zhang Lu5s mother originally had the demonic way and also pos-
sessed a youthful appearance. She often visited Yan's home. For this 
reason, Yan sent Lu as marshal supervising volunteers, to be stationed 
in Hanzhong, there to cut off the w ay from [Bao] Valley to [Sword] 
Pavilion and kill the emissaries o f  the Han [court]. Yan submitted a 
letter saying that the rice bandits had cut o ff the road and that he 
could no longer communicate [with the court].

� � � �

� � � ! �# �

Chinese historians often use this device of including mutually 
contradictory information in different parts of the same book. 
One way to look at it is as a means of dealing with evidence that 
contradicts or does not fit together neatly with other passages. In 
Liu Yan5s biography, we see the story from his perspective. There 
it is Zhang Lu5s mother, not his father, Heng, who is important in

15. Liu Yan had in fact suggested this title for himself. Traditionally, prov-
inces were headed by a regional inspector, who was charged with investigating 
and overseeing the actions of the grand wardens of the commanderies within 
his region but actually ranked below them and hence had little power. The title 
“pastor” wm ��in contrast, was superior to the grand warden and conveyed 
real administrative authority. See Hucker 4041.

16. Ren Naiqiang points out this sense of “ volunteer” �1987:74, n. 3).
17. Sattguozhi, Shushu 31/867.
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gaining support for the family and its nascent religion. Although 

this reference to the mother’s “ youthful appearance” might at first 

glance appear to suggest some sexual appeal, it probably indi-

cates the results of self-cultivation. Cao Pi (187-226) tells of 

two individuals who, because they were adept at circulating pneu- 

m as, “ are old but have youthful appearances” .18 

Moreover, as we will see below, the wives of the three founding 

leaders of the movement enjoyed a special role in early Celestial 

M aster ritual. Fan Ye, however, plays up the erotic aspect of the 

relationship, saying that Lu’s mother had an “ alluring appear- 

ance” ).19 It is perhaps significant that Fan appends 

Zhang Lu's biography to Liu Yan's, rather than associating him 

with the Cao family.

This passage makes clear that Liu Yan's intent in sending 

Zhang Lu to Hanzhong was to provide an excuse for his own 

refusal to comply with central government directives; by interpos-

ing a military force that he could disown as religious extremists 

between himelf and the capital, Liu Yan hoped to remain inde-

pendent from the Cao Cao-controlled court without risking open 

rebellion. This passage also confirms that Zhang Lu’s “volunteers” 

are in fact his religious followers, whereas the troops under Zhang 

Xiu 's command would have been loyal to Liu Yan, either the rem-

nants of the Yellow Turban rebels or usoldiers from the Eastern 

Provinces” discussed below. Chang Qu’s account of Sichuan under 

Liu Yan is much more explicit concerning his plans to rebel.

18 . See the Pei Songzhi commentary, quoting Cao Pi's Dianlun at San- 
guozhi, Weishu 29/805, n. 1. Ren Naiqiang makes a similar point, arguing that 

it was probably Liu Yan’s wives and daughters who had converted to Celestial 

Master Daoism (1987:74, n. 4). Female novices in the church were indeed ex-

pected to study with a female master (see Zhertgyi fawen taishang wailu yi 2a), 

supporting the suggestion that the primary object of proselytization for Zhang 

Lu's mother was the females of the household, but if the rite of Merging the 

Pneumas was first practiced by an initiate and a master of the opposite sex (see 

chapter 3)Ŝthen this female Daoist priestess’s presence in Liu Yan’s court might 

have suggested a more intimate bond with him personally.

19. Hou Han shu 75/2432.
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Zhang Xiu and Liu Yan

We must at this point confront the conundrum of Zhang Xiu 

f| . He occurs in Chen Shou’s biography of Zhang Lu as another 
marshal who joined Lu in his attack on Hanzhong, then was 

killed by Lu, who incorporated his troops into his own forces.20 

A Zhang Xiu also occurs as a religious leader in the Basic Annals 

of the Book o f  the Latter Han for the year 184 21

Autumn, seventh month. The wicked spirit medium Zhang Xiu of Ba 

commandery rebelled, plundering the commanderies and counties.

� �

The commentary to this entry quotes the following passage from 

Liu Ai’s ^  X/. ��

which may indeed be the primary source for Fan’s record:

At the time, the spirit medium Zhang Xiu o f Ba commandery was 

healing illness, and those he healed would contribute five pecks of 

rice. He was called a master of the Five Pecks of Rice.

� � � � �

The most substantive account regarding Zhang Xiu is found 
in a passage from the Summary o f the Archives of Yu Huan, 

quoted with minor variation in the commentaries to both the 

Record o f the Three Kingdoms and Book o f the Latter Han biogra-

phies of Zhang Lu:22

During the X iping reign period ( 17 2 -7 8 )  wicked demonic bandits 

arose in great numbers. In the Three Auxiliaries region [around the 

former capital Changan], there was Luo Yao. During the Guanghe

20. An almost identical passage occurs in Fan YeŜs biography of Zhang Lu. 
See Hou Han shu 75/2432.

21. Hou Han shu 8/349.
22. See Hou Han shu n- 5� Sanguozhi, Weishu 8/264, n. 1.
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reign period ( 17 8 -8 4 ) , in the east there was Zhang Jiao  and in 
Hanzhong there was Zhang Xiu. Luo Yao taught the citizens the 
M ethod o f Distancing [Oneself from] Concealm ent,23 Jiao created 
the Way o f Great Peace, and Xiu created the Way o f Five Pecks of 
Rice. In the Way o f Great Peace, the master held a nine-segment 
staff while creating talismans and spells, told those suffering illness 
to kowtow and contemplate their transgressions, then gave them 
talisman-infused water to drink. For those who had only suffered 
their illness for a few days and recovered, he would say, wThis per-
son has faith in the D ao.>, Those who did not recover were then 
those who did not have faith in the Dao. X iu ’s methods were 
roughly the same as Jiao 's. H e also established quiet rooms and had 
the ailing stay in them, contemplating their transgressions. He also 
caused people to be unauthorized prefects [called] libationers. The 
libationers were in charge o f using the Five Thousand Characters of 
Laozi, having [the followers] practice it together. He called these 
unauthorized prefects “ demon clerks.”  They were in charge of 
praying on behalf o f the ailing. The method of prayer was to write 
the ailing person's full name and explain that they intended to ac-
cept their sin. They would make three copies, one o f which would 
be sent up to Heaven by placing it on a mountain, one of which 
would be buried in the Earth, and one o f which they would cast 
into Water. He called them the Personally Written Missives to the 
Three Offices. H e caused the family o f an ailing person to give five 
pecks of rice as a constant practice and for this reason was called 
the Master o f Five Pecks o f Rice. In fact, this was not effective in 
curing illness; it was just licentious dissipation, but the menial peo-
ple are benighted and stupid, and they vied to serve him. Later Jiao  
was executed and Xiu also died. At the time that Zhang Lu was in 
Hanzhong, since its citizens believed in and practiced Xiu's system, 
he augmented and embellished it. He taught them to establish charity

23. Little else is known about Luo Yao, and this term is obscure. Ren Nai- 
qiang suggests, plausibly given the content of other movements of the time, 
that it involved the confession of concealed evil action (1987:74, n. 6). Yamada 
(1999:175) and Lii Pengzhi (2008:18) interpret mian as wto contemplate," 
linking it to the “contemplation of faults”  that this passage attributes to 
Zhang Xiu, but this definition is late and examples are ambiguous. N;• �= ) 
in the sense of “concealing faults” is found in early sources like the £ry and Gan 
Bao’s ‘ fourth-century CArom'c/e �/  • See 2333.
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huts and placed rice and meat in them to draw in travelers. Those 
who had hidden small transgressions were to repair the road for a 
hundred paces, after which their sins would be expunged. He also, 
in accord with the Monthly Com m ands,24 prohibited killing in 
spring and summer. H e also prohibited alcohol. Migrants who took 
up residence in his territory did not dare refuse to follow this [faith].

� � � � �

� � � � � �

� � � � �

� � # � �# �

� D � � �

� � � � � � �

� � � � �

! � !� � � �

� � � ��

� � � �

� � � �

� � � �

� �# #

This passage is the earliest mention of many practices later associ-
ated with the Celestial Masters, but here they are attributed to 
Zhang Xiu, and Zhang Lu is only credited with adopting and 
expanding this existent cult. The passage also implies that Zhang 
Xiu was already dead, and not by Zhang LuJs hand, when Lu 
adopted his teachings. Pei Songzhi found this discrepancy trou-
bling and suggests: uZhang Xiu should be Zhang Heng. If this is 
not a mistake on the part of the Summary o f the Archives, then it 
is a copyist’s error” : � � �

. Note that in that passage Yu Huan, following Liu AiŜrefers

24. The Monthly Ordinances is a genre of early calendar or almanac that sets 
out the activities proper to each month of the year. One example is preserved 
in the ecori/o/" chapters 14 - 17  of the edn�, and
a somewhat later example, the Monthly Ordinances o f the Four Estates 23K  

�mid-2nd c. c e)Ŝ survives only in quotations and reconstructions. We 
cannot be certain what Monthly Ordinances is referred to here, but the Record 
o f Rites records a prohibition on the llkilling of young beasts^ for the first 
month of spring. See Liji zhushu 14723b.
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to Zhang Xiu as a “ master” �s/7,• I)Ŝthe standard term within the 

church for a libationer who heads a parish and teaches novices, 

rather than a “ lord master” I )Ŝ the term that Chen

Shou attributes to Zhang Lu and that is used in Daoist scriptures 

to refer to the first three leaders of the movement.2>

It is interesting to note that Chang Qu, who had served under 

the Daoist rulers of the Cheng-Han state (302-47), also attributes 

all aspects of the religion to Zhang Lu and refers to Zhang Xiu 

only as a “ subordinate” " ) whom Lu sent to attack

Hanzhong. Ren Naiqiang points out that there was a rebellion of 

followers of Zhang Jiao5s Way of Great Peace in the Sichuan area 

(1987:76, n. 11) , which is dated 184 in Huayangguo zhi but 189 

in the Book o f the Latter Han. He suggests that Zhang Xiu was in 

fact part of the Yellow Turbans and that official recordkeeping 

was skewed because Liu Yan was only able to take up his post in 

189, and he reported all intervening events to the court at the 

same time.25 26 In the section on the Banshun Man barbarians, Fan 

Ye records: uIn the fifth year of Zhongping [189] when the Yellow 

Turban bandits of Ba commandery arose, the Banshun Man bar- 

barians took this opportunity to rebel again, raiding the cities” �

� � � .27 Thus, it 

seems that Liu Yan assumed command in Chengdu only in 189 

and that Sima Guang was correct in placing the expedition against 

Hanzhong in 19 1.

There have been other responses to this rather confusing ma-

terial. Some have suggested that the 184 spirit medium is not the 

same Zhang Xiu who accompanied Zhang Lu to Hanzhong. Zhang

25. See, for example, Chisongzi zhangli 3/9b, which refers to the wthree lord 

masters and their wivesM (satt shijun furen
26. Supporting this, the first date in Yan^ biography following his appoint-

ment is 19 1. Moreover, Hou Han shu 75/2432 attributes the raid on Ba com- 

mandery in 184 to Ma Xiang. Ren's comments are unfortunately colored by his 

claim that the Yellow Turbans were in fact an offshoot of the Celestial Masters. 

This is almost certainly incorrect; their rituals and deities were quite distinct, 

and we have the testimony of the Da Daojia lingjie 255 disparag-

ing Zhang Jiao. See Zhertgyi fawert tianshi jiao jieke jing 14b.

27. Hou Han shu 86/2843.
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Xiu is a common name, and there is another Zhang Xiu alive at 

this time, operating in the Shaanxi area.28 Liu Lin argues that 

Chang Qu identified the two because, in his account of Zhang 

Xiu killing the grand warden of Hanzhong Su Gu, he describes 

him as the “ rice bandit Zhang Xiu.”29

Some have even on this basis gone on to question the role of 

Zhang Ling and Zhang Heng in the origins of Celestial Master 

Daoism. In this interpretation, the Way of the Five Pecks of Rice 

created by Zhang Xiu was taken over by Zhang Lu, who owed his 

position solely to his beguiling mother, and the early history of 

the movement was fabricated.30 This view ignores important evi-

dence: The Zhang Pu stele of 173 , discussed below, records 

a group of Celestial Master libationers receiving a set of sacred 

scriptures and pledging to propagate the Way of the Celestial 

Masters. This stele antedates all of the recorded religious rebel-

lions in Sichuan and was found southwest of Chengdu, far from 

the Ba region and near Swan-Call or Crane-Call Mountain, where 

Zhang Ling received his revelation. Moreover, Celestial Master 

documents record the creation of a system of twenty-four parishes 

to minister to the faithful by Zhang Ling (see fig. 1). The distribu-

tion of Celestial Master parishes is centered on the Chengdu plain 

and has only one outlying parish in Ba territory and three in 

Hanzhong, also reflecting a movement that began in western Si-

chuan and spread to the east and the north, rather than in either 

Hanzhong or Ba territory.

Ofuchi Ninji accepts that Zhang Xiu was a libationer in the 

Celestial Master organization and suggests that he was probably 

assigned to the Yuntai parish in the foothills near Langzhong,

28. In 179 this Zhang Xiu, who held the rank of Leader of Court Gentlemen 

and was an emissary to the Xiongnu, was convicted of peremptorily beheading 

the Xiongnu ruler and executed. See Hou Han shu 8/343, 89/2964. Yet another 

Zhang Xiu was active as a military officer in 265. See Sanguozhi 4/153.

29. Huayangguo zhi 10b� Ren Naiqiang 1987:602� Liu Lin 1984:120, n. 7.

30. This is, for example, the argument of Liu Ts'un-yan (2002), who thinks 

that the "demonic Daon is in fact the name of the faith taught by Zhang Ling, 

Heng, and Lu before taking over Zhang Xiu's movement. Lii Pengzhi (2008:17- 

19) also adopts this position.
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the later administrative center of Baxi commandery. In his view, 
Zhang Xiu did indeed lead a Celestial Master-centered uprising 
in this region in 184, coinciding with but unrelated to the activi-
ties of the Yellow Turban rebels.31 He points out that the Ba 
tribesmen of this region are recorded as having rebelled against 
the state repeatedly around this time and that many Ba were fol-
lowers of the Celestial Masters. When this uprising was sup-
pressed and Liu Yan finally reached Sichuan in 189, he established 
relations with the former rebels and thus took Zhang Xiu into his 
service.32 It was then at the instigation of Zhang Lu’s mother that 
Lu was sent to Hanzhong and a fellow believer, Zhang Xiu, was 
sent to support him.

This resolves some issues but raises other questions. The Ce-
lestial Masters had been able to coexist with representatives of the 
state throughout Sichuan for quite some time; why would they 
rise in rebellion only in this region, and why did other parishes 
not come to their aid? Moreover, if Zhang Xiu was indeed head 
of a Celestial Master parish, why did he abandon it to come to 
Chengdu? Further, whereas Zhang Lu was given a very irregular 
appointment indicating that he commanded a force of his own 
religious followers, Zhang Xiu was given a normal army appoint-
ment, the same title given to one of Liu Yan's sons, and presum-
ably commanded government-organized troops.33 If he was truly 
LuJs subordinate in the church, why did he hold an equal rank?

It is significant that Chen Shou never refers to Zhang Xiu as 
a member of the Celestial Masters, and Chang Qu only calls him 
a urice bandit55 when he was operating under the direction of

31. See Ofuchi 1991:6-49.
32. s/m 75/2432 tells us that Liu Yan “ soothed and accepted those 

who had rebelled” .
33. See Sanguozhi 31/867. Zhang Xiu's troops may have been drawn from

the refugees who poured into Sichuan at this time and were organized by Liu 
Yan into a force colloquially referred to as “soldiers from the eastern provinces” 
{dongzhou bing After Liu Yan's death, these soldiers oppressed the
locals, leading in 200 to a major rebellion of the elites of Ba commandery, 
which was suppressed with great difficulty. This was also the year that Liu Zhang 
killed Zhang Lu's mother and relatives, perhaps because Lu was unwilling to 
aid Zhang in combatting the rebellion. See Hou Hart shu 75/2434.
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Zhang Lu in Hanzhong. Chang in fact attributes the rebellion in 
Ba commandery to representatives of the Yellow Turban leader 
Ma Xiang Ŝ with no mention of Zhang Xiu at all, and we 
have seen that Fan Ye in at least one account blames Yellow Tur-
bans from Ba. The accounts that associate Zhang Xiu with the 
Five Pecks of Rice movement are by Liu Ai and Yu Huan, neither 
a native of Sichuan and both writing from the capital. Although 
their accounts are early,34 they can only be based on official re-
ports to the court. Moreover, the earliest account of Zhang Xiu, 
describing events before Liu Yan5s arrival in Sichuan, calls him an 
“evil spirit medium” ) . It seems likely, then, that
Zhang Xiu was either a follower of the Yellow Turbans or simply 
a local religious leader who took advantage of the confusion to 
gather some discontents and rebel. If he was once a Celestial Mas-
ter libationer, this rebellion would have marked a break with the 
church, which is why we find him in Chengdu serving Liu Yan. 
Yan needed the support of Zhang Lu5s troops to be sure of con-
quering Hanzhong, with its natural strategic location, but he sent 
Zhang Xiu to watch over him and to make sure that the govern-
ment representatives in the region were killed. We are told that 
Liu Yan, in sending Zhang Lu and Zhang Xiu to Hanzhong, in-
structed them to kill any court emissaries bound for Chengdu and 
then used this as an excuse for disobeying court directives. As we 
read in Yan’s biography, however, he did find some way to report 
this to the court, and in the above missive he claimed that the 
“rice bandits have cut off the road.’’35 It is likely this report that 
is the source of all the confusion. It is clear from Chang QuJs 
detailed account that it was Zhang Xiu and not Zhang Lu who 
was in the van and directly responsible for killing the grand war-
den Su Gu as well as his subordinates. In his report, Yan would 
undoubtedly have portrayed Xiu as a religious fanatic, operating 
as a member if not the leader of the “ rice bandits.” He may well 
have included some information concerning the beliefs of this

34. This is no doubt why Fan Ye accepts their viewpoint in the Hou Han 
shu.

35. See Sanguozhi, Shushu 31/867, translated above.
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group of putative religious deviants, which we thus find in Yu 
HuanJs Summary o f  the Archives attributed to Zhang Xiu. Chen 
Shou and Chang Qu, being based in Sichuan with access to local 
records, are not deceived and clearly attribute leadership of the 
uWay of the Five Pecks of Rice55 to Zhang Ling and his descen-
dants. Thus, Zhang Xiu was labeled the leader of the Celestial 
Masters, and a number of authentic Daoist practices were attrib-
uted to him by Liu Yan in order to blame the Daoists for Liu's own 
disloyal actions.

Such an interpretation answers many questions. It explains 
why Zhang Lu killed Zhang Xiu. We do not know if Zhang Lu 
really sanctioned the murder of Su Gu and his subordinates, but it 
seems likely that conflict would have arisen eventually with Zhang 
Xiu when court emissaries arrived. We know that, once Zhang 
Xiu was out of the picture, Zhang Lu did communicate with the 
court, offer tribute, and accept an appointment from the court as 
leader of court gentlemen and grand warden of the region. More-
over, Hanzhong was part of the original scope of the Celestial 
Master religion, with parishes established from the time of Zhang 
Ling. Zhang Lu no doubt sought to protect his followers and 
convert those not yet adhering to the faith, which would again 
have conflicted with Zhang Xiu’s directives to watch out for Liu 
Yan's interests. Zhang Lu's mother and family members were still 
in Chengdu, ministering to his many followers in that region, so 
an open break with Liu Yan was avoided, but Zhang Xiu had to be 
eliminated, and his troops were not so much as assimi-
lated into the larger community. This also explains why all his-
torical accounts of the group refer to it by an outsider's term, the 
Way of the Five Pecks of Rice, or even more derogatorily as wrice 
bandits.” The tithe of five pecks was important, to be sure, as we 
shall see, but the Daoists called themselves the MWay of the Celes-
tial Masters55 in the 173 stele, and other church documents speak 
of the MCorrect and Unitary Way of the Covenant with the PowersM 
{zhengyi mengwei zhi dao The names used in his-
torical sources confirm that these records were based on the ac-
count of a hostile outsider.

It is still somewhat remarkable that Yu Huan could produce a
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detailed account with such significant misattributions.36 It seems 

likely that the account is a synthesis of two different sources of 

information. The first derived from a time when the court still 

knew only about Zhang Xiu as the conqueror of Hanzhong and 

representative of the “ rice bandits.” The second involved more 

accurate information about the movement, perhaps from Zhang 

Lu5s reports to court, perhaps from the expansion of the move-

ment itself into the capital region. Information concerning the 

Celestial Master movement reached the court in two stages. 

When Zhang Lu moved to Hanzhong, he was able to extend the 

reach of the Celestial Masters to the Wei River valley, and we see 

a new parish established there. After Cao Cao conquered Han-

zhong in 215, great numbers of Celestial Master Daoists were 

moved to the area around Ye, where Cao Cao had his capital, as 

well as to the Wei River valley. Yu Huan must have learned more 

about the Celestial Masters, compared this to an earlier account 

that only reflected certain aspects of the movement, then con-

cluded that the earlier version represented Zhang Xiu5s creation 

and what he learned later, Zhang Lu's embellishment.

The Hanzhong Theocracy

Can we learn anything else about the Hanzhong community from 

conventional historical accounts of its relations with other states? 

A bit. We know that Liu Yan secretly hoped to establish himself 

as an independent power in the Sichuan basin. To this end, in 194 

he sent five thousand troops to aid the rebellion of Ma Teng �

(d. 2 1 1 )  and Han Sui �d. 215)Ŝ involving his two eldest sons��

then in the capital Chang'an, in a plot to capture the capital.

36. There is another example of faulty information in Yu Huangs accounts 

related to Celestial Masters. He claims at one point that Liu Befs son and heir, 

Liu Shan �2 0 7 -7 1)Ŝwas separated from him as a small child and sold as 

a slave, ending up in the area ruled by Zhang Lu, where he was discovered by a 

subordinate of Liu Bei and reclaimed. Pei Songzhi points out that this tale does 

not fit with the dates involved and Liu Shan's age at the time. See Sanguozhi 
33/893-94.
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When this plot failed, his sons were both executed. Soon there-

after lightning set his stronghold in Chengdu afire, burning it to 

the ground, and after that a boil appeared on his back, of which 

he eventually died. It seems likely that Yan believed there was a 

supernatural cause behind these events and blamed Zhang Lu.

Liu Yan had drawn upon the support of two groups, local 

Sichuan elites like Zhao Wei H M 37 and a large contingent of refu-

gees from central China, led by the father-in-law of Liu Zhang's 

eldest son, Pang X i Ŝ who had rescued many of Liu Yan’s 

grandchildren after the debacle of 194 .38 When Yan died, they 

joined in nominating his son Zhang to replace him because he 

was considered malleable,39 but by the year 200 the two groups 

were at loggerheads:40

In the beginning several tens o f thousands o f people had entered Yi 

province from Nanyang [Henan] and the Three Auxiliaries [the 

Chang’an region]. Yan gathered all of them to be his troops, calling 

them “ soldiers from the eastern provinces.”  Zhang was by nature 

pliant and easygoing, lacking in both authority and ability to plan. 

The men from the eastern provinces were aggressive and violent, 

posing a w orry for the citizens, and Zhang could not control them. 

Many of his former officers were estranged and resentful. When Zhao 

Wei had been stationed in Ba, he had been very popular with the 

masses, and Zh ang had entrusted him with authority. Because 

the sentiments o f the people were unsettled, Wei secretly allied with 

the major clans in the province and, in the fifth year of Jian ’an [200��

37. Zhao Wei, a native of Baxi commanderyŜhad held a significant appoint-

ment as prefect of the imperial granaries (taicattg ling see Hucker

6230) before resigning it to follow Liu Yan to Sichuan. Chen Shou describes 

him as a “ high clerk” � " in Yan’s provincial administration, but Chang 

Qu calls him a marshal in Yan's administration who was appointed leader of 

court gentlemen campaigning to the east and sent to attack Liu Biao at the same 

time that Zhang was appointed to succeed his father. See Sanguozhi ^1/865, 867��

Ren Naiqiang 1987:341.

38. See Sanguozhi 31/867, 870.

39_ Chen Shou says that they “desired Zhang’s warm benevolence” . 

Sattguozhi 31/967.

40. Hou Hart shu 75/2433*
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returned [to Chengdu] to attack Zhang. Shu, Guanghan, and Qian- 

wei commanderies all rebelled in support. The men of the eastern 

provinces feared that they would all be executed, so they joined 

together and united their forces, fighting to the death for Zhang. 

They thus defeated the rebels, advanced, attacked Zhao Wei at Jiang- 
zhou [modern Chongqing], and beheaded him.

� � � � �
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It is in this context that we should read the next record from 
Chang Qu, which is repeated in Fan Ye's Book o f the Latter Han:4]

Zh ang Lu gradually grew arrogant in Hanzhong; the Ba barbarians 

Du Huo, Pu Hu, and Yuan Yue rebelled and went over to Lu. Liu 
Zhang was angry and killed Lu ’s mother and younger brother[s]. He 

dispatched Leader o f Court Gentlemen Pang Xi, o f Hede [Henan 

province], to campaign against Lu, but X i did not prevail. The Ba 
people rebelled daily, so he made Xi grand warden o f Ba command- 

ery, stationing him in Langzhong to repel Lu.

� � �

� ▲ # � �
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Chen Shou says simply that Zhang Lu refused to obey Liu Zhang's 
commands and relates that Zhang Lu repeatedly defeated Pang 
Xi. He places both events in the year 200, and it seems very likely 
that they are related.41 42 The Ba clans that Zhao Wei drew on for

4 1. Ren Naiqiang 1987:5/346.
42. Zizhi tongjian (chapters 63-64) mentions the murder of Lu's mother be-

fore the rebellion of Zhao Wei and Wei's defeat only in the third month of 201, 
but none of the primary sources give exact dates, and this order is highly un-
likely. Pang Xi had to first defeat Zhao Wei before he could be spared to attack 
Zhang Lu.



support in his rebellion may well have included the Han tribal 

leaders Du, Pu, and Yuan; certainly they were behind the rebel-

lions that Pang Xi was assigned to suppress. The command that 

Lu refused to obey is never stated, but most probably it was a call 

from Liu Zhang to support him in his battle against Zhao Wei, 

or, if the Daoists were not allied with Wei, the Ba tribesmen, who, 

we will see, were followers of Celestial Master Daoism. It is signif-

icant that, after suppressing this rebellion in Ba, the leader of the 

“eastern province” forces Pang Xi was stationed in Ba and was 

repeatedly ordered to attack Lu.

Zhang Lu also became involved in the Liangzhou rebellion 

at a later stage. At that point Ma Teng had accepted a position 

in Cao’s government but left his son M a Chao �176-222) in 

charge of his troops.43 In 2 1 1 ,  Cao sent his general Zhong You M  

^  (151-230) at the head of a force ostensibly to attack Zhang Lu, 

but, as soon as they entered the Wei River valley region, Ma Chao 

and Han Sui, fearing they were its real targets, rose in rebellion. 

They were defeated and fled, but Cao had Ma Teng and all mem-

bers of his family executed. When Ma Chao was finally defeated 

in 2 14 , he fled to Hanzhong, where Zhang Lu honored him with 

the title of lecturing libationer •“ ).44 At this

point, Zhang Lu also sent his general with ten thousand troops to 

support M a Chao in an unsuccessful counterattack.45 The most 

complete account preserved is the following passage from the 

Summary o f  the Archives:46

4� THE F O U N D IN G� E X T E R N A L  EVIDENCE

43. For a summary account of this complicated series of battles and alliances, 

see Haloun 1949. For specific incidents mentioned below, see Hou Han shu 

72/2343. Ren Naiqiang sorts out some of the varying accounts, pointing out 

numerous errors (1987:342, n. 6).

44. In the traditional imperial academy, the lecturer (dujiang) aided the eru-

dite in explaining the text to students. Later Buddhists adopted the term to 

refer to one who chants the scripture before the ritual master expounds upon 

it. In later Daoist ritual, the lecturer was a key member of the troupe that per-

forms the ritual. It is uncertain, at this early date, where to locate the office 

along this line of development, but it was clearly an office with considerable 

ritual significance.

45. Sanguozhi 25/701.

46. Sanguozhi 36/946, n. 2.
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Duke Cao campaigned to the west, battling with Ma Chao at the 

juncture of the Wei and Yellow Rivers. Chao and company were 

defeated and fled. Reaching Anding,4" Chao then took flight to Liang- 

zhou. There was a rescript ordering the arrest and extermination 

of Chao's family members. Chao was again defeated at Upper Long 

[eastern Gansu] and then fled to Hanzhong. Zhang Lu made him 

lecturing libationer and wanted to marry his daughter to him. Some-

one remonstrated with Lu, saying, <4If there is someone who does not 

love their own relatives to such a degree, how can they love others?” 

Lu then desisted. Previously, before Chao had rebelled, Zhong, the 

younger brother of his concubine, had remained in the Three Aux-

iliaries. When Chao was defeated, Zhong entered Hanzhong before 

him. On the first day of the new year, Zhong wished Chao a long 

life. Chao beat his breast and vomited blood, saying, uMy entire 

family, one hundred people, all shared the same fate in one day. 

Should we two now be congratulating each other?” Afterward, he 

repeatedly implored Lu for soldiers, wanting to take Liangzhou to 

the north. Lu sent them, but they were unsuccessful. Also Lu*s gen-

eral Yang Bai and others sought to disparage Ma Chao's ability, so 

Chao fled through Wudu into the Di area, then fled to Shu. This was 

in 214 .

� � � � �
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M a Chao, having returned to Hanzhong in defeat yet again, 

heard that Liu Bei �16 1-223) had besieged Liu Zhang in 

Chengdu. He secretly contacted him and fled there to serve Bei. 

This apparently enraged Zhang Lu, who perhaps thought that 

Ma's conversion to the Celestial Master faith had been sincere 

because, when Ma Chao's son fell into his hands, it is said that Lu 47

47. North of modern Jingchuan 'Mill, Gansu.
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personally killed him.48 This seems to be the only example of 

Zhang Lu interceding in matters outside his own state. It may be 

that he felt a common bond with Ma Chao because in 2 11  Ma had 

attacked Cao Cao’s force that was headed to invade Hanzhong. It 

is also said that Chao enjoyed the support of many of the non- 

Chinese peoples of the northwest, and this may have appealed to 

Lu, whose religion encompassed many non-Chinese.

The Hanzhong state was an island of tranquility in the nearly 

continuous warfare at the end of the Han. Hanzhong itself was 

naturally defended by the Qinling mountains to the north and the 

Ba mountains to the south, with the narrow Yangping Pass at its 

western end the only entry point for a sizable armed force. It sat 

across trade routes through the mountains linking Sichuan with 

the Wei River valley to the north. Moreover, it was enriched by the 

headwaters of the Han River. Traditionally the population num-

bered around a hundred thousand households, perhaps as many 

as five hundred thousand individuals. We are told that several 

tens of thousands of households (perhaps 150,000 to 250,000 

people) fled the Wei River valley because of the Liangzhou rebel-

lion, taking refuge with Zhang Lu. As we see in his biography, his 

followers encouraged him to declare independence, but he resisted; 

whether out of strategy or because he truly felt an allegiance to the 

Han royal house, we cannot say.

At one point in 2 1 1 ,  both Cao Cao and Liu Bei thought to 

invade this rich oasis, but both were distracted by more urgent 

situations elsewhere. Cao5s forces encountered the uprising of Ma 

Chao and Han Sui. Liu Bei established himself at Jiameng but in 

2 ]7  was forced to come to the aid of Sun Quan �182-252) 

who was being threatened by Cao Cao. In abandoning his cam-

paign against Zhang Lu, Liu Bei acknowledged that Lu presented 

no threat, saying: 4CLu is a bandit who just takes care of himself. 

He is not worth worrying about” �# ��� A l-

though Zhang Lu aided Ma Chao and resisted the forces of Cao 

Cao, he was inclined to favor Cao Cao over Liu Bei, as we see in

48. Sanguozhi 36/948, n. 3.

49. Sanguozbi 32/881.
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this anecdote from a lost biography of Han emperor Xian �

(r. 189-220):50

The left leader of court gentlemen Li Fu sent a memorial to the king 
of Wei [i.e., Cao Pi], saying, wLong ago, when the former king [Cao 
Cao] had first established the state of Wei, those outside the border 
hearing this did not look into the matter, and all thought that he had 
been appointed king. Li Shu and Jiang He of Wudu were visiting 
Hanzhong, and they said to me, 'Surely he has become duke of Wei.
It is not yet the right time to take the kingship. The one who secures 
the empire will be Cao Pi of Wei. He is the one whom the gods have 
charged with the mandate, and he will correspond with the talismans 
and prognostications to fill the position between Heaven and man.'
I spoke of He's statement to General Quelling the South Zhang Lu. 
Lu also asked Jiang He if he knew the origin of this statement. He 
said, This is the jade tablet of Confucius. The reign years of the Son 
of Heaven can be known, though it be a hundred generations in the 
future.5 A bit more than a month later, a refugee arrived who could 
write out a copy of the decree, and it was indeed just as Jiang He had 
said. Jiang He was adept at esoteric learning and was famous east of 
the passes. Although Lu was concerned in his heart for the country, 
he was mired in the vicissitudes of a heterodox way and in the end 
did not realize [the truth of] He's words. Later, when he was secretly 
discussing plans with his officials, the people of his state were not in 
agreement, some wanting to communicate with [Liu Bei in] the west. 
Lu then angrily said, *1 would rather be a slave of the Duke of Wei 
thanahighretainerofLiuBei!’ Insayingthisheexpressedhistor- 
ment, and there truly was a reason for this.’’51

� � �

� � � � �

5�. Sanguozhi 2/62-6^, n. 2. The Huayangguo zhi specifies the date. See Ren 
Naiqiang 1987:347. Howard Goodman (1994) discusses this passage in consid-
erable detail, but he misunderstands a couple of key phrases, in particular 
mistaking the nature of the confirmation supplied by the refugee and thus the 
overall significance of the document.

5 1. There is evidence that Lu's preference was widely known. When Sun 
Quan proposed that he and Liu Bei join in attacking Sichuan, he noted that 
“ the rice bandit Zhang Lu occupies Ba and Han[zhong Ŝacting as Cao Cao’s 
eyes and ears, with designs upon Yi province.w See Sanguozhi 32/880, n. 2.
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Finally, in 2 15 , Cao Cao was able to focus on Hanzhong. He 
personally led an army out the San Pass  but first had to deal 
with the remnants of the Liangzhou rebellion, as we see in this 
passage from Chen Shou5s annals of the Wei state:52

In the third month, the duke campaigned against Zhang Lu in the 
west. Reaching Chencang, he was about to enter the Di regions from 
Wudu. The Di blocked the road. He sent Zhang He, Zhu Ling, et al., 
ahead to attack and break them. In summer, the fourth month, the 
duke emerged from Chencang through the San Pass, reaching Hechi. 
The Di king Dou Mao had a force of over ten thousand men. Relying 
on his strategic position, he would not submit.53 In the fifth month, 
the duke attacked and slaughtered them. With the west pacified, the

52. Sanguozhi 1/45. Much of the following can be confirmed by a contempo-
rary source, the ^Announcement to the Wu Generals, Colonels, and Troops" 

Ŝwritten by the famous poet Chen Lin �d. 217) and pre-
served in the Wipwxwdf . here we read, MWhen we advanced and approached 
Hanzhong, then Yangping could not be defended, and a force of a hundred 
thousand crumbled like dirt and decomposed like fish. Zhang Lu escaped, flee-
ing into Ba. Grateful for mercy and repenting his transgressions, he sent in 
hostages and returned to surrender. King of the Ba Pu Hu and Marquis of 
Cong Town Du Huo, each leading their tribes, turned over Ba commandery 
and accepted positions from the king” � # � Ŝ i  

� � � � � ‘ �
� � � . See W ; 44/i3b.

53. Ren Naiqiang argues that it was because the Di were firm adherents of 
Celestial Master Daoism that they were willing to defend Hanzhong at the cost 
of their lives (1987:77, n. 19). If it were true that the faith had already spread 
to the non-Chinese peoples of the northwest, that might explain Zhang Lu's 
willingness to aid Ma Chao, but the fact that it took Cao over a month to move 
from the site of this battle to Yangping Pass suggests that the Di might just have 
objected to Cao moving a large army through their territory.
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generals of Jincheng, Qu Yan, Jiang Shi, et al., joined together to be-
head Han Sui and sent his head [to Cao Cao]. In autumn, the seventh 
m onth, the duke reached Yangping. Zhang Lu sent his younger 
brother Wei and his general Yang Ang to defend Yangping Pass. They 
built a wall between the mountains, extending more than four kilo-
meters. They were attacked but could not be routed, so [Cao] with-
drew  the army to return. When the bandits saw the great army re- 
treat, they let down their guard. The duke then secretly sent Xie Piao, 
G ao  Zuo, and others to use the defiles to strike them at night and 
w on a great victory. He beheaded their general Yang Ren and ad-
vanced to attack Wei. Wei and company fled during the night.

� � � �

� � �
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Pei Songzhi quotes a collection of memorials (biao to the 
effect that Zhang Lu had already fled, but Wei refused to surren-
d e r . C a o  had brought a force of a hundred thousand troops and 
was told the mountains at Yangping were too far apart to be de-
fended, but he did not count on the fortifications. There was ap-
parently a protracted battle, leaving many wounded, and his large 
force was running short of food.54 55 Cao was on the point of with-
drawing when Zhang Wei's camp was first disrupted by a large 
herd of several thousand elaphure (mz• ) that ran through it. Then 
a troop of Cao Cao’s soldiers led by Gao Zuo  that had got lost 
in the mountains at night happened into the camp. When Gao

54. Sanguozhi 8/265, n- !•
55. In Liu Ye’s  biography we read: “When they reached Hanzhong, the 

mountains were steep and the army's food was quite short. [Cao Cao] said: This 
is a cursed kingdom. What can I do to possess it? My army lacks food. It would 
be best to quickly go back’ ” ’ � � �

� ħ ’ # w. Liu is said to have convinced 
Cao Cao to continue the attack, which succeeded through concentrated volleys 
of crossbow fire. See Sanguozhi 14/445.



sounded the drums and horns to gather his troops, Zhang Wei 

thought Cao Cao’s army had ambushed him and surrendered. We 

learn a bit more about Lu5s surrender in his biography, including 

the fact that Lu initially intended to surrender but was stopped 

twice, by his younger brother and by Yan Pu :56

When [Cao Cao] reached Yangping Pass, Lu wanted to surrender 

Hanzhong. His younger brother Wei was unwilling and led a force 

o f several tens o f thousands to hold the pass, resolutely protecting 

it. [Cao Cao] attacked and broke them, thus entering Sichuan. 

When Lu heard that Yangping had fallen, he was about to kowtow 

[in surrender].''7 Yan Pu said: 4CIf you go now under compulsion, 

you will certainly receive slight credit for it. It would be better to 

rely upon Du H uo and go to Pu Hu to hold him off, and only later 

offer hostages. The credit you receive will be greater.T h ereu pon  

he took flight through the southern mountains and entered the cen-

tral Ba region.58 His attendants wanted to burn all the treasures and 

goods in the storehouse. Lu said: WI originally wanted to pledge my 

fate to the state but was unable to realize this intention. N ow  I flee 

to avoid the sharp blade [of the assault]. It is not that I have evil 

intentions. The storehouse o f treasures and goods belongs to the 

state.” H e then sealed it up and left.

� � �
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It seems that the Ba region was an important center of support 

for Zhang Lu throughout this period. In 2 0 0  c e , Chang Qu tells
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56. Sanguozhi 8/264-65.

57. Following Lu Bi in rejecting the addition by the Zhonghua edition edi-

tors of the two characters guixiattg There is no need and no support for 

emending the text in this way. See Wu Jinhua 1990:58-59.

58. Liu Bei's biography specifies that he fled to Baxi. See Sanguozhi 32/894.
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us, the Ba kings Du Huo,59 Pu Hu, and Yuan Yue had supported 
Zhang Lu in his quest for vengeance.60 Fan Ye relates that, when 
Liu Zhang sent the general Pang Xi to attack Lu, it was because 
Lu uhad most of his armed troops in the land of Ba,5 {buqu duo 

/ that Lu was able to defeat Pang and come
to “dominate Ba and Han[zhong] ” H ).61 
Now threatened by Cao Cao5s troops, he turned to the Ba again, 
taking refuge in Bazhong. Ren Naiqiang speculates that he first 
offered Pu as a hostage and only surrendered when he saw him 
well treated, but surviving texts cannot confirm this detail. Liu 
Bei also sent his general Huang Quan  to seek Zhang Lu’s 
allegiance but was too late. Lu and the Ba kings all submitted to 
Cao Cao:62

Consequently, Lu entrusted hostages to [Cao Cao], who appointed 
Lu General Quelling the South and enfeoffed him as M arquis o f 
Xiangping. He also enfeoffed his five sons as nobles. At the time, 
[Liu Bei] had gone east to G ong’an (Hunan).63 Ba and Han[zhong] 

submitted. [Cao Cao] appointed the kings of the Ba Du H uo, Pu 
H u, and Yuan Yue as grand wardens o f the three Ba commanderies. 
H e left General Cam paigning in the West Xiahou Yuan and Zhang 
H e as well as Regional Inspector of Yi Province Zh ao  Yu to protect 
Hanzhong and transferred its citizens to Guan[zhong] and Long[xi] 
[Shaanxi and eastern Gansu].

� � �

"

59. Du is elsewhere identified as marquis of Cong town •
6�. Ren Naiqiang 1987:72. Ren believes that Du was from modern Dianjiang, 

where there was a “ Cong King city” Ŝ whereas Pu was the closest to 
Hanzhong, based in modern Pingliang  in Bazhong county, and suggests 
that Yuan Yue may have been from Xuren west of modern Yunyang ��

Sichuan), where a seal engraved “ Han Marquis of Cong Town”  was dis- 
covered (1987:76, n. 14). Zizh reads Ren Yue  for Yuan Yue .

61. Hou Han shu 75/2434.
62. Ren Naiqiang 1987:73.
63. Following Liu Lin in reading Gong’an for Jiang’an . Ren would 

emend to Jiangzhou • See Liu Lin 1984:120, n. 1.
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� � �

Cao Cao^ dominance in the area was short-lived. Huang 
Quan later defeated Du and Pu and killed Xiahou Yuan, taking 
Ba and Hanzhong for Liu Bei.

Chen Shou tells us a bit more about Zhang Lu5s fate. Han- 
zhong was famous for its wealth and bounty. Cao Cao was im-
pressed that Lu had sealed his storehouse for Cao5s use:64

When [Cao Cao] entered Nanzheng, he was very pleased by it. He 
also thought that Lu originally had good intentions and sent some-
one to console and encourage him. Lu brought his entire family out 
[to surrender]. Cao welcomed him and appointed Lu General Paci-
fying the South. Treating him with ceremony appropriate to a guest, 
he enfeoffed him as marquis of Langzhong with an appanage of ten 
thousand households. He enfeoffed Lu's five sons and Yan Pu, mak-
ing all of them marquises. He took Lu*s daughter as wife for his son 
Pengzu. When Lu died, he was given the posthumous title of For-
given Marquis, and his son Fu succeeded him.

� � � �
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The Basic Annals places the surrender of the three Ba kings in the 
ninth month of 2 15 , with Zhang Lu surrendering only in the elev-
enth month.65 Either Zhang Lu wanted to see how they would be 
treated, or he hoped to improve his position by sending his allies 
to Cao Cao first.

64. // 8/265. Again we find contemporary confirmation of this in
Chen Lin’s “Announcement�� “Lu, Hu, and Huo all enjoyed enfeoffments of 
ten thousand households. Lu's five sons each received an appanage of one thou-
sand homes. The sons and younger brothers of Hu and Huo, as well as their 
generals and colonels were made nobles, more than a thousand people from 
the rank of general on down” � �

� " . See 44/!4a.
65. See Sanguozhi 1/46.
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Cao Cao was famous for showing magnanimity toward those 
who surrendered, but the favor shown Zhang Lu, extending to all 
five of his sons, was remarked on widely by contemporaries. There 
is evidence that Lu’s second son, Guang Ŝwas a special favorite 
of Cao Cao and married a woman of his family. The eldest, Fu, 
succeeded to Lu’s fief and presumably leadership of the movement 
as well.66 Although the Cao family was known to enforce strict 
laws against some forms of religious activity, the Celestial Masters 
seem to have thrived under the Wei, and it may be that they shared 
a common cause in opposing practices that the Daoists, as we shall 
see in the next chapter, condemned as “ false arts.”67

Cao Cao also showed special favor to Lu by marrying Cao Yu 
, also known as Pengzu , to Zhang Lu’s daughter. Yu was 

Cao Cao’s son by Lady Huan  and was especially close to his 
nephew Cao Rui Ŝcanonized Enlightened Thearch , who 
ruled from 226 to 239. Yu held a variety of enfeoffments, culmi-
nating in King of Yan, and in 238 was named Cao Rui's successor 
but declined the honor and returned to Ye.68 His son Huan �

(245-302) eventually reached the throne, ruling as the last em-
peror of the Wei from 260 to 264, and was canonized at death as 
the Primordial Thearch . It seems unlikely that Huan was the 
son of Zhang Lu5s daughter since he was born thirty years after 
she was married. It is interesting to note that Cao Yu5s sobriquet 
Pengzu links him to an individual famous for extreme lon-
gevity, which might imply a link to his Daoist marital relations, 
but such sobriquets are usually given in adolescence, and we do 
not know Cao Yu’s age at betrothal.69

66. See Taiping yulart 5i8/3b~4a� Tang Changru 1983:222, n. 2.
67. Tang Changru (1983) has difficulty in understanding how a Cao law 

against certain types of sacrifice and skepticism on the part of some members 
of the Cao family toward seekers after immortality could have not included the 
Celestial Masters, but he admits that the movement seems to have grown dur-
ing this period.

68. See Sanguozbi 14/459, 20/582.
69. It is said that Cao Yu's friendship with Cao Rui was because they grew up 

together. If they were about the same age, Yu might have been only around ten 
at the time of his betrothal, and it would seem more possible that the sobriquet



Even less is known of Zhang Lu's daughter, but a legend 
recorded in the Commentary to the Scripture o f Rivers 
associated a complex of sacred sites in Hanzhong with a daughter 
of Zhang Lu 70

The river to the south empties into the Han River. South of this is 
Lady M ountain, and on the mountain is the Lady's Tomb. Seen from 
a distance, the mountain tomb is lofty and imposing. When you 
come to the place, one sees it has the shape of a tomb. On the moun-
tain there is a straight road that descends, devoid of trees or bushes, 
and people today call it the Lad y ’s Road. Below it is the Lady’s 
Temple and the Pounding Clothes Stone. It is said to be a temple to 
the daughter o f Zhang Lu. There is a small stream that flows north, 
emptying in the H an River, and it is called the Lady’s River.

� ! � � �
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Thus, although her name has not been transmitted to us, legends 
say that a daughter of Zhang Lu was eventually buried in Han-
zhong and commemorated there. Various recent sources cite 
Sima Biao's ^Record of Commanderies and KingdomsJ, (Junguo zhi 

stating that the lady had been washing clothes when she 
was impregnated by a mist, then killed herself out of shame, after 
which a dragon appeared from her womb. This topos is often as-
sociated with a royal birth. Even if this tale in some sense relates to 
Zhang Lu, the lady was clearly not the daughter married to Cao Yu. 
More likely, the story simply testifies to the continuing fame of 
Zhang Lu in the Hanzhong area some centuries after his death.

The staunch defense of Hanzhong put up by Zhang Wei with-
out the support of Zhang Lu, and perhaps after he had already

referred to his Daoist connections. It is curious that the sobriquet seems unre-
lated to his name.

70. See Wang Guowei 1984:27/879-80; Zhang Zehong 20 12 :12 3  lists other 
early references to the legend.
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fled to the south, convinced Cao Cao that to avoid future trouble 

he had to break up the Celestial Master community. One target of 

these transfers was the Wei River valley and the Gansu corridor, 

that is, regions to the northwest. Pu Hu, Yuan YueŜand Li Hu ��

all members of the Cong ‘  ethnic group, were moved to the area 

north of Liieyang.71 It was from this area that Li Hu5s descendants 

would lead Celestial Master migrants in a return to the Sichuan 

region at the beginning of the fourth century to establish the state 

of Cheng-Han.72 Another major focus of resettlement was to the 

east, to the region around the Cao base at Ye (modern Handan 

city, Hebei) and Luoyang, where at least eighty thousand persons 

were moved.73 Although Zhang Lu was granted a marquisate at 

Langzhong, it seems that he and his family moved to Ye with their 

new in-laws. Tao Hongjing �456-536) tells us that Zhang 

Lu died soon thereafter, in 2 16 , and was buried to the east of Ye.74 

When his son Fu succeeded to his fief, he no doubt also succeeded 

to his position as head of the Celestial Master church. The net 

effect of Cao Cao's transfers was to spread the Celestial Master 

faith across North China. By the time the Wang family of Langya 

migrated south after the fall of the Western Jin in 317, they had 

been Celestial Master Daoists for generations.

Daoist Institutions and Life in Hanzhong

Having examined the events preserved in early secular histories con-

cerning the Celestial Masters, I now turn to what these same sources 

can tell us about the ritual practices and institutions employed by

7 1 . Ren Naiqiang 1987:483. See Sanguozhi 15/472, which records the trans-

fer of wseveral tens of thousands of households," which might indicate a group 

twice as large or greater, to this region at the urging of Zhang Ji .

72 . See chapter 4.

73 . Sanguozhi 23/666. One good example is the family of Zhao Qin 

who was pastor of Yi province at the beginning of the fourth century� he was 

originally from Baxi and was moved to the east together with the Zhang fam-

ily. See Ren Naiqiang 1987:447.

74. Zhen'gao 4/i4b6.
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Zhang Ling, Zhang Heng, and Zhang Lu. Since analysis of the 
passages referring to Zhang Xiu indicated that they represent a 
misattribution o f authentic material concerning the Celestial 
Masters— whether through the willful deception of Liu Yan or 
because Zhang Xiu had indeed at one point been a local libationer 
in the movement who happened to come to the attention of au-
thorities through his involvement in a local rebellion—I will treat 
this material as applying to the organization founded by Zhang 
Ling. I begin, as before, with the biography of Zhang Lu in Chen 
Shou's Record o f  the Three Kingdoms^ which sets this material 
clearly within a tradition beginning with Zhang Ling:75

He [Zhang Lu] instructed the citizenry in his demonic way76 and 
called himself “Lord Master.” Those who came to him to study the 
way at first were all called “demon troopers.” When their initiation 
into the main body of the way was confirmed, they were called “li- 
bationers.” Each had charge of a division of troops. Those whose 
troops were many became great libationers at the head of a parish 
(zhi). All of them taught to be honest and not to deceive. If one had 
an illness, he would confess his transgressions. In general, they re-
sembled the Yellow Turbans. The libationers all set up uhouses of 
charity,” which were like the neighborhood relay stations today. They 
would also place “charity rice and meat” there, hanging them in the 
houses of charity so that passersby could, gauging their hunger, take 
an adequate amount. If they took too much, the demonic way would 
inevitably inflict illness upon them. Those who broke the law were 
forgiven three times, and only after this were they punished. He did 
not establish magistrates and clerks, using the libationers to admin-
ister all affairs. Both the citizens and the barbarians found this conve-
nient and were pleased.

� � �

� � � �

# � � �

� � � �

75- Sanguozhi 8/264.
76. Or perhaps "about the demonic Dao.w See the discussion below.
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This passage tells us a good deal about the organization of the 

early church. Most worship groups in the Chinese common reli-
gion are diffuse and voluntary. If you live in the vicinity of a 

temple, you are usually considered a patron of that temple and 
expected to contribute to its periodic ceremonial observances, but 

there is no clear list of adherents, and individuals choose to pa-
tronize different temples and address their requests to different 

deities based on a variety of factors, including proximity, the na-
ture of their problems, the specialization of the deity, and the 

deity's reputation for divine efficacy {ling M). The Celestial Mas-
ters at this early point in their history seem to have functioned 
differently. One formally entered the church, was initiated, and 
was given a specific designation, then progressed through a hier-

archy, gaining new titles. The church thus provided a basic social 
organization for its communities distinct from that of traditional 

society.
The term cited here for new believers is unusual; there is no 

surviving Daoist scripture, inscription, or other document that 
refers to believers as “demon troopers.” That term does occur 

with some frequency in the Daoist canon, but always in reference 
to large bodies of netherworld troops used to arrest and execute 
malicious, disobedient demons and monsters of various sorts. 
Later Daoists refer to the common mass of believers as “citizens 

of the Dao,5 (daomin). In the Zhang Pu stele of 173 , Hu is a udemon 
soldier” in service to the Heavenly Elder, a Daoist 

deity; he does not seem to be a living mortal. The passage from 
Yu Huan's Summary o f the Archives mentions wdemon c le r k (guili 

as an alternative term for the libationer, whom he charac-
terizes as an illegitimate prefect.,,?7 This term guili is also found 77

77. This passage has given rise to considerable confusion and may be de-
fective. The versions in the Han Han shu and Sanguozhi differ slightly, and 
here I follow Fan Ye. I read it: wHe also made people illegitimate prefect
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in the Daoist canon but always refers to an underworld official, 
usually one who oversees the dead in the hells. It is possible that 
the earlier church used these terms metaphorically, but if so, they 
seem to have fallen out of use quickly. It seems also possible that 
an outsider, hearing a Daoist ritual or catching sight of a docu-
ment, might have misunderstood references to spirits employed 
by the Daoists.

The title used for the basic level of religious leader is “ liba- 
tioner” (/"/w )Ŝ a usage widely attested in Daoist scriptures 
and inscriptions from the second century to the fifth. The term 
originally referred to a local elder or notable chosen to make the 
opening oblation at the village communal banquet to the god of 
the soil {she jjH). Although it was used by the Han government 
as an honorific title for the chancellor of the Imperial Academy 
(Taixue )Ŝ it was also used to refer to country gentlemen. ,s 
The text then introduces the “ parish-heading great libationer.” 
This exact term is not otherwise known, but one of our earliest 
sources, the revealed exhortation titled Yangping Parish, addresses 
itself to a variety of early officers of the church, including a group 
called “parish-heading libationers” �A zYom s.78 79

The head of this alternate system of organization was a he-
reditary member of the Zhang family. Zhang Ling had established 
the position by claiming the title of Celestial Master. To distin-
guish their position in the founding of the church, his son Heng 
was frequently referred to as �Ŝ or “ inheriting master,”
and his grandson Lu was known as �• Ŝ or “ successor

libationers• Ũ He called these illegitimate prefects ‘demon clerks’� � �

•••• � • “Prefect”  was the normal term for the head of 
a county under the Han, and it is precisely these people who the libationers 
replace in Hanzhong. Shuowen defines jian ^  as si ^  wprivateM; the Guangya^ 
as wei wfalse?,; and it is used in the Han to refer to counterfeit coin (jianqiatt 

)• Some have tried to understand  as “prefects [who control�
evil,M but this seems strained, and I can find no example of a similar usage.

78. See Hucker 542. Ofuchi gives numerous examples of Han-period teachers 
and elders down to the level of the village (// M) being referred to as libationers 
(1991:149-50).

79. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing 20b. This text was composed in or 
shortly after 220.



THE F O U N D I N G� E X T E R N A L  EVI DENCE 55

master.” In this passage we see a general term by which early Ce-

lestial Masters were known within the community, s /7z_/m «  ��
or “ lord master.” The title “ master” alone was much more widely 

applicable, being used for any libationer who instructed novices.80 81 

A typical invocation of the founding three generations can be 

found, for exampleŜ in M P /�«

I kow tow  and reverently announce upwards to the Supreme Lord 

L ao , the Celestial Master, the Inheriting Master, the Successor M as-

ter, the wives o f the three lord masters, and the administrators in 

their service.

! ! "

Here we should note that the spouses of the first three Celes-

tial Masters were also honored as potent deities. We will look at 

the role of women in the early church more closely below, but this 

fact helps explain the prominent role of Zhang Heng's widow at 

the court of Liu Yan.

Chen Shou's account further notes that Zhang Lu used liba- 

tioners to administer his government in place of the traditional 

prefect or elder (zhang ^ ). Here we see that Hanzhong under 

Zhang Lu was a true theocracy, with a single class of official deal-

ing with both temporal and religious matters. The Celestial Mas-

ters had a uniquely religious system of organization as well, the 

parish. I will examine the system of parishes in greater detail be-

low, but for now note that Celestial Master communities were 

defined in a way that was at variance with the political system of 

provinces, commanderies, and counties maintained and manned 

by the Chinese empire. Within this theocracy, at least nominal 

membership in the church must have been almost universal. Yu

80. See, for example, the petitions in Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi.
81. Chisortgzi zhangli 5/93. This sort of invocation is found many places in 

the canon with minor variations in wording. Sometimes Zhang Ling's wife is 

mentioned immediately after him, and the wives of his son and grandson are 

only implied. This example, with its single invocation of a single deity, seems 

to me particularly early.
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Huan notes that “ migrants who took up residence in his territory 
did not dare refuse to follow [the faith] .w82 It does not, however, 
seem that the movement was predicated on theocratic rule. After 
the dissolution of the Hanzhong theocracy, libationers must have 
maintained special authority within communities where Celestial 
Master believers predominated, but they functioned alongside 
traditional government officials, just as they had before Hanzhong 
and as they did during the half-century of the Daoist-led Cheng- 
Han state.

The histories also record a charitable institution that seems to 
have been unique to the early decades of the church, the ^charity 
huts” �y/s� s. There is no mention of them among surviving 
Daoist sources, so we have only these historical accounts to rely 
on. Our text compares them to the relay stations {tingzhuati 
established by the government.82 83 These stations were set up every 
ten li (roughly 2.5 miles) to provide lodging and food for govern-
ment representatives and messengers. They also extended the 
government into local communities, providing public safety func-
tions as well as overseeing registers of population and land tenure 
for tax purposes. It seems that nonofficials could also stay there 
for a fee. Since they were staffed by locals rather than centrally 
appointed and dispatched officials, they were also the closest and 
most intimate level of government. The charity huts were in-
tended to replace this vital institution. Their primary innovation 
was that they were open to anyone without cost. At a time of war 
and epidemic, when large segments of the population were forced 
to leave their native places, such an institution must have been 
very inviting to both travelers and migrants. We can see the pros-
elytizing function of these hostels in the warning that, if anyone 
took more food than needed, the “demonic way” would punish 
him or her.84 No doubt the charity huts provided a location where

82. See the passage from the Summary o f  the Archives translated in full 
above.

83. On relay stations, see Ofuchi 1991:163-69.
84. Yu Huan puts a negative connotation on this, saying that the hostels wput 

rice and meat tliere in order to cause travelers to stop.”
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the libationer could come into contact with nonbelievers, and 

the charity provided there demonstrated the compassionate.mor- 

alistic aspect of the faith. The word I translate “charity,” yz• Ŝalso 

has the sense of “ righteous, according to one’s duty,” and Yu Huan 

applies it to the rice and meat as well.

The rice placed in the charity huts no doubt derived from the 

tithe that each household was supposed to contribute. Every 

source mentions the “ five pecks of rice” in connection with the 

movement, and this was so identified with the Celestial Masters 

that, as we have seen, every outsider term for them, from the 

rather neutral “ way of the five pecks of rice” to the openly deroga- 

tory forms like “ rice bandits” or “rice spirit mediums” .

alludes to the tithe. One reason for this is no doubt that rice was 

something of a luxury good over most of China, which was too dry 

for paddy rice and lacked the excellent irrigation system of the 

Chengdu plain. The term we translate Mfive pecks55 is actually 

equal to around ten liters in the Han dynasty, or about 1 . 1  U.S. 

peck, a bit more than forty cups—a modest amount.85 We will see 

below that this tithe was regularly collected at the second (7/7) or, 

at the latest, the third (10/5) of the three annual Assemblies, and 

a certain portion of it was to be sent on to the central administra-

tion of the Celestial Master, while the rest was retained at the 

local level to feed the libationers and be redistributed through 

periodic communal banquets.

At this point we must take up the testimony of Ge Hong in his 

biography of Zhang Ling. Unique among our sources, he does 

not refer to the religion by an outsider’s name like Way of the Five 

Pecks of Rice, nor does he mention terms like “demon trooperŜ’ 
not found in extant scriptures. Instead, after telling of the office 

of libationer, he mentions some of the duties of the believers:86

- bc e) 
  mu

) ,0

) Han 

shu  
Taipingguangji,  
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Here we see the traditional contribution of rice listed alongside a 

variety of other goods. Most can be found in texts like Master Red- 
pine's Petition Almanac in lists of pledge offerings (xinwu 

guixin U fa). These are objects contributed by the petitioner as 

attestation of their faith and to defer the cost of the ritual. Most 

are objects actually used in writing the documents that are central 

to the ritual, like silk, paper, and brushes. The “ vessels” may be 

jars to hold ink or vermilion for sealing. Firewood is not found 

among these lists but was a common fine for offenses. Thus, in 

this passage Ge Hong seems to be providing some insight into the 

workings of the church based on real scriptures.

Since the Hanzhong church assumed governmental respon-

sibilities, it had to deal with lawbreakers. Chen Shou tells us that 

the Daoist government was unusually lenient is prosecuting bad 

conduct: “ Those who broke the law were forgiven three times, 

and only after this were they punished.” 87 Fan Ye and Chang Qu 

repeat this point. Ge Hong does not record the three forgive-

nesses but does mention that the Celestial Master focus was on 

preventing misconduct through shame:88

    

  

     

     

          

        

      

    
 

Taipingguangji,  
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This perceptive comment gets to the heart of the Celestial M as-
ter program of justice. Other sources give more detail about the 
ritual confessions. Chen Shou says merely that “all [libationers] 
taught to be honest and not deceive. If one had an illness, he 
would confess his transgressions.” Yu Huan gives the most com- 
plete description:

 

   

  

  

 

     

�
! !

This is the beginning of the tradition of petitioning Heaven. I will 
explore these personal confessions in a later chapter.89 In addi-
tion, there was an institution called the “quiet room” or oratory
where wsick people were to stay and contemplate their transgres- 
sions” . EventuallyŜif not at this point,
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every family was expected to have an oratory in which to perform 

its ritual obligations.

There was also a type of public service or good works that one 

did as penance. Yu Huan says: MThey taught that if there was one 

who had hidden a minor transgression, he or she should repair a 

road for one hundred paces, then the sin would be absolved” 

’ - J . Ge Hong mentions the same 

practice, but treats it as a public duty rather than penance:

      

  

   

   

  

-# - -

- #�-

The claim that Zhang Ling would cause the person misbehaving to 

fall ill seems a bit out of place, but Chang Qu does say that, if some-

one took more than what would satisfy one's hunger at the charity 

hut, “ the demons would make him or her sick”  Chen Shou 

had said that the “demonic Dao” would do this. This 

is the same demonic Dao about which Zhang Lu taught the people 

of Hanzhong. It is difficult to understand the term with precision 

because this is its first usage in this sense.90 One sense of the term 

dao for the early Celestial Masters was a personified high god who 

spoke directly to Daoists in the words of the jL zoz/.. “ Demon” was 

rather ambiguous. The Three Offices {sanguan to whom one 

addressed petitions administered both a recordkeeping system 

where good and evil acts were recorded and hell-like realms of the 

dead where punishment was applied for evil acts. They employed 

demons in both capacities. Whether referred to a wdemonic

   
   

Shiji  
   



w ay55 or system in which evil was requited with sickness, misfor-

tune, and ultimately postmortem punishment, or to a demon- 

employing Dao who was the ultimate overlord of that system, it 

would be a frightening prospect for evildoers.91

The texts tell us a bit more about general ethical rules. Chen 

Shou says that Zhang Lu taught his followers uto be honest and 

not to deceive.55 Chang Qu says regarding the regulation of com-

merce that Mthe merchants in their markets charged equitable 

prices” or else they ran the risk of demon-inspired illness.92 Yu 

Huan tells us that the Daoists win accordance with the Monthly 

Ordinances prohibited killing in spring and summer55 and upro- 

hibited wine/5 The Monthly Ordinances survives as a chapter of 

the Record o f Rites but was also a series of principles cited regu-

larly in divergent forms by Han period rulers.93 The prohibition 

on killing, which extended to animals, during the seasons of 

growth and reproduction makes a certain ecological sense but 

was really founded on a more involved idea of acting in harmony 

with natural rhythms understood as alternations of the forces of 

yin and yang. Ofuchi points out that “prohibitions” on wine 

were common at that time (even Cao Cao, who elegized wine 

often in his poems, did it) and probably referred only to a pro-

hibition on the sale of wine.94 95 Such a prohibition seems prob-

lematic in light of the use of wine in the Daoist communal 

banquets known as “ kitchens.” 9' Finally, though it is not men-
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tioned as a value, interethnic harmony seems to have been an 
important part of the ethos in early Celestial Master communi-
ties. Chen Shou, Fan Ye, and Chang Qu all mention that both 
Chinese and non-Chinese found the faith appealing, and Zhang 
Lu, in particular, seems to have relied on various Ba-minority 
groups repeatedly. Daoism is still popular today among many 
non-Chinese minorities in southern China and mainland South-
east A sia.96

The historical texts do not say much about the foundations 
for these teachings, other than Yu Huan mentioning that the liba- 
tioners uwere in charge of using the Five Thousand Characters of 
Laozi, having [the followers] practice it together” 

- .97 It is also said that Zhang Ling created some sort of 
Daoist text(s) in twenty-four scrolls, but nothing is said of their 
contents. In the next chapter I will explore these issues and try to 
fill out our understanding of the early church through internal 
documents created by the Celestial Masters themselves.

Laozi^ Scripture o f the Way and Its Virtue (Daode- 
▲ - , -

duxi 
- -

)
 



T WO

The Founding o f the 

Celestial Master Church:

Internal Documents

e have determined, on the basis of clearly dated historical

sources, that there was an organized religion based in the 

Sichuan region of western China by the 190s c e . It was referred to 

by outsiders as the Way of the Five Pecks of Rice as well as pejora-

tive related terms like “ rice bandits.” It had a distinctive religious 

hierarchy with uniquely named religious offices, a hereditary suc-

cession of leaders spanning three generations, and a clearly defined 

body of believers who practiced distinctive rituals. Moral conduct 

was central to the group5s ethos, and an important ritual focused 

on the confession of sin, with absolution being won through the 

submission of written documents. The faith used the text of the 

Laozi as one source of its teachings but also had its own scriptures 

of some sort. The Celestial Masters were able to establish a theo-

cratic state in the Hanzhong region of northwest China that lasted 

nearly thirty years in which religious officiants called libationers 

replaced traditional state officials, enforcing a particularly lenient 

code of laws, maintaining a network of communal charitable 

institutions, and regulating commerce in the interests of the com-

mon good.

Thus was the foundation laid for one of the great world reli-

gions, which commanded the allegiance and inspired the conduct 

of vast numbers of believers over the following eighteen centuries
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and continues to be a vital element of Chinese culture wherever it 

is found. In this chapter, we will look at this foundational period 

as the Daoists understood and recorded it in their scriptures.

The Revelation to Zhang Ling

The historical sources we looked at in the last chapter had very 

little information on Zhang Ling. We learned that he was origi-

nally from Feng in the kingdom of Pei, in eastern China (modern 

Jiangsu province) and had come to Sichuan during the reign of 

Emperor Shun (126 -44  c e ) to “study the Dao” in the Swan-Call 

or Crane-Call Mountains.1 He is said to have created books about 

the Dao (Fan Ye says “ books of talismans” or perhaps “ talismans 

and books,” in order to “ beguile the masses” and to

have demanded the famous five pecks of rice from those who 

chose to follow him. None of the historical accounts even tell us 

his cognomen, which is what all but his closest family members 

would have called him.

Ge Hong, who seems to have had access to some internal 

documents, is the only early external source to tell us more, but 

much of what he says is not credible:2 3
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ingredients required much cash and silk cloth. Ling's family was 
poor. Though he wanted to make a living, he was not good at either 
tending the fields or raising animals, so he never completed the pro-
cess. He heard that most o f the people o f Sichuan were pure and 
generous, and easy to teach, and that there were many famous moun-
tains, so he entered Sichuan with his disciples. He lived on Swan-Call 
Mountain and composed books of the D ao in twenty-four fascicles.

#
&

Much of this seems at best the stuff of legends. Ge is the first 
source to record the name Daoling, with the addition of the char-
acter dao to indicate his religious status. The cognomen Fuhan 
means “assists the Han dynasty,” which would suggest that he 
aspired to an important historical role, but cognomens normally 
are related to the name, and it is difficult to see how this could be 
related to his nameŜwhich means “hill, tumulus” orŜas a verb, “ to 
ascend/54 If he had indeed been a student at the Imperial Acad-
emy, trained in the classics, that fact would surely have been 
noted by earlier, more conventional sources. The statement that 
he was poor, with his only options being farming or raising live-
stock, also contradicts this claim. Moreover, if Zhang Ling had 
dropped out of the Imperial Academy, where elite youth were 
groomed for a life of government service, why was it already ulate 
in life55? And where did he acquire a company of disciples, and 
what did he teach them? Given that he traveled to Sichuan in search 
of famous mountains, it is not inconceivable that he had a yearn-
ing for long life, but in early Daoist materials there is no trace of 
alchemy, which, as Sivin has shown and this passage admits, was 4
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always a rich man's pursuit and, as Strickmann has revealed, often 

resulted in preplanned suicide.5

As noted in the previous chapter, Ge Hong does seem to have 

had some information on the religious community established by 

Zhang Ling, but, after quickly passing over that material, he 

dwells at great length on a tale that portrays Ling as a standard 

aspirant for personal transcendence. He is credited with magical 

powers like the ability to appear in dozens of different locations 

at once. He is said to have succeeded in creating an elixir of im-

mortality but took only half to avoid immediately ascending to 

Heaven. We see one reason for this portrayal in Ge Hong's asser-

tion that Zhang Ling used the same formulae that Ge possessed, 

merely “ changing the order here and there.” He is said to have 

entrusted his alchemical secrets to only two disciples, Wang Chang 

 and a man named Zhao Sheng , whose time of arrival 

and physical appearance Ling had predicted in advance. Ling then 

tests Zhao Sheng seven times, berating him for forty days, tempt-

ing him with gold and women, frightening him with tigers, seeing 

if he will feed and clothe a destitute beggar, and finally demand-

ing he throw himself off a cliff to get his master some peaches. 

All through this story, there is not one mention of religious ac-

tivities like being appointed libationer or parish-heading liba- 

tioner, writing talismans, composing petitions, confessing sins, or 

praying and performing penance. In this regard, this account re-

sembles closely Ge Hong's biography of Laozi, which also records 

religious belief in Laozi as a deity manifesting repeatedly in this 

world under various guises to lead the people and the state to 

salvation but explicitly rejects such beliefs in favor of a view of 

Laozi as a normal mortal who practiced alchemy and attained

,  )
) . ) ) ,
) . - ) ) ) ) )

) , ) . )
- ) - ) -)
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immortality. If Ge Hong did not make up the Zhang Ling story 

himself out of whole cloth, he has chosen a tale about a transcen-

dence seeker named Zhao Sheng, who may have claimed a lofty 

but poorly understood pedigree linking him to Zhang Ling, and 

made that the center of the biography.6

Just as Ge Hong had recorded accounts of Laozi that he ulti-

mately did not accept, he also includes a tale of a revelation to 

Zhang Ling that fits poorly with the image of an alchemist and 

transcendence seeker. This we can accept as an authentic piece of 

church lore, perhaps not historical in a strict sense but authenti-

cally part of the traditions passed down through the church orga-

nization concerning Zhang Ling and Swan-Call Mountain:

H e concentrated his thought and refined his intentions. Suddenly 

there were men descending from the Heavens and cavalry astride 

tigers and golden chariots with feather canopies pulled by teams of 

dragons too numerous to count. One figure was announced as the 

Scribe Below the Pillar, another as the Lad from  the Eastern Sea. 

They bestowed upon Ling the Newly Emerged Correct and Unitary 

Dao of the Covenant with the Powers. Having received this, Ling was 

able to heal illness. Thereupon commoners flocked to serve him as 

their teacher. His disciples came to number several tens of thousands 

o f households.

" #
"

�

“ Scribe Below the Pillar” refers to Laozi as the historian of the 

Zhou royal court; the Lad from the Eastern Sea is a southern god 

not otherwise found in Celestial Master scriptures but a key figure 

in the transmission of alchemical texts.7

The most significant phrase in this account is “Newly Emerged 

Correct and Unitary Dao of the Covenant with the Powers.55 It
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embodies many of the ideas that make the Celestial Masters dis-

tinctive. ''Correct Unity55 (zhengyi IE—*)8 is still today a common 

way of referring to Celestial Master priests, liturgy, scriptures, 

and so on. It implies that the Celestial Masters are the one and 

only correct way to approach the gods. The covenant is equally 

important, an idea that high gods descended and entered into a 

new relationship with human beings. One aspect of this covenant 

is embodied in the confession ritual discussed in the previous 

chapter, wherein members of the church admit to committing sins 

and undertake to never repeat them, in return for which they are 

absolved of guilt and pardoned from any punishment. Another 

element, we shall see below, is a pledge not to offer blood sacrifice 

to profane deities.

This is perhaps the most majestic surviving account of the 

initial meeting between Zhang Ling and a heavenly host that re-

sults in the establishment of the new religion. It is not, however, 

the earliest. That is found in Yangping Parish, a revealed teaching 

from the spirit of Zhang Ling himself, which dates to sometime 

between 2 2 0  and 231 c e 9

 0    

, c e ],  -  - ,

, ,      -

  . . . 0 1

-  

4 4 �
4 ^

Here we see an affirmation of the importance of the rice tithe for 

the movement. Moreover, this statement, recorded less than thirty 

years after the confrontation between Zhang Lu and Zhang Xiu, 

provides excellent support for the contention that Yu Huan5s

,  - ,  0    
,  2,  0  , , ,

Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing  
,   
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attribution of the practice of collecting five pecks of rice to Zhang 

Xiu is mistaken. Individuals alive at that time would certainly have 

been among the audience for this document and would have known 

if the claim that the rice tithe dated to the beginning of the move-

ment was false. The term given here for the revealing deity is 

unique in the canon and may represent a textual corruption. The 

closest parallel is to the description of the aspirants to the registers 

in the ritual formulae recorded in the Most High^ Correct and 

Unitary Ritual Registers o f  the Covenant with the Powers, who is 

said to have “ previously borne on my person the divine pneumas 

of the newly emerged Lord Lao, the Most High Exalted August 

Thearch-King” ! .10 Given the 

unanimity of other references to this event, it seems safe to as-

sume what is intended is some reference to the divinized Laozi.

There is a second revealed text, the Commands and Precepts 

for the Great Family o f the Dao, dating to the middle of the third 

century (255 c e ), that also refers to Zhang Ling's revelation 11

On the first day o f the fifth month o f the Han'an reign period, at 

Redstone Castle in Qu district of Linqiong county of Sichuan, the 

Dao created the Way o f the Correct and Unitary Covenant with the 

Powers in order to seal a contract with Heaven and Earth, establish 

the twenty-four parishes, and distribute the Mysterious, Primordial, 

and Inaugurating pneumas to govern the citizens.

These two precious sources, revealed to a community of believers 

including some who had experienced the Hanzhong theocracy,

. )  )  Taishang 

zhettgyi mengwei falu  ), )    1
- - Taishang zhengyi yansheng baoming 

lu  ) -   
- )    - 0  - ) )

 -  )  )  ) ) )  ) )
  

Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing



give us an exact date and place for the revelation. Zhang Ling is 
said to have come to Sichuan during the reign of Emperor Shun 

4 3 113� � 3  51616$ 0111173  5110Ģð� � 0 )1� � � � �

able organization in the church, so this date is credible. Linqiong 
county was administered from modern Qionglai Ŝroughly 
65 kilometers southwest of Chengdu. Today Crane-Call Moun-
tain is identified, plausibly, with a site due north of this, roughly 
50 kilometers due west of Chengdu.

The second passage records three important elements in the 
founding of the faith. First it specifies that the “covenant with the 
powers55 was indeed a sort of contract linking mortals to the cos-
mic powers of Heaven and Earth. Second, it records the establish-
ment of the system of twenty-four parishes at the founding mo- 
ment of the church. No doubt it took some time to actually bring 
this system into being, but the distribution of parishes accords 
with an origin in the Chengdu area.12 Finally, it lays out the basic 
Celestial Master cosmology of three pneumas still evoked in Ce-
lestial Master ritual today.

The revealing deity of the Commands and Precepts is the Dao 
itself, a personified supreme deity. Earlier in the revelation, this is 
explained in more detail:13

 ) , )

) ) , , . )  

.   ) - ) -

1 . , ) ) ) )

, - . ,  - ) 1  

. ) .

) - ) )

. . . ,   2
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#

� �

) ) ) ) )
Zhettgyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing
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Here we see that the Dao was moved by the war and destruction 
of the Latter Han to first produce an avatar of himself and use 
this to transmit the position of Celestial Master to Zhang Ling, 
who is here already honored with the style Daoling. In this trans-
lation I have emended the transmitted text, which calls the Dao's 
manifestation “ the newly emerged Lord Lao” . As Liu 
Zhaorui (2005) has pointed out, the following sentence makes no 
sense with that reading but perfect sense as an explanation of the 
term “ Demon Lao” .14 The Liu Ji  land contract of 485, 
excavated in 1956, begins with a charge to a long list of under-
world officials prefaced uBy command of the talisman of the newly 
emerged Demon Lao, the Supreme Lord Lao” !

•15 Here “ Demon Lao” is clearly an alternate term for the Most 
H igh Lord Lao.

There are two other Daoist scriptures with strikingly similar 
language. In the Demon Statutes o f Lady Blue which I
w ill argue dates to the late third century, we read:16

T h e  Heavenly Dao uses demons to aid gods in deploying pneumas. 
People fear demons; they do not fear gods, so [the Dao] deceptively 
em ploys a name from am ong them [i.e., demons] to refer to its own 
position.

4 4# 4 4
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The fifth-century Scripture o f  the Inner Explanation of the Three 

Heavens invokes the Supreme Lord Lao in the follow-

ing terms:17

045 6 / 5 5 . 0 .1 0 6/ 0 5 / 04

/ .1 - . 44 : 50 1 : / 5 : 5 6- 0 5 9 /4

40 5 065 5 5 6 / 5 -4 / --6. / 5 5 1/ 6. 4 0 5

461 0 /4 / 5 45 : 0 5 5 .0/5 0 5

45: 0 / / renwu : 4 9 / : : 0 0 . 5

8 5 5 0 45 1 45  / 0- / / 450/ . 0/ 06/5

65 / / 6 0.. / : / - . 50 4 55 / 8-: .

045 5 5 5 1 4 5 6/-6/ 045 4

6 01- 0 5 4 0 /05 5 5 6 / 0 5 65 /5

.0/4 0 5 4 40/ -- .:4 - 5 / 8-: . 0

0 610/  / 8 4 110 /5 0 5 / / 5 : 26

/ . 5: / 6. 45 0 5 /4 / /5 645 8 5 5

: 0 5 0 5 / / 5 : 0 / /5 8 5 5 08 4 4 8 --

4 5 . / 45 5 0/ 0 5 / 8-: . 0 0

! !

! ! ( #
� �

In order to make sense of this passage, each occurrence of Wnewly 

emerged Lord Lao” should be “newly emerged Demon Lao.” 18

Santian neijie jirtg 4 4 156 . , 4 / 50 5 /5
0 5 6 0/ :/ 45: / 5 0 / 4 -: 5 50 06/ 5
1 4 4 / 0 . 5 0/ 5 5 4 0. 5 . /45 . 0 5 - 45 - 4
5 5 5 0/ / 45 0 -6 - 65 5 -40 / -6 4 - . /54 5 5 . ,
5 4 1 4 /5 / 41- /5 .0 . /5 - , 545 5. /5 0 -: 450 : / 0
6 4. / 5 0 //05 64 6/ 5 --: 4 406 - 5 / 5
45 5 0 5 - 45 - 45 6 5 5 5 . 0 54 0.104 5 0/ 0, /
, .1 / 5 5 - : / 11 / -- /

6  0 6 1 0 4 05 9 .1- 4 0 1 44 4 5 5 8 / :
- 5 01: 454 / 410/4 50 6 45 10- . - 55 ,4
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This passage introduces a number of new concepts that will be 

treated below, such as the Three Heavens and the Six Heavens, as 

well as official titles within the church administration.

Although “demon” sounds quite frightening, and these texts 

testify that the term was chosen for just this reason, during the 

Han, Three Kingdoms, and Six Dynasties periods there was not the 

clear division we find in later dynasties between gods and demons. 

The god of the hearth, for example, who watched over the house-

hold while reporting on misconduct, was sometimes called the 

“ hearth demon” zjogw/ ),19 and we should probably under- 

stand “demon” in these contexts as a godlike figure who was closer 

to this world and hence perhaps more approachable than a deity. 

The important question was whether the demon worked for the 

good or was “deviant” and hence evil.

Since the revelation to Zhang Ling was such a seminal event, 

it is not surprising that later Daoist scriptures attributed more 

content to the transmission from the divinized Laozi. One obvi-

ous possibility was scriptures. By the early fifth century, a wide 

variety of scriptures were traced back to this source:20

The Code o f  the Great Perfected says, wOn the first day o f the fifth 

month of the first year o f the Han’an reign period, the Supreme 

Lord Lao at Crane-Call Mountain bestowed upon Zhang Daoling 

the scriptures o f the Correct and Unitary Covenant with the Powers 

in nine hundred thirty scrolls and talismans and charts in seventy 

scrolls, altogether one thousand scrolls. He also bestowed upon 

the Celestial M aster the Perfected Scripture o f the Great Grotto in 

twenty-one scrolls, to be bestowed upon those who had already 

become perfected.”

!

Shiji  
Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao  Taizhen- 

 Taizhenke  
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The perfected here are a class of divine being, higher than tran-
scendents but below gods. In this passage, a pedigree going back 
to Zhang Daoling is claimed for a core scripture of the Shangqing 

revelations (364-70 c e ). We see a similar claim in the Cavern 
Ye//oŨ Boo )Ŝa Shang-

qing version of a scripture concerning the sexual rite known as 
Merging the Pneumas (heqi " n ^ ) .21 22 The paragraph claiming that 
the eight scrolls of the Yellow Book were revealed during the years 
14 2  and 143 contains many elements that are inappropriate for a 
Celestial Master context, including references to Ge Hong's tale 
of Zhao Sheng and Wang Chang, the consumption of alchemical 
and rare substances (/ks/?/ )Ŝchoice of recipient through phys-
iognomy (^  $• gw   / geomantic concepts like the Nine 
Palaces Ŝand a revealing deity called not Demon Lao or Lord 
Lao but rather Laozi. Still, we cannot assume from this that at-
tributions of the Merging the Pneumas rite to the Celestial Mas-
ters is incorrect, as we shall see from the earliest concrete evi- 
dence of the movement, discussed in the next section.

The Zhang Pu Stele of 173

We are fortunate indeed to have preserved a Song transcription 
of a stele inscription created by members of the Celestial Master 
church in 173 c e , only some thirty years after the legendary found-
ing of the group. The stele itself no longer survives, nor do any 
rubbings of it, but we have a careful transcription of the text by 
the Song epigrapher Hong Kuo who recorded it in his Con-
tinued Clerical Script.11 It already shows a religious organization 
with clearly defined priestly offices and rituals. The text of the 
stele reads:23

Dottgzhen huangshu  )

3 8 9
)

 ,
 ) )   

 ) ) -   .���� � � /  
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Second year of the Xiping era, third month, first day [April l, 173 ]. Hu 
Jiu , spirit soldier {guibing) o f the Heavenly Elder,24 [announces]: 
You have followed a path to transcendence and your Dao is com -
plete ; the mystic dispensation has extended your lifespan.25 The 
correct and unitary pneumas26 of the D ao have been distributed
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am ong the hegemonic pneum as,27 and it has been decided to sum-
mon the libationers Zhang Pu, M eng Sheng,28 Zhao Guang, Wang 
Sheng, H uang Chang, and Yang Feng to come to receive29 twelve 
scrolls o f arcane scriptures. The libationers vow to spread the ritual 
system o f the Celestial M aster Dao without limit!
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^ 1
1 1
1

In this inscription the emissary of an exalted Daoist deity, the 

Heavenly Elder (Tianlao), announces the selection of a group of 

priests who have made notable progress in spiritual development 

and rewards their diligence by revealing to them a set of esoteric 

scriptures. The Heavenly Elder has many possible referents. It 

may be just another reference to the Supreme Lord Lao, hence the 

“ Heavenly Lao.’ŜIn the o  riw -

1we read that one of Laozi’s avatars, during the reign 

of King You of the Western Zhou r 79 5-771 b c e when 

he also served the Zhou court as “ scribe below the pillar,” was 

in fact named Heavenly Elder.30 We also see Master Redpine ad-

dressing a Heavenly Elder Pingchang in the preface to Master 

Redpine^ Petition Almanac (l/ia), and in the second chapter of 

the same work (2/27b) we see a Heavenly Elder pose questions to 

the Three Augusts . In the Supreme SecrM £ssew"“ /s ! 1

a Heavenly Elder is twice said to ''determine the register," sug-

gesting that he has a role in keeping the ledger books of fate.31 

This would be particularly appropriate for a god charged with 

determining promotions. Whoever this Heavenly Elder is, how-

ever, the essential thing is that Hu Jiu is his emissary, hence a 

divine figure, and definitely not a new convert to the faith, as Hong 

Kuo speculated and many others have assumed.32 We cannot 

confidently supply the missing two characters following Hu Jiu’s 

name, but at least one of them must be a character that introduces 

a quote like yw e 1wto say” ; 1“ to announce”; or !o 1“ to

instruct.’’33

)  Sandong zhunang
1

, )   -  .
,   . )

) ) .  1 ) ) /
)  0  ) . ) ) ), )

 jiangyan ) , ,  )



Thus, we see already in this inscription that heavenly spirits 
are communicating directly with the group, probably through 
some form of spirit possession, and that this sort of direct rev-
elation is the ultimate determiner of advancement. Centuries later, 
suitability for promotion always had to be certified by a group of 
divine officials called the “ lords of interrogation and summoning” 
(kaozhaojun though we are equally ignorant of how the
master at that time received the answer.

We also can discern that by this time there were at least two 
different ranks within the church, since this group of libationers 
summoned by Hu Jiu was already libationers and had just com-
pleted a course o f study or perhaps merit-making activity beyond 
that level. There may well have been a different set of scriptures 
conferred initially when they reached the level of libationer.

We do have one important clue as to the nature of the eso-
teric scriptures entrusted to them and the significance of the rite 
as a whole: the term “mystic dispensation” )• This
would seem to be a reference to the rite of sexual union called 
Merging the Pneumas. I will treat this rite in greater depth in the 
next chapter, but for now it is sufficient to note that the rite was 
of great importance in the early church and that it was often 
linked to salvation, so it is appropriate that it might “extend 
[one’s] lifespan.” There has been debate about when the rite was 
performed and by whom, but it seems from the inscription above 
that at this time it was restricted to relatively high officers in the 
church.

Finally, we should take note of the final clause, which binds 
the libationers to exert themselves in order to propagate the faith. 
It was precisely this evangelical ardor that helped the church sur-
vive and grow, spreading throughout the Chinese cultural sphere, 
through the turbulent history of the Period of Disunion.34
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The Laozi and the Xiang er Commentary

I have noted repeatedly the special role of Laozi in various di-
vine forms for the early Celestial Masters. He founded the religion, 
appointed Zhang Ling as his representative, established the admin-
istrative network of parishes, and perhaps approved its internal 
personnel decisions. We have also seen that a primary duty of the 
libationers was to preach the book named after Laozi to their fol-
lowers, though we cannot be sure if this involved group memoriza-
tion through choral recitation or simple exposition of its contents.

Among the manuscripts found in a Dunhuang cave at the turn 
of the twentieth century was a partial edition of the Laozi with a 
commentary interspersed with the text, representing chapters 3 
to 37  of the modern edition (see fig. 2). Catalogued in the British 
Museum as Stein manuscript 6825, it was identified as the long 
\ostXianger commentary edition, which Tang Emperor Xuanzong 

r. 7 12 -57 ) and the Five Dynasties specialist in Daoist ritual 
Du Guangting 850-933) both attributed to Zhang Ling. 
We have since confirmed that the text of the Laozi reflected in 
this edition is particularly ancient, with close parallels to the early 
Han manuscripts unearthed in 1973 at Mawangdui.35 It is also 
mentioned in and shares some language with the Commands and 
Precepts for the Great Family o f the Dao, which is dated internally 
to 255 c e , and identified as a product through spirit revelation of 
the disembodied author of that text, who was either Zhang Ling 
or Zhang Lu, so it is likely that the text was already in use in 
Hanzhong. Ofuchi’s detailed examination of all references to the 
text finds that it is most often attributed to Zhang Lu and occa-
sionally to Zhang Ling; Rao suggests an elegant solution to the 
dispute, that it was written by Zhang Lu based on the ideas of 
Zhang Ling.36 Although the text is a commentary on a work
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are the result of the coalescence of essence and become body gods 

who direct and protect the functioning of the body. Having defined 

these basic terms, let us turn to a consideration of their deployment 

in the Xiang er commentary.

By the end of the second century c e , the figure of the tran-

scendent (xian) had a long history in the Chinese imagination. 

Transcendents began in the late Warring States era as unworldly 

figures, equipped with wings and looking rather birdlike, found 

only in the most remote, inaccessible regions, where they lived 

lives of extended length and leisure. By the time Ge Hong wrote 

about them around 320 c e , they were humans who had trans-

formed themselves through various forms of self-cultivation and 

personal transformation, including macrobiotic diet, breathing 

exercises, sexual practices, meditation, and alchemy. Campany 

(2009) has recently given us a picture of aspirants to this status 

not as remote, divine figures but as the village mystic, engaging in 

public displays of asceticism and offering various mantic services 

in a quest for fame and sponsorship.

The Celestial Masters condemned most of these methods 

and their practitioners as deviant {xie and not in accord with 

the intentions of the Dao. They specifically condemn, as we shall 

see below, sexual practices involving the retention and recycling 

of essence as well as meditative practices involving the visualiza-

tion of the Dao in a specific form and place within the body (but 

not the less exalted spirits of the body or the register, as we shall 

see below). A variety of other practices are subsumed within the 

blanket condemnation of “ false arts of the modern world”

/ ( ). There are occasional hints as to what these might 

entail, like the visualization of doors and windows within the 

body, but often we simply do not know what they were referring 

to. What sort of methods did the Daoists support, and what was 

the envisioned result of these practices?

The ideal espoused in the Xiang'er commentary is the tran-

scendent noble (xianshi f[l|it), where the second character origi-

nally referred to a knight but by this time meant a learned person 

of high social status. We are told that such individuals Mdo not 

value glory, rank, or wealth,” “ know nothing of profane affairs,”
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uhave a taste for the Dao and know nothing of common things,^ 
and “close their hearts so as not to be bothered by evil or [the desire 
for] profit.” 38 Like commoners, they “ know fear of death and de- 
light in life” but “ believe in the Dao, maintaining its precepts and 
thus joining with life,” or again “rejoice only in their faithfulness 
to the Dao and in keeping its precepts, not in evil.” Clearly a key 
theme here is avoiding any activity that is in conflict with the pre-
cepts (jie ^c), which I will discuss below. There is a suggestion of 
physiological practice though, in the following passage:39

They only value “ drawing sustenance from the mother” that is, 
their own bodies. In the interior of the body, the “ mother” is the 
stomach, which governs the pneumas o f the five viscera. The profane 
eat grain when they have it, and, when the grain is gone, they die. 
The transcendent nobility eat grain when they have it, and when they 
do not, they ingest pneumas. The pneumas return to the stomach, 
which is the layered sack o f the bowels.

5 5 � 5 5

^ 5 5

This passage suggests an affinity with practices related to the 
avoidance of grain, wherein those aspiring to transcendence seek 
to avoid normal food for progressively more rarified substances, 
until they subsist only on pneumas.40 Ge Hong records one ver-
sion of this practice when he reports of wbooks of the Dao?, that 
maintain that, Kif you want to obtain long life, your bowels must 
be dear” Ŝ and “ those who eat pneumas are

 ) )  1
)0  )   ,)  ,  ) )  

. ) , , 0 0  )
 ) 0 ) , ) xin )

3 - 4)  )  23  .  4
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divinely illuminated and do not die” # .41 However2
the statement that Celestial Master transcendent nobles do eat 
grain when they have it certainly indicates a certain distance be-
tween the practices. The retention and use of pneumas and es-
sence are described more fully in an extended metaphor found in 
the commentary to chapter 2 1 :42 43

The ancient transcendent nobles treasured the essences to gain life. 
Today's people lose the essences and die. This is the great proof. 
Now if one merely congeals essences, can one then obtain life? No!
It is essential that one’s various actions be complete. This is because 
essence is a variant form of the pneumas of the Dao. It enters into 
the human body as the root and the source. I have already explained 
what happens when one holds only half of them. If you desire to 
treasure the essences, the hundred actions should be complete and 
the myriad good deeds should be illustrious. Harmonize the five 
agents so that happiness and anger are eliminated. Only when one 
has extra counters on the celestial officers’ left tally will the essences 
be maintained. When evil persons treasure their essences, they trou-
ble themselves in vain, for in the end the essences will not remain 
but must certainly leak away. If the heart corresponds to the com-
pass, it regulates the myriad matters; thus, it is called the wthree 
paths of the Luminous Hall.5543 While dispersing deviances of 
yang and injuries of yin, it holds to the center and correctly mea-
sures out the pneumas of the Dao. The essences might be compared 
to the waters of a pond and the body to the embankments along the 
sides of the pond. Good deeds are like the water's source. If these 
three things are all complete, the pond will remain intact and sturdy.
If the heart does not fix itself upon goodness, then the pond lacks

Baopuzi neipian 4   
 / -  -

/ . - Laozi Xiang'er zhu, 4
 /

 , , , /
- - /

- / - - , -
- ,

Dengzheti yinjue 1 Shangqing huangshu 
guoduyi
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embankments, and the water will run out. If one does not accumu-
late good deeds, the pond is cut off at its source, and the water will 
dry up. If one breaches the dike to irrigate uncultivated land, the 
canal is like a stream or river. Though the dike is there, if the source 
leaks away, the pond will certainly empty. When the bank44 be-
comes scorched and cracked, the hundred illnesses all emerge. If 
one is not cautious about these three things, the pond will become 
an empty ditch.

^ ‘ 3 3 3

# 3 �

3 3 ‘ 3 3

3 3 3 ‘ 3

# 3 3

3 ¥ 3 � 3 �

3 # 3 5 3 #

5 # 3 5 3 3

[ ] 3 3 # 3 �

This extended passage presents some philological problems that 
cannot be easily resolved, but its general import is clear. The 
regulation of conduct and the performance of good deeds is the 
source that supplies the essence, a refined form of the Dao's pneu- 
mas. Heavenly recordkeepers, no doubt one or all of the Three 
Offices of the historical accounts, record all actions in one of two 
documents, a tally of the left for those with a positive store of 
merits and a tally of the right for those whose store of merit has 
been depleted and who thus await misfortune, death, and post-
mortem punishment. On the basis of one's good or bad conduct, 
“ counters” are added or subtracted from the amount with which 
one was born.45 Depletion of this account through evildoing

  
   as an  

1  .
  
 ,  

0  
 /  . Daomen dingzhi 2
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makes it impossible to maintain the essence necessary for life. At 

the same time, the body plays a vital role in maintaining the es-

sence. Bokenkamp suggests that ^irrigating the fields  ̂ refers to 

“ unbridled sexual intercourseŜ” but it may be broader than that, 
referring to any time that one of the five agents gains undue domi-

nance, giving rise to strong emotion. The commentary correspond-

ing to chapter 4 specifically warns against anger, which is expressed 

as antagonism among the five viscera, each of which is ruled by 
one of the five agents. This can be particularly serious if a “flour-

ishing” viscus and its associated emotion attack and “ imprison” 

one Ŝwhich can lead to calamity.46

As for one's ultimate fate, the Xiang}er does not have a com-
prehensive discussion, but it does twice speak about what happens 

after death to a dedicated Daoist, in chapters 16 and 33 :47

The Great Yin is the palace where the Dao accumulates and one 
refines the physical form. There are ages that one cannot abide, and 
the wise will avoid them by feigning death. They pass through the 
Great Yin and and are reborn in a new visage on the other side, thus 
dying without perishing. The profane are unable to accumulate 
good deeds, and, when they die, it is true death. They enter the 
custody of the Earth Officer.

( # 6 6

¥6 # # 6 6

When a Daoist's practice is complete, the Daoist gods flock to him, 
he feigns death to avoid the age and, passing through the Great Yin, 
is reborn; this is to “not perish” and therefore is to be long-lived.

, ,1,- 0 , -,) , -  Huainanzi -  ) 1
, )) 1 .  ,-))

Laozi Xiartg'er zhu, 33� ) ) 1 )  
135� . -- 1  ) -  ,- , -  , ), -)

. -- -  , ) ,,  )  . -- )- -  -  22 .,
-  1 3 ,-  -)  -. 4 ) )0 . )- )

))  .,  , ). Mencius 0   - , - , .
   -  , -   )  0). ) -) , 0 - )0, )0
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The profane have no good merit, so one who dies belongs to the 

Earth Office; this, then, is to perish.

( �#

�

We do not know much about how the Celestial Masters conceived 

of the Great Yin. For later Daoists, it was an unfavorable outcome 

for those who could not attain transcendence, but in these two 

passages it seems a place of transition to longevity.48 Bokenkamp 

describes it as a place where wthe last vestiges of dross in corrupt-

ible human bodies are refined away through a process analogous to 

alchemical refinement of base metals to celestial substances in the 

alchemist’s crucible,” but this perhaps reads too much into the term 

lian which fundamentally refers to the boiling of silk to make 

it supple or, with the fire or metal radical in place of the silk radi-

cal, the refining of metals for rather more mundane purposes.49 

In the Xiang'er, Great Yin is also used as a reference to the kidneys, 

where essence is congealed both for the purpose of reproduction 

and to create the gods of the body.

Among the fourth-century revelations preserved in the Declara-
tions o f the Perfected we find the following explanation of a pro-

cess similar to that mentioned above:50

If someone dies temporarily and proceeds to the Great Yin, visiting 

briefly the Three Offices, once his or her muscle has rotted, the blood 

sunk away, and the veins disintegrated, the five viscera will live on 

their own, the white bones will be jadelike, the seven white souls will

.1 ,/ 2 1., 2 1)/341 2 . 3 3 1 23) 23 12 3 -
0)- - )- . 31 )3).-2 2 . - ,/

36. 1 ) 23 42 2 . 3 3 1, 31 )- 3 .1, 1 .4- )- 3
: 11 82 331) 43 3. )4 ) -

bc e), 6 ) 3 2 . 13 )- 4) 4 5 3 1 )-- ,.- 6 . .-9
23 -3 8 )-- ,.- 5 2 ,) 6)3 3413 1 )-2 - 3 1 8 33 )- 3
// 1 - . - . 2 -3 - 3 Broad Record o f Things . -
4 6 . )3 2 3 1 . ; 3. 3 3

3 3 )3)2 .,/ )2 3 1.4 3 )- 23).- . )5 ,)- 1 /.6 1
- 6 6  - - )-

Zhen'gao ) 4 )3 -) - .2 ) 6
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maintain and serve [the corpse], the three cloud souls will protect the 
household, the three primal [pneumas] will rest for the moment, and 
the great spirit will seal itself within. After twenty or thirty years, or 
ten years or three, emerging whenever he or she will, at the time that 
person is born, he or she will receive new blood and grow muscles, 
produce saliva that forms mucus, restore substance and complete a 
form, becoming superior in appearance to before death. This is what 
is called the perfected refining their forms in the Great Yin and chang-
ing their appearance in the Three Offices.

|

This seems like a sloughing off of the old form, a sort of hiberna-
tion kept alive only by the pneumas in the viscera overseen by one's 
body spirits, followed by the spontaneous regeneration of the phys-
ical body. The Celestial Thearch goes on to praise this method, 
which Tao Hongjing ties to the ingestion of Five Mineral Oil, as 
superior to the Nine-Recycled Cinnabar, permitting one to ascend 
directly to the Heavens as a perfected. This account, then, depends 
on an alchemical elixir and does not seem to allow a return to the 
mortal world. We cannot be certain what elements of this mature 
belief, if any, can be traced back to the early Celestial Masters.

The one real practice we can clearly attribute to the Xiang'er 
commentary seeks a sort of emotional equanimity. This is no 
doubt what is meant by the repeated references to wpure stillness'' 
{qingjing Perhaps the best exposition is in chapter 15 52

qing ,
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LaoziXiattgerzhu,c\\. 2  

   . /
.  / & . / . /



THE F O U N D I N G� IN T E R N A L  DOCUMENTS 89

W h en  those w h o seek lon g life are given  someth ing, they do not 
declin e it; when som eth in g is taken from  them, they have n o ran 
cor . Th ey do not follow  the common run of people in their sh ifts 
an d  turns. Instead, their th ough ts are perfectly directed to the Dao. 
As they learn to be pure and still, th eir  th ough ts will often  seem  
con fu sed  and muddy. It is because they are able to be con fused and 
m u ddy that they are on  the point of attain ing the simplicity o f the 
un carved block. After th is, they will be pure an d still, and able to 
perceive the many subtleties. Since inside they are spon taneously 
pu re an d illuminated, they will not wish  to be among the profan e. 
Pure stillness is the great  essen tial. Th e subtle [pneumas] of the Dao 
deligh t  in it.

� # � #』�# � �
� � & � �

�# �

T he same passage goes on to explain that, when thunder and 

w ind displace the normal, life-giving humidity, dessication harms 

living beings, and the pneumas of the Dao hide away so that they 

are no longer equally distributed. Similarly, human beings should 

avoid living in withering dryness. Instead, we read.53

Th erefore, they must n ot  live in a raucous environment. They 
sh ou ld  constan tly strive for  pure stillness. At sunrise and sun set the 
dew  rises and descends, and the pn eum as within the human body 
also  are distributed. Th e master sets dawn an d sunset [practice] 
w h erein  pure stillness is the great essen tial.

# � � !"� �
� �

It is uncertain just what practices require this state of mind. 

Bokenkamp cites a Tang commentator to the Scripture o f  the Yel- 
��  CowK /_/«g )Ŝ an important early Celestial

53. Bokenkamp takes the dew as a metaphor for something within the body, 

but the Chinese clearly draws an analogy between a natural and a human 

phenomenon.



Master text, who mentions morning and evening ingestion of 
yang and yin pneumas, respectively, but there is no evidence for 
such a practice among the early Celestial Masters. It seems more 
likely that this is related to the audience (chao ceremony that 
Celestial Master practitioners performed each morning and eve-
ning in their oratories or Uquiet roomsM (jingshi We saw
in the previous chapter that Yu Huan had spoken of the oratory 
as a place where the ailing might contemplate their sins and seek 
redemption. That might well have happened as part of the confes-
sions recorded in the personally written petitions to the Three 
Offices, and pure stillness would be conducive to this sort of in-
trospection. The oratory had a broader role as a place where each 
believer might perform his or her daily and periodic ritual activi-
ties. Preceding each would have been an audience ceremony to 
establish a sacred space and welcome the Daoist deities. I will dis-
cuss this in greater detail in chapter 6, where I examine ritual life 
within Daoist communities. For now, it is sufficient to note that 
one aspect of pure stillness was a state of mind appropriate to the 
performance of ritual. Since the time of Confucius, ritual in China 
has been understood to have an aspect of self-cultivation, but it is 
not primarily a physiological practice.

Other passages comment on this practice of stillness in reveal-
ing ways:54

Knowing to treasure the root in pure stillness is the constan t method 
to restore the life force.

‘ �

To speak seldom  and enter in to pure stillness is in accord with the 
self-so, and you can  long endure.

7

Daoists should value their own essences and gods, and pure stillness 
is the basis [for doin g so].

� �
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54. LaoziXiang'erzhu, ch. 16, 23, 26; Rao Zongyi 1991:21, 32, 35.
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This cherishing of essences, however, is again linked to moral 

conduct in a warning to those who enjoy fame and respect:55

It is vital to value pure stillness and to uphold the precepts of the
Dao.

�

Th e Dao is constan tly free from desire and joy, pure and still, and
th ereby causes Heaven  an d Earth to be constan tly correct.

� �

Thus, it seems that the practice has definite benefits for the body 

and the vitality but that these are closely linked to the precepts. 

W hat are these precepts?

The manuscript of the Xiang er commentary does not include 

any associated precepts, but Ofuchi Ninji has identified in the 

Daoist canon precepts associated with theXiang'er commentary. '*6 

They consist of nine exhortations to practice something positive 

(beginning with x/wg Ŝ“practice Ũ ” )Ŝdivided into three groups 

o f threeŜand twenty-seven precepts (beginning with /_/> Ŝ “you 

are warned to detailing conduct to avoid or to carry out,

again divided into three groups of nine each. The exhortations can 

all be found in the text of the Laozi itself, whereas the precepts 

are to be found in the language of the Xiang'er commentary. Un-

like the Xiang er commentary, which seems to have dropped out 

o f transmission at the end of the Tang dynasty, the exhortations to 

conduct and the precepts are preserved in four Tang era sources, 

the oldest version being found in the Scripture and Statutes of the 

Most H/g/; Lord Lao ! Ŝ where they are titled the 

^Xiang'er Precepts to the Revered Scripture of the Dao and Its 

Virtue” ▲ .. 7 The Nine Practices read: 55 56 57

55. LaoziXiangerzhu, ch. 26, 37� Rao Zongyi 1991:36, 50.

56. Ofuchi 1991:25-57.

57. There are parallel texts in the Taishang jingjie and in Yaoxiu
c k o  �5/4b-_5a. All are cited in Ofuchi 199 1:251-57. 

C f. Bokenkamp 1997:49-50.
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Practice nonaction �

Practice supple weakness 

Practice preserving the feminine; �

do not act first

Practice no fame 

Practice pure stillness 

Practice good deeds 

Practice no desire 

Practice knowing to stop at enough �

Practice yielding 

We are then told: uIf you complete nine practices, you will be-

come a divine transcendent; if six practices, you will double your 

lifespan; if three practices, you will extend your years and not die 

before your time.”

The twenty-seven precepts are as follows:58

Do not delight in deviance;

delight and anger are the same 

Do not waste essence or pneumas 

Do not harm flourishing60 pneumas 

Do not eat bloody animals, 

delighting in their delicious flavor 

Do not long for a meritorious 

reputation

Do not practice false arts, pointing 

to shapes and calling them the Dao 

Do not forget the rules of the Dao

� 59

�

�

�

�

� � 61 

58. Taishang laojun jinglii ib-2a.

59. Ofuchi, on the basis of a parallel in the Zhuangziy argues that the text 

should have originally read: “Do not be angry or delighted; delighting in the 

deviant is the same as being angry” �1991�278�n. l i �
60. These are pneumas that are in the ascendant based on a system of chang-

ing patterns of influence described in greater detail below.

61 • Reading the character  as a graphic error for/V Ŝfollowing Ofuchi 

1991:278, n. 12.
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Do not make ten tative m oves � ��
Do not lust after  jewels an d goods ‘ ��

Do not study devian t texts 
Do not lust after  lofty splendor, 

seeking it by force 
Do not seek fame and renown  
Do not be led in to error  by ear, eye, 

or mouth
Always dwell in humble lowliness 
Do not becom e irritated easily 
Be deliberate in all m atters, do not 

let the h eart become flustered 
Do not indulge yourself in good 

clothes or fine food  
Do not overindulge

Do not because of poverty and mean 
ness dem an d wealth  an d status 

Do not perform  evil acts 
Do not observe many taboos 
Do not pray or  sacrifice to the spirits 
Do not be obstin ate 
Do not be con vin ced of your own  

correctness
Do not argue with oth ers about who 

is right; avoid an argum en t before 
it arises

�

�
�

"�

� �

「 �

� �
�
�

�

� �

62. Other versions read: “ Do not make undisciplined movements” � �

and “ Do not be moved by objects” � • Either seems preferable to the 

current text, but it is difficult to choose between them.

63. The primary text originally had here MDo not kill or say 'kill/^ whereas 

the two parallel texts had “ Do not kill the living” and “ Do not kill.” This line 

has no parallel in the Laozi and is the only precept with a parallel in the Buddhist 

Five Precepts, so it is likely a later addition. The precept given is found in the two 

parallel texts, giving them ten precepts for this section, but was apparently re-

moved in the primary text to maintain the correct number of precepts.
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Do n ot  proclaim  yourself a sage 
or  claim  fam e

Do n ot deligh t  in w eapon s 

These precepts are followed by a similar statement promising 
divine transcendence for one who is able to maintain all of them, 
doubled longevity for one who can keep eighteen, and extended 
life for one who can keep as many as nine.

Bokenkamp comments on these precepts that “morality is 
here defined in such a way as to encompass the necessity of physi-
ological cultivation practices.’’64 This evaluation depends on the 
linking of pure stillness to the ingestion of pneumas and reading 
the injunctions to “preserve the feminine,” avoid “overindulging,” 
and not waste essence as a program of “sexual abstinence” or lim-
ited activity. He correctly points out that advice concerning re- 
straining the emotions and avoiding harm to flourishing pneumas 
might benefit the individual and augment one’s general health. 
But the commentary always returns to observing the precepts as 
the key to being suffused with the pneumas of the Dao, producing 
and retaining essence, and using it to create internal body gods. 
Consider this passage from chapter 3 65

The h eart is like a com pass, an d in its midst there are fortune and 
m isfortun e, good  and evil. Th e belly is the sack of the Dao, and the 
pn eum as alw ays want to fill it. If the heart is violen t and evil, the 
Dao will leave, an d the sack will be empty. When the sack is empty, 
deviance en ters, and then you kill oth ers. If you empty the heart of 
violence and evil, the Dao will come home to it, and your belly will 
be full.

� � � � � �
� � � � �

64. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 3� Rao Zongyi 1991:6. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997��
������

65. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997:78. He takes the “deviance” in the penultimate 
sentence as the subject oisha, "to kill," and assumes that the object, rett,�refers 
to the practitioner. I take  in its more common meaning of “other person.”
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Here it is immoral conduct that drives the Dao away. The Dao 

naturally wants to fill the body with its pneumas, and humans 

need only act in accordance with moral principles to be filled with 

the Dao. They do not need to ingest pneumas, do breathing exer-

cises, perform visualizations, or engage in sexual rituals to obtain 

these precious breaths of energy.

An impartial evaluation of this list of rules would, I believe, 

have to conclude that the focus is on one's conduct within society. 

Moreover, as we have seen, this interpretation of the Laozi equates 

the passages in that work most suggestive of personal cultivation, 

like those concerning “preserving the One,” with the observance 

o f a list of moral injunctions. Thus, the Celestial Master interpreta-

tion of the Laozi is distinctive within the commentarial tradition in 

that it turns away from the tradition of physiological cultivation 

and replaces it with a concern for social conduct.

In a stimulating analysis of the Xianger commentary deeply 

rooted in his own studies of Warring States self-divinization 

movements, Michael Puett (2004) argues that the cosmology of 

the Xiang'er portrays a Dao who has created both the cosmos and 

humans for the sole purpose of generating gods (he calls them 

wspiritsM). The purpose of the commentary and the Celestial Mas-

ter movement as a whole is then wan attempt to build a hierar-

chical community of adepts whose self-cultivation techniques are 

deemed necessary to bring order to the cosmos.” In an abstract 

sense, there is some truth to this, but it makes unwarranted as-

sumptions about both the nature of the community, which did not 

consist of adepts but rather priests, and their practice, which was 

not self-cultivation as Puett understands it from Warring States 

philosophical texts, but rather, as I have just argued, obedience to 

a divinely revealed code of conduct. Moreover, the gods produced 

in an individual's body through strict adherence to this demand-

ing code are not part of a cosmically orchestrated plan of the Dao 

but, as we shall see in coming chapters, personal protectors and 

supernatural agents who were used in everyday ritual, completing 

tasks that were essential for the survival of the Daoists, their 

families, and the larger community.

Now it is true that, considered as a whole, the individual actions
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of each practicing Daoist and the communal actions of each local 

group of Daoists did work toward restoring the supremacy of the 

good and correct over the evil and deviant, and that these ritual 

actions combined with the fearful celestial punishments being 

prepared by the Most High Lord Lao for evildoers—like Puett’s 

aspirants to personal divinity with their “ false techniques���

would eventually cleanse the cosmos and bring the advent of 

Great Peace, but, in this great cosmic battle, the internal body 

gods generated by individual Daoists together with their essences 

and pneumas were much closer to ammunition than soldiers, and 

it was the rituals performed by the Daoists that launched them 

into the battle.

Daoists and the Profane

One aspect of church life that the commentary gives us insight 

into is conflicts with nonbelievers, who are both addressed di-

rectly as uthe profane^ (su f^) and alluded to indirectly as practi-

tioners of wfalse arts*5 (wei/i The most revolutionary of the

Xiang'er precepts, the ones most at variance with traditional codes 

of conduct, are the exhortations to forsake the religious rituals 

that were at the center of Chinese society, praying or sacrificing 

to the spirits, and to ignore the taboos that girded and shaped all 

aspects of life. The first question is taken up in the commentary 

to chapter 24 :66

The correct law of Heaven does not reside in offerin g foodstuffs 
and praying at ancestral sh rines. Thus, the Dao has proh ibited these 
th ings and provides heavy penalties for  them. Sacrifices and food  
offerin gs are a means of com m erce with deviant forces. Th us, even 
when there is excess food or  implements [left over from the sacri
fices], Daoists will not eat or  employ them.

�# � �
� � #

66. Bokenkamp 1997:119] 2� .
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The passage that immediately follows this one mandates that 

Daoists should avoid the vicinity of such sacrifices entirely. These 

sacrifices were the vehicle for a transaction with supernatural be-

ings, who consumed the fragrance of the proffered items, then 

imbued them with blessings that the mortal sacrificers internal-

ized through a banquet. The Celestial Masters' teaching was sum-

marized in an oath called the Pure Bond {qingyue — “The

gods do not eat or drink; the master does not accept money” �

# � # which highlighted the fact that it was the trans-

actional nature of this relationship that was objectionable.67 Only 

blessings won through the observance of the precepts of the Dao 

were legitimate.

Bokenkamp rightly points out that such sacrifices were not 

merely, as is sometimes claimed, to lowly popular gods, but in-

cluded those made as part of the sacrificial program of the Chi-

nese state.68 We should note that the ''gods11 do not include the 

ancestors since, in its discussion of sexual activity, the Xiang'er is 

careful to state that the Dao wishes ancestral sacrifice to continue, 

lest the institution of the family be threatened. But sacrifice to the 

local gods of the soil and hearth defined membership in local 

communities, and rejection of these cults would have put church 

members outside of the bounds of local society.69

Similarly, if we are to believe the historical accounts, certain 

seasonal practices, like the avoidance of killing in the spring, were 

observed by the Daoists, but taboos on the proper timing of actions 

were ignored. Such taboos were deeply ingrained into Chinese so-

ciety, as testified to by the presence of hemerological works in most 

of the hoards of texts excavated by Chinese archaeologists in recent

67. The Pure Bond is only preserved in Celestial Master scripture from the

fifth century, but it was understood by Lu Xiujing as an original ele-

ment of the church and part of the original covenant on which the faith was 

founded; he calls it wthe true teaching of the pure bond of the covenant with the 

powers^ See Lu xiansheng daomenke liie la, 8a, and Santian
neijie jing 3a.

68. See Kleeman 1994b; Schipper 2000.

69. Fifth-century Celestial Master documents make allowance for both ances-

tral sacrifice and worship of local earth gods but only on limited occasions.
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years.70 Open flaunting of these rules as well as taboos on various 

sorts of pollution must also have been a source of considerable fric-

tion with nonbelievers, who might well have seen this as the willful 

rejection of traditional wisdom that would threaten not just the 

individual but also the surrounding community.

This was not the only point of contention between the Daoists 

and nonbelievers. The Celestial Masters represented only one 

tradition in a religious landscape teeming with both ideas dating 

back several centuries and new teachings at the heart of nascent 

religious movements. The Xiang'er commentary reflects this 

rather embattled status, inveighing repeatedly against “deviant 

texts” and “deviant knowledge.” Although they shared many of the 

same conceptions as other movements of their day and engaged 

in similar practices, there is no sense of ecumenical goodwill to-

ward competing religious systems or individual teachers. In the 

commentary to the modern chapter 8, there is a warning against 

choosing the wrong teacher 71

All people sh ould desire to serve a master and should seek out one 
with  good abilit ies who kn ow s the true Dao. They should not serve 
the devian t, the false, or  th e cunning. Deviant knowledge is arro
gan t and extravagan t.

� �# �

Eventually the Daoists evolved an ecclesiastical organization and a 

system of training that clearly identified who was a proper guide, 

but the criteria may not have been in place yet when the commen-

tary was written. Even then, as we shall see in the early collec-

tions of precepts, there are repeated warnings against individual 

masters developing innovative ideas or practices and thus 4tcreat- 

ing their own methods” Cd 2MO y ).72

70. On these texts, see Poo ����� Harper 1999� Kalinowski 2008.

71. Adapted from Bokenkamp 1997:86. Cf. Gu Baotian and Zhang Zhongli 

1997:31.

72. See below, chapter 3.
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One of the more significant disagreements seems to have 

been in the area of meditative practices. We have seen that there 

are perhaps some suggestions but not much explicit proof that 

the Celestial Masters used physiological self-cultivation prac-

tices. The Laozi has vague references to a practice called upre- 

serving the One” �s/7�wy/ ��which have given rise to a variety 

o f commentarial traditions over the ages and an equally varied 

set of practices.’3 The “ One” is almost always identified with the 

Dao, and, for the Celestial Masters, this meant that it was also 

the Most High Lord Lao. Most practitioners of the day inte-

grated this practice into a detailed set of meditative practices 

centering on the gods of the body. Ge Hong gives an account of 

one such practice 73 74

An ancien t scripture o f the transcenden ts says: “ If you want to live 
lon g, you sh ould un derstand preserving the One. . . . The On e has 
a surname and a name, an d clothing o f a certain color. For men, it is 
n ine-ten ths o f an inch; for  women, six-ten ths. Sometimes it is in the 
Cin n abar  Field, 2.4 inches below the navel; sometimes it is in the 
Cin n abar Field between the golden towers of the Scarlet Palace below  
th e h eart; som etim es it is between the eyebrows, where, if you pro
ceed inward one inch, it is the Luminous Hall, two inches for  the 
Grot to Ch amber, and th ree inches for  the Upper Cinnabar Field.

^ � � � �
� � " " � " �

� � � � � � �
�!

The Xiang'er, identifying the One with the Most High Lord Lao, 

explicitly condemns this sort of practice:75

73. See Andersen 1981 for an example from the fourth century.

74. Baopuzi neipian 18/ib; Wang Ming 1985:323. This passage is cited in 

Bokenkamp 1997:144-45, n. 26, but he mistakes the size of the One, giving 

instead heights of nine inches and six inches.

75. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 10; Rao Zongyi 1991:13 . Adapted from Boken-

kamp 1997:89.
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Th e O n e d oes not reside within the human body. Those who attach 
it to the body are all practicin g the false arts of the mundane world. 
Th eirs is n ot  the true D ao. Th e One exists beyond Heaven and 
Earth . En ter in g in to th e space between Heaven and Earth, it only 
com es an d goes within th e human body. It is there everywhere with
in your  skin , n ot  just in a single spot . The One disperses its form as 
pn eum a an d gath ers in its form as the Most High  Lord Lao, whose 
perm an en t  ru le is on M ou n t  Kunlun.

# � ( � �
� � � �
� � � ! �

Thus, although the Dao is personified in the Xiang^r, there seems 

to have been concern for overly anthropomorphizing the high 

god. Another passage, in the commentary to chapter 14, makes a 

similar point with a bit more detail:76

Th e Dao is th e m ost revered. Subtle and hidden, it has no appear
ance or  form. We can only follow  its precepts; we cannot see or know 
it. N ow  the false arts of the m un dan e world poin t to a form and call 
it the Dao, givin g it a certain  color  o f clothing, a name and a cogno
men, an  appearan ce, and a size. Th is is wrong! It is all merely devi
an t falseh oods.

� ¥ �# (�
� � �

The incorporeal nature of the Dao seems to have been a key 

point in Celestial Master theology. It was important to insist on 

because it affirmed the transcendental nature of the highest level 

of Daoist deity. This did not mean that other gods had no fixed 

form or appearance, however. We will see that the gods of the body, 

formed of essence accumulated through the performance of good 

deeds and the keeping of the precepts, had precise descriptions and 

locations. Some of these are described in the Scripture o f the Yellow

76. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 14� RaoZongyi 1991:18. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997:97. 

The portion corresponding to chapter 16 has a very similar passage.
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Court. However, the practice associated with the Scripture o f the 

Yellow  Court was primarily recitation, and, although fourth- 

century Shangqing practitioners may have performed this recita-

tion while visualizing the gods mentioned in the text, there is no 

evidence that Celestial Master followers also did so.77 78 79

Sexual practice was another area that revealed significant dis-

agreements with popular practice. It is difficult to know when 

practices using sexual union to enhance vitality and extend life 

first arose, but two manuscripts detailing pre-Daoist methods and 

dating to the beginning of the Han (before 168 b c e ) were found at 

Mawangdui in 1973, and the bibliography of the Han imperial 

library includes a category for works on the arts of the bedcham-

ber. s The Xiartg'er's most detailed discussion of this topic is found 

in the commentary to chapter 6, where it identifies the vagina (the 

“ yin hole” and the penis (the “male stem” as the roots of Heaven 

and Earth, 9 then comments as follows on the line ugossamer 

thin, it seems to exist” :80

Th e way of yin and yang uses the con gealin g o f essence to create 
life. W hen on e’s age reach es the poin t o f “knowing fate” [i.e.�fifty], 
th is should be called “stop yourself.” W hen youn g, although  there 
is [sexual in tercourse], you should stagger  it and reduce it. W hen it

77. See Tao Hongjing's description of the ^Method of Reciting the Scripture 

o f  the Yellow Courtn�in Dengzhen yinjue�3/1 a. The possibility of visualizations 

connected to this text in the early church cannot, however, be categorically 

denied, given the role of visualizations in the audience ceremony and in receiv-

ing, reviewing, and employing the spirits of the register.

�� On the Mawangdui manuscripts, see Harper �	� ��for the Han bibliog-

raphy listing eight titles, see Han shu����� ���	�
79. Bokenkamp also cites in this regard the line in chapter 16 “ When the 

pneumas of the Dao return to the root, it is even more important to be pure 

and still” � 
1993:48)Ŝbut in context it seems unlikely that 

th is “ root” referstothegenitals.

80. Laozi Xiatig'er zhu,�ch. 6; Rao Zongyi 1991:10. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997:83- 

84. I translate the Laozi�line in its more common interpretation. Bokenkamp 

translates this line “attenuated and so enduringŜŜ’ but the commentary seems to 

take ruo�̂  here as a second-person pronoun, so perhaps t4you will endureM would 

be closer. The image miantnian� (cottony) is of a wispy ball of cotton that you 

can draw out into a thinner and thinner but seemingly continuous strand.
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says wgossamer thin,>, it means attenuated. If you adopt this attenu-

ated sparsity, then your youth will last long. Now this affair is caus-

ing great harm. Why did the Dao create it? The Dao values the 

continuation of the ancestral sacrifices so that our kind does not 

disappear. It wants to make you unite essences and reproduce; 

therefore it teaches the young to practice it seldom but not abandon 

it completely. It does not teach them to devote their energies to it. 

This plan of devoting one’s energy to it is simply the product of the 

minds of fools. How can you blame the Dao! Persons of superior 

morality, whose intentions and self-control are resolute and strong, 

and who are able to avoid falling in love and reproducing,81 should 

cease the practice when young, and their good gods will mature 

sooner. One who says this is stating the essence of the Dao.82 83 * The 

fact that [the Dao] has caused Heaven and Earth to have no ances-

tral shrine,85 dragons to have no sons, transcendents to have no 

wives, and jade women to have no husbands is the great proof of this.

� � � � �

� � �

� � # � �

# �# � ��

!▲ � � # � ��

� � � �̂ �

� �

The Xiang'er reveals what can at best be described as a conflicted 

attitude toward sexual congress. On the one had, it recognizes 

that the union o f male and female essences is necessary for repro-

duction and hence for the survival o f humanity and the continu-

ation o f ancestral sacrifices, just as the essences of yin and yang 

must be joined within the body to produce the good corporeal

81. Puett translates this phrase ware able to not unite and produce life" 
(2004:16) which seems to misunderstand  “to become emotionally 
attached to."

82. Bokenkamp translates this phrase uThese are called 'essences of the 
Dao.,w It is, in any case, difficult to construe.

83. Puett translates “ancestral shrine” as “sacrifices,” then argues this means
that Heaven and Earth do not need sacrifice (2004:16), but the point of the line
is that they have no offspring to sacrifice to them as ancestors.



deities. On the other hand, it believes the activity should be lim-
ited, practiced seldom while young and abandoned after reaching 
the age of fifty. Moreover, youths with especially firm resolve 
should refrain from intercourse altogether because it allows their 
body gods to mature sooner. This does imply that they will never 
reproduce, but the facts that Heaven and Earth have no children 
to offer sacrifice to them, dragons produce no offspring, and 
transcendents and jade maidens take no spouses are mentioned as 
proof that such a decision is correct.

The Xianger specifically differentiates its position from the 
teachings of the bedchamber prevalent in its day, attributed to the 
Yellow Thearch, the Mysterious Woman, Gongzi, and Rongcheng.84 
It condemns practices of intercourse without ejaculation in hopes 
of recycling the essense to enrich the brain (chapter 9). Another 
criticism opposes the idea that the practitioner should “ borrow” 
pneumas from his or her sexual partner, arguing that it is better 
to conserve one's own essence in the kidneys (shen ^ ) , also called 
the Great Yin Ŝwhich is described as “ black” :85

For one who knows how to preserve the black, the virtues o f the 
Dao are constan tly presen t. They do n ot  borrow  from others. They 
w ould certain ly have to repay, and th is is not as good as possessin g 
it oneself.

� ▲ �# � �#

Only a few lines of the texts being criticized survive, and the com-
ments in the Xianger are at best cryptic, so we many never fully 
understand the Celestial Master teaching on sex, but the overall 
import is probably summed up in the following line:86
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84. Works on the arts of the bedchamber attributed to both the Yellow 
Thearch and Rongcheng are recorded in the Han shu bibliographic treatise 
mentioned above� see Han shu 30/1778-89.

85. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 28� Rao Zongyi 1991:38. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997��
125, where Bokenkamp understands �“ to repay,” as “ to give.”

86. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 28; Rao Zongyi 1991:38. Adapted from Boken-
kamp 1997:125.
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Only those who preserve their own [supply of essence], cutting off 

desires and shutting off yearnings, will be great without limit.

� �

I will return to this topic in later discussion of the sexual rite 

called M erging the Pneumas.

Authority in the Xiang er

Like many religions, the Celestial Master Daoists believed that 

the world had once been once a much better place than it was 

in their day.s7 That utopia was labeled “high antiquity”

! )Ŝwhereas their recent history was “ lower antiquity”

" ) . In high antiquityŜ the “ Dao was employedŜ” the rulers of 

the day ''personally revered and practiced it,5 and wmade them-

selves subservient to the Dao,M and, since anone of the officials or
subjects failed to pattern themselves on their ruler,” all “competed

with one another in loyalty and filiality.M In fact, all people were 
“ benevolent and righteous,” and “every family was benevolent 

and filiar5 so that that there was no need to distinguish the virtu-

ous. This was all in sharp contrast to the situation in their day, 

when ministers uall study deviant writings and practice argumen-

tation and deception,5, all throughout society the wsix relations 

are inharmonious,” 87 88 and a virtuous person is so rare that “ that 

person is praised by all in contradistinction to others.”

The Celestial Masters did not, however, constitute a revo-

lutionary force intent on overthrowing the imperial government. 

I noted in the last chapter that they coexisted with the secular 

administration of the empire in the Sichuan region for several 

decades before Liu Yan ordered Zhang Lu and Zhang Xiu to seize

87. This paragraph quotes passages from the commentary to chapter 18 as 

translated in Bokenkamp ��� �i��~� -
88. The six relations are variously defined but most commonly include the 

father, mother, older siblings, younger siblings, spouse, and sometimes off- 
spring. See, for example, the commentary to Shiji 62/2132, n. 4.
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Hanzhong, and that, after that, Zhang Lu was caught between 
the competing forces of Liu Yan and Liu Zhang, Cao Cao, and 
Liu Bei, all of whom sought to establish independent kingdoms. 
We find confirmation of this generally positive attitude toward 
secular authority in the Xiang'er^ first in the condemnation of 
regicide:89

When crazed, deluded90 people plot to usurp the position of and 
assassinate [the ruler], Heaven will certainly kill them. You must not 
do this.

� # �

T his is followed by a general sanctioning of rulers as having 
received the approbation of Heaven, or else they would not

� �1survive. 1

A kingdom cannot for one day be without a lord. When the essence 
of one of the Five Thearchs is to be born, the Yellow and the Luo 
Rivers proclaim his name, the essence appears among the seven 
lodgings, and the five weft-stars concur with them.92 Such persons 
are manifestly appointed by Heaven and charged with rule. They 
have no other choice. Those who are not entrusted with the realm 
must not wantonly hope for it.

89. Laozi Xiartg'er zhû  ch. 29� Rao Zongyi 1991:39. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997��
12 6 .

90. Following Rao (1991:39) in reading huo ^  for huo
9 1. Again Laozi Xiangfer zhuy ch. 29� Rao Zongyi 1991:39. Adapted from 

Bokenkamp �997:127. Bokenkamp translates the penultimate phrase “not ap- 
pointed by heaven,w apparently regarding the character xia as excrescent, 
perhaps because of the parallel with the next bit of commentary.

92. These are omens that accompany the transfer of the Mandate of Heaven. 
The [Yellow] River Chart and Luo Writing are magical diagrams said to appear 
at the beginning of a new reign. The seven lodgings represent one-quarter of 
the twenty-eight lunar lodgings and hence one quadrant of the sky and one 
cardinal direction, presumably that of the agent that will dominate during the 
coming reign. The weft-stars are the five planets visible to the naked eye (Mer-
cury, Venus, Mars, Saturn, Jupiter); the planets pass through and interact with 
the lodges, forming astrological omens.
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Thus, a secular lord was necessary, but it was still to be hoped that 
this ruler would accord with the Dao, for, uwhen the Dao is em-
ployed, officials are loyal and offspring are filial, and the kingdom 
is easy to govern.” Eventually, such an enlightened ruler will guide 
his state to the utopian condition known as Great Peace:93

Th e lord w h o govern s th e kin gdom  should strive to practice virtues 
o f the D ao; loyal officials w h o aid him should strive to practice the 
Dao. Th e D ao will becom e un iversal, and its virtues will overflow; 
then  Great  Peace will arr ive.

� ▲ � ▲ �

One aspect of such a ruler5s governance was to act as a barrier 
to the circulation of heretical ideas or deviant teachings. This 
duty is set forth in the commentary to the Laozi passage wLove 
the citizens and regulate the state but have no knowledge,5:94

Th e lord o f th e people, desir in g to cherish  his citizens so as to 
cause their longevity and to govern  the kingdom so as to bring 
abou t  Great  Peace, sh ould earnestly plumb the intentions o f the 
Dao and teach  his citizens, causin g them to know the perfection  of 
the Dao and n ot allowing them to know of false ways or  deviant 
knowledge.

� � � �
�

Here we see the two responsibilities of the Daoist ruler: first, to 
assure that his subjects live to an appropriate old age and, second,

93. LaoziXiang'er zbuy ch. 30� Rao Zongyi 1991:40-41, adapted from Boken- 
kamp 1997:128.

94. Laozi Xiang'er zhu,�ch. 10� Rao Zongyi 1991:13, adapted from Boken- 
kamp 1997:90.
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to see that the state embodies the ideal of Great Peace, a world 

where violence of any form is unknown and there is reasonable 

equanimity among citizens. Given the rather broad range of ideas 

that were classified as false or deviant by the Celestial Masters, 

this practically meant that the ruler must be a member of the 

faith, and in fact an advanced one, to be able to discern the “ inten- 

tions of the Dao.”

Thus, the ruler is essential to the Daoist program of tempo-

ral salvation in the face of a deteriorating society in the present. 

In chapter 35, we read that “ the transformative influence of the 

Dao proceeds down from the top,” andŜ for this reason, “ in its 

rule there are not two lords.’’9) Such a ruler, who models himself 

on the Dao, winning auspicious omens and eventually effecting 

the arrival of Great Peace, will merit the ultimate designation, 

that of a Daoist Lord • There is even hope for a ruler of only 

moderate faith because he will select worthy officials who will 

“ aid him by means of the DaoŜ” butŜ because so much depends 

on these ministers, if they should "depart one morning, the 

kingdom will be in danger of toppling by evening.A chieving 

order through only the ministers is inherently difficult, like 

“ water flowing to the west,” whereas all Chinese rivers flow east 

to the Pacific. With a truly unworthy ruler, who “discards the 

Dao,w the Dao will visit upon him all manner of natural disasters 

and demonic sprites as an admonishment, then hide away to 

watch, returning only when disorder reaches its peak to reimpose 

the rule of the Dao.

So, in addition to the unique role of the ruler, the minister 

and other officers of state have an important part to play in the 

implementation of Daoist governance. Does that mean that the 

Dao sanctions all social distinctions of a class society? Is there not 

some sort of program of social leveling inherent in the Daoist 

teachings?

There are certainly exhortations to be humble and to eschew 

wealth and glory. The transcendent noble, for example, does not 95

THE F O U N D I N G� IN TE R N A L  DOCUMENTS l�7

95. The quotations in this paragraph are all taken from Bokenkamp 1997��

���� � �



value “glory�rank, or wealth.” Many such ideas are expressed 
clearly in the text of the Laozi itself, so it is not surprising that the 
Xiang'er espouses a healthy suspicion of fame:96

W hen  th ere is glory, th ere is boun d to be disgrace. Daoists fear 
d isgrace; th erefore they do n ot lust after glory but only set their 
aspirat ion s on  the Dao.

� # �

Still, we find a rationalization given for those in power that 
Bokenkamp suggests may have functioned to increase the ap-
peal of the commentary, and presumably the movement, to the 
nobility:97

Kin gs and lords have succeeded their ancestors and therefore have 
illustr ious n am es but did n ot  seek them by force. The Dao permits 
th is and desires only that th ey strive to revere the Dao and practice 
the precepts, bein g neith er proud n or  conceited.

� �# � �
�

It is misguided to look for radical social views in a strongly 
morality-oriented religious movement that is deeply rooted in 
Chinese culture. Although the Celestial Master movement con-
demns significant elements of the Chinese tradition, as we have seen, 
the values that are central to most streams of Chinese thought, 
like benevolence, righteousness, filial piety, and loyalty, are enthu-
siastically championed. We shall see in a later chapter that the move-
ment did offer significant opportunities for social mobility and 
a unique role, for its time, to female members of the church, but

96. Laozi Xiattger zhu, ch. 28� Rao Zongyi 1991:38, adapted from Boken-
kamp 1997:125-26.

97. LaoziXiang'er zhu, ch. 32� Rao Zongyi 1991:44� Bokenkamp 1997:133, 
see second footnote.

l�8 T H E  F O U N D I N G� INTE RN AL  DOCUMENTS



we find in the commentary a doctrine promoting acceptance of 

one^ lot in life that reminds one of a classical Confucian author 

like Xunzi:98

THE FO U N D IN G� IN T E R N A L  DOCUMENTS l�9

W hether wealthy and exalted or im poverish ed and humble, all 
sh ould strive to keep to th eir  own path . For th ose of utmost sincer
ity, the Dao will be with them. The poor  and humble sh ould not 
belittle themselves, seekin g by force w ealth  and status. Th ose who 
do not seek th is by force, because they do not lose their posit ion s, 
will long endure.

� � � � �
# ��# 7

Wealth and status are really not proper goals for a good Dao- 

ist following the teachings of the Laozi as explained through the 

Xiang er commentary. A much more valued goal was the personal 

attention of the Most High Lord Lao. What I translate here as 

4tkeep to their own path,5 also implies "'keeping the Dao.?, Else-

where we are told that, uif you abandon deviant learning and only 

keep the Dao, the Dao will be with you” chapter 20). The Dao is 

like water and the believer is a fish so that, if he or she udoes not 

practice the precepts and keep the Dao,” the Dao will leave, and 

the individual will die like a fish out of water (chapter 36). Salva-

tion, then, does not depend on worldly success or on the perfor-

mance of difficult practices of self-cultivation but simply on being 

a good person as defined by the precepts of the Dao. This will keep 

the Dao close to you and “ thinking of you,” which is the meaning 

�{ xiang’er.99
The Dunhuang manuscript of the Xianger was copied in the 

sixth century. Authors through the Tang dynasty cite and quote 

the Xiang'er commentary, so it was in circulation for at least 

seven centuries. The precepts, arguably encompassing the most

98. Laozi Xiang'er zhu, ch. 33� Rao Zongyi 1991:45, adapted from Boken- 

kamp 1997:135.

99. On this point, see Bokenkamp 1997:61-62.
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important content of the commentary, circulated independently 
and were transmitted until today in at least three sources. During 
these centuries, the Xiang er commentary was an important docu-
ment for generation after generation of Celestial Master Daoists, 
and for nearly two millennia Daoists have vowed to uphold its 
precepts.



T H R E E

After the Fall: Daoism 
in the Third Century

hen, in 2 15 , Cao Cao conquered the Daoist community in
Hanzhong, he transferred large segments of the population 

to the Wei River valley region in the northwest and to the capital 
region in the central North China plain. In this way, Celestial 
Master Daoism was spread across the breadth of North China, a 
key development in its transformation into China's first national 
religion (see fig. 3). The population transfers must, however, have 
disrupted the early church in any number of ways. The system of 
parishes, tied to the geography of Sichuan, would no longer have 
been appropriate as an administrative network for the church. 
It is uncertain to what degree the eastern and western branches 
of the church remained in communication, or even continued to 
share a common hierarchy. Tao Hongjing records that Zhang Lu 
died in 216  and was buried near the Cao family stronghold of Ye, 
so we can presume that the central administration of the church 
was now in central China. We do not know who, if anyone, suc-
ceeded Lu as Celestial Master. The remark in his Record o f the 
Three Kingdoms biography that his son Fu succeeded him presum-
ably refers to his fief as marquis of Langzhong; there is no explicit 
statement that he also took up his father's ecclesiastical office. In 
fact, there is a huge gap in our records until the beginning of the 
fourth century� the only Daoist historical figures we can name for 
nearly one hundred years are the ancestors of fourth-century 
believers.
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f i g u r e  3. The Daoist diapora. Arrows indicate the forced relocation of Daoists 

by Cao Cao around 2 15  c e . Map by Angela R. Cunningham.

Three texts that can be reliably dated to the third century will 

form the basis for this chapter. First, we will take up two oracular 

revelations that address the members of the church directly. The 

first of these, titled Yangping Parish, is dated internally to shortly 

after 220 c e . The second, the Commands and Precepts for the Great 
Family o f the Dao, is dated to 255. Verellen has characterized the 

second of these as a “harangue.” This fits the first equally well—— 

both are exhortations to the faithful, full of criticism and bile. They 

might more properly be termed encyclicals, authoritative pro-

nouncements from a supernatural source circulated by the central 

church to all its branches. The third text is the Demon Statutes o f  

b /  B/ �N� � )Ŝwhich cannot be earlier than 

265 in its current form but was composed no later than the end 

of the third century. It is a unique text that gives us many insights 

into the Daoist worldview.



DAOISM IN THE TH IR D C E N TU R Y 1 1 3

Yangping Parish

The Zhang Pu stele of 173  c e  was both our first clearly datable 

piece of evidence for the Celestial Master church and our first evi-

dence for the key role played by spirit revelation in its early his-

tory. The first two documents I examine in this chapter are testi- 

mony to the continuing vibrancy of this tradition through the 

third century. When, in the mid-fourth century, we find the first 

major reforms occurring within the Celestial Master church by 

incorporating elements of the southern occultist tradition, direct 

spirit revelation is again the vehicle.

The exhortatory tract Yangping Parish announces by

its title that the speaker is a Celestial Master. Yangping was the 

highest of the parishes, led first by Zhang Daoling and, since 

then, by a lineal descendant.1 Here it is the now deified Daoling 

himself who speaks through some sort of medium. The tract is 

suffused with this authority and is found in a collection of early 

church literature titled Ritual Texts o f  Correct Unity: The Scrip-
ture o f Precepts and Codes, Teachings o f the Celestial Master IE- * 

.2 The term /z_jo  �“ teaching,” in this title 

seems to have been a technical term for spirit revelations from an 

authoritative source. It is likely that Yangping Parish was com-

posed shortly after 220, the latest date mentioned in the text, and 

almost certainly before 231. The latter is mentioned as the date 

of a key event in the second encyclical, the Commands and Pre-
cepts for the Great Family o f the Dao^ yet is not mentioned here. 

Here is the text 3

1. See Zhengyi fawen chuati dugongban y i lb.
2. The four-character introduction to the scriptural title is the name of the 

first Celestial Master canon, compiled during the Six Dynasties period (265- 
589) with its first surviving witness being the Wiws/wwg w/yao !  of 563 
(46/i6b-i8a). See Schipper and Verellen 2004:9-11. Some surviving scriptures 
with this designation seem quite early, like the tracts discussed in th is chapter, 
whereas others show clear influence from Buddhist scriptures and must be no 
earlier than the late fourth century.

3. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao  jieke jing 2�a-2ib.
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Th e Teach in g says: I in struct the Five Pneumas, Central Pneumas, 
Supervisors o f Deities, Circulatin g Pneumas of the Four Sectors, Left 
an d Righ t O verseers o f Deities, and Parish-Heading Libationers of 
th e tw en ty-four par ish es, the leaders of the alternate parishes, and 
the un assign ed parish  citizen s both  male and female, young and old. 
I received th e Dao on  th e first day o f the fifth month of the inaugural 
year  o f th e Han  Peace reign period [142] from the royal divine 
pn eum a o f the First Em peror  o f the Han. Taking five bushels of rice 
as a pledge offerin g, I w an ted to cause all those worthy individuals 
w h o could attain  tran scen den ce to rise up and be saved. You people 
are all so difficult to teach . I can n ot talk to you. You turn right into 
w ron g an d con sider ben t  to be straight. At this confluence of a thou
san d years, w h at sh ould I do about you? I have followed the Su
prem e Lord  Lao as he traveled to the end of the earth in all eight 
direction s, traveling am on gst  the citizens in order to select the seed 
citizen , but in the end w e could find none at all. Neither among the 
com m on ers n or  all o f you  was there anyone who qualified to be a 
seed. You on ly lust after glory, wealth , money and possessions, grain, 
silk brocade, and filmy cotton s. You think your only concern is to 
care for your wives and ch ildren . You extort the taxes of other [mas
ter s5] citizens, collect th eir  cash  and goods. You steal the services of 
the com m on ers solely to create citizen households. You cultivate ag
riculture an d forge plow sh ares4 in order to care for your wives and 
slaves. You con sider yourselves correct and others wrong, hoping to 
obtain  fame for  your accom plish m en ts. You adorn  your person  and 
m ake yourself wealthy, lust  unrestrainedly for cash  and possessions. 
Your h ouseh olds are not h arm on ious; jealousy rules them. Men  and 
w omen, youn g and old, talk about each other, taking turns to slan
der and defam e. Your loose talk fills the roads, and you say some
th ing differen t when the person 's back is turned. If others say some- 
th ing differen t from you, you turn on  them and say they are jealous. 
You are not pruden t in dealin g with the spirits, n or do you worry 
about the Heavenly Dao. You cause the pneumas to be con fused and 
disordered. W ho should be accused o f these crimes? Each  o f you 
claims to have received a secret Teaching, speculating about how to 
act on  the basis of precedents. I cannot stand you people any longer!

4. Readingx/a ^  as a graphic error for duan ^  and si ^  as a graphic/phonetic 
error for si These are admittedly bold emendations, but, as presently repre-
sented, the phrase cannot be construed.
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I want to seize you and make you face a bill o f indictment. Do you 
have any idea what that would mean? You libationers and leaders, 
men and wom en, young and old, you are all so benighted! You are 
no different from the profane! You say one thing but think another. 
You have a human's head but the heart of an animal. You show no 
moderation in the bedchamber, giving free rein to your lascivious 
emotions. M en and wom en, young and old do not correct each other. 
You are so benighted. As a group your conduct is filthy and defiled, 
and you have abandoned the path o f the master. Lord Lao, the M ost 
High, having projected on the basis o f previous events, has estab-
lished guiding principles and raised high the net [of justice]. Previous 
actions will be used to assess for punishment those leaders who have 
been entrusted with responsibilities and libationers who were as-
signed parishes, executing three or four of every ten, so that they can 
return to the Heavenly Bureaus to be interrogated and tortured as 
punishment for their crimes. You people, be wary of this! The pneu- 
mas will move quickly. At most a year or two. Within the next three 
years, you people will hear about it. He is going to make you people 
see it with your own eyes. Could you fail to be wary of this? Are 
there still a few old-timers or not among the various libationers and 
leaders? Since the Jian 'an  period or the first year o f Huangchu 
[220 c e], all the various leaders and libationers have cited a Teaching 
to create their own parishes. They no longer obtain them according 
to the former rules o f the Dao. They do not make you people per-
form [the promotion ritual] according to the Teachings of my Yang-
ping, Lutang, and Hem ing parishes. These actions you take, are they 
in accord with former precedents or not? If they are auspicious, why 
am I so anxious? I am anxious to turn my attention to getting in 
touch with the people o f the parish. The Determiner of Pneumas has 
sent down teachings, telling you all what Lord Lao, the M ost High, 
has passed on, that he wants to make all of you take care, to earnestly 
exert yourselves and further to exhort yourselves for the sake o f the 
Dao to maintain all o f the principles and to encourage the common-
ers to convert.

� �

� � �
� � � ^ � �

� � � �
� ! � �
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In this tract, the church founder Zhang Daoling inveighs 
against a series of practices that are against the morality of the 
Celestial Master church. Many are topics mentioned in the Xianger 
commentary. The focus on wealth and goods giving rise to greed 
and envy is familiar. The accusation that church members pursue 
sex without moderation is also familiar from that text. The con-
demnation of deception, slander, backbiting, and hypocrisy is not 
unprecedented either.

There are other passages, however, that give us new insight 
into the faith. The claim that believers do not correct each other 
brings us face to face with the communal religion in a way that at 
least the surviving portions of the Xiang'er do not. The mention 
of the parishes and a number of officers within the church is our 
first clear reference in a datable document to these features. I will 
return to this for a more detailed examination in the next section, 
but note that there were already disputes within the church about 
how one should make appointments to one of these offices and how 
to fill them with believers. The forced conversion of the profane
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is condemned as “ raid[ing] the commoners,” but the piece ends 
with an exhortation to evangelize.

Revelation plays an important role in these developments. 
Notice the repeated references to Teachings.5 There are both le-
gitimate Teachings, verified by someone called the Determiner of 
Pneumas, and unreliable ones, cited by individuals to justify their 
assumption of a new title or their creation of a new parish with-
out verification from the central church.

Here we see that the dynamism imparted to the movement 
by the power of direct, unmediated contact with the divine had 
both positive and negative effects. Zhang Daoling is here speak-
ing to his faithful from beyond the grave, from the divine posi-
tion that he has assumed at the side of the Most High Lord Lao 
(or should it here be the Most High Demonic Lao?). His proper 
Teachings are communicated through the three exalted parishes 
of Yangping, Lutang, and Heming, verified by the Determiner of 
Pneumas, and he expects that the faithful will heed and obey 
them. But he condemns other libationers for claiming that their 
own Teachings supersede the authority of those central parishes 
and their officers. Here I think we see the breakdown in central 
authority caused by the uprooting of the Hanzhong community 
and the scattering of its inhabitants. One can well imagine that 
the Daoists dispatched to the northwest, an area that would have 
taken weeks to communicate with the Celestial Master in Ye, 
might have found divine forces speaking to them directly in fill-
ing church vacancies or crafting new parishes to minister to the 
faithful in this unfamiliar environment. Surely it is not surpris-
ing that they might wspeculat[e] about how to act on the basis of 
precedents.” This encyclical is thus issued by the center in an at-
tempt to reclaim control over the widely scattered parishes of the 
church.

We also have a new and deeper understanding through this 
document of the utopian world of Great Peace. In the Xiang'er^

5�� use the capitalized Teaching to refer to spirit revelations from authorita-
tive church figures as opposed to simple doctrinal elements.
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this had seemed a realizable goal, dependent on a sage ruler who 

understood the intentions o f the Dao and implemented them 

through his rule. Here for the first time we hear of the Mseed citi- 

zens” who are destined to populate that world. 

They are to be individually selected by the Most High, accompa-

nied by Z h an g Daoling, on the basis of personal conduct. It may 

be that the Xiang^r w as intended as a more public document that 

avoided this topic or that it was indeed mentioned in the half of 

that com m entary that has been lost. But it seems likely that, with 

the dissolution of the Hanzhong community and the promise 

that it held, the movement has taken an apocalyptic turn. Now it 

seems that Great Peace will only be reached after millenarian 

disasters that will kill o ff  30 to 40 percent of the community as 

unworthy. M oreover, these disasters are not in some far-off future 

but w ill begin uat most within the next year or two [or three]/' 

This is no doubt the reason for the closing comment on continued 

evangelization.

Church Offices

The Yangping Parish encyclical begins with an invocation of its 

audience through a series of offices, presumably beginning with 

the highest and proceeding to the average citizen. I am not sure, 

however, that we are warranted in assuming that this is a compre-

hensive list of all church offices. At the least, it seems likely that 

within the “ unassigned citizens” that are mentioned last there may 

well have been finer divisions. Moreover, there is no mention here 

of the Determiner of Pneumas, who is mentioned in the body of 

the text as well as the Commands and Precepts  ̂ or the True Pneu- 

mas  mentioned in that text.

The only sources earlier than this to mention church offices 

are the historical accounts, which refer only to libationers and 

parish-heading great libationers, and the Zhang Pu stele, which 

mentions only libationers. Both libationers and parish-heading 

libationers (without the “great” but presumably the same office)
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occur in this source, but none of the alternate names given in 
historical sources, like “demon clerk” or “demon trooper,” are 
found here or in any other surviving Celestial Master source.

The offices above the rank of libationer are poorly understood. 
The offices of Five Pneumas and Central Pneumas are mentioned 
in a passage discussing the seating order at banquets from the 
otherwise \ost Scripture o f the Essential Teaching � ��

The seating begins with the Five Pneumas at the head; [next] is the 
Central Pneumas, then the Correct Parish, then the Inner Parish, 
then the Alternate Parish and Unassigned Pneumas, then the One 
Hundred Fifty Generals Register, then the Seventy-Five Generals 
Register, then the Ten Generals Register, then the Adolescents, then 
the Transcendent Officers, then the Upper Numinous Officers, then 
the Renewed Mandates.

!� � � � � �

� � � � ^ �! �

�

This text dates to no earlier than the fifth century, so it is not 
surprising that there have been some changes, but the church hi-
erarchy seems to be basically the same. We do, however, see much 
more differentiation at lower levels of the structure. In particular, 
this source introduces the concept of registers (/w )Ŝwhich are 
ordination documents certifying a level of accomplishment. We 
will look at registers in more detail in chapter 7.

We are in a better position to explain the next three posts, the 
Supervisors of Deities, the Circulators of Pneumas for the Four 
Sections, and the Left and Right Overseers of Deities. The first and 
third do occur in a list of twenty-four church offices preserved in 
the Tang Daoist encyclopedia Sack o f Pearls o f the Three Caverns,

6. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9/8a-b. The scripture quoted here presumably in-
cluded the liturgy for the Fete of the Essential Teaching which it was
claimed was an early Celestial Master ritual, but Lii Pengzhi (2010) has shown 
that it was created after the Lingbao revelations of the 390s.
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and the second may occur with a slight variation in title.7 There we 
read of the duties of the Supervisor of Deities:

In ch arge o f selectin g the wise and worthy, and demoting the false 
an d evil, respon din g to and assembling the various pneumas. In 
ch arge o f all those w h o have offended or disobeyed.

�� � � �

As for the Overseers o f Deities, which is divided into posts of the 
left, occupied by males, and of the right, occupied by females, 
their duties are as follows:

In ch arge o f in vestigatin g the statements of all offenses committed 
h eretofore, com pilin g th em  in to a document, examining the bene
fits an d h arm s [en gen dered by the offenses], restraining [the faith
ful] from  m istakes and er rors, and converting an d enlightening con- 
cern in g the precepts an d orders.

� � � �

From these descriptions, it would seem that the overseers are 
lower-level officials who deal with the offenses of the average 
Daoist citizen, perhaps being directly engaged in the creation of 
the Handwritten Missives to the Three Offices that we read about 
in the historical accounts of the foundation period. The supervi-
sors have a similar function in combating evil but are focused on 
selecting worthy individuals for promotion and office.

The title Circulator of Pneumas does not occur in this list, but 
we do find a Circulator o f Deities:

In charge o f distributing the pneum as and propagat in g conversion  
to illuminate the teachings o f the Dao.

� �

7. 2/ For a full translation of this list of offices,
see chapter 8.
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Given the description of the duties assigned, it seems possible that 
an alternate term for this post was Circulator of Pneumas. We can 
assume that the Four Sections in the encyclical refer to the four 
cardinal directions, with one officer being assigned to promote 
converts in each direction.8

We have also mentioned the office of Determiner of Pneu-
mas (jueqi who is mentioned in both Yangping Parish and
the Commands and Precepts. This office does not occur among 
the twenty-four offices, but there is again one that sounds very 
similar:

Th e Supervisor  of Determ in ation s: In charge o f demonic pneuma 
men and w omen , who are possessed by pneumas and transmit words. 
Supervises the determ in ation  of Teach ings, distinguish ing am on g 
Ch in ese Yi barbar ian  Hu barbar ian  Rong barbar ian  Di barbar 
ian , Di’ barbar ian� an d Qian g barbarian , and between  authen tic and 
false [pn eum as].9

8. Although it is not direct evidence, in support of this interpretation we can
cite the Register o f  the Pneumas o f the Most Htgh9s Twenty-Four Parishes 

 in the Tang period DZ 1209 me”gw/e/ 0 /w i3 b -
16b. In this text we find the twenty-four posts have been transformed into 
register spirits and each assigned to a parish, but we do find Circulators of 
Pneumas of the East, South, and West, though oddly none of the north, as well 
as a Left and Right Supervisor of the Circulation of Qi 

9. The various types of barbarian are traditionally associated with different 
directions, w ith the Yi in the east, the Hu in the west, and the Di in the north, 
but the D i’ are related to the Qiang tribes in the northwest and were in close 
contact with the Daoists in Hanzhong (Taniguchi 1976 argues they were 
converted to Daoism). The Ba peoples are sometimes referred to as Ba-Yi 
barbarians. The term for Chinese is Qin, the word that is at the origin of most 
Western names for China. It was used as a general term for Chinese in the 
northwest from at least Latter Han times. We see these non-Chinese peoples 
integrated into the Celestial Master cosmology in a petition in Nuqing guilti 
(3/28a), which invokes: MThe Green Thearch of the East, Lord of the Nine Y i��
the Red Thearch of the South, Lord of the Eight Man; the White Thearch of 
the West, Lord of the Six Rong; the Black Thearch of the North, Lord of the 
Five Di; and the Yellow Thearch of the Center, Lord of the Three Chinese” �

� � � � �
• Given this integration, it is not surprising that spirit communications 

might be relayed by a non-Chinese figure.



� � �

This is an office specifically dedicated to authenticating spirit 
communications. Given the multiethnic character of the early 
Daoist community, it cannot be assumed that a Teaching from a 
non-Chinese pneuma was necessarily a false one. If the Deter-
miner of Pneumas is not an alternate term for this office, it is per-
haps his or her subordinate.10

Most of the twenty-four offices, translated in chapter 8, are 
never mentioned in Daoist scriptures, and we must depend on the 
brief description preserved in the Tang for our understanding of 
them.11 M any seem concerned with recordkeeping for the com-
munity, tracking individual conduct as well as that of parish lead-
ers, recording additions through birth to or subtractions through 
death from individual Daoist families, recording meritorious acts 
like the performance o f ritual, and recommending individuals 
for promotion on that basis. One office, the Director of Pneumas 

is devoted to organizing the Three Assemblies (see the sec-
tion below on the ritual calendar) and scheduling requests for 
healing rituals. The office of Solemn Decorum  oversees 
proper etiquette, whereas the Regulator of Pneumas  makes 
sure that relations among ranks and offices follow established 
norms. Interestingly, there is an office called Equalizer of Integ-
rity that roots out corruption that would result in differences

10. Cedzich dismisses this identification as having “ little reason or evidence” 
and proposes to read the phrase as verbal but never offers a translation of any of 
the sentences where it occurs that would show how such a reading could actually 
be applied to the grammar (2009:25, n. 53). See note 8 above for an example of 
an office mentioned in Yangping Parish to which the prefix wsupervisor,> has been 
added. Cedzich also insists that ''this by no means endorses spirit-mediumship 
as a regular praxis" of the Celestial Masters, bur this is difficult to reconcile 
with predominance of spirit-written texts among the surviving documents of the 
early church and the frequent references to spirit revelation.

11. I have profited much from the comments on some of these offices by
Cedzich (2009:22-25). My doubts concerning some of her interpretations are
recorded in the notes to the list in chapter 8, but it must be admitted that the
language is often obscure and no one can be sure of its proper interpretation.
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in the amount of food and drink consumed by members. Some 
offices are focused on the larger world and even supernatural 
realms, like the Supervisor of Merit who evaluates the con-
duct of profane deities; the Submitter of Pneumas who re-
ports upon them to the Heavens; and the Great Director of At- 
tacks Ŝwho launches assaults on those deemed deviant or 
evil. It is not surprising that we find three offices, the Circulator 
of Deities Ŝthe Circulator of Teachings Ŝand the Pneuma 
of the Dao responsible for propagating the faith and con-
verting evildoers.

The titles of these offices do not tell us much about their re-
sponsibilities, with fully eleven of twenty-four, or nearly half, 
including the word Mpneuma,5 and the pneumas representing any-
thing from forces within the believer^ body to profane spirits, 
meteorological phenomena, and manifestations of the Dao itself. 
We are indeed fortunate that this guide was preserved in a Tang 
era encyclopedia. The original was part of a major text called the 
Statutes o f the Mystic Capital^ of which only a small portion sur-
vives.12 We do not really know how these offices were distributed��
whether each parish was supposed to have one of each office,13 or 
perhaps two, male of the right and female of the left, giving a full 
complement of forty-eight; or whether each post was assigned to 
a different parish, perhaps then yielding only one or two (male 
and female) per parish (I propose a historical solution to this 
problem in chapter 8). In fact, there is an alternate ordering that 
enumerates only twelve posts but with a left (male) and right (fe-
male) version of each and assigns one to each of the twenty-four 
primary parishes; this is then followed by eight posts assigned to 
the eight “roving parishes” see below), for a total of twenty rather 
than twenty-four posts.14 This list is credited to Zhang Bian �

12. DZ 188 Xuandu liiwen. The final compilation of the present text was no 
earlier than the Tang because of continuous additions as the situation within 
the church changed, but it includes much authentic early material. See Jiang 
Boqin 1991; Schipper and Verellen 2004:469-70.

13. This is the assumption of Cedzich (2009:22).
14. Sec Shoulu cidi faxin y i i9b-23a. This source credits Zhang Lu with es 

tablishing the eight posts in roving parishes. See also Chen Guofu 1963:346-
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the thirteenth-generation Celestial Master, who lived during the 
Liang dynasty (sixth century), but gives no indication of the du-
ties of each post. Some of the more prosaic recordkeeping offices 
must have been present in each parish. With the transformation 
o f the parishes in subsequent centuries, many of these offices 
came to be interpreted as divine postings, each associated with a 
different parish.15

The Parish System

I have mentioned the system of parishes several times, but having 
encountered the first clearly datable reference to this administra-
tive network, it is appropriate here to examine it in greater detail.1(1 
The character for p a r ish "  can be read as a verb in level tone, chi 
'/n, meaning 4tto govern, administer,M and the derived noun zhiy 
in falling tone, meant the administrative center of a governmental 
unit like a county or commandery. We should first note that a 
system of twenty-four has several natural analogues within Chi-
nese culture, including the twenty-four seasonal nodes of the 
solar calendar, which are so vital to farming life because they 
truly demarcate the seasons, and indeed they are named after 
seasonal and climatic events (the Chinese lunar calendar varies 
from year to year by as much as six weeks, making it almost 
worthless for the purposes of planting or harvesting). Another 
analogue within the Daoist world was the human body, which 51

51. Chen suggests that the Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital ordering reflects the 
North after the reforms of Kou Qianzhi, whereas the Zhang Bian ordering 
reflects the South; however, the example of Li Dong  in the Z � ��

(2�/i3b) does not accord with the “southern” list and would only make sense 
if each parish had a full complement of officers. This is explicitly stated for two 
offices that occur only in the “ southern” roving parish list in yacm’w 
chao 10/ib. See chapter 8 for fu ll details.

15. See DZ 1209 Taishattg zhengyi mengwei falu I3b-i6b , which Schipper 
and Verellen date to the Tang (2004:469-70), and the Southern Song DZ 1167 
Taishang ganyingpian 28/14a-b.

16. For an excellent exposition of the mature system of parishes, see Verellen 

2003b.
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comprised three distinct levels, centering on the head, the chest, 

and the abdomen. Each has a set of eight gods inhabiting and 

regulating it. The parishes are also presented as an upper, middle, 

and lower set of eight.

The Statutes o f the Mystic Capital describes the parish in the 

following way: uThe parish is what the nature, fate, soul, and spirit 

depend upon” � .17 The parish provided a 

variety of functions to the early church communities. Believers 

went to its ritual center when confronting a personal problem like 

misfortune or bad health and on fixed occasions like the Three 

Assemblies, held annually on the seventh day of the first month, 

the seventh day of the seventh month, and the fifth day of tenth 

month. The libationers assigned to a parish would respond to 

individual emergencies by offering a petition to the Daoist Heav-

ens. On the Three Assemblies, they would first preach a sermon, 

then offer a communal feast for church members. This was also 

the time when they collected the grain tithe, which supplied the 

feast and fed the libationers. Rosters of population were main-

tained in the parish and memorialized to Heaven on these days as 

well. The parish no doubt also fulfilled a sort of judicial function, 

resolving disputes within the community.

Given all of these functions, it is curious that the original 

twenty-four parishes are all reported to have been on mountains. 

In Sichuan, a paddy rice growing area, the population was highly 

concentrated on the plains. Even though the relevant mountains 

were not high, it would have been a considerable trek each time 

individuals wanted to visit their parish. Given the dense popula-

tion of the Sichuan region, it seems likely that there were subor-

dinate libationers living much closer to population centers and 

ministering to daily needs. A trip to the local parish would then 

have been a rather infrequent outing, perhaps taken only on the 

Assembly days or when some special need arose.

We have seen that by 255, the time of the revelation of the

17. This passage does not appear in the Xuandu liiwen found in the canon, 
which is only a small portion of the original work, but is quoted in Sandong 

zhunang 7/1 a.
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Com m ands and Precepts text, church members believed that the 

original twenty-four parishes were included in the revelation to 

Zhang Ling by the M ost High Lord Lao that began the movement 

in 14 2 . Only the attestation of the office of libationer and the rice 

tithe is earlier. Yet it is hard to imagine that the system was more 

than notional at that time, simply because Zhang Ling did not yet 

have a network of believers across the rather vast area covered by 

theparishsystem.Evenifsuchasystemoforganizationwaspres- 

ent before the period of intense evangelization, one can well 

imagine that originally the twenty-four parishes were laid out on 

a much smaller grid.18 Still, no trace of this period survives. In-

stead, in the earliest records, the parishes are centered, to be sure, 

on the Chengdu plain but extend north to Hanzhong, south to 

the Yangzi, east to the Ba region, and west to the foothills of the 

Tibetan plateau.

The three most exalted parishes, all tied closely to the Celes-

tial Master himself, are grouped in close proximity to the north 

and east of Chengdu, two in what was at the time Fan county 

(modern Xinfanzhen and one in neighboring Linqiong �
� county (modern Qionglai I8 )Ŝboth of Shu commandery. In

fact, six of the top eight and seven of the twenty-four parishes 

were in Shu commandery. If you combine Guanghan commandery, 

which abuts it to the north, and Qianwei, its neighbor to the south, 

this accounts for nineteen of the twenty-four. We are surely justi-

fied in seeing this area as the geographical origin of the movement, 

especially since one of the three highest parishes (interestingly 

enough, however, only the third) was on Mount Crane-Call, where 

the Most High appeared to Zhang Ling, founding the religion. It 

was Yangping parish, as I have mentioned, that was the seat of the 

Celestial Master. The leader of that parish, first called “ Parish- 

Leading Libationer” and later “Director of Merit” � was always 

a lineal descendant of the first Celestial Master, Zhang Daoling.

18. A similar sort of expansion tracking the growth o f Chinese civilization 
is evident in the system of the five marchmounts in which the northern and 
southern marchmounts were moved repeatedly. See Robson 2009.
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It is uncertain how this system transformed once the Celestial 

Master no longer physically occupied Yangping parish, moving 

first to Hanzhong and then to the headquarters of the Cao family 

in Ye (west of modern Linzhang, Hebei), but the Commands and 

Precepts argues for the continued authority of the top three par-

ishes. One list of the original twenty-four includes one to the west 

in Yuesui commandery, one to the east in Ba commandery, three 

in Hanzhong, and one in the capital of Chang^n.19 We do not 

know to what degree Celestial Master believers throughout the 

Sichuan area might have immigrated to be part of the Hanzhong 

theocracy, but we do have a record of the ancestor of Li Te �

(ca. 245-303)Ŝwho moved there from Dangqu modern Quxian 

in southeastern Sichuan) together with five hundred house-

holds of relatives and retainers, two thousand or more people.20 We 

cannot be sure if they retained their parish identities when they 

moved, but it seems likely that some members of that group were 

at least libationers, and this must have had a distorting effect on the 

parish system. When the inhabitants of Hanzhong were trans-

ferred, the disruption would have been even greater.

This may well be why we find a set of four "supplementary 

parishes55 (beizhi fi'/p , although several sources say that they were 

known as ''alternate parishes/5 biezhi SU'/p j  to outsiders) revealed 

to Zhang Lu through his father, Zhang Heng (who was long 

dead), at dawn on the day of the first of the Three Assemblies 

(February 1 by Western reckoning) in 198.21 This created a group 

of twenty-eight, which could be aligned one-to-one with the 

twenty-eight lunar lodges that divide the Chinese celestial equa-

tor. Sometimes known as “star-lodge parishes” 

/n), these would have allowed individuals to be assigned to par-

ishes not on the basis of their place of residence, but rather on

19. The last is truly a bit surprising, but perhaps it is the result of missionary 
activity among the elite. Moreover, the capital region was home to many non- 
Chinese, and a presence there might explain Zhang Lu's ties to Ma Chao and 
others from that area, mentioned in the preceding chapter.

20. Ren Naiqiang 1 9 8 7 :4 ^ ;  Jin  shu 120/3022.
21. Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao 7/sb.
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when they were born. This arrangement would have been ideal 
for a situation where individuals from a variety of places were 
mixing together. It would hardly have been practical to squeeze 
them all into the three parishes that were actually located in Han- 
zhong, and such a solution would have left the libationers and other 
church officers, who could not easily change parish, in a difficult 
situation. The star-lodge parishes were not, however, a permanent 
solution. I w ill return to this topic in chapter 8 on libationers. 
In fact, some of the tensions that developed in this system were 
already apparent in the next church encyclical we shall con-
sider, the Commands and Precepts for the Great Family of the Dao 
of 255.

Commands and Precepts for 
the Great Family o f the Dao

The same collection of Celestial Master teachings that preserved 
Yangping Parish contains another encyclical, the Commands and 
/Veceph /br Djo  ��� The date
of this text is disputed, largely because scholars did not under-
stand the way wQinJ, 0 is used in the text (and other early docu-
ments) to mean Chinese rather than to refer to any specific dynasty 
named Qin. The text states the date of its revelation, the seventh 
day of the first month, hence the day of the First Assembly, of the 
second year o f Corrected Prime �or January 3 1 Ŝ 255 c e ,23 
and there is no reason to doubt this. As Ofuchi and Bokenkamp 
have shown, the date fits the contents well and accords with the 
dates of other pieces in the Scripture o f Precepts and Codes, Teach-
ings o f  the Celestial Master. Since Bokenkamp has already offered

22 . For an introduction to and full translation of this text, see Bokenkamp 
1997:149-85.

23. Bokenkamp gives February 1 (1997:177)Ŝoff by one day. I base myself on 
the Academia Sinica online tables at http://sinocal.sinica.edu.tw/ (accessed Oc-
tober 17, 2015). Bokenkamp may have been basing his calculations on the Shu- 
Han calendar, which started the year one day larer in 255.

http://sinocal.sinica.edu.tw/
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a full translation of this text, here I will only translate and discuss 
selected passages.

The piece begins with a recounting of history from a distinc-
tively Daoist perspective. All begins with the Great Dao, which 
spontaneously produced the universe out of primordial chaos, 
then ordered it through the production of three subtle pneumas: 
the Mystic (xuan ^ ) ,  which is black and represents Heaven; the 
Inaugurating (shi $p), which is yellow and represents Earth; and 
the Primordial (yuan 7c), which is white and represents the Dao. 
They act as the parents of all living creatures. Everything that is 
eternal, embodying these pneumas, possesses essences and gods. 
The pneumas gave birth to Heaven, Earth, and Humankind, giv-
ing rise to nine pneumas, which are vital to the viscera and organs 
of the body and must be preserved by performing good deeds and 
keeping the Dao. Although much of this is reminiscent of the 
teachings of the Xiang'er commentary, it is the first clearly articu-
lated Daoist cosmogony.

Coming to our age of Lower Antiquity, lust led to deviance 
and falseness, to cravings for wealth and bribes, and hence illness 
arose. Beginning with the reign of the Yellow Thearch and con-
tinuing through the X ia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties, humanity 
turned to war and violence, which only one person in ten thousand 
survived. The Dao, valuing human life, first manifested in Langya 
(modern Shandong, but near Zhang Ling’s ancestral home in 
Jiangsu) to reveal the Way of Great Peace to Gan Ji • Although 
the Xiang'er often refers to Great Peace, this is the first explicit 
confirmation that one inspiration for the Celestial Masters was 
the Scripture o f Great Peace. Further on, however, the Commands 
and Precepts condemns Zhang Jue leader of the Yellow Tur-
bans movement that was more directly founded on the Scripture 
o f Great Peace.

This initial attempt at conversion met, however, with only 
limited success because the pneumas were still insignificant. The 
Way of Great Peace supplied the people with food, which led them 
to make sacrifices to the gods. In what seems today a rather anach-
ronistic move, the Dao then manifested in the west of China as 
Laozi. Realizing that the conditions were not sufficient to realize



Great Peace, he provided the “oral instructions of an enlightened 
teacher” in the form of the Five-Thousand-Character Scripture 
(i.e., the Daodejing). Despite these instructions for the cultivation 
o f one's life and strict prohibitions on conduct, the people were 
foolish, and few were saved.

Laozi then went into the west to teach the Dao to the barbar-
ians, giving them extremely strict prohibitions that included a ban 
on sexual activity and killing living beings for food. Because the 
barbarians could not put their faith in the Dao, he further mani-
fested as a perfected transcendent, at which point they finally 
shaved their heads and accepted the faith. This is a very positive 
understanding of Buddhism as a wtrue Dao,55 albeit in an altered 
form adapted for a non-Chinese population. The text says, uThis 
was not merely for the barbarians and not for the Chinese, so that 
the Chinese would not get the perfected Dao/5

This promise was realized with his next manifestation at the 
beginning of the Han dynasty, when the Dao bestowed the book
of the transcendent Lord Yellow Stone on Zhang Liang Ŝan
advisor to the Han founder, Liu Bang, who some authors consider 
an ancestor o f Zhang Daoling.24 Then, in a passage already cited, 
while the last rulers of the Han were running roughshod over the 
country, the Dao took pity on the people and appeared to Zhang 
Daoling as the Newly Emerged Demonic Lao, appointing him 
Celestial Master. This is, then, the second earliest account (after 
Yangping Parish) of the revelation and records the exact date and 
place that would be enshrined in church lore from this point for-
ward. The twenty-four parishes were established and the Three 
Pneumas distributed to them to govern the citizens.

Alas, people still did not reform but merely Competed in lust-
ing after an age of luxury, each claiming higher status than the 
other, disobeying the Dao and betraying virtue” (� �

� ▲ . It: was this “enjoyment of disorder” that gave rise to

24. Shiji 55/2034-35 records Zhang Liangs mysterious encounter with an 
old man named Lord Yellow Stone, who tests Liang and rhen bestows on him 
a book, saying, MIf  you read this, you w ill become rhe master o f  a king." Cf. 
Han shu 40/2024.
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the rebellion of the Yellow Turbans. The text asks the faithful, 
“ Do you know who Zhang Jue was?” implying that he had a secret, 
unsavory identity known only to members of the church.

The next passage is both difficult and important, and opinion 
is split on how to interpret it, so I treat it in detail:25

The Dao caused the last  successors [to the H an  dynasty] to divide 
the pn eum as and rule the citizens o f H an zh on g for more than  forty 
years. Th e Dao forbade a genuine Inaugural year. The stories about  
divine tran scen den ts w ere prom ulgated by the Dao. How could you 
consider the Xiang er,�the [Scripture o f  the] M arvelous Perfected�����
and the Seven-Character Verses o f  the Three Divines�n ot to be 
genuine?26 Alas, h ow sad! When ou r  righ teous kingdom w as top 
pled, th ose w h o died escapin g numbered in the tens of th ousan ds, 
which h arm ed people's resolve. Ever since the migrations and tran s
fers [of popu lat ion ], you have been  spread across the realm. The 
Dao then saved your lives again  an d again . Som etim es the Deter
miner of Pneumas spoke to you, som etim es there were form er of
ficers and com m an ders who corrected you, an d yet you still did not  
believe. Th is is extrem ely lamentable. If you wan t the m orn ing to 
come, the sun  must first set. If you want Great  Peace, there must 
first be disorder. H um an  evil cannot be eliminated. There must first 
be w arfare, illness, floods, drough t, and death . You fellows have an

25. Cf. Bokenkamp 1997:172-73. My translation differs from his in numer 
ous respects.

26. There is a gap of four characters in the text following the mention of 
the Xiang'er, suggesting that originally another scripture was also mentioned 
in this list. Bokenkamp takes “ Marvelous Perfected” to be an epithet of the 
Most High Lord Lao and hence considers this part of the extended reference 
to the Scripture o f  the Yellow Court (1997:172, n. 3), but Ofuchi points out 
that there was a text called the Scripture o f  the M arvelous Perfected  that was 
closely associated with theX/a«gVr and shares some of its teachings (1991:268- 
70). It is cited frequently in sixth-century sources like the Wushang miyao. 
Contra Bokenkamp (183, n. 3), leaving blanks equivalent to the number of 
missing characters is a common way to indicate lacunae in texts of the M ing 
Daoist canon (e.g., DZ 335 Taishang Dongyuart shenzhou jing  3/9b9~io, 
where the verse structure makes clear that the two one-character-sized gaps 
indicate two one-character lacunae) and results in a much more persuasive 
reading of the entire passage than assuming a paragraph break at that point 
in the text.

DAOISM IN THE TH IR D  CENTU RY  1 3 1
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unfortunate fate to have met with this. Although this is so, fortu-
nate people will not be punished. You became Daoists in the past 
just to prepare for what is coming. For those who die before the 
arrival of Great Peace, their children and grandchildren will enjoy 
the grace of Heaven. In the latter days, people are glib and super-
ficial, and not resolute in their hearts. If you citizen households, 
both new and old, seeing this world and knowing that it is chang-
ing, are able to reform your hearts and do good, practice benevo-
lence and righteousness, then this will be good. You will be able to 
see Great Peace, to survive and escape the calamities and misfor-
tunes, and become the seed people of the age to come.

^ ��
f �

# � � �
� � � " �

� � # �
� # �
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� "( � # �
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Although the first sentence is often understood to refer to Zhang 
Lu27 or Han emperor Xian, who resigned his throne in favor of 
Cao Pi of the Wei dynasty, I believe it refers to Liu Bei and his son 
Liu Shan, who controlled the Shu-Han state in Sichuan, and the 
territory of Hanzhong, from 219 on. By 255, this had indeed been 
almost forty years and fits the next phrase much better than as-
suming it refers to the twenty-four years (19 1-215) that Zhang Lu

27. The idea that Daoists would refer to Zhang Lu as the “ last successor” 
(mos/ ü is difficult to accept. It would imply that there was no Celestial 
Master after his death, but we at least know of Zhang Bian (see earlier in this 
chapter) successor in the thirteenth generation under the Liang dynasty. 
Moreover, it seems a disparaging way to refer to a respected former leader. 
Bokenkamp takes it to refer to Emperor Xian but then breaks the sentence 
after t4divides the pneumas^ and attributes this to Zhang Jue, who never had 
any influence in Sichuan.
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was based there. When the parishes had been set up, the Three 
Pneumas of the Dao were distributed among them. Now the Shu- 
Han state ruled some of those parishes, thus “dividing” their 
pneumas off from the main body of the church. The denial by the 
Dao of a "true, correct Inaugural year,55 then, refers to the fact 
that Zhang Lu was never able to claim the title of king or emperor 
as an independent sovereign. A new reign in China was marked 
by a new reign name, and the first year was called the Inaugural 
Year {yuannian 7t ^ ) . 28

The next passage is important for confirming the association 
of certain texts with the Celestial Masters. ThtXiang'er commen-
tary had promised that, with the advent of the age of Great Peace, 
believers would become transcendents, a lofty goal usually thought 
attainable only by rigorous self-cultivation or expensive alchemi-
cal practices. The Scripture of the Yellow Court (Huangting jing ^  

��a text composed by the Supreme Lord Lao—the Marvelous 
Perfected— in seven-character verses and treating the three divine 
cloud souls (hurt ^ ) ,  explained how the body gods congealed out 
of essence would effect this.29 The Yangping Parish encyclical had 
begun with Zhang Daoling traveling throughout the world in the 
company of the Dao, looking for individuals worthy of becoming 
seed people in Great Peace but finding none. This seems to have 
been a stopgap way of explaining to people at that time why Great 
Peace had not yet arrived: the faithful were not worthy. Now, forty 
years after the dissolution of the community, which spread believ-
ers across North China, the prolonged but still unfulfilled wait for

28. This practice was begun by Emperor Wu  of Han (r. 140-87 BCE) in 
134 BCE. See Shiji 12/460. Establishing a new state and beginning a new reign 
name came to be called Establishing the inaugural," or jianyuan ^7C. Tang 
Changru explicitly explains the phrase in this way (1983:228). Bokenkamp 
punctuates differently and translates this phrase Mthe origins of the True and 
Correct” �1987:172).

29. The Scripture o f the Yellow Court, later renamed the Outer Scripture
when the Shangqing revelations produced a rewritten Inner Scripture, has

been conclusively shown to be of a similar date and geographic origin to other 
early Celestial Master texts by Yu Wanli (2001) using phonological analysis.
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Great Peace had given rise to a crisis of faith, as people who had 

expected the advent of Great Peace in their lifetimes were increas-

ingly dying off. There is a remarkable parallel here to the situa-

tion in the early Christian church regarding expectations for the 

Second Coming. Even the most basic scriptures of the movement 

were being questioned, leading the speaker to reassert that they had 

been revealed directly by the Dao.

This text is also remarkable for its explicit description of the 

early churchJs millenarian teachings. Disasters must arise as a way 

of ridding the world of profane nonbelievers, and those church 

members who did not remain steadfast in their faith and constant 

in their conduct might be swept away with them. The tract goes 

on to cite the astrological and meteorological omens that had ap-

peared recently, confirming the imminent arrival of these disas-

ters.30 It is interesting that the text explicitly addresses both old 

members who had belonged since the Hanzhong theocracy—what 

the text calls the “righteous kingdom” and those converted by 

the ongoing program o f evangelization that made Daoism a na-

tional faith. It is also intriguing to see that the fount of ongoing 

spirit revelation through the official Determiner of Pneumas had 

not been shut off. It is uncertain if the “former officers and com- 

manders^ who still spoke to believers were physical survivors or 

were also communicating through spirit mediums. This text, like 

Yangping Parish, has a rather ambiguous attitude toward such com-

munication. In this passage it is encouraged as a way of guiding 

those in danger of falling into apostasy, but later on we read of 

church members who, “ listening to the Determiner of Pneumas, 

[instead] believe the shadowy dreams of their wives” ’ 

.

In chapter l ,  I mentioned the signal treatment that Zhang Lu 

received from Cao Cao on his surrender, including enfeoffments 

for himself and his sons, and intermarriage with the Cao family 

for both his daughter and at least one of his sons. I speculated then 

that this might have indicated a favored position for the Celes-

tial Master faith within the Wei state, and we find confirmation

30. See Zhertgyi fawett tianshi jiao jieke jing i6a4~6; Bokenkamp 1997� 175-
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o f this in the Commands and Precepts, in a moving passage de-
scribing the conditions at the end of the Han dynasty:31

Lon g ago, during the last  generation  of the Han , w arlords ran  
rou gh sh od , the strong oppressed the weak, the people practiced  
decept ion , an d men an d woman fell easily in to debauchery. The 
govern m en t  w as unable to save them, and families did not proh ibit  
th is beh avior. Bandits plagued the m arketplaces, the small folk were 
th e subject o f unjustified resen tment, people enslaved each other, 
an d  the myriad peoples were gobbled up as if by silkworms. The 
cit izen s resen ted this an d longed to rebel; the refractory pneum as 
drew  the atten tion  o f Heaven , which th erefore caused the five plan 
ets to lose their timings, comets to sw eep the skies, and the Fire Star  
to lose its com pan ion .32 Powerful officials fough t amongst them 
selves and herds of m iscrean ts goaded each oth er on, for more than  
a cen tury. Th e Wei h ouse was auth orized by Heaven  to drive them 
ou t ; the calen dar dem an ded this. It w as recorded in the River Dia
gram  and the Luo W riting, and im ages [confirming it] were dis
played in the Heavens. Th ereupon , in accordan ce with Heaven  and 
in  obedien ce to the t im es, I as M aster  o f the Kingdom ch arged the 
M ar t ial Em peror with admin istering the realm .33 The dead filled

31. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing I6b6-i7a7; cf. Bokenkamp 1997��
179-80.

32. Although Bokenkamp takes this as a reference to Mars, it more likely 
refers to the Great Fire star | the red supergiant Antares, which was the 
second star in the Heart asterism. The sighting of Antares on the horizon at 
dusk around the end of May was a marker of the coming of summer. I am 
grateful to Dr. Ning Xiaoyu of the Institute for the History of Natural 
Science in the Chinese Academy of Sciences for this explanation. Antares has 
an emerald-hued companion star, but it is unclear if this is truly visible to the 
naked eye; otherwise, the reference here may be to the Preceding Star ( �

Gamma Scorpii), which is often said to precede Antares and is associated with 
the heir apparent. On the astrological significance of Antares, see Schafer 
1977:60-61, 73, 117, 208, and especially 128.

33. Bokenkamp translates, MI received the mandate to be Master of the King 
dom. The Martial Thearch launched the empire,5, thus making two sentences 
and understanding the title to refer to the Wei, but the grammar indicates the 
reading given here. This Master of the Kingdom is Laozi who appears genera 
tion after generation in this position, as recorded in the fifth-century Santiatt 
neijie jing, but there is also a tradition, preserved in a Tang encyclopedia but
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th e ditch es. H avin g brough t  my state glory, even newborn infants 
w ere n ot  h arm ed, th ere were repeated bestowals of gold and pur
ple, an d in dividuals obtain ed exten ded longevity. Seven sons were 
gran ted  th e five ranks o f nobility,34 becoming the glory of the state, 
w h ile m ore than  a few  gen erals, min isters, and associates were 
en feoffed  as m arqu ises, an d [bestow als of] silver and copper num
bered  in th e th ousan ds. W hen the father died, the son succeeded, 
an d , th ough  th e youn ger  broth er  perish ed, the elder flourished, all 
bath in g in th e sage gr ace .35 H ave you all noted this virtue and re
alized  the sou rce o f th is perfect ion ? In the old days, the gate was 
open  an d you  were tau gh t  to do good, yet you did not listen. 
From  n ow  on , I am goin g to avoid  the world and entrust you to 
the Wei. W ith  th eir  pu re govern an ce and admin istration  based on 
the Dao, on e can  travel alon g for  hundreds of miles, and tigers and 
w olves will h ide th em selves in subm ission , and no one will close his 
ou ter  gates.

(� � � � # �
� # � � � �
� � ! � �

from a sixth-century source, that when conveying to Zhang Daoling the posi 
tion of Celestial Master, he also granted to him the position of Master of the 
Kingdom, to be transmitted to his descendants. In any case, it would have been 
as Master of the Kingdom for the Han that this figure transferred the Mandate 
to the Wei, so Bokenkamp's speculation about a post given Zhang Lu by Cao 
Cao is irrelevant. See Santian neijie jing i/3a6� Sandongzhunang 7/6bi� , citing 
the ers/7/s/ � ď2113 8 ;311.

34. Bokenkamp and Ofuchi understand this is as wof [my] seven sons, five 
were made lords'5 (Ofuchi 1991:266), which is not impossible, but wuhou is a 
common term for the five ranks o f nobility. Bokenkamp further says that the 
Sanguozhi "'mentions only six of Lu's sons, one of whom was murdered by Liu 
Zhang, whereas the five remaining were enfeoffed upon Zhang Lu*s surrender 
to Cao Cao”  Bokenkamp 1997:] 8�n), but there is no mention of a sixth son in 
the Sanguozhi, and it was Lu*s younger brother(s) who was killed by Liu Zhang. 
See Sanguozhi 31/868. Since it seems unlikely that an internal source would get 
this wrong, perhaps Lu had distaff or adopted sons who were not recorded by 
the source used by Chen Shou.

35. As Bokenkamp points out, these are probably elliptical references to the 
Zhang family, but we know so little  that we can only guess about their refer 
ents. The reference to the father dying and being succeeded by his son may 
refer to Zhang Lu, or perhaps, if Zhang Lu died in 216, already to Lu's son and 
grandson.
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This passage would seem to be talking about the treatment of 
Zhang Lu's family, and it raises the question of who is the speaker. 
Bokenkamp argues for a disembodied Zhang Lu, Tang Changru 
claims that it is the Dao himself, and Zhang Daoling, who was the 
speaker in the Yangping Parish encyclical, also seems to be a pos-
sibility.36 I have tried to translate this passage to maintain the 
ambiguity, but it does favor Zhang Lu. The problem is that the 
text is not very consistent; for example, when mentioning Zhang 
Daoling, it does not use the forms of address that his grandson 
would use. But perhaps it is expecting too much for a revealed text 
to be wholly consistent. There are other problems with the text, 
like accounting for the claim of one hundred years since the begin-
ning of the troubles at the end of the Han, or the inconsistency of 
the reference to the “ last rulers of the Han,” which I argued refers 
in an earlier passage to the rulers of the state of Shu-Han, Liu Bei 
and Liu Shan, rather than Emperors Huan, Ling, and Xian.

Whoever the speaker is, the Hanzhong community is still of con-
siderable importance to him and presumably to the larger Daoist 
community. In this regard, we should take a look at another pas-
sage that has puzzled many commentators:37

Of the various male and female officers whom I had previously 
appointed to posts, no more than a few are still there. Ever since 
the fifth year of Great Harmony [231 c e ], the various postings have 
each been self-appointed, and the appointments no longer derive

36. See Bokenkamp 1997:150-51; Tang Changru 1983:225, n. 2.
37. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing  1735-8; cf. Bokenkamp 1997��

177- 7 8 .
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from my pneumas, selected by the True Pneumas and the Supervi-

sor of Deities.38 39

� � � �
� # �

Here it seems that the centrally administered system of ap-

pointment has broken down. The passage goes on to refer to 

people appealing to the authority of direct revelation, which was 

perhaps an inevitable response to diaspora. Still, we are led to ask 

just what happened in 2 3 1  to occasion this apparent loss of au-

thority. Bokenkamp, in discussing this issue, mentions the rising 

tensions between the Cao ruling house and the Sima family that 

would eventually usurp its position and found the Jin. Sima Yi �
�17 9 -2 5 1)  was already a prominent figure, but it is uncertain 

if this threat was already evident at this time, when many of Cao 

Cao’s most powerful supporters were still alive.

To understand the reference to 231, we have to look back to 

the preceding year, when the Wei launched a major offensive to 

retake Hanzhong.w Cao Zhen �d. 231)Ŝwho had proposed 

the campaign in order to put an end to raids from the Shu-Han

3 8 .  T h e  la s t  p h r a s e  is d i f f ic u l t  to  in t e r p r e t .  It m a y  w e ll b e  th a t um y pn eum as" 

(Ũ / is , a s  a r g u e d  b y  T a n g  C h a n g r u  ( 19 8 3 :2 2 9 ) Ŝ a m is ta k e  fo r  the Five 

P n e u m a s  {wuqi S M )  o ff ic e  m e n t io n e d  a t  th e b e g in n in g  o f  Yangping Parish. 
T h e  o f f ic e  o f  T r u e  P n e u m a s  is  o t h e r w is e  u n k n o w n , a n d  th is  m a y  then be a 

m is ta k e  o r  a l te r n a t e  n a m e fo r  th e  C e n t r a l  P n e u m a s  {zhongqi m en tioned 

im m e d ia te ly  a f t e r  th e  F iv e  P n e u m a s . A d o p t in g  th is  e m e n d a t io n  w o u ld  m ake 

th is  p a s s a g e  e x a c t ly  p a ra l le l  to  th e  Yangping Parish e n u m e r a t io n . A n o th e r 

p o s s ib i l i t y  is th a t  th e  T ru e  P n e u m a s  is to  h e  id e n tifie d  w it h  th e  S a g e  Pn eum as 

(shengqi o f f ic e ,  w h ic h  is Min  c h a r g e  o f  in v e s t ig a t in g  a n d  c o m p a r in g  the 

d o c u m e n ts  to  d e te r m in e  m e r its  a t  th e  e n d  o f  th e  y e a r ."  T h i s  w o u ld  se e m  to be 

an  a p p r o p r ia te  o f f ic e  to  c o n s u lt  in  p r o m o t io n s  a n d  a p p o in tm e n ts .  I h a v e  d is -

c u s s e d  th e  S u p e r v is o r  o f  D e it ie s ,  in  c h a r g e  o f  S e l e c t in g  t h e  w is e  a n d  w o r th y ,"  

b ut h a v e  n o t re m a r k e d  on  th e c u r io u s  t i t le ,  w h ic h  s u g g e s t s  th a t  s p ir it  m essag es  

p la y e d  a  ro le  in  th is  e v a lu a t io n . S in c e  th is  m ig h t  im p ly  th a t  a  d e c e a s e d  C e le s t ia l 

M a s te r  lik e  th e  s p e a k e r  o f  th is  p a s s a g e  w a s  d ir e c t ly  in v o lv e d  in  th e  s e le c t io n  of 
o ff ic e r s  fo r  a p p o in tm e n t , I h a v e  m a in ta in e d  th e  o r ig in a l “ m y  p n e u m a s ”  h ere , 

w h ile  n o t in g  o th e r  p o s s ib ilit ie s  in  th is  n o te .

3 9 .  T h e  m o st c o m p re h e n s iv e  a c c o u n t  o f  th is  c a m p a ig n  is in  Z/_z//

c h a p te rs  71-72, p p . 2261-68.
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state, was dispatched to enter Hanzhong from the north, while 
Sim a Yi attacked up the Han River from the east. From the begin-
ning, there were concerns about how to supply the large force, 
and they encountered a month of continuous rain that wiped out 
the corduroy road through the mountains. After a series of me-
morials criticizing the expedition, Cao Zhen's force was recalled, 
and, when Zhuge Liang counterattacked into Shaanxi the follow-
ing spring, it was Sima Yi who was dispatched to fend him off.

Cao Zhen was an adopted son of Cao Cao and had shared 
the regency during the early years of the reign of Cao Rui , 
the Enlightened Emperor �r. 227-39).40 His eldest son, Cao 
Shuang Ŝ was the regent together with Sima Yi during the 
next reign, of Cao Fang Ŝwho was deposed by the Simas in 
254 , having lost all effective support with Shuang's execution in 
249 . So Cao Zhen and his son were at the center of the Cao fam-
ily faction contending with the Simas for control of the court. 
Moreover, Cao Shuang, like Zhang Lu5s son-in-law Cao Yu, was 
said to have been close to Cao Rui when they were growing up.41 
We have to assume that the Zhangs, with multiple members mar-
ried to Cao men and women, were part of that faction.42 More-
over, Cao Zhen died in 231. No member of the Zhang family is 
mentioned in connection with this expedition against Hanzhong, 
but with so many of them holding fiefs in the region and generals 
from  the Celestial Masters forces being familiar with the terrain, 
it seems likely that they were involved, and the Zhangs may actu-
ally have been behind the campaign from the beginning. In light 
o f the comments in the Commands and Precepts, it would seem 
that the Hanzhong region held special significance for the Celes-
tial Masters, perhaps as the physical location of the eagerly

40. See Sanguozhi 9/280-82. Zhen's name and cognomen, Zidan or wThane 
Cinnabar,w the name of a deity in the Scripture o f the Yellow Courts suggest a 
Daoist association.

41. Sanguozhi 9/282. This suggests that Cao Yu and Cao Shuang were also 
close friends.

42. However, Cao Shuang and his compatriots were famous for extrava 
gance, profligacy, and sexual indulgence, all the subjects of criticism in the two 
encyclicals, so there may also have been tensions in this relationship.



awaited coming realm of Great Peace, and that this failed cam-

paign brought about a loss of prestige and authority for the Zhang 

family. There is evidence that Hanzhong long preserved a special 

place within Daoism: despite its comparative remoteness from their 

center of administration, it was one of the first places attacked by 

the Li ^  family of Cheng-Han when establishing their new Dao- 

ist state at the beginning of the fourth century, and they trans-

ferred sizable parts of the local population back to their Sichuan 

base to shore up their support there; further, the 'Treatise on 

Geography” of the Sui (589-618) dynastic history describes the 

people of Hanzhong in the following terms: “They esteem and 

value the teachings of Daoism; the influence of Zhang Lu still 

survives there” i f � ^ .43

Most of the Commands and Precepts text consists of moral 

exhortations and condemnations of immorality. In general, 

these passages promote common Chinese values like loyalty and 

filial piety and promise a place in the world of Great Peace as a 

seed person. We see an encouragement to adopt “pure stillness” 

while performing the basic rituals each morning and evening. 

Humility is valued, and there is a special warning against the 

pursuit of fame, which is described as uan axe that hacks away 

at the body.55 In general, the faith in the workings of supernatu-

ral justice is absolute, as we see in the following passage, which 

addresses the epidemic diseases that were ravaging the populace 

at this time.44

In recen t years there have been epidemic diseases in all quarters, 
sweeping away the h ordes o f evildoers, but they only kill evil peo
ple. . . . When  a Iibationer cures an illness, if it returns after  having 
been eliminated, this is an  evil person . You are n ot to treat it any 
more.

� � � �
� � � � �
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43- See Jin  shu 121/3036-37� Sui shu pff# 29/829.
44. �  i8a-b; Bokenkamp 1997:181.
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Daoist medicine at the time was still founded on the confession 

o f sins and their ritual absolution. An essential part of the confes-

sion was an undertaking to sin no more, and a returning illness 

was understood as a sure sign that this promise to the spirits was 

not being kept.

Some pronouncements have specific significance for the ad-

ministration of the movement, such as the prohibition on making 

unauthorized appointments:45

As for  the postings, from  this poin t forw ard, you must not im prop 
erly make appoin tm en ts to posts on your own. If you disobey me 
again , you will be h arm ed; do not blame me.

�# � �

We also find a reiteration of the Xiang'er prohibition on visualiz-

ing the Dao as having a definite shape and place in the body but 

with a novel explanation for why this must be so:46

Th e Dao does not desire that you poin t  to a form  to name it as such. 
Th e wise, seeing one instance of it, know  that there are ten  th ou 
san d. Th is can  be com pared to som eon e recogn izing a m usical key.
If the Dao were presen t in one body, how could it be in the body o f 
oth ers?

# � � �
� \

The point here would seem to be that, just as one trained in music 

could recognize a given note in a composition but that did not 

mean that it was the only instance of that note, just so the Dao 

could manifest in multiple forms and places within each person’s 

body.

45. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing 18b� cf. Bokenkamp 1997:181.
46. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jittg 16a. I have a slightly different under 

standing of this passage from Bokenkamp, who does not understand the pen 
ultimate clause as conditional and translates the last as a separate sentence: 
“ Why seek to find it in others?” �1997:175-76).
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We also find in the Commands and Precepts the same concern 
noted in the Xiang'er about udeviant,5 doctrines. In a passage im-
mediately following upon the condemnation of improperly visual-
izing the Dao, we read:47

In practicin g good deeds, you have lost sight48 of the basis and do not 
accept the w ords of the scripture. Teaching each other deviant prac
tices, you pursue the false and abandon the true. I long ago recorded 
on  a sh or t  sheet of paper  the miscellaneous theories and deviant 
texts, com m an din g th at all be eliminated. The libationers were feck
less and deliberately allow ed people to keep them and hide them 
away. Th ey have been preserved up until now, causing the least 
learn ed o f the presen t age to deligh t in ridiculous theories, pointing 
to the false and calling it true. All o f  them offend again the prohibi
t ion s of H eaven ; you certain ly will be harmed and in the end will not 
attain  blessings. They will only exh aust you, nothing more.

� �# � �
� � � �

( � M � � �
� # �

We cannot be certain just what sort of deviant theories are being 
discussed here, although the last comment makes one think it 
might involve sexual practices, given the XiartgWs repeated injunc-
tions not to exert oneself in sexual matters. We will see some con-
crete examples of deviant behavior in the twenty-two precepts of 
the Demon Statutes o f Lady Blue, discussed later in this chapter.

The encyclical closes with an injunction to the faithful to heed 
this message and act upon it:

Now  transmit my Teaching in order that both new and form er citi
zens will understand my h eart, and do not disobey me.

� �

47- Zhengyi fawen tiatishi jiao jieke jing i6a-b� cf. Bokenkamp 1997:176. 
48��Here�I�follow�Bokenkamp�in�reading�sAi Ŝ“ to�lose���for�the�graphically 

similar�introductory�particle� Ŝ although�Bokenkamp does�not�explicitly 
note�this�emendation�



DAOISM IN THE T H IR D  CENTURY 143

This injunction is followed immediately by a seven-character 

poem titled “ The Teaching of the Celestial Master.” The seven- 

character verse form, with each line rhyming, is a distinctive 

genre, closely associated with the Celestial Masters, used also in 

the Scripture o f the Yellow Courts to which the Commands and 

Precepts refers twice. It seems likely, then, that the last line does 

not refer back to the preceding text but that rather the Commands 

and Precepts is in fact a preface to this poem, which is the real 

Teaching. Here, then, is the Teaching:

TEACHING OF THE 

CELESTIAL MASTER

Now I send down a Teaching, 

composing seven-word verse,

To proclaim to the libationers 

and male and female citizens.

Heaven and Earth merged 

registrations, their pneumas 

as if married,

The four seasons and five agents 

rely on each other in turn.

When Heaven and Earth joined 

together, there were no people,

Stars and asterisms jumbled 

together were predecessors 

of humans.

Amid the twenty-eight lodges, 

the chronograms Net and 

Triaster

Dazzler [Mars] and Great White 

[Venus� emerged among them.

" ��

�

�

�

��

�

�

As if there had been an anomaly �

before the images were 

displayed.

Laying the foundations of Great # 0

Peace, no time for rest.
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This makes me so frustrated49 
I cannot express.

To speak, producing a Teaching, 
my thoughts are troubled.

Speeding my pneumas to the eight 
extremes, then return home,

I observe and inspect the com-
moners, barbarian and Chinese. 

I see no seeds of humankind, 
only corpse-citizens.

Giving free rein to desires and 
whims, they exhaust essential 
gods.

Their five viscera empty and void, 
they are corpse people.

Their fate beyond redemption, 
they belong to the Earth Office. 

Placed in squads of demons, 
they enter the Yellow Springs.

If you wish to reform and repent, 
follow my words;

You can rise up and cross over 
as a transcendent!

Limit carefully yin and yang, 
preserve and cherish your gods. 

Among the five viscera and six 
organs, there are rulers and 
ministers,

Accumulating in a tiny place, 
they fashion a perfected being. 

When gods and thoughts are 
forlorn and you cannot sleep, 

Frolic with the commoners 
amidst the five viscera.

# ��
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49. Reading 0a�  for �literally, “axle and axle-treeŜ’ 
synecdoche for a chariot.
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This poem recounts many of the basic teachings of the en-

cyclicals in the form of a mnemonic verse. We begin with the 

cosmogonic origins of the universe, before the appearance of 

humankind. As Heaven and Earth merge together in a union that 

is compared to the marriage of Daoist novices through the union 

o f their registers, the cosmic polarities of yin and yang, here ex-

pressed as the progression of the four seasons, and the five agents 

order them. This gives rise to the twenty-eight lunar mansions of 

the Chinese zodiac, with a special focus on the asterisms of Net 

and Triaster, which in the allocated-field (fenye system of

earth-sky correlations represent the geographical regions of the 

ancient states of Jin  and Wei Ŝor the location at that time of 

the Wei capital of Luoyang and the Cao family base at Ye. Mars 

(fire) and Venus (metal) represent South and West, respectively; 

hence, their appearance in central China reflects the movement of 

the Celestial Master from Sichuan to central China, but at the 

same time both planets also portend war and punishments, a 

reference to the many battles of that unsettled time.-'0 The hope 50

  ,
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for security lies in the advent of Great Peace, but, just as he had 

at the beginning of Yangping Parish, the Celestial Master warns 

that he has traveled throughout the world and found few worthy 

of populating this new world as seed people. Having fallen into 

decadence, the people do not nourish their internal gods and are 

instead headed for the ranks of demons administered by the Earth 

Office, the fell bureaucracy charged with the dead. The proper 

course lies in sexual moderation and cultivation of the essences 

and gods of the body, as mentioned in the Xiang'er and detailed in 

the Scripture o f  the Yellow Court. The Perfected in the Yellow Court 

at the center of that internal microcosm is your representative, who 

will ascend to Heaven and make your case for transcendence by 

reporting all o f your worthy actions.51

Demon Statutes o f Lady Blue

There is one last document that we can date with some confidence 

to the third century, the Demon Statutes o f Lady Blue (Niiqing 

� )• Most commentators have agreed that this text is 

early. Many place it conservatively in the fourth century, but re-

cently Yu Wanli has analyzed a lengthy rhymed section of chap-

ter 5, finding it consistent with other early Celestial Master docu- 

ments like the “Teaching of the Celestial Master” poem and the 

Scripture o f the Yellow Court and hence written by someone from 

northwest China in the third century.52 It probably cannot be 

earlier than 265, though, because it mentions Zhong Hui 

(225-64), the conqueror o f Shu-Han for the Wei kingdom. It is 

possible that there are some other relatively minor additions that

, , 4 , , , , 1
,  / , 1 4 , 1

, 1
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are later, but there is also a significant overlap in vocabulary with 
the encyclicals and the Xiang'er, so we are justified in attributing 
it to the Daoist church of the third century. We do not have the 
entire original text; it refers internally to its eight scrolls, but only 
six survive, and quotations are sometimes not found in the re-
ceived text of the Ming Daoist canon.

We will not, however, be able to say much about the figure to 
whom the scripture is attributed. We know next to nothing about 
Lady Blue other than that she is associated with the Mystic Capital 

 and with such things as “ statutes” Ŝ “statutes and com-
mands”  an “edict”  through which these statutes and 
commands were apparently issuedŜand a “prison”  or hell.53 Lai 
Chi-tim, who has made one of the most extensive studies of the 
text (Lai 2002), believes that the edict is distinct from the stat-
utes, and, whereas the former is mentioned in grave contracts 
protecting the deceased from harm in the underworld, the latter 
is instead directed to living believers of the church (who one secu-
lar source claims were called wdemon troops,'* The terms
“edict” and “ statutes” often seem, however, to be used interchange- 
ably in this context, and, although the text does have passages 
oriented toward the conduct of the living, more of it deals with 
demons and how to control them.54 In any case, if there ever was 
a distinct Edict of Lady Blue, it does not survive, despite its fre-
quent invocation.

The Demon Statutes is the lengthiest text I have considered so 
far, and its content is varied. I will first take up a code of precepts 
that give unique insight into life in the early church, then consider 
the significance of the text for early belief in demons, the soteri- 
ology of Celestial Master Daoism, and early ritual practice.

Shennong bencaojing 
)) )

 Taishang dongyuatt shenzhou jing



148 D A O I S M  I N  T H E  T H I R D  C E N T U R Y

Prohibitions and Taboos

The third chapter of the Demon Statutes consists primarily of a 
numbered list of twenty-two rules titled “Prohibitions and Taboos 
of the Daoist Statutes” ħ Each rule ends with a numerical 
value to be deducted from one's lifespan, conceived as a specific 
number of units represented by counting rods (suan ^ ) .55 These 
statutes are thus enforced by the Heavenly Bureaus that maintain 
the divine record books. They are introduced by the following 
paragraph:
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Demon Statutes o f  
Lady Blue's Mystic Capital.

" # #

# #

# 7( ! #

This passage traces the code of conduct that follows to a direct 
revelation from the Most High Lord Lao to the Celestial Master, 
though we cannot be sure which one. It is thus a Teaching, much 
as the two encyclicals discussed above were, and it shares with 
them a condemnation of improper conduct and an exhortation to 
good deeds. Although the misfortune is portrayed as widespread, 
its source is individual misdeeds, not those of the group. The role 
of demons in this scripture is complex, but note that here they are 
portrayed as divinely ordained, mentioned in parallel with the Hin- 
terrogations of Heaven,5 and the Five Poisons, that is, the five de-
mons of pestilence who are supposed to take the lives of those who 
have either reached the end of their allotted lifespans or committed 
sufficient sins to merit immediate death. They are thus portrayed 
as orthodox forces in the service of Heaven.

Let us now turn to the code of statutes and prohibitions 
themselves:

 

7



— # ? ?

?

2. You must not proclaim that Heaven has no gods or discuss 
the instructions of your teacher,58 subvert justice and disrupt 
governance, argue that you yourself are correct and the words 
of another59 are wrong. All contravene the demon statutes. 
Heaven will deduct 13 counters.

# ? ? ? ?

3. You must not, bearing the truth, enter into falsity,60 defiling 
and disrupting the saintly luminaries, drinking wine and eat-
ing meat, raising a ruckus and acting in an unprincipled man-
ner. Thirteen hundred counters will be deducted.

# ? ? ?

4. You must not spread evil words, discuss other people, recklessly 
establish your own religion, disbelieve the Heavenly Dao, or 
speak groundless lies. Heaven will deduct 1,200 counters.
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9- You must not roam about, east and west, everywhere uniting 
men and women. Though you seek to dispel disaster, you will 
not gain absolution, and this will result in deviant disorder. 
Heaven will deduct 13,000 counters, and a deadly curse will 
flow down for seven generations.
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63. This obscure passage would seem to refer to a type of disreputable ritual 
in which the name of the client is removed from the book of death adminis 
tered by the Perfected and the name of another added in his or her place.

64. This phrase, sanwu  or “ the three and the five,” has many possible 
referents. Ir sometimes refers to the legendary divine rulers of antiquity known 
as the Three August and Five Thearchs (as in Hou Han shu 40b: 1360, 1361 n. 7), 
or the Three Regulators (sun, moon, and stars) and Five Phases (sanzheng wu-

as in f ��M 3b: 1060, esp. n. 1) or the Three Cinnabar
Fields and Five Viscera, as in the Inner Scripture o f  the Yellow Court. In Daoist 
scriptures, it often seems to indicate the cosmos, portrayed as having three verti 
cal registers (Heaven, Man, Earth or Heaven, Earth, Water) and five directions. 
Here it seems to refer to something like the cosmic order.
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65. On the Five Rebellions, see n. 61 above.
66. This presumably refers to performance of the heqi ritual, but the term 

xing Dao, literally, ''perform the Dao," seems to have a wide range of referents, 
involving any sort of ritual performance in a Daoist context. In the Xiang'er, 
it is linked with observing the precepts (II. 17, 180)Ŝ“ returning to simplicity” 
( . 4 3 3 ), and obtaining life ( . 137, ). In the first chapter of the Lingbao 
Scripture of Salvation, it is equated with areciting this scripture." See DZ 87 
Yuanshi wuliang duren shangpitt miaojing sizhu i/3,a6.
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The prohibitions are followed by four separate Teachings of the 
Celestial Master related to them. The first is the most general in 
nature:69

   ,

     

       

67. The meaning of this passage is obscure, but John Lagerwey points out 
(personal communication) that the character bao occurs repeatedly in the de 
scription of the Heqi rite in DZ 1294 Shangqitig huatigshu guoduyi. There, 
after invoking cosmic forces or performing various breathing regimens, one 
retreats and wreports.w There seems to be no direct tie there to the visualiza 
tion of deities.

68. Presumably these red pneumas are the living pneumas produced in the 
Merging the Pneumas rite.

69. Ntiqingguilu  3/3b~4a.
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The implicit threat for misconduct is punishment, but the greatest 
punishment is still denial of entry into the utopian world of Great 
Peace. Misconduct can be redeemed by good deeds, but the best 
is still spreading the faith. The remaining passages touch on the 
sexual ritual of Merging the Pneumas, so I will discuss them 
below under that rubric.

These precepts are problematic in several ways. First, a single 
precept often addresses more than one topic. This may reflect 
their origin in spirit revelation, like the meandering, repetitive 
style of the encyclicals discussed earlier in this chapter. Similarly,

1 5 6  DAOISM IN THE THIRD CENTURY

70. Reading zhuzhe for the graphically similar shengzhe
71. These terms are frequently found in Daoist scriptures but never explained. 

In Buddhist sources, the three disasters are disasters of water, fire, and warfare 
or of warfare, pestilence, and famine. The nine cyclical dangers are in Buddhism 
identified with nine specific incidents in the life of rhe historical Buddha. See
Nakamura 1975:1 256a 463b-c.
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the punishments specified for the offenses vary widely, from 13 to 

30,000, and it is difficult to correlate the degree of the punish-

ment with the severity of the offense. This suggests that the code 

was rather archaic, reflecting an early stage in the formulation of 

church doctrine, taking form over time through accretion, and did 

not remain in common use long enough to pass through a process 

of rationalization and regularization. The presence of a single, 

perhaps somewhat misunderstood Buddhist concept (prohibitions 

6 and 18, see n. 61) would support such a conclusion.

Some of the more general moral exhortations are familiar 

from the text of the Xiang^r, the Xiang'er precepts, and the en-

cyclicals. The warning against expressions of "delight and anger55 

(prohibition 5) echoes a repeated injunction in theXianger (chap-

ters 4, 2 1 , 33, and the first of the twenty-seven precepts).72 73 The 

condemnation of unfilial behavior, though linked to a more gen-

eral Buddhist rule that condemned acting against those with 

authority, is also familiar from the Xiang'er (see especially the 

commentary to chapters 18 and 19). The broader injunction to 

maintain harmony within the family, both among relatives and 

between spouses, in precept 6 seems in keeping with this condem-

nation. The emphasis on an extended family maintaining a single 

dwelling (prohibition 13) is a common Chinese ideal but seems to 

be new to Daoist sources. The condemnation of desire in prohibi-

tion 14  recalls the Xiang er precept against wlust[ing] after jewels 

and g o o d s ,a n d  the condemnation of killing wild animals or 

birds in prohibition 17  can be linked to the Xiang'er precept t4Do 

not eat bloody animals.”

Many of the prohibitions deal specifically with the Daoist com-

munity, church theology, or religious practice. The very first prohi-

bition limits free movement, although it is unclear if one must 

report each departure from or return to the community to church 

officials or the overseeing deities. ' Harmony among members 

of the faith is stressed in prohibitions 4 and 15. The same two

72. For the twenty-seven precepts, see chapter 2.
73. In Kleeman 2007a, I had assumed that this reflected a strict control of 

movement within the community by its leaders, but Chang Chaojan suggests



articles condemn the expression of doubt toward Daoist deities 
and attempts to split the congregation by establishing one’s own 
sect or faith. Prohibition 3 addresses contacts with the profane 
sacrificial religion, interdicting believing Daoists from participat-
ing in their rituals or partaking of their sacrificial feasts, another 
element found in the Xianger commentary.74 There are also stric-
tures on blasphemy (prohibition 2), defiling the true faith (prohibi-
tion 3), and misusing the powers entrusted to the faithful in order 
to effect someone’s death (prohibition 12). A surprising number 
of the prohibitions ( 7 - 1 1 ,  19 -2 1), however, seem to focus on mat-
ters of sexual conduct, specifically a rite of transmission or initi-
ation that involved sexual congress and provided opportunities 
for abuse. Because this theme receives attention elsewhere in the 
Demon Statutes, I will examine this issue in greater detail.

1 5 8  DAOISM IN THE THIRD CENTURY

The Merging the Pneumas Rite

We have seen that the Xiang'er commentary was quite concerned 
with sexual conduct, but primarily in a negative vein, condemn-
ing the traditional forms of self-cultivation through techniques of 
the bedchamber, advocating the limitation of sexual activity for 
most believers, and praising sexual abstinence for a select few who 
chose to redirect this energy into nourishing the internal deities 
of the body. Both of the revealed encyclicals treated above made 
a special point of condemning sexual excess.

Our earliest hard evidence for the Celestial Masters, the 
Zhang Pu stele of 173, records the conferral of texts that seem 
to be connected to a sexual ritual, the “mystic dispensationŜ” on 
worthy libationers. Daoist reformers of the fourth and fifth cen-
tury and Buddhist polemicists of the fifth and sixth are also unani-
mous in attributing to the early Celestial Masters this sexual

that the reporting may be to the gods inhabiting each believer's oratory (per-
sonal communication, June 2010).

74. See the discussion in chapter 2.
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practice, most commonly calling it the Merging the Pneumas (heqi 
rite.75 It is also referred to as the Yellow and Red rite be-

cause the text describing its performance, the Yellow Book 
was written on yellow paper with a red border, and those quali-
fied to perform it were given a document called the Yellow Book 
Contract occasionally Yellow and Red Contract 

to be worn belted at the waist.76 The rite was also some-
times referred to by the numerical sequence of yang numbers 
3~5~7~9 because, in the course of the rite, participants orches-
trate their breaths in such a pattern while invoking the twenty- 
four (3 +5 +7+9) gods of the body. The Demon Statutes provides 
our earliest datable evidence for the role of this ritual in the early 
church and reveals some of the problems that accompanied its 
practice.

I have mentioned the utopian realm of Great Peace that was 
the aspiration of the early church as well as the status of seed 
person that was key to surviving the contemporary dangers from 
war, pestilence, and misfortune in order to live until and partici-
pate in the world of Great Peace. In Yangping Parish, we saw the 
Celestial Master go searching for those worthy to be seeds, with 
little success, whereas the speaker in the Commands and Precepts 
tried to reassure the faithful that Great Peace would indeed become 
manifest, if not for them, then for their descendants. A passage 
in the Demon Statutes reveals that participation in the Merging 
the Pneumas rite was an important qualification for making it to 
Great Peace 77

    

      

   

75. There have been many studies o f this ritual, most of them inconclusive. 
See Wang Ka 1997; Bo Yi 1999; Ge Zhaoguang 1999; Raz 2008.

76. Contracts in traditional China were created in two halves, shared between 
the two parties to the contract, and it is to be assumed that the other half of 
this contract was submitted to the heavenly bureaucracy.

77. Nuqing guilii 5/1 a-b.
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T h u s , a c c o rd in g  to th e  th ird -c e n tu ry  u n d erstan d in g , there was 

a fin ite  lim it on the n u m b er o f  peop le  w h o  m ight survive to see 
G r e a t  P e a ce , an d  the se le c tio n  w a s  on go in g . Sup ern atu ral offi-

c ia ls  w ere  r ig o ro u sly  e x a m in in g  every  asp ect o f  behavior. They 
are  m en tio n ed  in the seco n d  T each in g  to fo llo w  the code in chap-
ter 3
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Note here the reference to new and old elements of the prohibi-
tions; a recent expansion of this code might explain the unusual 
number of entries (twenty-two) as well as the disparity in the pun-
ishments allotted for different infractions.78 Note also the esoteric 
knowledge necessary for the proper performance of the rite, such 
as knowledge about the twenty-four gods and the true name of

78. For example, if we considered each offense meriting a deduction of more 
than one thousand counters to be late (prohibitions 3, 4, 7, 9, 17, 18, 19), we 
would be left with a group of fifteen. A ll of these are religious in character, 
dealing with relations w ith profane believers or the practice of ritual. See 
Kalinowski 1985.



the father and mother of the Dao.79 The following two Teachings 
are just short warnings to follow all the rules while practicing the 
ritual so as to avoid misfortune.

There is much that remains uncertain concerning the Merging 
the Pneumas rite. Below I will examine it in greater detail in the 
context of the ritual activities of the libationer, looking particu-
larly at who was involved in the ritual and how it might have been 
understood to function. For now, note that during the third cen-
tury it was already an indispensable part of the Celestial Master 
church's ritual program and its performance was deemed essential 
to surviving the coming apocalyptic disasters and attaining 
salvation.

But why would participation in a sexual ritual qualify one for 
Great Peace? Although surviving texts are too fragmentary and 
difficult to understand to give a definitive answer, their explora-
tion will provide some clues.

Let us begin with a hostile, outsider^ account from the sixth- 
century Buddhist mathematician and anti-Daoist polemicist Zhen 
Luan ca. 535-66)Ŝ who claims to have participated in the 
rite as part o f his initiation into Daoism at the age of twenty:80

   o f   

         

 Yellow Book  

       

    

    

79. There are multiple sets o f twenty-four gods, but the most likely array is 
the eight gods occupying each o f three registers within the human body. There 
is no reference outside this scripture to the wtrue names of the father and 
mother of the Dao," but the Dao father and Dao mother seem to have multiple 
interpretations, placing them in the body in the Yellow Court or in the Cavern 
Chamber palace in the head and perhaps identifying them with the 
Grandfather of the East and the Grandmother of the West  they 
are paired with the Thearchs of the North and South). See Chisongzi zhangli 
2/9a-b.

80. X ko  in T2103 GMa«gf/o” mm //] 52.i52a27-b3. See Kohn 
1995:149-50.
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This passage makes several claims: that the merging of pneumas 
was taught to beginners new to the faith, that it involved an ex-
change of partners among married couples, and that close rela-
tives participated in some way. Although the ritual was enacted 
physically, it occurred symbolically within the Cinnabar Fields of 
the participants and was linked to the “central pneuma(s).’’ More- 
over, the goal of the practice was to survive periods of potential 
misfortune and extend the lifespan. Zhen Luan also quotes a pas-
sage from a now lost Statutes o f the Dao that warns against 
personal preference in selecting partners:81

 

 

#

Although this could be interpreted as referring to a sort of round- 
robin of couplings among church members, it might also be a direc-
tive to masters, who had to schedule initiations among the local 
community, to not show favoritism among parishioners. In any 
case, if authentic, this passage suggests that someone was actually 
performing the rite with multiple partners.

81. See T2103, 52/01523. Another passage quoted in this context, about male 
and female disciples paying their respects to their master on the days of the fu ll 
and new moons, does not seem to refer to sexual activity at all, and it is uncer 
tain how Zhen Luan understood the passage.
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The Supreme Purity revelations of the mid-fourth century 
transmitted the teachings of a group of perfected beings, who 
communicated new techniques of individual self-cultivation 
through visualization and the ingestion of pneumas. Their scrip-
tures accepted that the traditional Merging the Pneumas rite had 
originated with Zhang Daoling but dismissed it as a technique of 
limited utility and considerable potential danger, as we see in this 
passage:82
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The Lady of Purple Tenuity then chimed in, saying (2/lb) that, al-
though it was a wsecret essential for long life,w it was in fact only a 
“ lesser art” that even practiced successfully qualified one only “to 
hold the brush for the Water Officer and beat the drums for the 
Three Offices” . Another scripture 
from the Supreme Purity corpus, the Scripture o f  the Bright Code of 
the Four Extremes, gives a bit more detail about the procedure, 
including the sort of dangers that accompany its practice:83

8 2 . Zhett'gao  2 /ia .
8 3 . s 7  1/ 1  lb. Isabelle Robinet

dates this scripture to the Six Dynasties and argues that the “ bright”
in the title should in fact be “covenanted” ). See Schipper and Verellen 
2 0 0 4 :1 19 2 - 9 3 .
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Here again we see the claim that the rite can rescue from 
disaster, presumably the apocalyptic disasters preceding the ad-
vent of Great Peace. The danger seems to be that it arouses attach-
ment to one's partner and jealousy among others, including one's 
teacher. If Zhen Luan is correct that the rite involved sexual con-
gress in public, especially if it included partners other than one's 
spouse, it is not surprising that feelings of jealousy might arise. 
There is one source that suggests that this is in fact the purpose 
of the rite, a passage in the Scripture o f Divine Spells Piercing the 
Abyss. This part of the scripture dates from around 420, the 
founding of the Liu Song dynasty.85
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84. Reading xiao for the graphically similar zhuo ®  of the text.
85. Taishang dongyuan shenzhoujing 2 /24a-b. The Piercing the Abyss 

(Dongyuan movement was openly millennial with a firm expectation 
for world calamity followed by a new world order. It was their contention that,
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This passage is very informative. First we see that receiving the
Dao is done in couples and that married couples must receive it

after a certain point, Merging the Pneumas was no longer needed in this new 
world because the Heavens were directly in control. I herefore, there are also 
passages in the work that disparage Celestial Master adherents as MYelIow and 
Red Daoists" and warn against associating with them.



together. The Protocol o f  the Outer Registers confirms this, telling 
us that one had to marry someone with the same rank of register, 
and in preparation for this there were forms to raise the rank of 
the lower party quickly.86 According to this passage, the norm 
was for married couples to practice the rite. Here we should note 
that, on the basis of surviving portions of the Yellow Book (dis-
cussed below), Kristofer Schipper assumes that Merging the Pneu- 
mas was something like a Daoist marriage ceremony, but Chang 
Chaojan, analyzing the same material, argues that it describes 
instead a ritual performed by a single initiate and a master.87 The 
example of the two families here suggests that the entire family 
should receive initiation, including the blessing of the Three Mas-
ters, and practice Merging the Pneumas daily. The family that did 
not receive initiation fell into jealousy and never practiced the rite 
together, then came to a very bad end. Thus, jealousy is an unde-
sirable factor that might prevent one from performing the rite. 
Perhaps an important objective of the rite was to desensitize par-
ticipants to emotions surrounding sexual union to help them at-
tain the state of constrained emotions that the Xiang^r calls wpure 
stillness.”

One more early source provides a useful perspective on the 
rite the Scripture o f the Intoned Precepts o f Lord Lao �

This scripture was revealed in the early fifth century to Kou 
Qianzhi Ŝ who sought to revive and transform Celestial 
Master Daoism with himself as a new Celestial Master. Merging 
the Pneumas was one element of traditional practice that he criti-
cized directly:88
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86. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 2a.
87. See Schipper 1993:151-52  Chang Chaojan 2003.
88. Laojun yinsong jiejing  I7b-i8a; Yang Liansheng 1956:51-52.
89. Reading she ^  for the graphically similar bu The phrase remains d if 

ficult to construe. Perhaps Kou intends to declare it alien to his upbringing 
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such a reading would make sense if Kou was raised in a Celestial Master fam 
ily, but that would raise other questions.

90. This likely refers to the sexual manual otherwise known as the Yellow 
Book.

91.  I1 literally, “ guiding and pulling,” is a system for conducting 
pneumas through the body that is still practiced today.
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It is often said that Kou advocated the prohibition of the rite, 

but that is not what this passage is saying. It seems, rather, that by 

his time the rite had diversified into many parallel practices, and 

he was concerned that some were leading the faithful astray. He 

stresses again the esoteric nature of the teaching and the need for 

a master who can impart the true method. This, then, is a much 

more familiar type of criticism, similar to that of the Supreme 

Purity scriptures and echoing, in a sense, the warnings of the 

Xianger that sex was necessary and proper for procreation but 

should not be overdone. Moreover, Kou has clearly adopted the 

goals of the southern occultists for physical immortality that



make the promised fruits of the Merging the Pneumas rite insig-
nificant and not worth the dangers associated with incorrect prac-
tice. Like them, he offers higher rewards.

Two texts in the Ming Daoist canon claim to be parts of the 
otherwise lost Yellow Book. Both by their titles are associated with 
the Supreme Purity revelations, which should give us pause given 
what I have just said concerning Shangqing attitudes toward the 
rite. The Cavern Perfection Yellow Book {Dongzhen huangshu 

is suffused with practices of the southern occultist tradition, 
including alchemy and physiognomy, that mainstream Celestial 
Masters eschewed. The Supreme Purity Yellow Book o f the Rite of 
Initiation (Shangqing huangshu guoduyi in con-
trast, has many of the features and the language of a Celestial 
Master scripture. Many passages are cryptic—we lack the oral in-
structions on how to interpret them—but the Three Pneumas de-
scribed in the Commands and Precepts for the Great Family of the 
Dao are central to the practice, and they are visualized by a pair of 
participants engaging in some sort of physical ritual. Here is the 
invocation by the supervising priest that introduces the participants 
and explains the reason for conducting the ritual and what they 
hope to achieve. It begins by naming the sponsor, then invokes the 
gods and spirits necessary to accomplish the ritual and makes the 
specific request of the deities assembled.92

a   X,   

 

  

 ,    

   

 

17- DAOISM IN THE THIRD CENTURY

92. Shangqing huangshu guoduyi 4a.
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The gods invoked are charged with overseeing personal conduct 
and reporting on it to the heavenly bureaucrats. The goal of the 
ritual is to attain salvation, which is realized by the recording of 
one's name in the roster of those fated to live eternally. This 
qualified one to become a seed person and live on into the world 
of Great Peace.

Although the details of the ritual are obscure, with euphemisms 
for certain actions and body parts that we cannot be certain we 
are interpreting correctly, we can get some feel for the rite and the 
cosmological significance with which it was infused from the fol-
lowing passage:93

93. Shangqing huangshu guoduyi I4a-b.
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This passage clearly describes sexual foreplay and perhaps actual 
sexual congress in the context of the rite. Since Y ’s final chant can 
be that of a male or a female, it seems either could be the active 
partner in this rite.

Having surveyed surviving evidence for the practice of Merg-
ing the Pneumas, let us look again at the prohibitions and taboos 
to see what they can tell us about its use and abuse during the 
third century. The first sort of problem focuses on overindul-
gence. Prohibition 9 criticizes the indiscriminate practice of the 
rite with a large group of unrelated partners in hopes of averting 
calamity. Our sources repeatedly tell us that avoiding disaster 
was a primary benefit of the rite, so we can imagine that it was 
practiced more frequently and more widely when circumstances 
looked threatening, whether from epidemic, natural disasters like 
flood or drought, or political upheavals and warfare. Prohibi-
tion 19 also warns against overindulgence, but here it is length of 
time and energy devoted to the ritual that is problematic. A l-
though such a coupling might result in progeny (the only mention 
in our material of what must have been a goal of the ritual), the 
resulting son or daughter would be morally tainted. Prohibition 
20 is more difficult to understand but also involved overindul- 
gence in some form. The rituals in the Yellow Book Initiation 
Protocol require that after each set of actions the participants 
“ report” o )Ŝand it would seem this prohibition involves not 
merely overuse but also practicing the visualizations of deities 
that are part of the rite without this vital step. Prohibition 11 may 
refer to unritualized sexual union but would no doubt also have 
applied to the Merging the Pneumas rite, interdicting its practice 
in the open or while imbibing alcoholic drinks.

The second issue centers on the rite as an instrument of initi-
ation into the group. We have seen that the rite was an important 
initiation, bringing membership in the group and the protection 
of its gods, but prohibition 10 warns against using these benefits 
to seduce underage women. If we are correct that the rite involved
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conferral of an upper-level register, underage women would not 
have possessed the requisite level of register to participate. Pro-
hibition 2 1  is similar, forbidding the performance of the rite 
with non-Daoists, which is considered an offense against both 
the Dao and one’s personal master, who was the source of one’s 
own transmission.

Considering these provisions in the context of the controver-
sies mentioned above, it seems that the rite was not at this time 
practiced primarily at the time of a marriage, nor was it confined 
to married couples. Although the presence of one's master might 
have been required for the initiatory performance, it was not re-
quired for subsequent practice. In terms of the salvific promise of 
the ritual, it may well have been linked to one’s eventual selection 
as a seed person, but it seems likely that the avoidance of disaster 
it ensured was more often directed to the everyday existential 
calamities that threatened the health and well-being of the indi-
vidual and the household. Because the rite promised both sexual 
gratification and the benefits of self-cultivation, abuse could man-
ifest in the amount o f time devoted to it, the frequency with 
which it was practiced, the individuals who were found to act as 
partners in the rite, and the indulgence in alcohol and feasting 
before or during performance. These abuses accord with the dan-
gers that Supreme Purity sources as well as Kou Qianzhi imputed 
to the rite. In view of the esoteric nature of the master's oral in-
structions during the initiatory performance of the rite and the 
multiple forms into which it was elaborated, we cannot under-
stand the nature of the rite in greater detail than this. Moreover, 
given the esoteric nature of the rite itself, its mode and frequency 
of employment may have varied considerably over time or space.

Demons and the Dao

The code of prohibitions and taboos and the material concerning 
the Merging the Pneumas ritual are valuable early sources for our 
understanding of the Celestial Master church, bur the primary
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function of the Demon Statutes is as a demonography, listing a 
wide variety of demons and advising believers on how to deal 
with them. The key bit of information for each demon is its true 
name, which gives the knower power over the demon, but the text 
is also important because it allows one to predict which demon to 
guard against. We find an instruction on how to use these esoteric 
names at the end of chapter l :94
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This passage suggests a primarily apotropaic use for the names of 
demons. The sexual rite also had its place in managing the rela-
tionship of humans and demons. Although the mechanism is not 
completely clear, it would seem that the generation of "living

94. Niiqingguilii i/9a-b.
95. The meaning of this sentence is uncertain. Three sixes is usually a way of 

saying eighteen, but later sources do mention a “ three-six hell.”  In referring to 
the days of a month, the wthree sixes" refers to the sixth, sixteenth, and twenty- 
sixth days of the month. See Yuanshi tianzun shuo Fengdu miezui jing 2b.



pneumas” in the context of the rite was an important element, as 
we see in the following passage, which repeats many of the themes 
we have seen in this early literature:96
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96. Niiqingguilii i/8a-b.
97. n the Five Rebellions see n. 61 above.
98. The Great Beginning refers to the origin of rhe cosmos, when yin and

yang had been differentiated and the myriad things were produced. It is the 
last of four stages of creation in the “ Heavenly Auspicious Signs”  chapter 
of the . See ▲ i/2b.
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We have seen that the early historical accounts of the found-

ing characterize its teachings as uthe demonic Dao^ that our 

earliest epigraphical evidence for the cult concerns a conferral of 

texts announced by a figure called a “demon soldier,” and that the 

high god of the religion was sometimes referred to as the Most 

High Demon Lao. One would expect from this that the faith's 

attitude toward demons would be somewhat ambivalent. This ques-

tion has special significance because some Daoist sources charac-

terize the gods of the Chinese common religion as demonic. The 

condemnation of demons thus encompassed the objects of wor-

ship of both the diffuse religious practices of families throughout 

China as well as the more organized activities of the Chinese 

state; both offered bloody victuals to supernatural beings in re-

turn for blessings. The Demon Statutes o f Lady Blue provides key 

evidence for understanding how the Celestial Master Daoists 

conceived of and dealt with demons.

The secondary literature reveals a split on this question of the 

nature of demons and their equation with popular deities, espe-

cially the deities whose worship was undertaken by the Chinese 

state. Rolf Stein (1979), in a paper presented at the Second Inter-

national Conference on Daoist Studies, held in Tateshina, Japan, 

and published eventually in Facets o f Taoism, argued that Daoism 

made common cause with the Chinese state in condemning cer-

tain popular cults as wexcessive.'>, Thus, for the Daoists, "between 

their own practice and those of the prohibited popular cults there 

was not a difference of nature, but only of the degree, not of qual-

ity, but only of quantity/5 and the Chinese state shared this same 

distinction in its own labeling of certain types of practice as "licen-

tious cults55 (p. 59). Wang Zongyu (1999), for his part, has claimed 

that this condemnation was directed not just toward popular cults 

but also toward the high gods of the state. He points to figures in
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the Demon Statutes o f  Lady Blue that can be credibly linked to 

figures from the state cult. Thus, the uHundred-Thousand-Foot- 

High Demon of High Heaven” , who is surnamed 

Huang �imperial), can, according to Wang, be identified with 

the central figure of the state cult, the Supreme Thearch of Lofty 

Heaven ! �and the Keeper of the Talisman Demons of the 

Five Directions is to be identified with the Five Thearchs . 

These gods are arguably the most exalted deities of the state cult, 

ruling over the Six Heavens as identified by the Latter Han com-

mentator Zheng Xuan Moreover, even if these identifica-

tions are challenged, it is difficult to deny the presence in the text 

of other figures normally found in the state cult, like astral dei- 

ties, the five marchmounts Ŝ the three rivers Ŝand the 

four streams . Their listing in the text does not, however, 

mean that all were treated as evil opponents of the Dao and of 

Daoists. Angelika Cedzich (2009), in an analysis based primarily 

on a lost text called the Protocol o f the Twelve Hundred Officials 

Ŝargues that “ Daoist liturgy was not limited to merely 

opposing the sacrificial model of both state cult and popular reli-

gion, but also involved the active attempt of transforming these 

cults according to its own legal, bureaucratic, and ethical 

standards.55"  All three scholars cite the Demon Statutes of Lady 

Blue but conclude variously that Daoism is basically in agreement 

with, in opposition to, or intent on assimilating through trans-

formation the traditional deities of the state cult and local reli-

gion. There is some support for each position, but the dominant 

response of the early church was rather an accommodation of 

existing religious authority within a new framework.

Much as the Commands and Precepts for the Family of the 

Great Dao had depicted the cosmos as having formed from the dif-

ferentiation of the primordial Three Pneumas, which were then

99. The Qian erbai guan yi�is a lost work known only through a relatively 

small number of quotations, but many think it is substantially preserved in the 

Zhengyi fawert jitigzhangguanpin� �See the article by Cedzich 

in Schipper and Verellen 2004:1����_�� , ar|d the collation of the text by Wang 

Zongyu (2009b).
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corrupted by human desire, giving rise to the immorality and 
squalor of Lower Antiquity, the Demon Statutes o f  Lady Blue 
relates a historical process that explains the opposition of demons 
to the will of Heaven, which is further elaborated in later Daoist 
scriptures. Let us first look at the historical progression as depicted 
in the opening passage of the Demon Statutes:wo
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too. N uqingguilii 1/1 a-b.
101. The Six Seams (liuhe /sn") refer to Heaven above, the Earth below, and 

four directions, hence the three dimensions of space. See Zhuangzi 2.
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In this passage we are told that the primordial cosmos was perfect 

and free of harm but gradually began to decay with the creation 

of “ skills.” This accords well with the commentary�

which links skills with the “ false techniques” of the profane. A 

passage from the beginning of chapter 2 of the Demon Statutes 

speaks about the primordial age before the decline:102

The Statutes o f the M ost High o f the Upper Three Heavens o f Great 

Purity, M ysterious and Primordial, charge the Leaders of the Three 

Offices o f Heaven, Earth, and Water: uWhen August Heaven was 

first born, only gods were honored. The current age is benighted, 

evil, and disordered. There are no perfected deities to be seen, only 

demons who disrupt the lives of  humans. N ow  you should record 

and distinguish the names o f the demons in order to establish the 

gods o f the three levels and five directions to control the demons.”

! ! � � ��

( � �# � �
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It would seem that in the beginning there was still no distinction 

between proper and improper ritual practice. It is only with the 

decline and the proliferation of demons that Daoism becomes 

necessary.

We find a more detailed description of this historical develop-

ment in the fifth-century redaction of a Celestial Master ritual

102. Niiqing guilu 2/1 a.



code by Lu Xiujing, Master L u fs Abridgement o f the Daoist Code
:1W
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103. Lu xiansheng daomenke lue la-b. Note that I do not accept Nickerson's 
contention (1996b) that this text can be divided into a primary text by Lu Xiu- 
jing and a commentary perhaps by one of his disciples. Current printed edi-
tions of the text do not distinguish such layers, and Nickerson's divisions cut 
across clear metrical patterns.
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demons. He banished all thoughts of interdictions and ruled the citi-
zens with the Pure Bond: KThe gods do not eat or drink, the master 
does not accept money.”
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Here blame is attributed to the wstale pneumas of the Six Heav-
ens,M who lead assorted fell spirits who have died in battle. The 
Six Heavens were the primary object of worship of the Han state 
sacrifices, at the pinnacle of the continuum of sacrificial practice 
that constituted the Chinese common religion; hence this marks 
an explicit break with that tradition. Although this documenta-
tion is late, it was already implicit in the condemnation of sacri-
fice in the Xiang er commentary and the description of the Daoist 
Three Heavens in the Commands and Precepts. The Pure Bond may 
well have been a feature of the movement since its inception, a 
sort of shorthand description of the Covenant with the Powers.104 
But a careful reading of this passage shows that this is not a blan-
ket condemnation of all spirits who receive blood sacrifice. After 
all, there are legitimate spirits whose temples these miscreants 
attack, and surely some spirits respond to sacrifice with the pro-
tection for which their worshippers pray. Moreover, although 
some udied innocently or before their times,5, logically there were 
always those who died because of their transgressions or at the 
end of their natural lifespans. The spirits who effected their 
deaths in such cases would have done nothing wrong and hence 
would not need to fear the execution talismans of the Daoists.

104. On the Pure Bond, see Schipper 2000.



The full development of this idea of a primordial fall is visible 
in the Dongyuan Scripture o f Divine Spells (Taishang dortgyuan 

! )Ŝthe earliest stratum of which can 
be dated to the early fifth century.105 This apocalyptic scripture 
preaches of an impending millenarian catastrophe caused by hordes 
of unrestrained demons, which must be controlled by the forces of 
orthodoxy. The origins of the problem are explained in the follow-
ing passage 106

The Primordial Heavenly W orthy was in the Palace o f Eternal Jo y  

in the Land of the H all of G reat Blessings together with the Divine 

King o f Flying Devas of Limitless Great Sagacity, both seated on 

thrones o f seven-colored precious mist in order to transmit the 

G reat Exorcistic Scripture o f D ivine Spells Piercing the Abyss. He 

summoned the Samadhi Divine Spell Kings of the ten directions 

and the Flying M ysterious M arvel Great Heavenly Perfected Great 

G ods to appear before their thrones. The Heavenly Worthy an-

nounced to the M ost High Lord of the Dao: MI have heard quite 

often that in the regions bordering on the Land of the Hall of G reat 

Extrem e Joy and Blessings demons and devils are being produced 

wantonly who invade and harm the male and female sentient be-

ings. Do you often hear their sad and suffering voices or 001?'' The 

Lord o f the Dao said: “ This region for seven billion five hundred 

thousand kalpas was a world o f extreme joy, where there were no sad 

sounds o f crying. Since the Dragon Han, the commoners, male and 

fem ale, have all given rise to violent, evil killing and have brazenly 

prayed to the various gods and devils, wantonly seeking their sur-

vival. Since this awakening, for seven billion five hundred million 

kalpas, the commoners have been impoverished and suffering, their 

human forms suffering aging and illness; whether male or female, all 

shared the same dedication to cajoling and imploring evil demons. 

The stale pneumas o f the Six Heavens allowed the nine uglies, tree 

sprites, and wicked goblins to enter their hearts; their thoughts

105. I accept Christine Mollier's argument that the last two chapters of the 
scripture should be seen as roughly contemporaneous with the first ten and not 
of Tang date, like chapters 11 through 18. See Mollier 1990� Cedzich 2009:75, 
n. 208.

106. Taishang dongyuan shenzhou jing i9/ia-2a.
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In this passage, which shows clear influence of Buddhist ideas that 
entered Daoism through the Lingbao ‘ scriptures, the fall from 
original purity is traced back into the remote past, and the entire 
historical era of China's past is portrayed as a period of unremitting 
suffering and misrule. But note that leading the forces of Heaven to 
suppress the evildoers and restore a world of peace and tranquility 
are the Five Venerable Supreme Thearchs, who seem to be ana-
logues of the Five Thearchs at the top of the state cult. Moreover,

184 d a o i sm i n  t h e  t h i r d  c e n t u r y
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although the enforcing powers are led by Perfected figures from the 
Three Heavens, they include fearsome spirits like the devil kings.

The beings that cause evil in the world do not do so because 
it is their basic nature but rather because higher demons in service 
to the Daoist Heavens fail to control them. They are characterized 
as “demons who have escaped from the rosters” �?wo/7 2:// gw/ �

) . There is a somewhat more detailed description of this 
process in the first chapter of Scripture o f  Divine Spells:10/

When there are illnesses, trouble with officials, disputes, or the im-
poverishment of households, proclaim this scripture and its pre-
cepts and command the devils with a divine spell. If there is a single 
demon who fails to depart and wantonly proclaims himself a great 
god, and if those receiving tutelary sacrifices in the wilds, the mas-
ters of popular temples, the dead generals of defeated armies, or 
demons who have escaped from the rosters come to aid this evil 
king, causing illness and pain to the common people and refusing to 
obey the great law, the killing gods of the ten directions will collect 
them together and execute them. If they obstinately return, indulg-
ing in violence and devoting themselves to spreading suffering, poi-
son, and harm, the demon kings will behead them and the devil 
kings personally smash them into a myriad pieces. They are not 
permitted to pardon them. Do this speedily, in accordance with the 
statutes and commands.

� � �

# � � �( � � �

� � ( # � �

� � � �#�

〉

Here we see demons who have escaped the control of their lead-
ers, the devil kings, linked with local earth gods and the gods of 
popular temples. They are not condemned categorically as evil 
but rather chastised for refusing to submit and accept regulation 
by the Heavens and their representatives, Daoist priests. They 
assume titles that have not been authorized by the Heavens and 107

1 0 7 . Taishang dongyuatt shenzhou jin g  1 /9 3 .
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cause death and misfortune that has not been properly adjudi-
cated. The divine spell does not itself compel obedience but rather 
invokes authority.

The scriptures of the Shangqing revelation counsel a similar 
approach to demons, asserting the Daoist master's authority in 
order to compel them to return to acceptable norms of behavior. 
The following spell can be used when passing through a region 
where malefic spirits pose a danger:108

I am a disciple of the Most High. Below, I command the Six Heav-
ens. The palaces of the Six Heavens are subordinate to me. Not 
only are they assigned to me; they are ruled by the Most High. I 
know the names of the palaces of the Six Heavens, and, for this 
reason, I will live forever. If there is one who dares to accost me, the 
Most High will behead you. The name of the first palace is . . .

! �" � � �# � �

! � � � ! �

This passage claims that knowledge of the names of the six palaces 
at the center of the Six Heavens confers power over the nefast 
forces. Although the demons are threatened with physical punish-
ment, it is a rather sedate response when compared to the violent 
exorcisms often used in traditional contexts when confronting 
such malefic spirits. We might see this as a systematized, routinized 
response to supernatural threats. The counterpart for the early 
church was the esoteric names of the demons conveyed through 
the Demon Statutes o f  Lady Blue.

Looking more closely at the demons whose secret names are 
revealed in the Demon Statutes, we find a number who present a 
threat only because they are part of the justice system of the 
Heavens, which centers on oversight, recording of conduct, and 
punishment for misdeeds. I have already mentioned the Hundred- 
Thousand-Foot-High Demon of High Heaven.109 For the past

10 8 . D engzhen yinjue 2 / i 3 a.
1 0 9 . N u q in g  guilii l/ ib .
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thirty-six thousand years, he has ascended to Heaven once a month 
to “respond to questions about interrogations and punishments”

Venerable Demon, colloquially referred to as the Demon of the Five 
Paths, who is in charge of the rosters of the dead as well as Mthe 
interrogation and calculation of the sins of the living” �

f | . 110 Many of the demons are enforcers keeping the evil demons 
under control, like the seven killer spirits of the Dipper , 
in charge of killing uthe wicked, deviant, and rebellious demons of 
the realm” " -111 Others are assigned to normal humans 
like the Celestial Thearch's Demons in Charge of the Constant 
Supervision of Transgressions Ŝwho descend to listen 
to human conversations so that they can discover sins before they 
are committed and return to inform the interrogating killer spirits. 
Another set of three demons hide in the corners of dwellings and 
report on ^married couples who act immorally and do not accord 
with yin and yang” # Ŝ presumably referring to 
some sort of sexual misconduct.1 12 When they report, the humans 
are removed from the roster of the living. These demons are clearly 
in the service of the forces of good. Presumably, they might make 
mistakes, so the Daoist is given a way to control them, but they do 
not seem to be the sort of out-of-control demons who have escaped 
from their registers and are plaguing humankind. Moreover, some 
only manifest as demons in certain circumstances, like the Earl of 
the Gate  and the Door Attendant , who “during the day 
are gods who bless the dwelling, at sunset turning into demons” 

� � .113
The demons recorded so carefully in the Demon Statutes of 

Lady Blue are a mixed group, including both evil beings, who serve 
no function other than bringing misfortune, illness, and death to 
humanity, and loyal servants of the Daoist Heavens, who aid in 
administration of justice. Although in the Celestial Master system

110 . Ntiqingguilii i/ib-2a.
111. This demon and the next are both found in Nuqingguilti i/4a.
112. Ntiqitig guilii 4/2a-b.
113. Niiqingguilii 4/2b-3a.
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all misfortune is ultimately caused by the actions of demons, some 
misfortune is deserved and just, or fated and inevitable. Faith in 
the Dao and proper ritual action can sometimes forestall or de-
flect the actions of these supernatural agents, but ultimately only 
proper conduct, or confession and sincere repentance for miscon-
duct, can assure fortune and longevity.

The instrument for confession was the Personally Written 
Missive to the Three Offices, mentioned in historical accounts of 
the movement. In fact, the agents of the Three Offices would 
seem to be quite similar to the demons mentioned in the Demon 
Statutes. Although they are good and in service to the Dao, there 
is reason to think that they are in fact part of what later sources 
call the Six Heavens. In the “Teaching of the Celestial Master,” 
translated above, we read that the "corpse people55 who are be-
yond redemption belong to the Earth Office. The first essay in the 
Scripture o f  Precepts and Codes, Teachings o f the Celestial Master, 
affirms this:114

People o f the Dao are pure and correct; their names belong to 

Heaven above. The profane are defiled and impure; when they die, 

they enter the custody o f  the Earth Office. H ow  could they not be 

distant from each other?

� ! � � � #

From this pronouncement we can see that, although early 
church documents condemn evil elements of the pre-Daoist sacred 
world in scathing terms, this criticism was only intended for those 
figures who rejected the commands of the Daoist Heavens. Other 
figures, such as the Three Offices and their many agents, worked 
in concert with the Dao, forming an indispensable part of the 
entire system of supernatural justice and retribution.115 They

114. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jitig 1 ia4-6. Although this essay is not 
quite as early as the encyclicals that follow it, it still seems to be an authentic 
document from the early church, inspired by the same spirit o f devotion.

115. On this ambiguous character of Daoist demons, see Seidel 1988:202-3��
Lai 2��2a:27i; Sasaki 2009.
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oversaw the actions of mortal beings and the dead, and recorded 
their good and evil conduct. When misconduct merited punish-
ment, they were also the enforcers of that punishment, imposing 
upon both the living and the dead sentences of misfortune, ill-
ness, and penal servitude. Living mortals often had to die so that 
sanctions could be imposed in the other world. Moreover, as 
overseers of the dead, fearsome spirits functioned as a first court 
of appeals for the dead who thought they had been wronged and 
had lodged sepulchral plaints against the offenders or their descen-
dants. For the living, even the administrators of the netherworld 
were fearsome, demonic beings who were the proximate cause 
of all bad things in their lives. Their agents of punishment, in 
particular, were often only semihuman demons, the denizens of 
nightmares who attack in the dark with fell weapons and choking 
miasmas.

The early Celestial Master church promised protection from 
such figures through its rituals and through the spirit generals, 
clerks, and troops whose control the registers of church rank 
conveyed to initiates. This protection was undoubtedly an impor-
tant inducement when convincing the profane to convert. At the 
same time, such protection was limited and came at a price. M is-
conduct had to be redeemed through confession and penance. 
The only way to keep threats permanently distant was by rigor-
ously observing a strict code of conduct that regulated all aspects 
of life. Membership in the church brought with it the assurance 
of a personal relationship with the Dao, but with that came in-
creased scrutiny by a deity with very high standards for his flock. 
The severity of that scrutiny is evident in the excoriating criti-
cisms that characterize the two encyclicals with which I began 
this chapter, Yangping Parish and Commands and Precepts for the 
Great Family o f the Dao. It must have been reflected in many more 
spirit messages that have not been preserved as well as in regular 
interaction with libationers and other members of the church 
community.



F O U R

Daoism under the Northern 

and Southern Dynasties

In the preceding chapters we have examined the founding of 
Celestial Master Daoism on the basis of external and internal 

sources, then traced to the degree possible the development of the 
church through the tumultuous third century, following the great 
diaspora of Daoist believers in 2 15 . We turn now to the fourth 
through sixth centuries, a period when the rule over Chinese ter-
ritories was fragmented, with a succession of short-lived Chinese 
dynasties in the south vying for survival against a variety of non- 
Chinese invaders who ruled most of northern and western China. 
During this period, Buddhism grew in support throughout China 
and frequently received official governmental recognition in 
North China, but there were also attempts to revive a Daoist ad-
ministration in Sichuan under the state of Cheng-Han (r. 302- 
347) and in the North China plain under the Northern Wei (386- 
534) and the Northern Zhou (557-581). In the south, although 
Daoism never approached the power of a theocracy, many of the 
highest officers of state and large swaths of the aristocracy were 
members of the Celestial Master church, and the rebellion of Sun 
En �d. 402) provided a dramatic example of the power of 
Daoism among the populace. I begin with the case closest to the 
founding of Daoism, the resurgence of political Daoism in Sichuan 
at the beginning of the fourth century.
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The Li Family and the Cheng-Han State

Ancient Sichuan was home to two peoplesŜ the Shu  in the 
Chengdu plain, settled farmers who were heirs to the bronze age 
Sanxingdui  civilization, and the Ba  in the Jialing river 
basin and southwestern Hubei, riverine hunter-gatherers known 
for their fierceness in battle.1 By the Latter Han, the Shu had been 
fully assimilated, but the Ba maintained a distinct ethnic identity, 
identified primarily by the tribal name Cong. The Celestial M as-
ters evangelized among these Cong and gained many converts, 
who were attracted to the Daoists5 mastery of spirit armies (gui- 
dao and the protection they offered from demonic attack.2 *
As we saw in chapter 1, when Zhang Lu established his theocracy 
in Hanzhong, he relied on the military support of the Cong from 
their traditional homeland to the south. Many came to settle in 
the Hanzhong area to participate in the coming age of Great 
Peace. Among them was a tribal leader from Dangqu (north-
east of modern Qu county) named Li Hu. After the surrender 
of the state to Cao Cao, he and his followers, around five hundred 
households, were transferred to the area north of Liieyang, Gan-
su, where he was made a general in the Wei forces. His son Li Mu 

served as Eastern Qiang-Hunting Commander {dong Qiang 
//•e /bwg as did his grandson Li Xiang .

Another grandson, Li Te, was a man of uncommonly tall stat-
ure who served in a variety of offices under the Western Jin. The 
290s was a tumultuous decade, especially in the northwest, where 
local rebellions, famines, and epidemics eventually led to a mass 
migration that included many members of the Celestial Master 
church. As the band of migrants grew, Li Te distinguished himself

1. The primary sources for the history of Cheng-Han are chapters 8 and 9
of the f f wo  of Chang Qu �ca. 291-361) who was an
official in the state at the time of its demise, and Jin  shu 121. A more complete 
account of the state by Chang, called L/. S/;w  or

 existed until the ang and is reconstructed in Kleeman 1998.
2. Taniguchi Fusao (1976) argues that the Di  were also among these early

non-Chinese converts.
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as a leader, caring for the ill and starving along the way. The group, 
now numbering hundreds of thousands, first returned to Han- 
zhong, hoping to find succor in the former Daoist homeland. When 
the resources there proved insufficient to sustain the migrants, 
they moved on to the Chengdu plain, where they allied themselves 
with the governor of Yi  province, Zhao Xin Ŝ a Daoist 
whose family had also been part of the Hanzhong kingdom. 
Many among the migrants were skilled fighters, adept at cavalry 
warfare, and formed an important support for Zhao. When Zhao 
defied a court order to take up a position at court, he also turned 
on the migrants, but a military ambush was thwarted, and eventu-
ally the migrants hunted him down, killed Zhao Xin, and trans-
mitted Zhao^ head to court in an act of loyalty that won Li Te 
and his brother appointments as generals.

They now controlled northern Sichuan. The governor of Liang 
province, Luo Shang M �d. 310)Ŝ was transferred to Chengdu, 
initially receiving the support of the migrants. When a central gov-
ernment edict ordered the migrants to return to their native place, 
local elites conspired to confiscate the migrants’ possessions and 
force them on their way. Li Te won the allegiance of the migrants 
by repeatedly petitioning for a delay in their departure. He is said 
to have issued a simplified legal code in three articles and amnesties 
on existing debts. An attempted ambush of the migrants was unsuc-
cessful, but Li Te was killed in a subsequent battle in 303.

This brought to the fore his son, Li Xiong a devout Dao-
ist. The migrants had previously been resupplied by the Daoist 
Fan Changsheng �2 4 8 -3 18 )Ŝ who led a community of 
more than a thousand households, no doubt his parishioners, on 
the slopes of Mount Greencastle Ŝnorthwest of Chengdu.3 
When Li Xiong’s aides encouraged him to claim the throne as 
king, he first offered the position to Fan, hoping to re-create the

3. Fan, also called Jiuchong  and Yanjiu 7	wrote a commentary to 
the  in ten scrolls under the name Talent of Shu (Shucai ) .Originally
from Filling in southeastern Sichuan (now Chongqing city), he may have 
been of Cong ethnicity. See Kleeman 1998:83
 Wang Liqi 2002:17/440
 Suishu 
�������



Hanzhong theocracy in which his great-grandfather had been a 
participant. Fan declined, saying:

 

jiazi  

Fan came to the capital riding in a white cart. Li Xiong met him 
at the gate and led him to his seat, where he appointed Fan 
chancellorŜ with the honorific title Fan the "Worthy . Two 
years later, when Xiong claimed the title of emperor, he honored 
Fan with the title Great Master of the Four Seasons, Eight Nodes, 
Heaven and Earth (sz'sh M s 7
which recalls the titles used by the first three Celestial Masters.4 
Xiong took as the name of his state Great Perfection (dacheng ^  

a reference to a poem from the Odes (Mao 179) that had been 
linked during the Latter Han to the establishment of a realm of 
Great Peace.5

Fan Changsheng served the state as chancellor until his death 
in 318 . At that timeŜhis son, Fan Ben Ŝreplaced himŜserving 
until the demise of the state in 347. Even after that, a failed attempt 
to reestablish the state centered on Fan Ben. Given the family- 
based model of membership in Celestial Master Daoism, we can 
assume that Fan Ben was also a high official in the church.

It is remarkable, then, that the historical accounts of the 
Cheng-Han state in both the Record o f States South o f Mount Hua 
and in the official Book o f Jin  fail to mention the activities of the 
prime minister or the Daoist allegiance of its leaders. As Anna 
Seidel pointed out over four decades ago, it is likely that the Li

4. See Zizhi tongjian ^6/2721, kaoyi The current Huayatigguo zhi short 
ens the title to Tiandi taishi.

5. See Seidel 1969-70:219  Shijing (H-Y Index edn.) 39/179/8; Hou Han shu 
7/295. Zheng Xuan’s commentary to this passage (7/296, n. 6) says: “ Great 
Perfection refers to the attainment of Great Peace" {dacheng w ei zhi taipingye

).
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family gained support because of prophecies foretelling the rise 
of a Daoist leader surnamed Li who would bring about a world 
of Great Peace that was in some sense a restoration of the Han 
dynasty.6 7 Thus, even the change of dynastic name to Han in 338 
has significance in this regard.^ Cheng-Han featured a limited and 
comparatively lenient legal code and charitable institutions for the 
poor. In comparison to the turmoil that shook the rest of China 
during the first half of the fourth century, the state was an island 
of peace, security, and good government.

This was particularly true during the reign of Li Xiong (r. 304- 
34)Ŝwho seems to have been the state’s most devout Daoist. The 
historian's assessment of his reign in the Book o f Jin  characterizes 
him as "'generous and s in ce re a n d  notes that he "reduced pun-
ishments and simplified the legal code,,!, pardoned his enemies, 
established schools, and reduced taxes and corvee labor so that, 
although Mthe entire world within the seas was in great disorder, 
Shu alone was without troubles.” Even the criticism that “rank 

and seniority were not distinguished; nobility and commoners did 
not differ in their clothing and insignia” may have reflected the 
different social structure and more egalitarian nature of Daoist 
communities.8 This eliding of Daoist elements in mainstream 
Chinese historical sources adds to the difficulty of determining 
the role of Daoism in Chinese history.

North China� The Northern Wei 
and Northern Zhou

In the preceding chapter, all of our evidence for Celestial Master 
Daoism during the third century came from North China, but, 
during the fourth century, the focus of Daoism shifted to the south.

6. See Seidel 1969, 1969-70� Kleeman 1998:61-86.
7. The fourth ruler, Li Shou �r. 338-43) had been given the tide King 

of Han when he conquered the Hanzhong region that was the site of Zhang 
Lu's millennial kingdom.

8. See Kleeman 1998:179-80, translating//« s/7« 121/3040.
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This was largely the result of the migration of numerous elite 
Daoist families to the south after the Revolt of the Eight Kings 
(291-306), the destruction of the Western Jin dynasty (317), and 
the invasion of North China by several seminomadic, horse-riding 
peoples. But Daoism certainly survived in the north, as evidenced 
by the Buddho-Daoist stelae that began to appear in the mid-fifth 
century. These show that at the village level there were still liba- 
tioners, novices, and Daoist citizens playing significant roles in 
the community. Another key piece of evidence is the role of the 
Daoist Kou Qianzhi at the Northern Wei court.9

The Toba family that established the Northern Wei dynasty 
was attracted to and supported both Buddhism and Daoism. Em- 
peror Daowu Tuoba Gui �r. 386-409) was 
particularly interested in alchemical means to attain immortality. 
During the Tianxing reign period (398-404)Ŝ he established a 
Transcendents Workshop ^ and appointed Tran-
scendent Erudites (xianren boshi f lilA W i)  to staff it.10 They were 
given West Mountain as a place to create their elixirs and were 
permitted to test them on criminals sentenced to death. Emperor 
Mingyuan Tuoba Si �r. 409-23) continued these 
endeavors, as did his son, Emperor Taiwu Tuoba Tao 

�r. 424-52). Emperors Daowu and Mingyuan both died 
of elixir poisoning.11

Kou Qianzhi was the second son of an illustrious northern 
family originally from close to modern Beijing, who traced their 
lineage back to the Han dynasty official Kou Xun (d. 36 c e ) .12 

His elder brother Kou Zan �d. 348Ǿ was rewarded with high 
office by the Northern Wei for settling there refugees from his

9. Primary sources for Kou are the Treatise on Buddhism and Daoism of the 
Book of Wei � emd the Scripture of the Intoned Precepts of Lord Lao 
(Laojun ytnsong jiejmg). For a list o f recent articles dealing with Kou, see 
Zhuang Hongyi 2010:23-25. Lagerwey (2007:29) is correct in noting that the 
only substantial study of Kou (prior to his own) was Yang Liansheng 1956.

10. Weishu 114/3049.
11. Weishu 2/44� 3/62.
12. Kou claimed to be Xun9s descendant in the thirteenth generation, but Liu 

Yi (2002) calculates it must be the eleventh.
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adopted home in Shaanxi. Kou Qianzhi spent thirty years as a 
recluse on Mount Hua and Mount Song, the western and central 
Sacred Peaks, searching for the secret to immortality.

The Book o f Wei records the encounter of Kou with a ude- 
moted transcendent” � c/ w ^ named Chenggong Xing �

This figure, who was working as a simple laborer, so im-
pressed Kou Qianzhi with his hard work that Kou hired him to 
perform his corvee labor duties. One day when Kou was stumped 
by an astronomical calculation, Chenggong Xing showed him 
how to solve it. Kou, realizing this was no ordinary laborer, then 
asked to become his disciple, but Chenggong instead demanded 
to study under Kou. Leading Kou to dwell in a cave on Mount 
Hua, Chenggong collected herbs to feed him. This continued for 
seven years, after which Chenggong Xing announced his impend-
ing departure and apparently died. The next day, two youths 
appeared at the cave bringing ritual garments, a begging bowl, 
and a staff. Chenggong came back to life, donned the clothing, 
took up the bowl and staff, and left. This story is related in our 
source to an earlier tale of a man named Wang Huer �who, 
once on one of the subsidiary peaks of Mount Song, happened 
upon an abandoned mansion with “golden rooms and jade halls” 
that bore a plaque titling it “Mansion of Chenggong Xing•Ŝ’ His 
uncle had told him that Chenggong was a transcendent who had 
been demoted for setting fire to seven rooms of a heavenly build-
ing and sentenced to serve Kou Qianzhi as a disciple for seven 
years. This is a common story of an encounter with an immortal 
and seems to have no connection to Celestial Master Daoism.

The primary revelation to Kou Qianzhi is said to have occurred 
in 415, when the Supreme Lord Lao, riding a cloud pulled by drag-
ons and accompanied by an entourage of spirits, transcendents, and 
jade maidens, alit on a peak of Mount Song.13 14 He tells Kou:

In the preceding forty-eighth sexagenary year [411], the Master of

the Quelling Spirits Assembling Transcendents Palace submitted an

13. Weishu 114/3050.
14. Weishu 114/3050-51.
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announcement to the Heavenly Bureau, saying� uEver since the Ce-
lestial Master Zhang Ling died, this earthly office has been vacant,15 
and those who cultivate goodness have had no master to teach 
them. The Daoist priest of Mount Song, Kou Qianzhi of Shanggu, 
is upright and principled of character, his conduct is in accord with 
the spontaneous, and his talent is sufficient to be the first model. He 
can hold the position of Master.” So I have come to observe you, to 
confer upon you the position of Celestial Master,16 17 and to bestow 
upon you the Precepts of the New Intoned Precepts among the Cloud 
in twenty scrolls, with the appellation “Dual Advancement.”

� ^ � � ( �

� ! � ! � �

� � � � �

� �

The author of the announcement recommending Kou is presum-
ably Chenggong Xing. The scripture is now lost except for one 
poorly transmitted chapter, preserved in the Daoist canon under 
the title Scripture o f  the Intoned Precepts o f  Lord Lao (Laojun yin- 
song jiejing).n The term Dual Advancement is nowhere explained 
but perhaps refers to the dual cultivation of morality, by observ-
ing the precepts, and immortality, through the ingestion of herbs 
and drugs, mentioned below. Lord Lao further instructs Kou as 
follows:

These scriptural precepts of mine, since the creation of Heaven and 
Earth, have never been transmitted in the world. Now, according to 
the cycles of fate, they should appear. You will disseminate this New 
Code of mine in order to purify and correct Daoism, eliminating 
the false methods of the Three Zhangs: the rent rice and cash tax as

15. Following the Guang hongmingji in reading zhi ^  for cheng M- See n. 41 
in the Zhonghua edn.�p. 3061.

16. Following the quotation in Cefu yuangui 53, cited by the Zhong-
hua editors in ibid., n. 42.

17. See Yang Liansheng 1956 for an attempt to decipher this problematic 
text. The many incorrect characters may just be the result of poor transmis 
sion, but such errors and the colloquial character of the text are consistent 
with an origin in spirit revelation.
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well as the technique of men and women merging the pneumas. 
The Great Dao is pure and empty. How could it countenance this 
sort of affair? [Daoists] should place only matters of propriety at 
the fore and supplement them with the ingestion of elixirs and 
breath cultivation.

� �# (  � �
� � � �

� � �

There was a second revelation almost a decade later, toward 
the end of 423. In this case, the revealing spirit was a self-pro- 
claimed great-great-grandson of LaoziŜ Li Puwen Ŝwho 
claimed to have attained the Dao during the reign of Han Em-
peror Wu (r. 14 1-8 7  b c e ���He noted that Kou had spent ten years 
in service of the Dao when he was still a youth,18 and twelve years 
when, ''though you had no great achievements in moral transfor-
mation, you did exert yourself in transmitting [the Dao] to a 
hundred others” _ �& . Li granted Kou 
authority over an area controlled by Mount Song that is wa myriad 
li19 sq u a re a s  well as a series of registers:

I bestow upon you promotion into the Inner Palace and four regis-
ters: the Most Perfected Most Treasured Perfected Master of the 
Nine Continents, the Controlling-Spirits Master, the Controlling- 
Citizens Master, and the Succeeding to Heaven Master Register. I 
bestow on you the Heavenly Most Treasured Register of the Three 
Perfecteds* Great Text, which investigates and summons the hun-
dred gods, to confer upon your disciples. There are five grades of 
text registers:20 The first is called the Great Officer of Yin and Yang; 
the second is called the Perfected Officer of the Correct Head-
quarters; the third is called the Perfected Officer of the Correct

18. Reading for the graphically simi ar/] "
19. A li was at the time roughly 400 meters.
20. Throughout this text I understand /m as /«  a convention common 

in Six Dynasties and Tang manuscripts. The conventional Celestial Master 
register system is examined in detail in chapter �below. See Zhang Zehong 
2005:42.
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Chamber; the fourth is called the Unassigned Officer of the Night 
Palace; the fifth is called the Master of the Register of Dual Advance-
ment. Each differs as to the position of the altar, the [object of] 
worship, the robe and cap, and the rites. Altogether there are more 
than sixty scrolls, which are called the Perfected Scripture of Regis-
ters and Charts.

� ‘ ' �

# � � �

� � � �

� � � �

�

This text is the basis for the establishment of a new Celestial 
Master religion, with four exalted registers possessed solely by the 
new Celestial Master and five graded registers to be conferred upon 
a body of disciples. It was intended for use in support of the north- 
ern Perfected Lord of Great Peace / �

)Ŝa term adopted as a reign name by Emperor Taiwu in the 
year 440.

The revelation also included architectural specifications for a 
Heavenly Palace employing the Quiet Wheel method (tiangong 

0  )Ŝthe successful construction of which 
would allow the Celestial Master to create perfected transcendents. 
As for lay men and women, they faced an impending apocalypse 
(mo/7e ) that made the propagation of this religion difficult. 
Most need only erect buildings with altars and worship morning 
and night (presumably a reference to the audience ceremony held 
in the oratory)21 to gain merit for themselves and any worthy 
ancestors. A select few could aspire to greater things:

Those among them who can cultivate their bodies and create an 
elixir, learning the arts of longevity, will become the seed citizens of 
the Perfected Lord [of Great Peace].

� � �

2 1 .  S e e  c h a p te r  6 .
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With this second revelation, the foundation was complete for 
a new theocratic state, including sacred buildings, a hierarchically 
organized priesthood, a trained laity, and a heavenly ordained ruler 
who would lead them all into a grand new age of Great Peace. At 
the center of this movement would be the newly appointed Celes-
tial Master. Kou claimed that no Celestial Master had existed 
since the first, Zhang Daoling, conveniently ignoring not only his 
son Zhang Heng and grandson Zhang Lu, who had established 
the first Daoist theocracy in Hanzhong, but all the Daoists of the 
intervening three centuries, as we see in this passage from the 
Intoned Precepts 22 23

Since [Zhang] Ling crossed over, his office has long been empty, 
and no one was appointed Connected Celestial Master. I had the 
perfected tutelary officers of the various provinces, commanderies, 
and counties inject their pneumas in order to administer ghostly 
matters and control the population rosters of the mortals; I made no 
use of the defiled, disordered method of having mortal libationers 
govern the citizens.

� � 7# �

� # �

This brazen claim was no doubt necessary in the face of a liv-
ing Daoist church with an active priesthood serving across the 
breadth of North China according to ancient rules of ordination 
and promotion, which also directly communicated with the 
church founders through spirit communication.2 Previous studies 
have assumed that Kou grew up in a traditional Celestial Master 
family on the basis of the statement in the Book o f  Wei that he

2 2 .  Laojutt yinsong jiejing  2 a .

2 3 .  S e e  b e lo w , c h a p te r  8 , fo r  d e ta ils  o f  th e  o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  th e  C e le s t ia l  M a s -

te r  p r ie s th o o d . F o r  e v id e n c e  o f  th e s u r v iv a l  o f  th e se  c h u rc h  o f f i c e s  in N o r t h  

C h in a  ste la e  o f  th e fifth  th ro u g h  se v e n th  c e n tu r ie s , s e e  B o k e n k a m p  1 9 9 6 - 9 7 ,  

2 0 0 2� H u  W e n h e  2 0 0 4� Z h a n g  X u n l ia o  2 0 1 0 .
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“when young cultivated the techniques of Zhang Lu, ingesting 
elixirs and herbal medi ci nes” s/m 
erydo )Ŝbut we have seen above that such 
practices had no place in the Daoist church. This statement is 
simply a mistaken conflation of Kou's early history as a seeker of 
immortality and an outsider^ misunderstanding of the nature of 
Daoism. In light of the preceding claim that no Celestial Master 
had succeeded to Zhang Daoling's position as well as the por-
trayal of Kou in the Book o f Wei as a conventional seeker after 
immortality through alchemy and especially the role Kou played 
as an advocate of blood sacrifice to Mount Hua and Mount Song 
recorded in stelae dedicated to each mountain,24 it is unlikely that 
Kou grew up in a traditional Celestial Master family, much less 
that he was a descendant of a member of the original Hanzhong 
theocratic kingdom.25

Kou presented his revealed scripture, though perhaps not the 
Intoned Precepts, to the throne in 424. Emperor Taiwu was ini-
tially not convinced, though he appointed him to the Transcen-
dent Workshop, but Kou did gain the ear of the aristocrat Cui 
Hao �d. 450)Ŝwho had established a reputation as an expert 
in astrology and the Book o f Changes. Cui became Kou5s disciple 
and studied his arts. He repeatedly recommended Kou to the 
emperor, arguing that the appearance of such an eminent recluse 
in his court unbidden was a testament to the young emperor's 
sterling virtue. The emperor’s response was to make a sacrifice of 
jade, silk, and a trio of animals (tailao to Mount Song and to 
welcome Kou's cohort of disciples from the mountains. This group 
of 40 Daoists eventually grew to 120 , who followed Buddhist 
practice in praying six times a day and offered huge kitchen-feasts 
feeding thousands of people every month.

Kou actively supported the emperor5s plan of conquest, ac-
companying him on campaigns and arguing for the precedence of

2 4 .  O n  th e s e  s te la e , s e e  S h a o  M in g s h e n g  1 9 6 2� L iu  Y i 2 0 0 2 .

2 5 .  S e e  L iu  Y i 2 0 0 2  fo r  a c o n v in c in g  r e fu ta t io n  o f  such  t h e o r ie s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  

a s  e x p r e s s e d  in  C h e n  Y in k e  19 5 0 .
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martial over civil virtues in order to install the emperor as the 
Perfected Lord of Great Peace. Two buildings were built at his 
request in the capital (modern Datong, Shanxi).26 The first was a 
Daoist temple with a three-layered altar, atop which was placed 
a round platform, with a throne atop that. Northeast of this was 
the Quiet Wheel Palace, an exceptionally tall building perhaps 
modeled on a Buddhist stupa, on which construction began in 
4 3 1 .2 It was supposed to be uso high that one could not hear the 
crowing of roosters or the barking of dogs, so that one could con- 
nect above with the gods of Heaven” 
�(1	 / ow/'d

yw " •� # � !

). Despite a labor force of over ten thousand, it was not 
completed after a year. A Buddhist source claims that in this same 
year Daoist temples with priests were established in all the provin-
cial capitals of the Northern Wei empire, but this is not recorded 
in any government or Daoist source.28 It was only in 440 that the 
emperor changed the reign name to Perfected Lord of Great 
Peace. In 442, Emperor Taiwu finally accepted a Daoist ordina-
tion register from Kou, a custom continued by later emperors, 
despite their support for Buddhism, until the end of the dynasty 
in 534. When Kou died six years later, he was buried with the 
rites of a Daoist priest.

It is unclear to what degree we should see Kou Qianzhi's 
movement as a reformation of Celestial Master Daoism as opposed 
to a new scriptural movement like the Supreme Purity (Shangqing 
! or Numinous Jewel (Lingbao ‘ movements that arose a 
few decades earlier in the south. In a sense, the departure from 
Celestial Master practice was more radical: Supreme Purity and 
Numinous Jewel followers received registers that they thought 
more exalted and powerful than their Celestial Master registers,

26. T h e  m o s t  d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e se  b u i ld in g s  is  in  th e  Shuijing zhu  
 o f  L i  D a o y u a n  
ca . 4 7 0 - 5 2 7 ) .  See  W a n g  G u o w e i 1 9 8 4 : 1 3 / 4 2 7 - 2 8 .

2 7 . T h is  a c c o r d in g  to  L iu  Z h a o r u i  2 0 0 4 .  L a g e r w e y  t r a n s la te s  th is  a s  t h e  

R e v o lv in g  P a la c e  ( 2 0 0 7 :5 3 ,  5 4 ,  n. 5 7 ) ,  w ith o u t e x p la n a t io n , b u t L iu  a rg u e s  t h a t  
th e  n a m e re fe r s  in stead  to  th e  Q u ie sce n t W h eel o f  th e  D h a rm a  ������� �

m e n tio n e d  in  c o n te m p o ra r y  B u d d h is t  s c r ip tu r e s .

2 8 .  M a t h e r  1 9 7 9 : 1 4 1 ;  L a g e r w e y  2 0 0 7 :5 4 .
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but Kou5s followers had their traditional Celestial Master regis-

ters replaced with new documents predicated on a radically 

different church structure and understanding of the role of the 

libationer.

Like the Supreme Purity revelations, Kou^ Scripture o f the 

Intoned Precepts o f  Lord Lao does not approve of the Merging the 

Pneumas rite, saying of married couples who practice the rite, 

wthere is not one who does it according to the essentials of the 

heavenly officers55 (wu you yitiao an tianguan benyao suo xing 

).29 Still, he does not condemn it:30

However, the bedchamber is the basic place to seek life. Moreover, 

the scriptures and contracts encompass over one hundred methods, 

and they are not among the prohibited practices. If a husband and 

wife delight in the rite, let them strive to ask a pure and upright 

teacher, then do as he says. Choose whatever you like; to transmit 

any one rite can be sufficient.

# ��

� � �

The same is true for hereditary succession to Daoist parishes. 

Kou condemns the practice but ultimately admits that the son 

should only be barred from succession if he is manifestly incom-

petent. This should probably be seen as a concession to the popu-

larity of the Merging the Pneumas rite and the resilience of the 

parish structure.

Kou’s “ reforms” sought to strip libationers of their traditional 

pastoral role in Daoist communities. His claim that the Supreme 

Lord Lao had never made use o f libationers, instead relying on 

local spirits of the earth to directly minister to the people, ne-

gated the legitimacy of the traditional parish structure, which 

was based on libationers listing and updating their parishioner 

households on fate rosters {mingji �p||). Acceptance of his new

29 . Laojun yinsong jiejing  18 b .

3 0 . Laojun yinsong jiejing  1 9 a .  C f .  Y a n g  L ia n s h e n g  1 9 5 6 : 2 2� L a g e r w e y  

2 0 0 7 :4 7 - 4 8 .
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system of registers, administered by the local divine bureaucracy, 
would have eliminated the raison d'etre and the primary source 
of revenue for libationers.31

The traditional role of the master as judge, who assesses the 
conduct o f his parishioners against a graded set of precepts and 
imposes penances upon them, was also usurped by the gods of 
the parish and oratory, who report not to the master but to the 
Supreme Lord Lao himself. For example, those who offend 
against his new restrictions on the Merging the Pneumas rite face 
punishment:32 33

Th e perfected officers o f the earth  and their pneuma injectors, the 
adm in istrators and em issar ies o f the oratories and parishes will col
late an d record th em. I will visit  upon them disaster and torture so 
that they die and en ter  in to the hells.

� �

�

In this final threat to banish the disobedient to the hells, we see 
evidence that Buddhism was the source of many of these changes. 
The competition with Buddhism at the Northern Wei court was 
significant. Cui Hao, perhaps with Kou5s assistance, was respon-
sible for the first major persecution of Buddhism in Chinese 
history.34 35

A simplified ordination procedure was promulgated for use by 
all, regardless of previous rank in the Daoist church, centering on 
a written copy of the code, which had to be sung, probably in imi-
tation of Buddhist chants {fanbai

3 1 .  Laojurt yinsong jiejing  2 a .

3 2 .  Laojuti yinsong jiejitjg  18 b . C f .  L a g e r w e y  2 0 0 7 : 3 2 .

3 3 .  M a t h e r  e m p h a s iz e s  th e  in flu e n c e  o f  th e n e w ly  im p o r te d  B u d d h is t  vinaya 
c o d e  o n  th e  Intoned Precepts, re la t in g  th is  to  K o u 's  s u p p o s e d  c o n ta c t  w ith  B u d -

d h is t  m is s io n a r ie s  in C h a n g 'a n  ( 1 9 7 9 : 1 1 1 ) .

^4. Mather (1979) discounts Kou's role in these events, but Buddhists laid 
much of the blame at his feet. See • �T 2 0 3 5 ,  4 9 :3 5 4 b .

3 5 .  Laojutt yinsong jiejing  lb .  1 a d o p t  se ve ra l e m e n d a t io n s  to  th e  te x t  s u g -

g e s te d  b y  Y a n g  L ia n s h e n g  ( 19 5 6 :3 8 ) .
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Daoist officers or novices: When receiving the precepts for the first 
time, you should face the precept scripture and bow eight times. 
Then stand upright facing the scripture. A master or friend will 
hold the scripture and intone it using the eight notes music.36 You, 
the recipient, should prostrate yourself, pausing after finishing the 
scroll. Then bow eight times, and you are finished. If you do not 
understand intoned chanting, just do the normal chanting. The 
scripture should be stored in a container like a box and should be 
frequently reverenced. If you in turn bestow the scripture on friends 
or disciples, you should transmit it according to this rite.

� � � �

� � � ��

# � �

�

There seem to be few restrictions on who could transmit or to 
whom the scripture could be transmitted, and no pledge offer-
ings, purifications, or other preparations were specified.

The twenty-four parishes of the early Celestial Masters were, 
according to Kou’s account, abandoned after Zhang Daoling’s 
ascension to a heavenly office and were replaced by twenty-eight 
parishes based on the lunar lodges. This meant that the tradi-
tional parishes constituted by libationers through membership 
recorded on their fate rosters were null and void. Moreover, the 
ordinations into these parishes, which conveyed to their owners 
a body of generals, clerks, and soldiers that did their bidding, 
were similarly invalid. Daoist libationers simply imagined that 
they controlled these spirits:37

The Daoist officers and libationers transmit to each other out of 
foolish benightedness, bestowing upon each other parish registers. 
They fool themselves by requesting thousands of generals, clerks, 
and soldiers. It is false to request them recklessly. They receive no 
protection whatsoever from these clerks and soldiers.

3 6 . T h e  m e a n in g  o f  th e  o r ig in a l bayin  A J U  is u n c le a r . H e re  I fo l lo w  Y a n g  

L ia n s h e n g 's  s p e c u la t io n .

3 7 . Laojun yinsong jiejing  8b.
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As a consequence, the libationer had no gods to externalize and 
consequently could not send petitions to the Heavenly Bureaus. 
Instead, they would just accumulate in the office of the local 
earth god.

Under Kou’s new system, Daoist believers could make an oral 
request (kouqi P ^ ) ,  but, other than this, their only recourse 
was the offering of a kitchen-feast. Further, since Lord Lao had 
abolished the grain tithe that libationers used to supply their 
parish-sponsored kitchen-feasts at the time of the Three Assem-
blies, the kitchens depended on private or government sponsors. 
The Book o f  Wei tells us that the biggest sponsor was the North-
ern Wei state, which sponsored kitchen-feasts for thousands of 
people every month. In fact, stripped of their parishes, parish-
ioners, and grain tithes as well as the pledge offerings that went 
with the submission of petitions, libationers were left with no 
source of income. This was a thoroughgoing plan to destroy com-
munal Daoism at its roots and replace it with a state-sponsored 
system that closely resembles the pattern of patronage of northern 
Buddhism. The seed citizens of an earlier age, who needed only to 
perform the Merging the Pneumas rite to be assured a chance at 
salvation, were replaced by elites who could afford the ruinous 
costs of alchemical elixirs. Lord Lao, who had appeared to peas-
ants across China in the guise of Li Hong was revealed to 
have stayed in Heaven ever since the worldly demise of Zhang 
Daoling in the mid-second century, ignoring the petitions of all 
libationers and caring only for the offerings of elites to local 
earth gods. The millenarian lord of the new age of Great Peace, 
who was to bring fairness, equality, and peace to all in the land, 
was revealed to be the hereditary ruler of an existing, highly 
aristocratic state.

It remains to ask to what degree this system was ever put into 
practice and how far its influence extended. Lagerwey paints a 
picture of a l<nation-wide system of state-supported Daoist temples''
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blanketing the territory of the Northern Wei and lasting until the 
end of the dynasty (2007:54). Mather suggests that the influence 
of these reforms on the grass roots of Daoism was difficult to 
assess, but probably “ negligible” �1979:104). Daoist stelae from 
North China confirm this assessment (see fig. 4); they incorporate 
many new ideas about the Daoist Heavens and deities but con-
tinue to reflect a community structure of libationers, novices, and 
Daoist citizens similar to that described in our sources from South 
China.38 Kou Qianzhi did, however, succeed in creating a form of 
Daoism that could be integrated with the state, and this paved the 
way for the imperial support of Daoism during the Tang. His 
example of a Daoist-imperial theocracy as well as the persecution 
of Buddhism that he encouraged found their immediate successor 
in the Northern Zhou.

The rulers of the Northern Qi dynasty (550-77) that succeeded 
to most of the Northern Wei empire were devout Buddhists. They 
did not receive Daoist registers when enthroned and stopped all 
formal support for Daoism. Buddhism grew until there were three 
million monastic Buddhists, who did not pay taxes or perform 
corvee labor, out of a population of perhaps thirty million.39 This 
was an unsustainable burden on society.

The Northern Zhou (557-81) originally controlled only re-
gions in northwest China but supplanted the Northern Qi in 577. 
It reinstituted governmental support for Daoism on a par with 
Buddhism. With the accession of Emperor Wu �r. 5 6 1-  
78), Daoism came to the fore. The emperor claimed to favor an 
ecumenical approach, supporting Daoism, Buddhism, and Con-
fucianism, but Lagerwey argues that his syncretism was centered 
on Daoism (1981:5-6). In 567, the Daoist priest Zhang Bin �

convinced the emperor of the superiority of Daoism, leading 
him to accept ordination, receiving a Daoist talisman register and 
donning Daoist ritual garb.40 Further evidence for this is found in

3 8 . O n  D a o is t  s te la e , se e  L i S o n g  2 0 0 2 ;  H u  W e n h e  2 0 0 4 ;  Z h a n g  X u n l ia o  

2 0 1 0 .

3 9 . G a n g  L i 2 0 1 0 : 2 6 4 .

4 0 . Guang hongming ji  8 , T 2 1 0 3 ,  5 2 : 1 3 6 a ;  L a g e r w e y  1 9 8 1 : 1 9 .
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the name of the institution established to create this all-inclusive 
religion under the direction of the emperor, the Pervasive Dao 
Abbey (Tongdao guan ) . It was there that Daoism’s first 
encyclopedia, the Supreme Secret Essentials (Wushang miyao), was 
edited. Lagerwey (1981) argues that this compilation, which cen-
ters on texts of the Numinous Jewel tradition, wholly avoids the 
Celestial Master canon precisely because Emperor Wu intended 
to forge a new Daoism in his own name. Thus, despite the privi-
leged position accorded Daoism at court, it is uncertain what this 
meant to the Celestial Master tradition.

Emperor Wu is famous for the second great religious persecu-
tion in Chinese history, in 574. He intended originally to suppress 
only Buddhism, but this engendered fierce debate, and eventually 
both Buddhism and Daoism were attacked. Daoist priests were 
compelled to return to secular life, Daoist temples were given to 
court officials, and images were burnt.41 42 It is likely that this sup-
pression affected only Daoists gathered in abbeys rather than the 
bulk o f priests living among the people in local communities.

South China: Gentry Daoism and Sun En

Disruptions at the end of the Han began a large-scale migration to 
the region south of the Yangzi River, resulting in the preservation 
there of Han period occult traditions that were eclipsed among 
the^northern elite by Mysterious Learning (xuanxue and the 
Teaching of Names {mingjiao ^WC)-A1 During the third century, 
Daoism also spread throughout North China, aided by the forced 
relocation of Daoist households by Cao Cao in 215, which I refer 
to as the Great Diaspora, and by a missionary fervor promoted 
by the role of evangelization as the primary means of attaining 
promotion. Daoism was always a broad-based movement encom-
passing all social classes, but it seems that at this time it made 
striking inroads among elite families. The millenarian elements

����Zhou shu���
����������������		�
4 2 .  O n  th e s e  m o v e m e n ts , see  H e  Q im in  1 9 7 8� T a n g  Y o n g to n g  1 9 9 1 .
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within Daoism, promising salvation tied to performance of the 
Merging the Pneumas sexual ritual, played an important part, as 
we saw in chapter 3 . Another element seems to have been family 
traditions of allegiance to the Yellow Turbans and their promo-
tion of Great Peace, which predisposed many in the northeast to 
take up the new religion.43

When first the internal warfare of the Disorders of the Eight 
Kings (291-306) and then the invasion of numerous seminomadic 
horse-riding peoples known as the Five Hu Barbarians �

brought about the downfall of the Western Jin in 317, this set off 
a huge migration o f Chinese to the South. The populations of 
entire counties, facing famine, epidemic, and foreign rule, picked 
up and moved. They brought Daoism with them. By the end of 
the fourth century, northern and southern elites and commoners 
had adopted the faith in large numbers, and Daoism had become 
a truly national religion.

We are best informed about the elite members of society, who 
figure prominently in the standard histories of the period. Among 
the most prominent Daoist families, we can cite the Wang clan of 
Langya  and the Xie dan of Chen commandery �

��� Wang Dao �276-337) was a key figure in the southern 
transition, serving in the highest offices as prime minister, re-
gent, and grand marshal— for two decades, and is credited with 
preserving the Jin dynasty through multiple perils. He was instru-
mental in putting down the rebellion of his elder cousin, the 
general Wang Dun �266-324)Ŝ who almost succeeded in

43. The classic article by Chen Yinke (1932) is wrong in conflating the Yel-
low Turbans with the Celestial Masters but correct to point out the number of 
prominent fourth- and fifth-century Celestial Master families whose roots 
could be traced to places where the Yellow Turbans once thrived, especially 
Langya  county (modern Linyi�Shandong)Ŝwhich was about as far as you 
could get from Sichuan within the Wei kingdom.

44. Both clans were destroyed in the mid-sixth century when they refused to 
intermarry with the rebel Hou Jing (d. 552) and were slaughtered en masse. 
The Tang poet Liu Yuxi �772-842) commemorated this dramatic fall 
with the line uOf old a swallow in the halls of the Wangs and Xies/Flew into 
the home of a normal commoner” + � ‧ • See Qwaw 
Tang sbi 365/4^^7-
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usurping the throne. His nephew Wang Xizhi �30 3-6 1) is 
widely considered China's best calligrapher. Among his most fa-
mous works was a copy of the Scripture o f  the Yellow Courts dis-
cussed in chapter 3. (See figure 5.) Members of the Wang clan 
continued to hold high office until the mid-sixth century.

The Xie dan hailed from Chen  commandery (modern 
Taikang, Henan) before migrating to Guiji (modern Shao-
xing, Zhejiang). Members held high office at the time of the trans-
fer to the South. Xie An (320-86) was one of the most 
prominent figures of his day. Famous from childhood as a model 
of style and deportment, he lived most of his life as a recluse, 
consorting with his social peers in elegant soirees and outings like 
the famous Meeting at the Orchid Pavilion.4' He also played a key 
role in government, rising to the office of prime minister. He is 
renowned for his composure under pressure, fending off an inter-
nal threat from Huan Wen (3 12 -7 3) and an external one 
from Fu Jian �338-85) in the 370s and 380s.45 46 A preserved 
letter reflects his Daoist identity, beginning “ Daoist citizen An” 

.47 An’s great-grandnephew Xie Lingyun �385-433) 
was one of the most prominent poets of the early medieval pe-
riod, famous for landscape poetry.48 Born just ten days before the 
death of his illustrious grandfather Xie Xuan, he was raised until 
the age of fifteen in the parish of the Celestial Master libationer 
Du Mingshi .49

4 5 . O n  th is  p o e t ic  g a t h e r in g , see  th e  c la s s ic  s tu d y  b y  O b i ( 19 5 5 ) .

4 6 . H u a n  W en  is b e s t  k n o w n  a s  a m i l i t a r y  le a d e r . H e  w a s  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  

c o n q u e r in g  th e  C h e n g - H a n  s ta te  in  3 4 7 ,  r e in te g r a t in g  S ic h u a n  in to  J i n ,  a n d  

th re e  t im e s  la u n c h e d  u n s u c c e s s fu l c a m p a ig n s  to  r e ta k e  N o r t h  C h in a .  S e e  Jin  
shu 9 8 . F u  J i a n ,  ru le r  o f  th e  F o rm e r  Q in ,  w a s  o n  th e  p o in t  o f  r e u n i fy in g  C h in a  

w h e n  d e fe a te d  a t th e  B a t t le  o f  F e is h u i,  w h e re  X ie  A n  an d  h is  n e p h e w  X ie  X u a n

( 3 4 3 - 8 8 )  p la y e d  k e y  ro le s . S e e  J in  shu 7 9� R o g e r s  19 6 8 .

4 7 . S e e  Y a n  K e ju n  1 9 5 8 ;  Quart Jin w en  8 3� Zhongguo shufa quanji; Songtuo
� 2/114- 15; 5/7/ 2 /31 .

4 8 . M a t h e r  sa y s  h e  w a s  Min h is  o w n  g e n e ra t io n  a n d  fo r  s o m e  c e n t u r ie s  t h e r e -

a fte r  th e  m o s t  p o p u la r  p o e t  o f  th e  a g e M ( 19 5 8 :6 7 ) .

4 9 . C h e n  Y in k e  1 9 3 2 : 1 5 7 ,  c it in g  th e   o f  Z h o n g  R o n g  �4 6 8 -  

5 18 ) .  T h is  lo d g in g  is  n o w h e re  e x p la in e d  b u t, g iv e n  th e p r o x im it y  o f  h is  b ir th  

to  h is  g r a n d fa t h e r ^  d e a th ,  m ay  h a v e  b e e n  d u e  to  a  p e rc e iv e d  in c o m p a t ib i l i t y  o f
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Even some emperors seem to have been members of the Daoist 
church. During the Eastern Jin, Sima Yao �362-96), who 
reigned as Emperor Xiaowu �r. 372-96)Ŝand his younger 
brother Sima Daozi �364-403), who controlled the gov- 
ernment for a period, were both Daoists.50 Liu Yu (363-422���
canonized as the M artial Emperor �r. 420-22)Ŝwho 
founded the succeeding Song dynasty, was promoted in both the 
Scripture o f  Divine Spells and the Inner Explanations of the Three 
Heavens as the one destined by the Daoist Heavens to restore the 
Han dynasty.51 X iao Yan (464-549)Ŝ known to history as 
Emperor Wu of Liang (r. 502-49)Ŝ is most famous as an 
advocate for Buddhism and a proponent of vegetarianism, but he 
was raised as a Daoist and, even after ascending the throne in 502 
(at age thirty-seven), submitted his own memorials to the Daoist 
gods.52 53 He must have held at least a Ten Generals Register, if not 
the status of full libationer. Similarly, Chen Baxian �5�3-  
59), who founded the subsequent Chen dynasty (Emperor Wu 1̂  

�r. 557-59)Ŝwas also a member of the Daoist church.' 3 Thus, 
rulers of both North and South, including many of the most effec-
tive and most militarily active (as noted by posthumous titles in-
cluding the character wu ^ , or ttmartial,,)) were not merely pa- 
trons of Daoism but active initiates.

One of the most prominent Daoist practitioners of the period 
was Du Jiong �fl. 365)Ŝwho was master of a parish in Qiantang

L in g y u n 's  b ir t h  d a te  a n d  t im e  (a c c o rd in g  to  th e  s e x a g e n a r y  c y c le )  an d  th a t  o f  

o th e r  m e m b e rs  o f  h is  fa m ily .

5 0 .  C h e n  Y in k e  c o n c lu d e s  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  e v e n ts  s u r r o u n d in g  th e ir  b irth s  a s  

w e ll  a s  th e ir  s ty le  n a m e s  th a t  b o th  w e re  ra ise d  in  a  C e le s t ia l  M a s t e r  e n v ir o n -

m e n t ( 1 9 3 2 : 1 5 7 ) .  T h e  in c id e n t  c o n c e r n in g  S im a  D a o z i 's  p a t r o n a g e  o f  a w o m e n  

w h o  d r e s s e d  a s  a C e le s t ia l  M a s te r  p r ie s t  (see c h a p t e r  5 )  c o n f ir m s  th is.

5 1 .  O n  re fe re n c e s  to  L iu  Y u  in th e  D o « g y��  Ŝ s e e  

M o llie r  1 9 9 0 :5 6 - 5 8 ;  fo r  th e  Santiart neijie jing, se e  B o k e n k a m p  1 9 9 7 : 1 8 7 - 8 8 .

5 2 .  Sui shu 3 5 / 10 9 3 .  O n e  w o n d e rs  i f  h is  im p o s it io n  o f  v e g e ta r ia n is m  o n  B u d -

d h is m  d id  n o t  find  an  in s p ira t io n  in  th e  m ea tless  D a o is t  k itc h e n - fe a s t .

5 3 .  Sui shu 3 5 / 10 9 3 .  C h e n  c a m e  to  p ro m in e n c e  th ro u g h  h is  s u p p re s s io n  o f  

th e  r e b e llio n  o f  H o u  J i n g�w h o , as  n o te d  a b o ve , d e c im a t e d  th e  t w o  m o st p r o m -  

in e n t s o u th e rn  D a o ist lin e a g e s .
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(modern Hangzhou).54 The Biographies o f Cavern Transcen-
dents says of him:''5

Daoists and the profane from near and far came to him for conver-

sion [in groups as thick] as clouds. Within ten years, the households 

contributing grain numbered in the tens of thousands.

� �

This record of a parish of more than a hundred thousand parish-

ioners may be exaggerated but certainly indicates a group com-

prising very large numbers of new converts as well as existing 

Daoists. In addition to his many commoner parishioners, Du often 

ministered to members of the elite in nearby Guiji, like Wang Xizhi 

and Xie An, healing them when possible by submitting petitions. 

When Du Jiong died, his parish was taken over by his disciple 

Sun Tai �d. 398) and later by Tai’s nephew, Sun En.56 Both 

Tai and En are said to have been ^respected [by their parishioners] 

as if they were gods.”  Sima Daozi exiled Tai to Guangzhou �� ����

which only succeeded in expanding his following into that region. 

The emperor then recalled him on the suggestion of people close 

to his nephew, Daozi's eldest son. Toward the end of the fourth 

century, the court was threatened repeatedly by attacks from the 

devout Buddhist Wang Gong �d. 398)5X and the military leader 

Huan Xuan �369-404). Tai raised troops from among his 

followers to oppose them. Seeing the Jin house in such a weakened

5 4 .  O n  D u  J io n g ,  se e  Song shu 1 0 0 / 2 4 4 5� Nan shi 5 7 / 1 4 0 5� Zizhi tongjian 

1 0 3 / 3 2 4 8 ;  Sandong zhunang l / i a - b ;  B u m b a c h e r  2 0 0 0 : 1 6 1 - 6 9 .

5 5 .  Yunji qiqian m / 7 a - b ,  c it in g  th e  Dongxian zhuan T h a t  t e x t  is

n o w  lo s t  b u t  is first  r e c o r d e d  in th e  Sui shu b ib lio g r a p h ic  c h a p t e r  ( 3 3 / 9 7 9 ) ,  so  

it s h o u ld  b e  n o  la te r  th a n  th e  en d  o f  th e  S ix  D y n a s t ie s .

5 6 .  O n  S u n  T a i a n d  S u n  E n , see  Jin  shu  1 0 0 / 2 6 3 1 - 3 3� E ic h h o r n  1 9 5 4� M iy a -  

k a w a  1 9 7 1 .

5 7 .  G u a n g z h o u  c o m p r is e d  m o st o f  m o d e r n  G u a n g d o n g  a n d  G u a n g x i  p r o v -

in c e s ,  w i t h  its  a d m in is t ra t iv e  c e n te r  a t  P a n y u  # 1 ^ ,  m o d e rn  G u a n g z h o u  c ity .

5 8 .  W a n g  G o n g  is  fa m o u s  fo r  p u b lic ly  h u m ilia t in g  S im a  D a o z i  fo r  a l lo w in g  

a t h is  t a b le  a w o m a n  w h o  lik e d  to  d r e s s  in  D a o is t  r itu a l a t t ir e .  S e e  c h a p te r  5 .
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state, Tai continued to gather his forces, until he was seized, 
along with his sons, and executed as a potential usurper on the 
command of Sima Daozi.59 Sun En escaped to an island off the 
coast and regrouped. In 399, he gathered his forces and marched 
on the capital, attacking first the kingdom of Guiji. The seneschal 
of the kingdom was Wang Ningzhi �d. 399), son of Wang 
Xizhi, who was a famous calligrapher in his own right and a de-
vout Daoist:60

W hen Sun En at tacked  Guiji, the aides [of Ningzhi] requested that 
defen sive preparat ion s be m ade for them. Ningzhi did not follow 
th is advice; he ju st  en tered his oratory and offered a prayer. Emerg
ing, he said to h is gen erals an d aides, KI have already made a request 
of the Great  Dao, w h o has promised demon  soldiers to aid us. The 
ban dits will be dest royed by t h em se lv es.H e  made no preparations 
and con sequen tly w as killed by Sun En.

� � # � � �

� � � # �

� �

Eight commanderies rose up in support of Sun En, killing their 
officials and uniting with Sun until his force numbered in the tens 
of thousands. Battles seesawed over the next couple of years, with 
Sun withdrawing to offshore islands when attacked, then coming 
ashore elsewhere. Liu Yu proved the decisive force, hounding him 
up and down the coast until Sun’s forces were depleted. In 402, Sun 
En threw himself into the ocean, followed by hundreds of his most 
faithful followers, who were convinced he had become a water 
transcendent {shuixian 7jcfll|). The rebellion continued intermit-
tently over the next decade, led by En's brother-in-law, named Lu 
Xun (d. 411), who seems to have also had Daoist roots but was

5 9 . H is  fo l lo w e rs ,  in s is t in g  th is  w a s  a  ru se  a n d  th a t  he h a d  a c tu a lly  b e c o m e  

a t r a n s c e n d e n t ’ w e n t o u t o n t o t h e o c e a n t o m a k e o f Y e r i n g s t o h i m .

6 0 . S e e  j in  shu 8 0 / 2 1 0 2 - 3 .  L iu  Y i 5s c la im  ( 2 0 1 1 )  th a t  th is  a c t io n  is in c o n s is -

te n t w ith  C e le s t ia l  M a s te r  p ra c tic e  a n d  th e re fo re  m u s t  r e p r e s e n t  a  n o n - D a o is t  

r itu a l is w h o l ly  u n fo u n d e d .
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not the same sort of religious leader. The remarkable aspect of this 

rebellion was the number of elite and commoner Daoists of both 

northern and southern origin on both sides. Here we see that Ce-

lestial Master Daoism could be used by a charismatic leader to in-

spire rebellion but that many Daoists interpreted their faith as 

supporting the established power structure.61

The mixture of northern and southern religious culture in 

South China during this period provided a fertile environment for 

religious innovation. Two Daoist movements came to have great 

influence. The Supreme Purity movement was based on revela-

tions from exalted Daoist deities to members of an old southern 

family, the Xus, who had been among the first Southerners to 

accept Celestial Master Daoism.62 Initially appearing to Xu Mai 

�300-49), the gods found a better vehicle in the medium 

Yang Xi �330-86), who relayed messages from a variety of 

divine figures to M ai’s younger brother Xu Mi �303-73) and 

Mai's son Xu Hui |^pj  ̂ (341-ca. 370) over the years 364 to 370. 

The gods transmitted scriptures as well as a variety of personal 

messages, introducing new, more exalted gods and new ritual 

techniques. Although almost everyone associated with the move-

ment came from a Celestial Master background, and one of the 

most important revealing deities had been a Celestial Master li- 

bationer while alive, the Supreme Purity gods claimed to have 

superseded the Celestial Master tradition. For example, they re-

jected the Merging the Pneumas rite as a method of limited effi-

cacy that could bring misfortune if misused and advocated a more 

ethereal practice of uniting with the essence of divine beings 

called Pairing the Phosphors (oujing Similarly, the revela-

tions introduced a new Inner or Esoteric version of the Scripture of 
Co«rf that focused on

elaborate visualizations of the gods of the body. Although the

6 1 .  M iy a k a w a  ( 1 9 7 1 )  p o in ts  o u t th a t  S u n  T a i a n d  Su n  E n  w e re  re la te d  b y  m a r -

r ia g e  to  C u i  H a o , w h o  w a s  the m o st im p o r ta n t  s u p p o rte r  o f  K o u  Q ia n z h i.

6 2 .  O n  th e  S u p re m e  P u r ity  m o v e m e n t , see  S t r ic k m a n n  1 9 7 7�1 9 7 9 ,  1 9 8 2 b ;  

R o b in e t  1 9 8 4� B o k e n k a m p  1 9 9 7 : 2 7 5 - 3 0 6 ;  2 0 0 7 .  T h e  X u s  h a d  m ig r a te d  s o u th  

at th e  e n d  o f  th e  H a n .
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Supreme Purity revelations were to have great appeal to elite Dao- 

ists of later centuries, the manuscripts were closely held for at 

least a century after the revelation and only became widely avail-

able in the mid-sixth century or later.

Tao Hongjing played a key role in their dissemination by 

gathering and editing the miscellaneous revelations into a work 

called the D^:/! �/" ) .As the

teachings gained popularity, a lineage of patriarchs was retroac-

tively created in which Tao held the ninth place. The Supreme 

Purity “ school” had very little influence on the period treated in 

the present book and never held much appeal for nonelite practi-

tioners. Among the books produced by Tao Hongjing was an ex-

tensively annotated work called the Hidden Instructions for As- 
cending to Perfection {Dengzhen yinjue which preserves

much information concerning Celestial Master religious practice, 

as does a Supreme Perfection ritual code called the Code of the 

i  that is dated to ca. 42�.63

This was also the period when Buddhism began to make sub-

stantial inroads into Chinese society.64 Like Daoism, Buddhism 

appealed to the elite and vied for patronage from the powerful. 

Originally, Buddhism had been understood as a form of Daoism 

or an adaptation o f Daoism for non-Chinese peoples. Now, as 

understanding deepened and Chinese intellectuals became ad-

vocates of the foreign faith, some elite families chose it while oth-

ers maintained their allegiance to Daoism. Families like the Chis 

were split, with Chi Yin � �313-84) and his younger brother 

Chi Tan �320� 6 1� upholding the Way of the Celestial M as-

ters, whereas his. son Chi Chao �336� 77� became a famous 

advocate of Buddhism.65 One reason the two faiths successfully 

competed for elite allegiance was their common rejection of the 

sacrificial practices of the Chinese common religion. Beginning in

6 3 . O n  th e  S ec re f se e  C e d z ic h  1 9 8 7 ;  o n  th e  C o d e  ��

Perfected, se e  O fu ch i i 9 9 7�4�9 - 5�5 - B o th  w o rk s  a r e  c ite d  e x te n s iv e ly  in p a r t  2  

o f  th is  b o o k .

64. O n  B u d d h is m ’s e n t r y  in to  C h in a ,  see  Z i i r c h e r  19 5 9 .

6 5 . S e e  Jin  shu 6 7 / 4 7 13 .
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the fifth century, advocates of Daoism and Buddhism launched a 
series of polemics against each other.66 Although this might seem 
to reflect a growing antagonism between the two religions, in the 
Tang dynasty both were supported by the state and experienced 
rapid growth. The adoption o f Buddhist terms, concepts, and 
practices by Daoists was a distinctive feature of the fourth through 
sixth centuries.67

The most prominent example of this appropriation was the 
rise of the Numinous Jewel scriptural tradition.68 Although some 
of these scriptures are attributed to the third-century occultist Ge 
Xuan Tao Hongjing tells us that the initial wave of Numi-
nous Jewel scriptures was actually created by Ge Chaofu 
in the 390s.69 70 Others were produced in the early fifth century. 
The corpus was ordered and delimited by Lu Xiujing �

(406-77), who catalogued it in 437/0 These scriptures introduced 
rituals dedicated to the universal salvation of all humanity and 
the deliverance of all the dead from reincarnation, in contrast to 
Celestial Master rites for specific individuals or households. They 
also included rites for the protection and deliverance of the state 
that proved popular with rulers. These new rites were organized 
into lavish multiday rituals called purificatory feasts (zhai and 
offerings (jiao H ). All of these new ritual forms proved popular 
and are still practiced today.

Other scriptural traditions also emerged during this period 
and even into the Tang, such as the Piercing the Abyss movement 
or that associated with the Guide to the Golden Lock and Flowing

.71 Most have left behind at

66. These debates are preserved in T2102 Hongming ji and T2103
Guang hongmirtg ji The only Western work to treat them extensively
is Kohn 1995.

67. An important study of this process is Bokenkamp 2007, which looks at 
Daoist acceptance of the concept of reincarnation.

68. On the Lingbao tradition, see Ofuchi 1974; Bokenkamp 1997:373-92; 
Yamada 2000.

69. See Zhen9gao 19/1 lb; Daojiao yishu 2/6b confirms this date.
70. On this catalog, see Bokenkamp 1983.
71. On Piercing the Abyss scriptures, see Mollier 1990� on the Golden Lock 

movement, see Tsai 2005.
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most a handful of liturgical texts and some hagiographical mate-
rial. It does not seem that any of them actually presented a sub-
stantial alternative to the social reality of the Celestial Master 
church. They were all integrated into the Celestial Master system 
of registers, forming new, more exalted levels that promised in-
creased spiritual power and access to newly discovered regions 
of the sacred realm.72 The Celestial Master system of registers 
was compressed and the novitiate shortened, but they were never 
displaced, and no pastoral religion ever replaced Celestial Master 
Daoism on the local level. Only with the appearance of a syncre- 
tistic monastic movement in the twelfth century, the Complete 
Perfection school (Quanzhen pai )Ŝdid a real alternative to 
Celestial Master Daoism arise, and it was only in the late Ming 
and early Qing (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) that it actu-
ally became an important presence in the Chinese religious 
world.73

72. On the mature Tang system of registers, see Schipper 1985� Kobayashi

2003.
73. On Quanzhen, see Esposito 2000, 2001� Goossaert 2001, 2004, 2007.
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Ritual and Com m unity





F I V E

Ritual Life

R
itual permeated all aspects of life in Daoist communities. As 

we shall see in part 2 of this book, every household main-

tained a sacred space where they conducted solemn Daoist rites at 

least twice a day, and, even when not engaged in the performance 

of ritual, there were extensive ritual codes delineating proper 

grooming, dress, and comportment. In a larger sense, Celestial 

Master Daoism was essentially a method of intervening in and 

directing the course of events through the proper employment of 

a set of ritual formulae by trained officiants, who had participated 

in an ordination rite and who observed a strict code of ritualized 

conduct. Even the act of sexual congress was properly performed 

only within the context of the Merging the Pneumas rite. Part 2 

of this book is devoted to the ritual life of Daoist communities dur-

ing the first five centuries of Daoism's existence. This ritual life 

was certainly not static, but, because surviving liturgies and ritual 

manuals accreted over time as they were transmitted from master 

to master, reaching their final form only toward the end of the Six 

Dynasties period, we are presented with what seems a static sys-

tem, within which we can only sometimes see internal evidence 

of historical development. For this reason, I present here the ma-

ture ritual system of early medieval Daoism with only occasional 

remarks as to how it may have evolved over time.

In the following chapters, I explore the various rituals that 

defined life in Celestial Master communities, including the audience
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ceremony with which one began and ended each day; the seasonal 

observances that marked the beginning of the year, the height of 

summer, and the harvest; as well as the periodic ceremonies that 

commemorated significant life events and transitions. To do so, I 

focus on the three primary ritual roles within these communities: 

the common Daoist citizen� the novice, who was a religious pro-

fessional in training; and the libationer or Daoist priest, who led 

each community. First, though, let us consider the ritual settings 

and environment common to all, as represented by the buildings 

in which ritual was practiced and the clothing worn during its 

performance.

The Oratory

In ancient China there were temples (miao Ml) established for the 

ancestors of nobles, but most rituals to the gods of Heaven and 

Earth seem to have been conducted at an altar constructed in the 

open. By the early Han, the emperor had taken to building struc-

tures for the worship of the gods within the palace. When Em-

peror Wu had the Sweet Springs Palace constructed, he included 

a raised chamber where painted images of Heaven, Earth, and the 

Great One as well as sacrificial implements were placed as a way 

of summoning them for worship.1 The Latter Han saw the rise of 

''chamber cults55 (fangsi shrines for offering worship to the

dead who were not one's ancestors, and images of deities of vari-

ous sorts became more common.2 The Daoists seem to have es-

chewed these new developments.

There were two types of ritual structure in early Celestial 

Master communities, the “quiet room,” or oratory (variously 

written //’ /7/ � �o r )Ŝand the parish head-

quarters, or /?/• . Secular sources also mention a “charity lodge”

1. Shiji 12/458, 28/1388� Han shu 25A/1219.
2. The Taipingjing advocates displaying color-coded paintings of the spirits 

of the five viscera. See Taipingjing chao yibu 2/3.
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)Ŝbut the term is not found in received Daoist sources. 
It is impossible to say where and for how long such structures 
might have existed.1 Beginning in the fifth century, Daoist ritual 
centers appeared that would eventually develop into a quasi-
monastic institution. They were first called  or “officesŜ” 
and later gw  , often translated “abbey” or “belvedereŜ” and 
were originally places of religious practice for prominent Daoist 
priests who had attracted the patronage of a ruler or other wealthy 
individual.3 4 Particularly for the early period, information on who 
lived in these establishments under what sorts of conditions is 
extremely limited. They were, in any case, very few, a fraction of 
the Daoist populace.

The Code o f the Great Perfected says that each family of Dao-
ist believers should have its own oratory:5

 

We have some descriptions of the parish and oratory, including 
one passage from the Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital that gives the 
normative dimensions of these buildings:6

   

jia , yi, bing, ding

3. There are a few scattered references in Daoist scriptures to tingzhuan ^  
 but it seems likely that these are secular governmental structures like the 

government post offices that often occur in the same passage rather than descen 
dants of the yishe. See Cbisongzi zhangli 6/23a.

4. See Tsuzuki 2000  Hu Rui 2003.
5 Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 10 434 5
6. Xuandu liiwen I5a8-b2; Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 10/482-5.
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wide and ten feet deep. A mid-level parish should be twelve feet wide 
and fourteen feet long. A large parish should be sixteen feet wide 
and eighteen feet deep. The exterior door should face the east, and 
the incense burner should be placed in the center. If you disobey, 
for a parish you will be fined one Jupiter-cycle (/;• of countersŜ7 8 
with points of law determined in accordance with the Statutes of 
the Covenant with the Powers.

▲ � * �

� � �

L � � �

We find another set of dimensions for the oratory in the 
Declarations o f  the Perfected, but it is noted that this larger ora-
tory (nineteen feet wide) is for wuninhabited wilds of famous 
mountains and great marshes” and not suitable for populated 
areas.9 The same source records alternate names for the oratory: 
the uthatched hut,' (maowu the ^square eaves55 {fangliu

)Ŝand the “ surrounding barrier” �/m m/w ) . The first two 
terms seem merely to describe the building's appearance, but the 
last links it to a rustic hut mentioned in the Record o f Rites and 
in the Zhuangzi as the appropriate dwelling for a scholar or a 
sage.10Itm a y a lso b e rd a te d to th e “essentialchamber” �/V«gs/7/

7. During the third century, a foot was 24.12 centimeters, so this building 
would be 1.92 meters wide and 2.41 m. deep� the mid-level parish would have 
been 2.89 m. by 3.38 m�� and the large parish would have been 3.86 m. by 4.39 m.

8. A Jupiter-cycle is the twelve-year period it takes for Jupiter to appear to 
revolve about the earth.

9. Zhen'gao  i8/6b-7a. In his note to this passage, Tao mentions an alter 
nate method for constructing the oratory, which in his day was recorded in a 
text called the D^o//  but this text does not seem to have survived. The 
Tang encyclopedia Shangqing daolei shixiang l / ia  cites a Ustatute,5 to the ef 
fect that the oratory and parish headquarters were the same size, eighteen 
feet deep and sixteen feet wide, and that this building would be called an 
oratory if  the household were Daoist citizens and a parish i f  the inhabitant 
were a master.

10. See jL�V 42.4, which describes the humble dwelling of a scholar occupy- 
ing a low office, with a single fence surrounding all four sides. There is consid 
erable dispute as to the length of the fence. In the Zhuangzi (H-Y Index edn.,
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located near a famous mountain beside an east-flowing 
stream that Ge Hong promotes as the ideal place for alchemical 
endeavors.* 11 12

The Daoist oratory finds attestation in the earliest surviving 
secular record, the Summary o f  Institutions (Dianliie) recorded 
by Yu Huan in the first half of the third century:12 wThey add on 
a ‘quiet room’ where they place people with ailments and have 
them ponder their transgressions.55 Lu Xiujing, writing in the fifth 
centuryŜaffirms the importance of this building and rails against 
the abuses of this sacred space by the faithful of his day:13

     

)     

  

 

   

  

     

     

  

61/23/6 and 78/28/44)Ŝ it is the home of the “supreme man” and 
of the sage Yuanxian .

1 1 .  Yoshikawa Tadao (1987) argues from this that the oratory was originally 
an esoteric chamber for magical operations and only later became a site of 
ritual for Celestial Master Daoists. This does not accord with the evidence, 
which shows the earliest usage of a similarly named structure is by the Celestial 
Masters, attested in the second century.

12 . Sanguozhi 8/264, n- !•
13. Lu xiartsheng daomenke liie 4b3-8.
14 . Wushang rniyao 66/8a-b gives a formula for the fragrant oil that fuels 

these lamps.
15. Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao n /i5a -b  specifies that this table must have curved 

legs and should be 2.4 feet (55.4 cm.) wide, 1.2  feet (27.7 cm.) deep, and eight 
inches (18.5 cm.) high.

16. Yoshikawa Tadao traces this writing knife back to a “ scraper”
mentioned in the Zhouli^ that was used to carve characters into wood before 
there was ink and argues that its continued presence in the oratory was a wfor- 
gotten method of antiquity” 1987:135) but, at the time of the founding of 
Daoism, paper was not common, and silk was expensive, so many documents 
were still written on bamboo (witness the recently discovered third-century



f i g u r e  5. Ink rubbing from a stone-engraved copy of the Scripture o f  the Yellow Court attributed to Wang 
Xizhi. Eastern Jin dynasty, dated to 356. Wang probably copied this scripture in his oratory. Photo courtesy
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We see here the austerity demanded of Celestial Master sa-
cred space. The highest deity was transcendent and could not be 
imagined in any fixed physical form. The lower Daoist gods, in 
reality also just transformations of the pneumas of this ultimate 
force, the Dao, were too sacred to be depicted except in the 
mind's eye. This went hand in hand with the Daoist rejection of 
sacrificial practice and its demotion— if not outright denial— of 
the sacred character of the gods of the common religion. We 
might well compare this to the Protestant movement's stripping 
from its churches of the dense symbolic ornamentation of Ro-
man Catholicism.

Much of the populace in any traditional society was unable to 
generate a significant surplus of food and so was only one bad crop 
or other natural disaster away from starvation. The construction 
of a separate structure devoted exclusively to religious activities

Zoumalou documents), and, in any case, a knife is useful to scrape ink off 
bamboo, paper, or silk as a sort of crude eraser.

17. This phrase, zasu zhi jia could be interpreted a number of d if 
ferent ways, but Daoist scriptures use it to indicate those who do evil and en 
gage in deviant practices. A Lingbao scripture reports that one of the Twelve 
Rewards (shier bao for practicing the Twelve Remembrances (shier
maw ü is that “ within the 3,6   square //• surrounding one’s dwelling the 
bewitching falsities of heterogeneous profane traditions and the goblins that 
practice scurrilous deception w ill all at once disappear” 

• See DZ  Yuanshi wulao chishu yupiart 
zhenwen tianshu jitig
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would have represented a significant investment of family re-
sources. It was a testament to the fervency of their faith that many 
peasants did obey this rule. It is hardly surprising that, in Lu Xiu- 
jing5s day, many did not live up to the ideal, despite his stinging 
criticism:18

But m an y of th ose w h o w orsh ip the Dao today have no oratory. 
Som etim es they fen ce off a piece of land an d make an altar, but they 
have n ever weeded it, and the grasses an d rushes pierce the sky. 
Som e h ave erected a building, but there is no gate or door, and the 
dom est ic an imals roam  or dwell there, with manure and muck up 
to the knees. Som e call it an oratory but use it to store all sorts of 
h ouseh old items. Rush in g in an d out, they let rats and dogs take up 
residen ce. To pray to the revered, marvelous Dao in such a setting, 
is th at n ot  truly ou t  o f place?

� � � � � �

� � � � � � �

� � � �# �

It is interesting to note that some Daoist citizens continued to 
practice their religion in the open. This would not have been practi-
cal for novices and libationers who were able to submit written 
petitions, but, for penniless, semiliterate Daoist citizens whose 
primary religious activity was the morning and evening audience 
rite and the occasional confession, this remained an option.

The Parish

Parishes were originally a clearly defined set of twenty-four, 
arrayed in the Sichuan basin and centered on a group of three 
located northwest of modern Chengdu. Central authority was 
vested in the Celestial Master, who was also the Supervisor of 
Merit for the most exalted of the parishes, that of Yangping. The

1 8 .  Lu xiansheng daontenke liie  4 b 8 ~ 5 a 2 .
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C o de o f  the G rea t P erfected  p reserves  a d escrip tio n  o f  th e p arish  

buildings o f the C e lestia l M a s te r 19

When establishing the parish of the Celestial Master, the plot of 
land should be eighty-one paces square, modeling itself on the num-
ber nine times nine, which is the pneuma of rising yang. In the 
exact center of the parish is the Hall of the Exalted Void, an area 
with seven beams and six rooms, spreading out for 120 feet. Atop 
the central two rooms, build an upper floor for the Terrace of Ex-
alted Mystery. In the center of this terrace place a large incense 
burner, five feet high, that constantly produces incense smoke. 
Provide three doors to the east, west, and south, with windows 
installed beside the doors. There is a walkway wide enough for 
two horses under a roof below the southern door, resting on a 
raised pavilion, from which to pay audience to the descendant of 
the Celestial Master. The Daoist priests from the upper eight par-
ishes, who live their lives in the pure severity of the mountains, 
can ascend the terrace to pay audience. The other officials, great 
and small, and the central and external libationers gather in the 
great hall below to pay audience from afar. Fifty feet north of the 
Terrace of Exalted Mystery is a Hall of Exalted Transcendence 
with seven rooms, 140 feet, with seven beams. On the east side is 
the Chamber of Yang Transcendents and on the west, the Chamber 
of Yin Transcendents. To the south of the Terrace of [Exalted] Mys-
tery, 120 [feet] away from the terrace and close to the Southern Gate, 
a five-room, three-beam gatehouse is raised. The eastern room of 
the gatehouse is the Southern Awe-Propagating Libationers’ Lodge. 
The western room of the gatehouse is the Controllers, Supervisors, 
and Inspectors of Pneumas Libationers’ Lodge. The rest of the small 
lodges cannot all be described. Each of the twenty-four parishes is 
like this.

� � � �

� !� �

! � � � �
� � " !� �

! ( � �

19. Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao 10/ia-b. Much of this description is obscure. What 
follows is my best guess as to how it should be interpreted.
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This would seem quite a grand compound, housing dozens of 
religious professionals and serving a huge populace of believers. 
It is unclear how much this description resembles any real, histori-
cal building. The final statement, that each parish had a similar 
complex of buildings, is even more difficult to credit. But this 
description does accord with some surviving records, such as the 
following account o f the founding by the Supreme Lord Lao in Lu 
Xiujing's abridged version of the Daoist Code:10

H e establish ed the tw en ty-four parishes, th irty-six oratory huts, 
and 2 ,400  inner an d outer  Daoists.

�

The early-fifth-century Code o f the Great Perfected describes 
the role of the Celestial Master in appointing these officers:20 21

The code says: After lon g study and accumulated virtuous deeds, one 
receives the m an date to becom e Celestial M aster . H e appoin ted 
2,400 m ale and fem ale libation ers, each o f whom takes charge of 
h ouseh olds and con verts [the profan e into] citizens.22 Th e other
worldly officials are referred to as register [students] and parish  
[officers]; th is-worldly officers are called min isters and guardians.

� 7▲ � � � � �

� � �

23�

20. Lu xiansheng daomenke liie lb.
2 1. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao i�/ib-2a.
22. See the next chapter for a description of the Daoist citizen, the most 

basic member of the Celestial Master church.
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Here a comparison is made between the leader of a parish and the 
administrative head of a commandery or kingdom, the top level of 
local administration within the state bureaucracy during the Han. 
This comparison must be somewhat inaccurate, since the Sichuan 
region was divided into only three commanderies during the Lat-
ter Han, but the Shu-Han kingdom of Liu Bei established fifteen 
commanderies in roughly the same territory. Moreover, the Celes-
tial Master communities included in their fate rosters many non- 
Chinese minorities like the Ba, who were not included on normal 
government population rosters. Parishes must have started small 
but grew rapidly. We can trace some of this geographical growth 
through changes in the parish system; these seem to indicate ex-
pansion toward the east and the north from an original center in 
the area around Chengdu.

The parish structure would have experienced its first disrup-
tion with the move of the Celestial Master to Hanzhong during 
the period of the theocratic state. Believers came flocking to the 
new utopia from all over the region, leaving behind their original 
parishes. It is uncertain how the church initially responded to 
this problem. Several parishes were moved to the Hanzhong area, 
including the Yangping parish that was the seat of the Celestial 
Master, but accommodating newcomers into these parishes would 
have meant changing their parish registration and perhaps that of 
their master as well. Ultimately, it seems that at this point the 
Celestial Masters turned to a new scheme, in which each parish 
was linked to one of the twenty-eight lunar lodges (xiu An 
earlier system had linked the parishes to the asterisms by assign-
ing two each to four of the parishes, but now four parishes were 
added to make a one-to-one correlation.23

23. The original set of twenty-four was intended to correspond with the 
twenty-four seasonal nodes {jieqi of the solar calendar. Those added now 
included Jushan ŜZhongmao ŜBaishi Ŝand Ganggeng  parish-
es. The Code Gre  ( c a .  420 c e ) says that outsiders refer to
them as Alternate Parishes (j )Ŝbut within the church they are re-
ferred to as the Completing Parishes (beizhi i^Tn) because they bring the num-
ber up to a  full twenty-eight. See Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao i�/2b.
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It is u n c lear h o w  in d iv id u a ls  w ere assigned to these lunar as- 

te rism s an d  h en ce to  p arish es. It m ay have been geographical, 

s in ce  th e  field a llo c a t io n  ( fen ye  system  o f  divination had

lo n g  b e fo re  estab lish ed  geo grap h ica l correspon dences of all the 

a ste r ism s. K ou  Q ia n z h i still advocated  this system  in the fifth 

c e n tu ry , w h ich  su g g e sts  th at it m ay have m ain tain ed  some cur-

re n cy  in  N o rth  C h in a  lo n g  a fte r  its aban d on m en t in the south. 

N o n e th e le ss , it se e m s c le a r  th at the p rim a ry  system  o f organiza-

tion  d eve lo p ed  d iffe re n tly , fo rm in g  a stru ctu re  th at w as prim arily 

h ie ra rc h ic a l w ith  litt le  o r no connection  to geograph y.

T h e  p arish  system  o f  the m ature D ao ist church  o f the m id-

fo u rth  c e n tu ry  w as  n o  d ou b t d iverse, w ith  som e parishes serving 

co n g re g a tio n s  n u m b e rin g  as  m an y as ten th ou san d , but the aver-

a g e  p a r is h  m ust h a v e  b een  a  m uch m o re  m o d e st a ffa ir , staffed  

by a p a r ish  p riest a n d  at m ost a few  assistants. T h is  fits well w ith 

the d escrip tio n  a b o ve  o f  a m o re  m odest p arish  bu ild in g , basically 

an  e n la rg e d  version  o f  the orato ry . In d eed , as seen in  the discus-

sion  o f  th e  career a n d  p ro m o tio n  o f p riests below , m any individ-

u als m a k in g  the tra n sitio n  from  novice to  lib atio n er must have 

re lied  on  th eir fa m ily  o ra to ry  as a base o f  ritual operation s until 

th ey h ad  gath ered  a la rg e  en ou gh  group  o f  p arish io n ers to w a r-

ran t c o n fe rra l o f  a p arish  reg ister and co n stru ctio n  o f a parish 

bu ild in g .

A rch aeo lo g ists  h ave not d iscovered  ev id en ce o f  these stru c-

tu res. E ven  textual re feren ces to  them are rare  ou tsid e  the D aoist 

can o n . W e kn ow  o f  o n ly  one recorded  b u ild in g  th at m ight have 

been a residence o f  th e  C e lestia l M aster in South  C h in a . D u rin g 

the early  s ix th  century, X ia o  G a n g  ( 5 0 3 - 5 1 ) ,  the future E m -

p ero r Jia n w e n  o f the L ia n g  (r. 5 4 9 - 5 1 ) ,  b u ilt  a m agnifi-

cen t stru ctu re  called  the Parish fo r Su m m on in g  th e Perfected  J S  

 on M o u n t Yu north  o f  Changshu  city , Jiangsu) for 

the tw e lfth  Celestial M a ste r , Z h a n g  D aoyu �fl. 5 0 3 - 1 5 ) .24 

T h ere  is a sim ilar silence , for the m ost p art, c o n c e rn in g  the m any

24. See Yan Kejun 1958:3, 3029-30 (original pagination, Liang i4/2a-3b). 
Yan cites Wang Ao �M SO-UM��  3 0 .�  / )_Û 78/1341 
records only part of the stele, which seems to have survived into the Ming.
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Buddhist institutions that appeared during these centuries, so the 
silence of secular literature is not anomalous. We must imagine 
that Daoist oratories and parishes were common features of the 
Chinese landscape during the Northern and Southern Dynasties, 
even if the genre conventions of contemporary textual production 
precluded their mention.

Daoist Attire

Clothing would have been a visible marker of Daoist identity, and 
there were codes for proper Daoist dress both during the perfor-
mance of ritual and when off duty.25 Early Daoist sources have 
much to say about dress, though it is not always consistent. Cer-
tainly, it was considered an important topic. Daoists serve the 
most exalted deities in the universe and interact with these figures 
in the course of their ritual activity. For this reason, the clothing 
they wear during these interactions is special and sacred:26

All Daoist priests and priestesses who wear registers with scrip-
tures, precepts and talismans belted at their waists have celestial 
documents on their person, perfected beings attached to their phys-
ical form, the pneumas of the Dao to protect them, and Transcen-
dent and Numinous Officers27 on which to call. The garments and 
hats they wear are called “ritual garb,” and each has a divine spirit 
reverently guarding it.

� � � � �̂ �

� � � �

Because Daoists interact with deities as officials using ritual 
forms and presenting formal documents that closely resemble those

25. On Daoist ritual clothing, see Tanaka 2005:351-70.
26. DZ 112 5  Dongxuati lingbao sandong fetigdao kejie yingshi 3/8a.
27. These are the officers of the register. During the novitiate, one receives 

either Transcendent or Numinous Officers—depending apparently on the gender 
of the recipient—up to 75 generals, then receives a full complement of 75 of 
the other type to make the One Hundred Fifty Generals Register.
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of the Chinese governmental administration, Daoist ritual garb is 
modeled on that o f the court and the secular bureaucracy. In M^s- 
ter L u s  Abridgement o f the Daoist Codey Lu Xiujing remarks 28

Th e r itual garb o f the Daoist  resembles the court garb of the [pro
fan e] w orld, w h ere dukes, marquises, gentlemen, and commoners 
each  h ave their ran ks in a five-step system to differen tiate noble and 
m ean .

( � � � �

Lu continues to describe some of what he characterizes as the wold 
rules” for ritual attire:

Accordin g to the old  rules, on e wore an unlined robe with a lined 
robe an d a h eadscarf; novices wore pants and a jacket. As one of the 
pledge offerin gs w h en  receiving a diocese, men would bring an un
lined robe with an ink-black h eadscarf and women, an indigo robe. 
This explicit  written statem en t should be sufficient to resolve doubts. 
Turbans, burlap coats, and capes are issued by high Daoists. When 
perform in g obeisan ce, wear burlap coats; when reciting a scripture, 
wear a cape.29

� � � �

� � ! �

�

Lu thus affirms that by the mid-fifth century there was in place a 
traditional system of ritual garb that differed according to rank 
and function. Already in Lu's day Daoists were overstepping these 
limits, with novices and masters of small dioceses wearing not just 
capes and coats but hats, trousers, and skirts. Lu also notes that 
there are exact specifications for the size and number of seams of 
each garment, although they do not survive.

28. Lu xiansheng daotnen keliie 5a.
29. Lu xiansheng daomen keliie 5a.
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T h e Statutes o f  the M ystic  C a p ita l p reserves a p assag e  d ea lin g  

prim arily  w ith  the co lor o f g a rm en ts  th at w ou ld  seem  to d escrib e  

the situation aro u n d  the fifth  c e n tu ry :30

Daoist priests, female officers, and register novices who are eigh-
teen su i (normally seventeen years) of age or above may receive the 
great rite. If they are still practicing the external rites, from the time 
they receive the One Hundred Fifty Generals Register, they may wear 
yellow ritual garb, robe, and cap. If [they are practicing] the internal 
[register] rites, those using the P erfected  Text fo r  S p o n ta n e o u sly  

A scending to the M ysteriou s  up to the G reat C a vern  S crip tu re  o f  

Suprem e Purity  must use purple ritual garb, robe, vest, official tablet, 
sandals, trousers, and jacket. The official tablet may be held by any-
one who has received the ten precepts.31 When one performs the 
audience ritual, greets an assemblage, or memorializes a petition, 
one must have ritual implements, robe, cap, headscarf, burlap cape, 
official tablet, and sandals.

� � !� ��

!� � �

!�! "� � � �

!� � �

H ere w e see that libationers a ll dressed in yellow , w h ere as h igh er 

church officers w o re  purple. F a ilu re  to w e a r  ritual garb  on a p p ro -

priate occasions w ou ld  result, the Statutes tell us, in p erson al d isas-

ter exten din g to three generations o f ancestors an d  one's person  

being brought before the dread  T h ree  O ffices for pun ish m en t.

30. Xuandu liiwett 17a. The use of the term daoshi rather than jijiu as well as 
the reference to the Great Cavern Scripture would date this passage to no earlier 
than the late fourth century.

31. The official tablet is still necessary for all Daoist priests, as it was for all 
secular officials until the fall of the empire in 19 11 . The passage continues to 
note that the official tablet was flat and called a “plaque” few up until the 
time of the Human Sovereign {renhuang AM)? after which it was renamed hu 
C  and became curved, so that its curves and square angles resemble square 
Earth and round Heaven.



There is evidence that this ritual clothing was noticeable and 
set Daoists apart from others in society. Consider this anecdote 
recorded by an Daoluan �fl. ca. 430) in his 
Spr/wgs /•« ):32

M adam e Pei, the w ife of the seneschal of Huaiyin Yu Yaozi, was adept 
at correspon dence an d also consumed elixirs and avoided grain. She 
alw ays dressed in a yellow robe so that she looked like one who stud
ies the Dao. Sima Daozi w ould often invite her to his home and was 
very fon d of her talen ts. W henever he was banqueting with his sub
ordin ates, Pei w ould also participate, and he would always allow her 
to converse with h is guests and retainers. Everyone thought this was 
demean ing. Wang Gon g once excused himself, saying: u\ have heard 
that the separation  o f men and women is a major principle of the 
state. I have never heard o f a dissolute woman  at the table of the 
prime minister.H Everyone was shocked, and Daozi was mortified.

� � � �

� � � �

� � � � �

� � � �

� �

Here we see members of high society mimicking the ritual garb of 
Daoist libationers. Clearly all present were familiar with the ritual 
garb of a Daoist, but it was not expected or accepted within high 
society. It is perhaps relevant that Wang Gong was a devout Bud-
dhist, whereas many of those associated with Sima Daozi were he-
reditary Daoists. We are unable to trace the exact evolution of these

32. Taipingyulati 428/2a-b. Cf. the shortened account in Jin shu (84/2184.2- 
4), where the description varies somewhat in the following passage: MThe wife 
of the seneschal of Huaiyin Yu Yaozi, Madame Pei, was conversant in the art 
of elixirs. She always dressed in a yellow robe so that she looked like a Celestial 
Master [libationer]. [Sima] Daozi was very fond of her and let her converse 
with his guests and retainers� . � � �

� ’ • The  editors here have understood
“student of the Dao” to be a Celestial Master novice. The previous quote from 
the Statutes of the Mystic Capital makes clear that this must refer to a novice 
or libationer; the Celestial Master himself would wear purple.

2 3 6  R I T U A L  L I F E
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styles of ritual dress but can assume that from quite early on the 
Daoists set themselves off through distinctive attire. Daoist priests, 
at least, would have been immediately visible in mixed company.

Other sources detail rules concerning the use and care of 
ritual regalia.33 Daoists are warned, for example, that they should 
not carelessly take off ritual clothing. It should not be worn when 
visiting the privy� instead, it should be placed in a clean, secure 
place, and the owner should take care to wash his or her hands 
and feet before donning it again. When washing ritual garb, it 
should not be mixed with normal clothing, nor should the pro-
fane be allowed to touch it. Moreover, it is improper to borrow 
the ritual clothing of another, so each person must prepare his 
or her own. Should an item become old or tattered, it should be 
ceremonially burnt, not discarded, although those living in the 
remote mountains may bury it. Zhang 'Wanfu’s �fl. 713) 
Tract o f  C o d e  a n d  Precepts fo r  R itu a l G a rb  o f  the T h ree  C a v e rn s  

repeats these points in a list of forty-six rules that stress all the 
situations where one must wear ritual garb and the few situations 
where it is inappropriate (while sleeping or resting, while bathing 
or relieving oneself, when in a defiled place, when in fetters or in 
prison, when one has bad breath, and so on).34 We also learn that 
one should only own three sets of ritual garb and that, once a set 
of ritual garb is complete, one must announce this to Heaven and 
make offerings to the Daoist Three Jewels and the various Per-
fected before accepting and wearing it. Finally, we discover that, if 
a Daoist does not wear ritual garb, he or she will lose the respect 
of and in fact be reviled by ten different groups, from heavenly 
beings down to the mean and lowly.

There were also restrictions on who could wear the most 
exalted clothing and on what occasions they could wear it, as we 
see in the following passage from a Tang encyclopedia:35

33. The following summarizes the rules listed in Zhengyi w eiyi jing  5b-6a.
34. See DZ 788 Sandong fafu kejie wen  7 b - i�b.
35. Dongxuan lingbao sandong fengdao kejie yingshi 3.6a-b. This is a Tang 

work compiled primarily for monastics, but it preserves the ritual structure 
and many of the ritual forms from the Six Dynasties.
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There are sumptuary rules for each item of the ritual garb of the three 
caverns worn by Daoist priests and priestesses. . . . The capes in 
mountain patterns, misty canvas, and auroral streaks—which should 
not mimic the nine-colored gauze form of a celestial worthy—are 
worn by the ritual master of great virtue who has ascended to the 
high seat to preach the great vehicle of the three caverns and extol 
the marvelous Dao. When one in possession of lofty rites ascends 
the altar or enters the oratory to proclaim a fete and conduct rituals, 
acting as leader of prayers, as well as during the regularly observed 
scriptural rites, or when transmitting the scriptures and precepts as 
demanded by the solemn rites, it is permitted to don them tempo-
rarily, but they should be returned for good when the affair is com-
plete. Except for this situation, they may not be regularly worn. 
One thousand two hundred counters will be deducted.

� � � "�

� ! � �

� � ▲ ! � �
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T h e  rather e lab o rate  c lo th in g  detailed  in th is  passage comes 
from  a m ature p erio d  o f  the church, and earlier iterations of ritual 
garb  w ere  probably  sim p ler an d  m ore austere . M o reo ver, the use 
o f  d istin ctive  c lo th in g  w as n ot lim ited to fo rm al ritu a l contexts. 
T h e  fa ith fu l w ere to  w e a r  a m uch sim pler so rt o f  outfit, called 
“ o n -d u ty  cloth esŜ’’ d u rin g  th e ir  daily  ta sk s :36

Originally, there was no code for the on-duty clothes of Daoist priests 
and priestesses; now we promulgate one in full. Upper, middle, and 
lower garments should all be a light yellow color, like the yellow of 
powdery earth. The yellow should be a light color and the clothing 
short and small, shaped to fit to the body. While in one's room at

36. Dortgxuan lingbao sandong fengdao kejie yingshi 3.7a. C f. Kohn 2004: 
120. The differences in our translations are too many to set forth in derail 
here, but Kohn translates the phrase I take as “on-duty” to mean “prepare [to 
put on ” in the first instance and “office-holder” in the second.
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the abbey or serving one's m aster out of respect for his or  her age and 
virtue, or  adorn in g scriptures an d im ages, or admin istering affairs, 
on e sh ould wear th is cloth ing, called “on-duty.”

� # � ! " �

� � � � �

� ▲� ¥� �� � �

Although the full codification of dress took place only during 
the Tang, after the rise of monasticism, distinctive garb for the 
performance of ritual was likely a feature of the early church, and 
there was no doubt some sort of everyday wear for less formal oc-
casions when secular clothing was deemed inappropriate. Color 
was also surrounded by taboos: the same source informs us that 
the pants and tops of both male and female Daoist priests should 
all be the yellow of dust, and all other colors, including white, are 
forbidden. Bedding also should be this dusty yellow or brown, 
shoes should be yellow or black, and one should always avoid 
fancy cloth like damask or gauzy silk.37 The explicit rationale for 

the rules was to separate the faithful from the profane.38 Daoists 
later became known as Myellow hats55 (huangguan ^ M )  �r tlye^ 
low robes,5 {huangyi

37. Dongxuatt littgbao sandong fengdao kejie yingshi 3,7a-8a. Zhengyi weiyi 
jing 16a adds skirts to the list of clothes and further specifies that the material 
should in each case be canvas .

38. For example, Zhengyi weiyi jing  16a notes, wIf you wear straw sandals or 
wooden clogs, they must be different from those of the profane."



S IX

The Daoist Citizen

T he foundation of the early Daoist church was the Daoist citi-
zen. A citizen {min ^ ) in secular parlance was an individual 

whose name appeared on the government population roster and 
who contributed taxes and corvee labor to the state. Similarly, a 
Daoist citizen was responsible for the annual tithe of grain, five 
pecks per household. There may have been something parallel to 
corvee as well; we know that citizens were often called on to help 
with public works projects such as repairing roads or building 
bridges, but the sources are ambiguous as to whether such endeav-
ors were undertaken as acts of penance for sins confessed or were 
normal responsibilities.

There were expectations for the citizens concerning ritual 
behavior as well, as we see in this passage from the Statutes o f the 
Mystic Capital-}
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Thus, citizenship in a Celestial Master community meant a per-
manent break with the profane religious world, and divine tribu-
nals punished apostasy. The Mdeviant demons55 referenced here are 
simply the gods of the popular pantheon, nature spirits, or dead 
humans revered by locals for their magical efficacy when propiti-
ated with offerings. Traditional community worship typically 
revolved around such cults, and community membership was 
defined by participation in periodic rites to the main deity.2 Fami-

2    
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lies who chose to take refuge in the Dao permanently estranged 
themselves and their descendants from their local community in 
favor of a new fellowship of Daoists. The exalted deities of Dao- 
ism offered protection from marauding hordes of bloodthirsty 
demons but at a price: these stern gods demanded unswerving 
allegiance and punished backsliding and apostasy severely.

Precepts

One of the earliest elements of Daoist belief, documented in the 
historical accounts of the founding, was a faith in the Three Offices 
that oversee human conduct. Moreover, we have seen that the pri-
mary practice advocated in the Xiang'er commentary to the Laozi 
is the observance of a set of rules of conduct called precepts. Pre-
cepts defined a code of conduct enforced by the Three Offices ac-
cording to which each transgression was a sin or crime {zui f|), 
which could only be absolved in response to a petition, primarily 
the Personally Written Missive to the Three Offices {sanguan 
shoushu mentioned in chapter 1. These sets of precepts
became increasingly complex and demanding as one moved up the 
hierarchy of the church, but even the lowliest adherent undertook 
to observe some precepts. These precepts became a defining feature 
of membership in the Celestial Master church. The Protocol o f  the 
Outer Registers lists the most basic sets of precepts as follows:3
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Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi  Sandong 

     
Unity (Zhengyi fawen ).



244 T H E  D A O I S T  C I T I Z E N

It is not easy to identify these sets of precepts, which must 
have evolved rapidly after the Lingbao revelations familiarized 
Daoists with Buddhist concepts. Most surviving collections of 
precepts have been influenced by Buddhist lists and no longer 
reflect the teachings of the early Celestial Masters. Some, for ex-
ample, simply identify the Three Precepts with the Three Refuges 
{sangui adapting the list of the Buddhist Three Treasures
(Buddha Ŝ dharma Ŝ and sangha to refer to the Daoist 
Three Treasures:4

  

 

  

 

 

!

The same Tang era compilation lists an alternate version of 
the Three Precepts that seems more in keeping with early Daoist 
terminology and is said to Msummon the Three Pneumas, Mysteri-
ous, Primordial, and Beginning,5:5

 

 

   

 

  

4. Sandong zhongjie wen i/2a. This work, compiled by Zhang Wanfu, cites 
the Lingbao scriptures as its source for this version of the precepts. The speaker 
is the Primordial Heavenly Worthy . The Daoist Three Treasures were 
the Dao, the scriptures, and the master.

5. Sandong zhongjie wen 2/2a.
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Although this set also includes one Buddhist term (translated as 
“karmic affinity” )Ŝ in other respects this list accords well with 
early church teaching, especially in the contrast it draws between 
the profane and the perfected. It is also followed by a set of five 
and then eight precepts, just as in the above quotation from the 
Protocol o f the Outer Registers.

Many versions of the Five Precepts merely repeat or adapt the 
well-known Buddhist Five Precepts against killing, stealing, sexual 
misconduct, slander, and intoxicants, but the Five Precepts listed 
in the Tang compilation focus on the five senses, often in words 
reminiscent of the Laozi:6
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The following set of Eight Precepts is perhaps not the earliest 
(number 6 mentions the Three Pure Ones, so it is probably at least 
fifth century), but it shows no obvious Buddhist influence.7 Thus, 
we have a set of three, five, and eight precepts presented in succes-

Sandong zhongjie wen     
    
Sandong zhongjie wen



sion that could plausibly be identified with those mentioned in the 
Protocol o f the Outer Registers. The earliest version of these pre-
cepts may be lost to us, and we cannot be sure that the early 
church demanded all of these before conferring the parish regis-
ter. Nevertheless, it seems likely that some set of precepts, per-
haps only an early version of the Three Precepts, accompanied 
this basic register of the Daoist citizen. We can be confident that 
they were important to the faithful, as we see in this quotation 
from the Scripture o f Solemn Deportment-}

 

  

 

  

 

 

# # #

# # "

The conversion of the profane to Daoism owed much to the super-
natural protection afforded by body gods and the ritual services 
of the community libationers. As the precepts, also enforced by 
the libationers and body gods, grew in number and complexity, 
they must have acted together with the grain tithe and other com-
munal responsibilities as a check on overly rapid evangelization, 
revealing the responsibilities of church membership.

The Daily Audience

Much of the ritual practice that survives from the Celestial Master 
church was oriented toward novices, masters, and church officers, 
who could perform elaborate rites for the absolution of sin, the 8

2 4 6  T H E  D A O I S T  C I T I Z E N

�. Zhengyi weiyi jing
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augmentation of merit, the diversion of calamity, and the correc-
tion of celestial records. Later rituals have often overwritten even 
minor rites that reflect a simpler stage of the church's history, 
before it had assimilated innovations originating in the Shangqing 
and Lingbao reform movements of the late fourth century and 
incorporated ideas and practices that had their ultimate origins in 
Buddhism. One essential element of daily practice for all Daoist 
citizens, novices, and libationers was the Entering the Oratory rite 
(Entering the Parish for libationers), performed every morning 
and evening. We find perhaps an early reference to this rite in the 
Code o f the Great Perfected:9

 ,   

        

       -

,   

   

      

/ / " �

/ / / ! /

/ / /

We are fortunate that, in addition to the new Entering the Ora-
tory rite revealed by the apotheosized Lady Wei Huacun

as part of the Shangqing revelations, Tao Hongjing pre-
served a copy of the original uHanzhongM rite, which he knew 
from a single wancient document on rice paper'5 (guzhigushu 

)• It does not give detailed instructions on how to perform 
the rite but does preserve the four basic invocations, intoned 
while rotating counterclockwise, to Daoist deities in the four 
cardinal directions 10

Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao .

Dengzheti yinjue
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^� � �
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N ext , facing south :

I, X, cultivate my person an d nourish  my nature to restore my years 
an d push  back old age. I wish  to beg from  the Lord o f the Dao and 
Virtue that the pneumas o f his enrich ing grace be distr ibuted  
th rough  my physical form, causin g the pneumas of the Dao to cir
culate, so that I personally receive his compassionate grace, the many 
ailm en ts are eliminated, an d blessin gs and luck flock to me. My 
th ough ts are upon  the lord o f myriad blessings, w h o will sum m on  
for  me the cash  and wealth  o f the four directions, order in g my life 
an d prom otin g my interests so that they are attained in wh atever  
direct ion  I turn.

� � ▲ � �
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This invocation of spirits in four directions sets out some of the 
most basic goals of the believing Daoist during the first centuries 
of the church's existence. Despite the warnings in the Xiang'er 
about greed, there is a frank desire for wealth and worldly success 
as well as good health, longevity, the elimination of all obstacles, 
and the avoidance of calamity, including entanglements with gov-
ernment officials. Invulnerability to disaster depends on being a 
seed citizen, but there is no explicit mention of Great Peace or the 
impending apocalypse. Health in this ritual encompasses the ab-
sence or rapid healing of all illness, the restoration of youthful 
vigor, and perspicacity of the senses, but also an infusion of pneu-
mas of the Dao and the presence within the body of corporeal 
spirits. Individuals making this request undertake to reform their 
conduct, take joy in the Dao, and cultivate their bodies. On the 
whole, the Hanzhong audience rite can be seen as an all-purpose 
prayer, affirming one's commitment to the faith, but focusing on 
the benefits promised through church membership. Such a prac-
tice, which must have been near universal in Celestial Master 
communities, shows that even for the lowest-level members of the
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fa it h , r it u al p r ac t ice  in  th e or ator y  w as a vital element of the Ce
le st ia l  M ast e r  id en t ity .

h e / s h as a sect ion  devoted to prepa
r a t io n s before  en t e r in g th e or atory . 2 O n e sh ou ld  attain  a peaceful 
st a t e  o f m in d , av o id in g ar gu m en t s an d  h ar sh  w ords. One should 
st r a igh t en  o n e 's c lo t h es, w ash , ch an t  th e appropr iate invocation  
to  avo id  b e in g p u n ish ed  by th e cler k s an d  sold ier s of one's regis
t e r , an d  p r e p a r e  e v e r y t h in g n eed ed  fo r  th e upcom in g ritual so 
as n o t  to in t e r r u p t  it. En te r in g, on e  sh ou ld  rem ove one's sh oes, 
e n t e r in g fir st  w it h  th e r igh t  foot . W h en  en ter in g or leaving, one 
sh o u ld  take c a r e  n o t  to  lo o k  b ack w ar d  or  to tu rn  one's back on  
th e  p lace  o f h o n o r , in  th e  w est , w h ere th e m ost  exalted deities 
ob se r ved  all t h at  w en t  on ; later , im ages o f deit ies cam e to be placed  
in  t h is p osit ion .

T h e  r ites o f th e o r ato r y  w ere essen t ial to th e practice o f the 
D ao ist s w h o est ab lish ed  th e Suprem e P u r ity  t rad it ion  in the 360s. 
A r evised  version  o f th e r ite for  En ter in g th e O ratory  was revealed 
t h r ou gh  th e go d d e ss W ei H u acu n , w h o claim ed  to have been  a 
Celest ial M aste r  iib at ion er  in  life an d  is r ecorded  in  Tao Hongjin g's 
co m m en t ar y  to t h e  H id d e n  In s tr u c t io n s  f o r  A s c e n d in g  to P erfec -

t io n  (D e n g z h e n  y i n ] u e ) } i  T ao  n otes t h a t  th e r eason  for the gr eat  
car e  su r r o u n d in g th is r it u al, w h eth er  in  o r igin al o r  revised form , 
w as n o t  on ly b ecau se  th e or ator y  w as it se lf a sacr ed  space and con 
t ain ed  sacred  ob jec t s like scr ip tu res, bu t  becau se  Daoist  divin it ies 
in h ab it ed  it. O n  en t e r in g th e oratory , a p r ac t it io n e r  sh ould r ect ify  
h is o r  h er  h ear t , h alf- c lo se  th e eyes in  th e m an n er  st ill used tod ay  
for  v isu alizat ion s ) an d see ar r ayed  th e officer  on  du ty
th at  day, the Z h en gy i m er it  officer , an d  th e em issar ies o f O fficer s 
o f th e Le ft  an d o f th e Righ t , altogeth er  fou r  in  n u m ber , just  in side  
th e d oo r , as well a s th e D r agon  Lord  an d  th e T iger  Lor d  on  the left  
an d  th e r igh t, a p a ir  o f In cen se-Con vey in g A t t en d an t s �

flan k in g the in cen se bu rn er , an d  a p air  o f O r ator y -G u ar d in g Ja d e  
M aid en s  on  eith er  en d o f the table. W e can n o t  be sure t h at  
ear ly Celest ial M ast e r  adh eren ts follow ed th is e xac t  visu alizat ion  12 13

12 . Zhengyi weiyi jing 6a-b.
13. Dengzhen yirtjue 3/5b-i lb. See also Yoshikawa 1987 and Cedzich 1987.
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pract ice, bu t  th er e  m u st  h ave been  a se t  o f v isu aliza t io n s t h a t  ac
com pan ied  th e r it e . Tao co m m e n t s:14

If one explores the significance o f these [rules], the clerks and super 

visors in the oratory are all bureaucrats o f the Great Purity [Heaven]. 

Their investigations are strict and clear, their codes15 and regula 

tions particularly numerous. I f  you do no t fo llow  the rules, not only 

w ill your ritual not move the Heavens, i t  can also bring blame and 

disastrous harm.

‧ � � � � �

# � �

At least  on e m em b er  o f each  D ao ist  fam ily  w as su p p o se d  t o  con 
fron t  th ese  d iv in e  bein gs ever y  day, an d  every m em b er  o f the 
fam ily w ou ld  h ave been  aw ar e  th at  t h ese  aw esom e o ffic ia ls w ere 
con stan t ly  on  d u t y  in th e fam ily  or ato r y . For  a D ao ist , th e  god s 
were n ever  far  aw ay ; th e h igh  go d s w ere ap p r oach ed  on ly th rou gh  
elaborate  r it u al, bu t  th eir  d iv in e  rep resen tat ives w ere alw ays close  
to h an d .

The Assemblies

In ad d it ion  to  t h ese  r ites o f au d ien ce  fo r  th e in d iv id u al o r  fam ily, 
D aoist  cit izen s w ou ld  also  gat h e r  t h r ee  t im es a y ear  for  a  large  
com m u n al r it e , th e  Assem b ly  {h u i ^ ) .  A con cise  in t r od u c t io n  to 
th ese h oly days is p rovided  in  M a s te r  R e d p in e 's  P e t it io n  A lm a n a c���

The fifth  day17 o f the first month is the Upper Assembly. The seventh 

day o f the seventh month is the M iddle Assembly. The fifth  day o f the

14. Dengzhen yinjue 3/6b.
15. Reading ke �� for a character that looks more like liao The two are 

easily confused.
16. Chisongzi zhangli 2/5a.
17. The seventh day of the first month, given in the next quotation, is the 

normal day for this Assembly.
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ten th  month  is the Low er Assembly. On the above days, it is appro
priate to subm it petitions and make statements of merit. Do not 
avoid  strong w in ds or  violen t rain, or the darkenings of the sun and 
the moon, or  th e proh ibitions and closings of Heaven and Earth. On 
the day [of the Assembly], the Heavenly Thearch  and all the great 
sages will descen d together and assemble in the diocese hall, dividing 
th eir  forms an d distributing their images so that across more than ten 
th ousan d miles their response [to the ritual] is identical. On this day, 
submitting petit ion s, receiving conferral of ritual registers, men and 
w om en  circulatin g virtue and dispensing merit to extinguish disaster 
an d dispel calamity, all these are not prohibited.

�! � �" � �
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H e r e  w e see t h a t  th e A ssem b lies b r ou gh t  togeth er  Daoists an d  
t h e ir  go d s. In  t h is sen se , th ey w ere sim ilar  to  th e an nual fest ival 
to  th e god  o f th e  so il {she  jjtt) at  th e r o o t  o f th e Village Drin kin g 
Fe st iv a l d isc u sse d  in  th e classics. T h e se  v illage  ban quets also  
h o st e d  th e local d e it ie s an d  h ave an  even  closer  t ie  to the kitch en  
b an q u e t s th at  D ao ist s h eld  d u r in g th e A ssem b lies, as we sh all see  
b e lo w .18 Un like t h e  cer em on ies o f com m on  v illage r s addressed  to  
th eir  p r ofan e  go d s, A ssem b lies an d  o t h er  D ao ist  observan ces w ere  
n ot  su b jec t  to t a b o o s an d  r est r ict ion s on  w h en  an d  where th ey  
co u ld  b e  h eld.

T h e  su bm ission  o f pe t it ion s w as th e m ost  b asic r itual beh avior  
o f th e m ovem en t  an d  w as r egu lar ly  fo llow ed  by a statem en t o f  
m erits (yangong  t h an k  an d  rew ard  all o f th e spir its w h o
aid ed  th e p rocess. Th e con fer ral o f r egist er s w as also especially  
ap p r op r iate  at  th is t im e sin ce the D ao ist  god s w ere already in  at 
ten dan ce. ^Circu lat in g vir tu e an d d ispen sin g m er itM probably refer s 
to p er form an ce o f M er gin g th e P n eu m as, w h ich  w as d iscu ssed  in

18. For an instructive tale of the imagined response of deities to events at 
one of these festivals, see chapter 56 of the translated in
Kleeman 1994a.
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chapter 3 .19 This passage from Lu Xiujing's Abridgement o f the 

Daoist Code highlights another aspect of the Assemblies:20

The h ouseh olds o f those w h o w orsh ip the Dao are all surveyed  
and recorded in a roster. Each  h ouseh old has [a m aster] to w h om  
it belon gs, an d each  year he or  she com m an ds th em  to at ten d the 
Th ree Assem blies, on the seven th  day o f the first m on th , the sev
enth day o f the seventh m on th , an d the fifth day o f the tenth  
month . Each  citizen  gath ers at  his ow n  parish , w h ere the m aster  is 
to correct the parish  records an d roster , droppin g the deceased  
and addin g the newly born , correct in g the list o f n am es an d ver i
fying the n um ber of in dividuals. He or  she will th rice proclaim  the 
Five Com m an ds so that the cit izen s will know the law. On th at day 
the celestial officers and earth ly spirits will all assem ble at the m as
ter^ parish  to com pare and adjust  th eir  docum en ts.

� �
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In this passage, we see the significance of the Assemblies for the 

church and the divine bureaucracy. Both depended on accurate 

and up-to-date rosters of church members to keep track of who 

was a Daoist and, consequently, merited celestial protection. 

Heads of households were to bring to the Assembly a current list 

of family members, the “home record” ����

The home record is the supplem en tary roster o f the citizens. The 
number of males and females should be recorded therein. Th e offi
cers in ch arge o f guarding th e house take this as their stan dard in 
protectin g all the members in their activities.

19. The term dispensing" (shi Jg) recalls the umystic dispensation,M a euphe 
mism for the rite first employed in the Zhang Pu stele of 173, and the goal, to 
dispel disaster, confirms this.

20. Lu xiansheng daomenke liie 3a.
21. Lu xiansheng daomenke liie 3a.
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This record was submitted to the parish libationer, who used it to 

adjust the “ fate roster” )Ŝsomething like a parish mem- 

bership list, and then formally submitted this document to the 

Heavenly Bureaus, who adjusted their own records on this basis.22 23 

Errors in this process could leave individuals without divine sup-

port, as Master Lu points out slightly later in the same document:2.

H ead s of h ou seh old , brin ging the h ouseh old record, all proceed 
to th eir  own  par ish es, wh ere each  is received and recorded in 
order  to augm en t and correct the fate roster. On the days of the 
Th ree Assemblies, the myriad gods of the Three Offices select those 
w h o are qualified [for prom otion ]. If there has been an increase in 
popu lat ion , an d it  is not submitted, then the Heavenly Bureaus will 
n ot h ave the [new baby's] name. If the number of mouths decreases, 
but they are n ot rem oved [from the roster], then the book of names 
will n o longer be accurate.

� � � � �
� #!� � # � �
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Inaccuracies in the otherworldly records could have serious conse-

quences when a church member encountered trouble and required

22. The Scripture o f  Great Peace mentions the fate roster, saying: MAs for 
persons who perform good deeds and have no record of evil, Heaven sees their 
good deeds and causes gods, in accordance with this, to transfer their fate 
rosters to the bureaucrat(s) who record long life ” � � �

� ’ . The stratification and dating of the 
Taipingjing is a complex question, but this may be an antecedent to the Daoist 
usage. See Wang Ming 1960:625� Yu Liming 2001:463. Here I follow Yu L im - 
ing's punctuation.

23. Lu xiansheng daotnenke liie 3b. He further notes (4a) that wThe master 
on their behalf submits [the fate roster] to the Three Heavens, requesting that 
that officer who guards the home w ill extend protection to those listed on the 
roster, expelling disaster and calamity” � (1! � � �

� .
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a ritual intervention to set things right. Master Lu goes on to tell 

of the consequences of not reporting deaths, births, and mar-

riages, saying that Has a result there are hundred-year-old adoles-

cent boys and centenarian maidens5' and pointing out that, when 

an individual seeks help from someone other than his or her own 

master, it seems to the heavenly bureaucrats that this is an un-

known individual with no place on the rosters of the faithful. 

Commands therefore never reach the officials assigned to protect 

the sufferer's home.24 25 26

Another aspect of the Assemblies was instruction in the faith. 

We do not know exactly what the Five Commands {wuling i i ^ )  

were that were thrice proclaimed at each Assembly (in the next to 

last quotation), but we can presume that they were moral stric-

tures of some sort, perhaps related to or identical with the Five 

Precepts that each Daoist citizen was expected to observe.2. The 

libationer's role at the Assembly is explained in this passage from 

the Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital���

On the auspicious days of the Assemblies, [the masters] appear before 
the celestial officials, teach an d con vert  the foolish  and profan e, 
distribute [acknowledgmen ts of] merit and virtue, an d cause the 
human and spir it  [records] to correspon d to each other.

� � � ▲�

Again, the exact nature of the questions posed by the celestial 

bureaucrats is unclear, but it must have included some sort of in-

formation concerning the conduct of the libationers and their 

flocks in addition to a summary report of additions to and depar-

tures from the community.

24. Lu xiansheng daomenke liie 3b. One petition in Master Redpine's Petition 

Almanac enumerates the troops guarding the home as wthe three generals, 
twenty-four clerks, and three hundred thousand soldiers guarding the home" 

� . See O/sow 5/8a7-8.
25. Lu Xiujing characterizes the content of these addresses as Kthe enlight 

ened code and orthodox teachings" {mingke zhengjiao See Lu xian-
sheng daomenke liie 2b.

26. Xuandu luweti 15a. On the dating of this text, see Jiang Boqin 1991.



Yet  an o t h e r  fu n c t io n  o f th e A ssem b lies w as the collection  of 
th e  five p e ck s o f  r ice  t h a t  w ere th e defin ed  con tribution  o f each  
D a o ist  h o u se h o ld  to th e com m u n ity . Fam ilies were encouraged to 
su b m it  th is wh eaven ly  r en t  r ice ,5 {tia n z u  m i as early as the
fir st  A ssem b ly  o f  th e year , an d  even  su bm ission  at  the second (7/7) 
w o u ld  w in  e x t r a  m er it , bu t  failu r e  t o  su pply th e grain  by the last  
A ssem b ly  o f t h e  y ear  w as a sin  m er it in g severe pun ish men t: wYour  
[n am e  on  th e j fa t e  r o st e r  w ill n ot  be su b m it t ed  to clerks wh o 
g u a r d  h u m an s; u p w ar d  it  w ill ext en d  to you r  an cestors for seven  
ge n e r a t io n s, an d  d ow n w ar d  it w ill flow  dow n  to  your progeny.”2 
O r igin ally , a p o r t io n  (20  or  30  percen t ) o f th is grain  was to be 
t r an sm it t e d  to  t h e  p ar ish  o f th e Ce lest ial M ast e r  for  use by the 
ce n t r a l ad m in ist r a t io n  o f  th e ch u r ch ; given  th e doubts we h ave 
ab o u t  th e e xist en ce  an d  au th or ity  o f th e Celest ial M aster  after  the 
d ia sp o r a  o f 215, w e can n o t  say fo r  h ow  lon g th is provision  w as 
o b se r v e d .27 28 In  an y  case , th e m ajor ity  o f th e con tr ibu t ion  w as re
t a in e d  in  th e lo ca l p ar ish .

The Kitchens

O n e ob v iou s p u r p o se  o f  th e  gr ain  con t r ib u t ed  at  the Assem blies 
w as to  feed  th e r e ligio u s p r o fe ssio n als se r v in g in  th e par ish . A n 
o t h e r  im p o r t an t  u se  w as t o  su pp ly  co m m u n al ban qu ets ca lle d  
“k it ch en s” (c/m h eld at  th e t im e o f th e Assem bly. Th e follow in g 
p assage  cr it icizes lib at ion e r s w h o so u gh t  to  d iver t  th ese con t r ib u 
t ion s t o  oth er  p u r p o se s:29

The reason why you set up a kitchen on the days o f the Three 

Assemblies is that i t  allows you to disburse the “ rent grain.”  But 

recently the many officers have forced the commoners to provide 
[the food] for the Assemblies. A ll such actions contravene the code 

and the canons.

27. Xuandu liiweti l i b .

28. The relevant passages are found atXiandu luwett�1 ib - i2 a , 14b.
29. Xuandu liiwen 12b.
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Thus, the rice tithe, much like the pledge offerings discussed below, 
may have been subject to abuse, but these exactions were intended 
to supply the community with ritual necessities that would ben-
efit all.30

We are fortunate that a number of recent publications have 
explored the ritual preparation, offering, and consumption of food 
and drink in early China.31 In this light, we can now see that a 
periodic ritual event like the village festival to the god of the soil 
functioned in a number of different ways to situate the village and 
its members in the cosmos. Socially, it was one of the few events 
that all members of local society participated in, offering an op-
portunity to clarify and exhibit the social hierarchy, while also 
reinforcing bonds of community. Economically, sponsorship by 
well-off village members permitted a limited redistribution of 
resources and provided additional nourishment for the most de-
prived. Morally, it reaffirmed the accepted code of conduct, as 
exemplary conduct was recognized and misconduct condemned 
through changes in ritual roles. Spiritually, the sacrifice brought 
the villagers into direct contact with the deities that oversaw their 
lives and determined their fate, and established a ritual exchange 
between mortal and deity of sustaining bloody victuals and auspi-
cious divine blessings that affirmed their continuing relationship. 
This exchange was effected when the gods consumed the essence 
of the offering through its scent, then infused it with their bless-
ings {fu H), which community members then incorporated into 
their persons by consuming the remaining food and drink.

We have seen that a prime tenet of the Celestial Master church 
since its inception was the rejection of sacrifice as a means of in-
teraction between humans and the divine. Daoists refused to take

30. A passage from the fifth-century Code o f  the Great Perfected suggests 
that the donated grain went into a Heavenly Storehouse (tiancang used 
to supplement supplies in years of famine. See Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 2a.

31. See Boileau 1998-99, 2006; Sterckx 2005, 2011; Brashier 2011.
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p a r t  in  act s o f sacr ifice  o r  con su m e th eir  produ cts. This was in 
p a r t  a  t h e o lo gica l p o sit io n , based  on  th e belief that Daoists ad 
d r e sse d  a h igh  level o f d e ity  w h o t r an scen d ed  all such tran sac
t io n a l ar r an ge m e n t s an d  cou ld  on ly  be sw ayed  through moral 
co n d u ct , in clu d in g th e p r op e r  p e r for m an ce  o f r itual. It also served 
to  d iffe r e n t ia t e  D ao ist s fr om  p r ofan e  n on believer s. In traditional 
C h in e se  socie t y , p ar t ic ip a t io n  in v illage  r itu al w as a defining fea
t u r e  o f  c it izen sh ip . D ao ist  r e ject ion  o f  it  m u st  h ave put them in 
so m e  sen se  o u t sid e  th e com m u n ity .

D e sp it e  t h is co n d em n at io n  o f th e r itu al act s at  the h eart of 
v illage  sacr ifice  an d  b an qu et in g, th e so c ial valu e o f the communal 
m eal w as t oo  g r e a t  to give up. Th e  D ao ist s developed  their own  
d ist in c t ive  co m m u n al d in in g r it u al, th e  Kitch en  (chu I f) . Th ese  
k it ch en - feast s co u ld  be h eld  at  an y t im e  in  r esp on se  to a curren t  
n eed  {y u a n c b u  H iU )  or  to d ispel som e h arm  { jie c h u  but an  
im p o r t an t  an d  even  favor ed  occasion  fo r  th e ir  perform an ce w as 
on e o f th e T h r ee  A ssem b lies. Like m o st  o th er  D aoist  act ivit ies, 
th ese  com m u n al fe a st s e scap e d  th e n o t ice  o f Ch in a's stan dard  
h ist o r ie s, bu t  r e fer en ces to  th em  in t w o  n on - D ao ist  sources con 
firm  th e ir  o ccu r r e n ce  an d  give us so m e  idea o f h ow  in terested  
o u t sid e r s view ed th e  r ite. T h e  first  is fr o m  th e gr e a t  occu lt ist  Ge  
H o n g. G e  m ak es n o  exp lic it  com m en t  ab o u t  th e Daoist  religion  
th at  w as alr ead y  w ell est ab lish ed  in h is d ay , bu t  h e does refer to  a 
W ay o f th e Li Fam ily  (Li/V“  A o  th at  closely  r esem bles 
C elest ial M ast e r  D ao ism  an d  m ay in  fac t  r e fer  to  the Celest ial 
M ast e r  D aoism  p r act iced  by th e Li fam ily  w h o ru led  the Ch en g-  
H an  st a t e  in  m od er n  Sich u an  d u r in g th e  fir st  h a lf o f the fou r th  
ce n t u r y :52

There are more than a hundred o f these ghoulish Ways; all kill living 
beings for bloody victuals. Only the Way o f the Li Family practices 

nonaction {wuwei) and is a b it different. But, even though they do 
not butcher animals, every time they offer a blessing meal, there are 32

258

32. Baopuzi 9/39. For speculation on the identification o f this Way of the Li 
Family with the Cheng-Han state, see Campany 2002:213. On Cheng-Han��
see chapter 4.
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no limits. Th ey buy everything in the market, striving for bountiful 
extravagance. They have to buy the finest, freshest goods. Sometimes 
the kitchen is for  dozens o f people, an d the expen se is truly enor
mous. So they are not unam biguously for  purity an d economy, and 
so should also be on the list o f proh ibited groups.

� � �� #€�
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Ge Hong is much more interested in a Heavenly Kitchen in which 
Jade Maidens bring down from the Heavens divine foodstuffs 
guaranteeing immortality.33 He is not interested in communal 
ritual as a means of changing one's fate but does mention these 
Daoist observances and their nonsacrificial character.

Our other external account of this rite, also antagonistic in 
nature, is Xuanguang's (fl. ca. 480) Discourse on Discrimi-
nating Delusion (Bianhuo lun an anti-Daoist polemic of
the late Six Dynasties period:34

If there are remnan t ethers from  the Sin ister Way, then [the Daoists] 
m ust perform  an  exculpatory kitchen at  the gate to the tomb. Proud 
of their person  and of their secret food , they main tain  the attitude 
of one about to suck a boil.35 O f old, Zh an g Lu held an exculpatory 
blessing [kitchen] in Hanzhong. He assembled a large group o f liba- 
tioners and demon  troopers.36 They drank more than  n orm al and 
ended up turn ing into a drunken  mob. The ugly reputation  from  
this incident spread abroad, reach ing as far as the Ch en gdu plain. 
Liu Zh an g admon ished th em , saying: “Num in ous transcenden ts

33. On this type of kitchen-feast, see Mollier 1999-2000.
34. T2102, 52/49a.
35. This expression, shunban is otherwise unknown. Chinese doctors 

(and filial children) were sometimes praised for sucking boils and ulcers to re 
move the evil elements. Here the sense is that they take pride in their disdain 
for luxury and the austerity of their diet.

36. This term for Daoist believers is taken directly from historical accounts, 
such as the Record o f  the Three Kingdoms, quoted in chapter 1, and is not sub 
stantiated in any Daoist scripture.
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w h o cultivate th eir  life force treat their bodies well by sticking to 
pine[nuts] and auroral mist. If you are a glutton , how can you esteem 
the D ao?” W hen M aster  Lu heard th is, he was mortified and deter- 
m in ed to pun ish  them by making them sweep the roads. Tales 
abroad  in the w or ld  say th at after th is the Daoist  priests established 
stan dards to forestall th is problem. They also set up regulations for 
the kitchen, lim iting it to three pints of liquor.37 Since the end of the 
H an , they have been  called “wine lim iters” ///“  ).

�

�
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h is t a le  su r vives in  n o o t h er  sou rce, an d  in  fac t  th ere is no refer 
en ce t o  D ao ist s a s “ w in e lim it e r s” in  an y  su r v iv in g source ou tside 
th e Bu d d h ist  can o n . Th e  h istor icit y  o f t h is scu r r ilou s tale is very 
m u ch  op en  to  d o u b t ,38 39 b u t  w e can  co n clu d e  fr o m  it th at th e  
k itch en  w as w ell k n ow n  to  n on - D ao ist s d u r in g th e fifth  cen tury, 
th at  it  w as so m e t im e s p e r fo r m ed  fo r  th e ben efit  o f the recen tly  
d ead  to  absolve { j i e  th em  o f sin , an d  th at  it  w as fam ous for  its 
r e st r a in t , w ith  on ly  lim ited  am ou n t s o f a lcoh o l an d  n o sacr ificial 
m eat  se r ved  to p ar t ic ip an t s.

It  w as th e m eat le ss a sp e c t  o f th is r it e , r o o t e d  in  the D aoist  
r e ject ion  o f b lood  sacr ifice , th at  set  it a p a r t  so  st r on gly  from  t r a 
d it ion al com m u n al b an q u e t s. It w as a lso  th is fea t u r e  th at  back 
slid in g believers ch allen ged , as we see in  th is con d em n at ion  from  
th e S ta tu te s  o f  th e  M y s t ic  C a p it a l���

37. A pint (sbeng f\ )  in the Han dynasty was about 200 milliliters, so three 
pints would be about 20 percent larger than a standard British pint of ale and 
probably was not much stronger.

38. Zhang Lu had an independent power base in Hanzhong by the time Liu 
Zhang replaced his father, Liu Yan, as pastor of Yi province and was respon 
sible for executing Zhang Lu's mother and relatives. It is unclear how much 
Zhang Lu would have cared about Liu Zhang's opinion or whether they were 
even in communication. See chapter 1.

39. Xuandu luwett 15a. We see a similar condemnation o f  Daoists killing 
living beings for sacrifice in the fifth-century Lu xiansheng daom enke liie la.
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Recently, the many officials have been  killing and cookin g dom estic 
animals to supply the kitchens and meetings. Th is is not in accord  
with the otherworldly law. To kill the living in search  o f life is to 
have departed far from life.

� �# � �

Kitchen-feasts could be held for a variety of reasons, and their 
size could vary considerably. A passage preserved from the Code 
of the Great Perfected speaks of an occasional kitchen held in re-
sponse to the illness of a family member:40

If a family has an  illness or a cyclical m isfortun e,41 they sh ould hold 
a kitchen-feast for officials an d private guests; th is is called ^feeding 
the w orth ies.H You should invite pure and worthy Daoist  priests of 
upper, m iddle, and lower status, numbering ten, tw en ty-four, thirty, 
fifty, or a hundred people; it must n ot be less than ten because this 
w ould be insufficient to create blessings.

� � ! " � �
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The Code goes on to explain that worthy Daoists do not really 
need much food, nor do they need rich offerings, but the feast 
is offered to them because they possess the Dao and have many 
gods in their body. For these same reasons, a single high official 
in the church could actually count for numerous individuals, 
according to a formula preserved in the Statutes o f the Mystic 
Capital:

An O rth odox Unity Equan imity Pneuma of the Left  or  Righ t or 
higher is equivalen t to seven people. A Daoist priest  of the Beiqiu

40. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 12/ia.
41. Cyclical misfortunes (e /a) strike when an individual reaches a certain age. 

See Shenxianzhuatt, quoted in Taipingguangji 1/2� Campany 2002:198, n. 227.
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parish  [or above] is equivalen t to three people.42 Those who wear a 
register  with clerks and soldiers or h igher are equivalent to two peo
ple. Two youth s with the Extended Mandate register are equivalent 
to th ree people. An unassigned citizen is equivalent to one person.

!� ; � � �
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Sources are not entirely clear about how often one of these 
kitchen-feasts should be held. One category of kitchen, usually 
held at the time of one of the Assemblies, was hosted by local 
Daoist church officers for the benefit of members of their flock, as 
we see in this passage from the same text:43

M ale officers, fem ale officers, leaders [of parishes], and register 
novices who have m ade a request for an increase in numbers [of their 
flock], if by the en d of the year they have increased by fewer than 
ten , set  a kitch en -feast  for  twenty people. If they have increased 
by th irty or m ore, set  a kitchen-feast for  twenty-four. [Even] if it is 
a m illion  or  ten m illion , [set] no more than a twenty-four-person  
kitchen-feast. H ost  one person  for each person  added, but stop at 
twenty-four.

� � � �
!� �# �
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This passage puts some practical limits in the size of the kitchen, 
since it seems that some parishes could indeed number in the thou-
sands of members, and the logistics of such a large meal would have 
been daunting.

42. The text reads wangqiu which seems to be a mistake for the low-
est of the twenty-four parishes, which is called either Beimang JttP  or Beiqiu 

. Thus, the  would be a corruption of Ŝwhich has been paired 
with qiu.

43. Xuandu liiweti I2a-b.
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Just as the officers of a parish were expected to provide a 
kitchen-feast in celebration of an increase in the size of their par-
ish, presumably, at the last Assembly of the year, individual Daoist 
families were also expected to offer a kitchen in response to the 
birth of a child:44

If you give birth  to a son, h old a superior  kitchen; if you give birth  
to a daughter, hold a medium kitchen. An increase in family size or 
addition al wealth , seeking th e protection  of a [heavenly] officer, an 
exten sion  of life, or no trouble th rough  the year are exam ples of 
superior kitchens. Seeking to survive a cyclical danger, traveling afar, 
or seeking a prom otion  are exam ples o f middle kitchens. Seekin g to 
heal an illness or  dispelling a suit before the county prefect, im prison 
ment, or bon dage are exam ples of an in ferior kitchen .

! � � � � \�!�
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We see here that, in addition to kitchen-feasts held in celebration 
of an auspicious event, kitchens were also held to make a request 
of the divine forces and that the size of such a kitchen depended on 
the significance of the request. Another statute gives more infor-
mation on the celebratory kitchen-feasts, including a number of 
pledge offerings that should accompany the kitchen:45

If you give birth  to a son, establish  a kitchen-feast for  ten people, 
an d [contribute] one hundred sheets o f medium petit ion  paper, a 
pair  o f writing brushes, a ball o f ink, an d a writing knife. If you give 
birth  to a daugh ter, establish  a kitchen-feast for five people, and 
[contribute] a sitting mat an d a dustpan . Send these in after  a full 
month .

� � � ’ � �
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�� - Xuandu liiwen 12a.
4 5 - Xuandu liiwett 12b.
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H e r e  th e p le d ge  o ffe r in gs r eflect  a ce r t a in  stereotypin g and reveal 
th e  lim it s o f t h e  r e lat ive ly  equ al t r eatm en t  o f m en  and women in 
th e  ear ly  ch u r ch .

P led ge  o ffe r in g s w er e  p a r t ic u la r ly  im p o r t an t  when m akin g 
a r e q u e st  in  co n ju n c t io n  w ith  th e k itch en - feast . Such a kitchen is 
so m e t im e s t e r m e d  a “r eq u est  k it ch en ” ) . Much  as 
w h en  m ak in g a r e q u est  th r ou gh  a p e t it ion , a requ est  kitchen often  
h ad  t o  be acco m p an ie d  by p led ge o ffe r in gs to dem on strate one's 
fa it h , a s w e see  in  t h is p a ssa ge :46

M ale officers, female officers, leaders, and register novices should 

list the items offered as pledges in the request. For ten people or 

fewer, 20 feet o f o ffering silk; fo r more than twenty people, 40 feet 

o f offering silk. Send it in after receiving the favor.

� � "� ��
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H er e  w e see an o t h e r  sp ecial t t r m ^ g u i  m ean in g a pledge o ffe r 
in g. A s w ith  th e t r ib u t e  gr ain  in  th e an n u al t ith e o f five pecks o f 
r ice , th ese  o ffe r in gs w ere m ean t  to su p p ly  th e n eed s o f the co m 
m u n ity . Sp o n so r in g a k itch en - feast  each  year  (or  each  Assem bly?) 
w ou ld  h ave been  a m ajo r  exp en se , as w e see in  t h is passage from  
th e S ta tu te s  o f  th e  M y s t ic  C a p it a l���

Male officers, female officers, and leaders: For a superior kitchen- 

feast [prepare] five pints o f wine and 300 cash fto buy food] per per 

son; fo r a medium kitchen-feast, four pints and 250 cash per person; 

fo r an inferior kitchen-feast, three pints and 100 cash per person.

�! � � � �
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Becau se th e kitch en  w as a m ajor  r itual as well an  im p or t an t  c o m 
m un ity celebrat ion , it  n eeded religious offician t s. Su rvivin g so u r ces

46. Xuandu luwen 12b.
47. Xuandu luweti 13b -!4a.
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speak of three individuals, the Supervisor of the Kitchen (jiartchu 
)Ŝthe Regulator of the Group )Ŝand the Priest

of Great Virtue ▲ ).48 Each had his or her distinct role,
with the Priest of Great Virtue acting as the lead guest in partak-
ing of the banquet. In many ways, the Supervisor of the Kitchen 
had the greatest responsibility, though it was the Regulator of 
the Group who was responsible for maintaining order among the 
guests. The Scripture o f the Ascent to Mystery records a set of ten 
matters that the Supervisor of the Kitchen should keep in mind 
while examining the food:49

1. Con sider the mercy of the Dao.
2. Con sider  the mercy of on e’s master.
3. Con sider  th at the m asses are good fields of m erit .50
4. Con sider  th at the host sh ould take deligh t in the perfected  

and distinguish  the false so that he or  she is able to supply  
the needs o f the worthy an d good.

5. Con sider  on eself fortun ate to be able to be on e o f the staff, 
occupyin g a place in the order of Daoists.

6. Con sider in g that the feelings of the host are im portan t , do  
n ot allow the group to lightly discuss the virtues and fau lts 
[of the food], refusing to partake o f those th ings they do 
n ot like.

7. If the h ost provides foods that are not in accord with the 
rules, do n ot  permit them to be presen ted.

8. If there is one among the group w h o seeks food that is n ot  
in accord with the rules, immediately send that person  away; 
do not perm it him or h er to join  in the meal.

48. On these officers, see Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9/9b, where the first officer 
is instead termed Supervisor of the Fete (jianzbai ^1^). In fact, the ritual ban 
quet held at the end o f a zhai ritual was essentially the same as the kitchen. The 
title of the Priest of Great Virtue is reminiscent of the term [Priest o f] High 
M erit {gaogong M^)j) commonly used for the chief officiant at modern Daoist 
rituals. It is unclear how these titles relate to Celestial Master ranks, but one 
supposes that the officers of the kitchen were at least libationers.

49. //e/" cho  9/9b, quoting .
5� . This is the Buddhist concept that by accepting gifts one permits the host 

to accrue merit.



9. When superior and inferior are facing each other, pay sedulous 
attention to matters of precedence.

10. Do not fear that for those who eat later there will be additions 
[to] or deletions [from the menu].

— � � � � �
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From this list, we can see three points of emphasis in overseeing 
the kitchen: that status and precedence be observed, that har-
mony be maintained within the group, and that the rules of the 
feast, especially the ban on the consumption of meat and smelly 
foods {hunhui referred to obliquely in number 8, be strictly 
observed.

Let us turn now to the banquet itself. One o f the best descrip-
tions of how the kitchen-feast was conducted is found in a passage 
from the seventh-century Code o f the Thousand Perfected (Qiati- 
zben ke preserved in a Tang encyclopedia:51
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First, [the Supervisor of the Kitchen] personally checks the menu to 
see that the balance of fruits and vegetables, raw and cooked flavors 
each is appropriate. Then, he or she examines the time of day by 
the shadow of the gnomon, or, if the day is cloudy, by reading the 
clepsydra, in order to determine whether it is the time of the fete. 
When that time has arrived, he sounds the bell to summon all to 
eat. Each person sends his or her eating implements into the fete 
hall. He measures out and places the ranked positions of the seats. 
When the assembly bell has sounded, he performs a ritual [circum- 
ambulation?], praising and requesting. When he is finished praising 
and requesting, everyone settles into fheir seats. A course of water 
is poured, then all commence to eat, with exalted and humble each

5 1 .  Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9 / i o a - b ;  Dongxuan lingbao qianzhenke 2 2 b - 2 3 a .  

O n  th is  t e x t  see  th e e n t r y  b y  H a n s -H e rm a n n  S c h m id t  in  S c h ip p e r  a n d  V e r e lle n  

2 0 0 4 :1 , 576.
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in their proper place. He advances and sets down the plate of the 
Former Master.52 The Supervisor of the Kitchen kneels upright and 
raises the plate in front of the seat of the Former Master. The Regu-
lator of the Group sounds the chime once. The [Priest of] Great Vir-
tue at the head of the table chants:

We present this fete for the Perfected of the Dao and for the 
race of Daoists, that the Dao Father, the Dao Mother, the Per-
fected, the Divine, the Transcendents and the Sages, or those 
who with them pursue the Dao may eat and drink together.
May they have long life without limit!

� � � �

� � � �

� � � �

� � " �
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After this invocation, the plates are passed, beginning with 
the seats of the Former Master and the officials in charge of the 
fete. The servers chant the name of each fruit or dish in a low 
voice, and the guests hold up their dishes to receive them, taking 
only what they want to eat. The Priest of Great Virtue at the head 
of the table is responsible for seeing that each dish makes its way 
to all of the seats. When all have been served, the Regulator of 
the Group intones: “ Please commence the meal.” While food is 
being distributed, each is offered three times starting from the 
head seat, and, when the repast is concluded, leftovers are col-
lected from the bottom up. Finally, any leftover grains of rice are 
collected to be used for the t4rice for the masses55 {zhongsheng fan 

Ŝsee below).
There were detailed and meticulous rules for the conduct of 

the kitchen-feast, but only a small part of them have come down

5 2 .  T h i s  “ fo r m e r  m a s te r ” �x/• is  n e v e r  id e n t ifie d  b u t w a s  p ro b a b ly  

a n  e m p t y  se a t  le f t  fo r  fo u n d e r  Z h a n g  D a o lin g  o r  a ll p r e c e d in g  C e le s t ia l  M a s -

te r s  a s  a  g r o u p .
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to us.53 54 These began well before the day of the kitchen. The prin-
cipal ritual officiants and probably the host as well were supposed 
to observe a three-day purification ritual, including a fast (zhai 

and abstention from sex, leading up to the rite and offer a 
statement of merits three days after its conclusion. The ritual itself 
was held in the early morning, so participants often assembled the 
previous evening as we see in this passage from the Statutes o f the 
Mystic Capital describing the preparations for an exculpatory 
kitchen-feast {jiechu

Male officers, female officers, register novices, and Daoist citizens: 
When it is time for an exculpatory kitchen, the head of household 
purifies himself and observes precepts. The evening before, he in-
vites the guests with words and a calling card. Those who have been 
invited should all be properly and correctly attired. They should 
not walk through polluted or defiled areas. All should bathe and 
wash their hair, and change their skirt, cap, mantel, pants, and tunic. 
They should not wear skirts, sandals, or revealing robes, showing 
contemptuous offense to the most perfected. Why is this so? This 
statute represents the majestic power of the heavenly officers. The 
gods and transcendents will approach and descend to you. This is no 
small matter! All should rectify their hearts and visualize [the gods]. 
You must not speak recklessly or speak of vulgar or other desultory 
matters.

� � �

� � � #�

� � � ^ �

� # #

The polluted areas to be avoided are places of death like a battle-
field, graveyard, or home suffering a recent death as well as men-
struating women or other places defiled by blood. The prohibition

5 3 .  Z h u  F a m a n  �d . 7 2 0 ) Ŝ th e  e d ito r  o f  y^ o x / '«  c/w o  ( 1 2 / 1  b_5���
n o te s  th a t  th e  e a r ly - f i f t h - c e n t u r y  Code o f the Great Perfected  c o n ta in e d  o v e r  

ten p a g e s  o f  d e ta ile d  r u le s  fo r  th e  k itc h e n , o f  w h ic h  he p r e s e r v e s  o n ly  a  s m a l l  

p o r t io n .

5 4 .  Xuandu liiwett 1 3 b .
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would have included the sites of blood sacrifice or other profane 
rites. Similarly, throughout the rite, participants are encouraged 
to visualize the Most High and avoid all talk of killing, hunting, 
fishing, or trapping.55

One important principle was hierarchy in the seating arrange-
ment, which was based on rank in the church and then seniority 
in rank.'6 Only if individuals were ordained to the same rank on 
the same day was age considered. Surviving passages on seating 
arrangements, from the late Six Dynasties, include many distinc-
tions that did not exist in the early church, but they do stress the 
importance of maintaining the proper order of precedence in inter-
actions between Daoists in the upper, middle, and lower seats.57 
Always external ranking and secular office are discounted; status 
in Celestial Master Daoism was determined solely by rank and 
date of ordination.

Matters of etiquette were also strictly regulated. The goal was 
a ritual meal that was simple yet dignified with harmonious inter-
actions appropriate to each individual's station. After all have 
taken their seats in the proper order, there is to be no talking or 
laughing, and they should observe the following rules:58

When eating, there is to be no smacking of lips, nor sounds of mer-
riment in drinking, nor spitting, nor burping, nor any clacking of
spoons or chopsticks.

� # � � # � # �

#

It was also improper to ask for a dish before it has reached one's 
seat. The Supervisor of the Kitchen alone had the authority to

55. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao i2/2a7-8. If violated, both the host and the guest 
will suffer three years of ill health.

56. This resembles the rules for banqueting in the Village Wine Drinking 
described in the Record o f Rites, where civil rank took precedence over age. See 
Liji, chapter 4� Kleeman 2005b: 145.

57. Zhengyi weiyijing  5a.
58. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9/iob5~7.
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make requests of the staff. Those who arrived late were not per-
mitted to enter the feast hall, and anyone who, having eaten to 
satiety, arose before the formal conclusion of the meal was said to 
have astartled all in their seats and offended the group  ̂(jingzuo 
chuzhong Eaters were also cautioned to avoid eating
more than they had been allotted, not to delay the dishes while 
they were passed, and not to take too much so that those in the 
lower seats would not have enough; each of these actions is char-
acterized as ^stealing.5̂ 9

After all the remains of the food had been collected, there was 
one round of alcoholic drinks and one round of water, then the 
Regulator of the Group would sound the chime once and chant, 
“ This f^te-meal has concluded.” Then all would leave the hall in 
order, holding their eating vessels, beginning with the Priest of 
Great Virtue at the head of the table. All were supposed to return 
to their rooms to wash up.

The division of the leftovers seems to have been a matter of 
some consequence. Again it is the Regulator of the Group who 
had the responsibility of sounding his chime and announcing to 
all three times:59 60

I inform everyone: These leftovers from the feast will be available 
to the host for his unrestricted use. Those who agree, remain silent. 
Those who disagree, speak up.

� � �#

Then anyone who had a special need to feed a parent, teacher, or 
someone suffering from old age or illness could claim a portion 
of the leftovers to take home.

The grains of rice collected at the end of the banquet had a 
special use. Each participant was to set aside seven grains of rice, 
which was called the Rice for the Masses or the Rice of the Divine 
Farmer {shennong fan To the Daoists, the Divine Farmer,

5 9 . Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9 / 1 3 3 4 - 8 ,  c it in g  th e  Code o f  the T h ousand  
Perfected.

60. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao 9 / 1 l a  1 - 2 .
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also known as the Perfected Who Circulated the Dao (xirtgdao 
zhenren fT iM XA), was ordered at the beginning of the cosmos to 
taste each plant and tree to discover which could nourish human 
life. It is out of gratitude for this selfless act that Daoists contrib-
ute seven grains of rice, in the belief that each grain can feed a 
person for a thousand days. Each participant is to intone three 
magical chants while collecting the seven grains in order to effect 
this transformation.61

Holding these regular feasts at a time when famine was com-
mon raised another question for the Daoists: what to do about 
nonbelievers who came seeking to partake of their bounty. Dao-
ists were famous for their charity; even the standard histories 
record their Mcharity huts55 that provided emergency food to trav-
elers. But here they had an additional concern, the proper con-
duct of the kitchen rite.62

If some of the profane come during a fete begging for food, the 
Supervisor of the Kitchen must ask them if they can observe the fete 
or not.63 If they observe the fete, give them food. If they cannot 
observe the fete, he should [not give them food but instead] explain 
to them in detail the workings of karma so that they know the 
source of sin and blessings. This is not because one begrudges the 
food but in order to make them reflect and understand. To rever-
ently observe the Way of the Dao is the number one compassion. If 
you do not reveal these words, the masses will accumulate sins.

� � � # �

� � # � � � �、 � �
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6 1 .  Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao 9 / i 2 a .  T h e s e  c h a n ts  re fe r  to  th e  S u p r e m e  P u r ity  

H e a v e n  a n d  h e n c e  m u st h ave  b e e n  w r it t e n  o r  e d ite d  n o  e a r l ie r  th a n  th e  late  

fo u rth  c e n tu ry . It m a y  b e  th at th is  p r a c t ic e  o f  c o lle c t in g  th e  R ic e  fo r  th e  M a s se s  

is no  e a r lie r .  It is in  c o n c e p t io n  s im i l a r  to  B u d d h is t  r ite s  to  fe e d  h e ll b e in g s  an d  

o th er u n fo r tu n a te  s o u ls . T h e  sa m e  s o u r c e  c o n t in u e s  ( 9 / i 2 b i - 5 )  w ith  t w o  ch an ts  

to  be p r o n o u n c e d  w h e n  e a tin g  m o r n in g  g r u e l  a n d  a n o th e r  fo r  w h e n  r in s in g  the 

m o u th .

6 2 . Yaoxiu keyi jielu chao 9 / i 3 b 2 ~ 5 .

6 3 . P re s u m a b ly , th is  m ea n s  o b s e r v in g  a l l  th e  ru le s  o f  th e  k itc h e n , in c lu d in g  

the l im ita t io n  o n  a lc o h o l an d  th e  p r o h ib it io n  o f  m ea t a n d  s h a r p  f la v o r s .
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Thus, the primary function of the kitchen-feast was not nutrition 
but a communal meal with one5s fellow Daoists and some Daoist 
divinities. It was a ritual unto itself requiring purification rites for 
kitchen officers beforehand and a statement of merits afterward 
to thank all the gods and their servants who attended and helped 
to make it a success. Everyone who participated had to conform to 
strict rules as to both what they ate and how they ate it, so partici-
pation in the rite was sure to win merit. For the host, who bore 
the primary expense, the rite was either a celebration of an auspi-
cious event that had already occurred or a prayer for some change 
in the fate of the host or his or her family.

The kitchen provided an alternative to the petition ritual 
within the early Celestial Master repertoire, less formal than the 
petition but incorporating merit-making acts on behalf of the cli-
ent. It did not permit the detailed manipulation of the celestial 
bureaucracy afforded by the petition, but it did accommodate 
simpler requests for supernatural protection, healing, or blessings. 
The function o f the kitchen-feast eventually came to be displaced 
by more elaborate rituals termed Fasts (zhai or Offerings {jiao 
H ), which incorporated a feast at the end of their ritual program 
with many of the same rules and procedures as the kitchen. Zhu 
Faman, writing in the early eighth century, notes that the rite 
was already rare in his day.64 We can see in this development a 
movement away from the universal priesthood of the early church 
toward a religion of religious professionals with only occasional 
contact with lay adherents.

6 4 .  Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao i 2 / i a 5 .
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The Novice

M any, perhaps most, members of the early Daoist church were 
Daoist citizens, who undertook three basic precepts and 

participated in communal rites. As we have seen, such citizens 
maintained their own ritual space, the oratory, and were respon-
sible for the performance of specific rituals each day and periodi-
cally through the year. A sizable proportion of Daoist community 
members took a further step toward greater participation in the 
church by becoming novices, who were dubbed “ register students” 
(lusheng Novices were Daoist priests-in-training. If they
completed their course of study, these men and women would be-
comes masters, responsible for their own groups of citizens and 
novices, and eventually might come to have their own parishes or 
even ascend to one of the more exalted offices of the church.1

Although one could enter the novitiate at any age, and those 
who committed a serious infraction of Daoist rules sometimes 
had to begin the entire process again after climbing well up the 
ladder of ranks, it seems likely that most novices began their 
studies as children. Chinese in general considered the age of 
seven, usually corresponding to six by modern Western counting, 
to be the age when a child was first able to tell right from wrong 
and take responsibility for his or her own actions. This was also

l .  T h e s e  c h u rc h  o f f ic e s  w e re  m a r k e d  b y c o n fe r r a l  o f  a  s y s te m  o f  t w e n t y - fo u r  

In n e r  R e g is te r s ,  s tu d ie d  by L a g e r w e y  ( 2 0 0 5 ) .
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the age when one could become a novice. Novices set out on a 
path that led to direct contact with the exalted deities of the cos-
mos as well as a variety of lesser spirits, so it was a serious matter, 
not undertaken lightly.

The Register

The register (lu is first recorded as a document of cosmic sig-
nificance bestowed on a chosen ruler as a mark of Heaven's favor.2 
For Daoists, however, the register was a document bestowed by a 
Daoist libationer, written on a long piece of undyed silk and worn 
at the waist {peidai M ^ )-3 We have seen that a Daoist citizen could 
gain a parish register by accepting one or more sets of precepts 
governing his or her conduct. In this chapter I will review the outer 
registers {wailu that marked the progress of a Daoist adherent 
on the way to becoming a libationer or a Daoist priest in charge of 
a parish. After attaining the status of libationer, one could still be
promoted to higher office, first exchanging one’s parish for a higher
one, then seeking service in the church hierarchy, which was 
marked by possession of an inner register (rteilu The pri-
mary function o f a register was to verify the status of an individ-
ual within the church, but each new rank was paired with a more 
complex and demanding set of precepts to be observed. New rank 
also granted access to higher and more powerful rituals {fa 
which were recorded in scriptures { j in g ^ )  and required esoteric 
talismans (fu ^F) to activate them. Those registers were sometimes

2 .  T h i s  fu n c t io n  o f  r e g is te rs  in  H a n  a p o c r y p h a  a n d  c la s s ic a l  te x ts  h a s  b e e n  

e x p lo r e d  by A n n a  S e id e l  ( 19 8 3 ) .

3 .  T h e  D u n h u a n g  m a n u s c r ip t  S .2 0 3  sa y s  th a t , u p o n  r e c e iv in g  th e m a n u -  

s c r ip tŜ o n e  is to  r a o y a o  ��� . S c h ip p e r  u n d e rs to o d  th is  to  m e a n  

th a t  o n e  w ra p p e d  it a r o u n d  th e  w a is t  th re e  t im e s , b u t L a g e r w e y  th in k s  th a t  

o n e  ju s t  p a sse d  it a r o u n d  th e  w a is t .  S e e  S c h ip p e r  1 9 8 5 : 1 3 2� L a g e r w e y  2 0 0 5 :5 7 .  

T h e  Ritual for the Transmission o f  the Director o f  Merit Plaque says  th a t  th e  

p la q u e  o f  th e C o n t r o l le r  o f  M e r i t  is p la ce d  in  a  y e i lo w  p a t te r n e d  b a g  ����
th e  s a m e  p la ce  as th e  p a r is h  r e g is te r  (Zhengyi fawen chuan dugongban y i  —  

 2 a ) . T h is  w o u d  s u p p o rt  L a g e r w e y ’s v ie w .



T H E  N O V I C E 275

referred to as "scripture, precept, and talisman registersM {jingjie- 
fulu) or ''scripture, precept, and ritual registers,5 (jingjiefalu).4

As a sacred object conveying access to esoteric texts, talis-
mans, and rituals, the register was the focus of many rules and 
taboos. This passage from the Protocol o f the Outer Registers lays 
out some of them:5

The text should be constantly worn at the waist and only removed 
temporarily. If there is a chance it will be dirtied, you can take it off 
yourself. Hide the register in a clean place, and be sure not to lose 
it! If you lose it, there will be punishments as in the ritual code. If 
you damage it or change it, cleanse it according to the rite. If man 
and wife both belong to the Dao, [their sexual congress] is not defil-
ing. Wear it and visualize its [officers]; it is even more impermissible 
to take it off. If you take it off to indulge in licentious behavior, this 
will further increase the severity of the interrogation.6 If you enter 
other [i.e., profane] places, areas of misfortune and death, where 
you are threatened by demons and bandits, always wear it, and do 
not remove it. The gods enter into your body; they do not exist on 
the silk [document]. With the register and talisman[s] on your body, 
you should keep your master in your heart. Wear it and never aban-
don it to strengthen your loyalty and integrity. If there is a death or 
a birth, or you in traveling happen upon a defiled place, always 
perform an exculpatory exorcism, according to the esoteric teach-
ing of the Most High.
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4- F o r  th e  fir s t  t e r m , see  Zhengyi weiyijing  3 b ;  fo r  th e  s e c o n d , se e  Dongxuan 
lingbao sandong fengdao kejie yingshi 5 / 2 b . A n  e x a m p le  is th e  Chuanshou san- 
dong jingjie falu liieshuo o f  Z h a n g  W a n fu .

5 . Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi l i b .

6 . S u c h  in t e r r o g a t io n s  w e re  c o n d u c t e d  b y  th e  H e a v e n ly  B u r e a u s  a t  th e  A s -

s e m b lie s  a n d  w h e n  o n e  w a s  b e in g  c o n s id e re d  fo r  p r o m o t io n  a n d  b y  th e  T h r e e  

O ffic e s  a f te r  d e a th .
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From this we see that pollution was a major concern for early 
Daoists, but the register could have a prophylactic function in 
tainted locations. Sexual congress was not defiling as long as it 
was practiced according to the Merging the Pneumas rite, with its 
visualization o f Daoist deities and pneumas. The register could be 
temporarily removed for a trip to the privy but had to be stored 
in a secure, clean location. Even though the register spirits actu-
ally existed within the body of the bearer, loss of the physical 
register was a major disaster. The bearer was as a result reduced 
to the most basic Renewed Mandate register (described below) 
and fined according to the level of the register lost:7

All those who lose the Gengling Register are fined five bundles of 
firewood, three ounces of vermilion [paste for impressing seals], 
and must offer a “ feeding the worthies” feast for three people. [This 
is a mid-level kitchen.] Those who lose the One General Register 
are to be fined half a cart of firewood, four ounces of vermilion, 
and a feeding the worthies feast for five. Those who lose the Ten 
Generals Register are to be fined one cartload of firewood, five 
ounces of vermilion, and a feeding the worthies feast for ten. Those 
who lose the Seventy-Five Generals Register are to be fined two 
carts of firewood, seven ounces of vermilion, and a feeding the 
worthies feast for fifty. Those who lose a One Hundred Fifty Gen-
erals Register are to be fined three carts of firewood, nine ounces of 
vermilion, and a feeding the worthies feast for one hundred. Those 
who lose the Three Officers to the One Hundred Fifty Generals Reg-
ister, after paying the fine, may receive the Renewed Mandate Reg-
ister. They can advance according to their merit. If there is one of 
unusual merit and outstanding virtue, his early promotion is to be 
determined by the master. In all cases, after paying the fine, the 
person should bring statements and give pledge offerings just as 
when they were beginning.

� � � �
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� � � �
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7- Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi I 3 a - b .
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We cannot ascertain the frequency with which Daoists lost 
their registers, but it must have been a significant problem for 
them. The last six documents in the Protocol o f the Outer Registers, 
comprising six of twenty-nine pages or around one-fifth of the 
text, deal with various situations related to the loss of a register. 
Losing an upper-level register, for example, meant a hefty fine plus 
the resubmission of all the pledge offerings while working one's 
way back up to one's previous position. The responsibilities of the 
novice toward his or her master are detailed in the appendix to 
this chapter. Let us turn now to the various types of outer regis-
ters and their functions.

The first register Daoist children might receive was called the 
“renewed mandate” � ).8 his register was supposed 
to indicate that the child had received the perfected pneumas and 
would act in obedience to the dictates of Heaven's mandate for 
th em s A M C ). Each 
register listed the titles of spirits who could protect and do the 
bidding of the wearer, which in the case of the Renewed Man-
date register was only nine clerks and soldiers.9 Still, this was an 
important protection; if a child was troubled from birth by many 
ailments, the parents could receive it on the child's behalf so that 
he or she would have some protection against evil influences. This 
register also served to record the child's name with the celestial 
bureaucrats and gave him or her the right to enter the oratory or 
parish, perform an abbreviated ritual of obeisance, and announce 
an urgent need or beg for mercy.10 If an adult committed a serious 
breach of ethics or lost the physical register, he or she would be 
reduced to this rank and forced to work his or her way back up

8. S e e  Yaoxiu keyi jielu chao i�/5b .

9 . O n e  p o s s ib le  re fe re n t  fo r  th e s e  n in e  o f f ic e r s  is th e  g o d s  o f  th e  n in e  p a la c e s  

in th e  h e a d , a s  p o in t e d  o u t in T a o  H o n g jin g 's  c o m m e n ta r y  to  Dengzhen yinjue 
3/3b.

10 .  Y13�x /m e y /  //e/6 c/w o  6 a 5 _ 7 ,  q u o t in g  th e
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through the hierarchy. In this case, the same register was referred 
to by a slightly different name indicating “extended obedience.” 11 

The second register, also received as a child, was the One 
General Register. It comprised one general together with his co-
hort of clerks and soldiers. Although the child was ignorant when 
this register was first received, he or she gradually learned the 
mystic teachings. An early-fifth-century text tells us that, once 
you have received the One General Register, ^demons will not 
dare to wantonly kill people.’’ 12 With the help of the officers 
transmitted through this register, including merit officers, emis-
saries of the general, his clerks and soldiers, and jade women, the 
Daoist is, according to the Protocol for the Inspection o f the Reg-
ister, supposed to uaid the state by promoting moral transforma-
tion and destroy evil so that the supreme Dao will be forever 
dominant,5 (zhuguo xinghua jianmie xionge zhidao chang xing Stl 

).13 It is unclear if this register, some-
times referred to as the “Adolescent One General Register,” was 
ever conferred on adults.14

Next is the Ten Generals Register. Sources sometimes speak of 
this as an adolescent register but other times specify that one must 
be an adult of twenty sui to receive it.15 Its conferral indicated 
greater abilities and responsibilities. One salient difference: with 
the Ten Generals Register, the novice received the clerk who deliv-
ered petitions to Heaven so that, beginning with this rank, novices

11. The characters remained the same but were read in a different tone. The 
initial register was, in modern terms, c^Wcd gengling^�whereas the replacement 
register was czWtd gengling.�William Baxter of the University of Michigan (per 
sonal communication, August 2009) helped me understand the significance o f 
the fanqie�spelling provided by the Tang editor Zhu Faman.

1 2 ��Taishaug dongyuan shenzhou jing�����
13. Taishang zhengyi yuelu yi�4b. The functions cited for the following reg 

isters are all found here.
14. In the Dunhuang manuscript S.203, studied by Lii Pengzhi (2006), it  

seems that adults regularly move directly from the Gengling to the Ten Generals 
Register.

15. See Taishang sanwu zhengyi mengwei lu�la and Jiao sandong zhenwert 
wufa zhengyi mengwei lu lichertg yi�13a for the former, Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao  
i �/5b for the latter.
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were able to externalize their body gods and employ them to do 

their bidding.16 A novice with this rank could therefore submit 

petitions on behalf of a client (see fig. 7), though presumably the 

scope of the petition and the gods it called on would be limited. 

The Protocol for the Inspection o f the Register says that it allows 

the bearer to “ behead evildoers and reward the good; a myriad 

requests will be answered as one wishes” . .

The Seventy-Five Generals Register was normally awarded to 

adults. It marked a certain degree of completion, in the sense that 

one received all of the heavenly soldiers of a certain type. From 

the One General Register, one would receive either Transcendent 

Officer (xz• ^ or Numinous Officer )

spirits; reaching this register, one would have a full complement 

of that type. The distinction between the two types is not com-

pletely clear in our sources, as we see in this passage from the 

Code o f the Great Perfected 17

 

 

   

 

  

  

   

    

  ,  

   

  

  

  

     

,  

. ^ ^. .̂

. . . .

16. See Ofuchi 1991:382, citing Dongxuati lingbao sanding fengdao kejie ying- 
shi i -/5a.

17. Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao i -/5b-6a, citing the Taizhenke.



f ig u r e 7. Detail of a modern painting showing the spirit emissary 
of the Daoist priest (depicted on the cover) delivering a petition 
to the Three Officers (sanguan HW)- Novices holding the Ten 
Generals Register or above could send up petitions in this way. 
Personal collection of Patrice Fava.
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 � � ^ ^ � � �

^� � �

One prominent theory18 is that the two types of register spir-
its are intended for male and female register students, but in this 
list the associations do not show a clear correlation. According to 
traditional views, we would expect males to be associated with 
yang, Heaven, martial, and outer, but instead transcendent spirits 
are associated with yin, Heaven, civil, and outer, whereas numi-
nous spirits are associated with yang, earth, martial, and inner. 
Zhang Wanfu gives a simpler account, saying that the Transcendent 
Officers are yang and for men, whereas the Numinous Officers are 
yin and for females; their union, presumably through the Merg-
ing the Pneumas rite (see below), produces the Transcendent and 
Numinous [Officer] One Hundred Fifty Generals Register.19

The One Hundred Fifty Generals Register marks the culmina-
tion of the outer registers. Investment with this register qualified 
one for the title of libationer and permitted one to act as a mas-
ter to households. The Protocol for the Inspection o f the Register 
says the spirits of this register empower one to "repel the hetero-
dox men and demons of the four quarters so that disaster and 
harm are forever extinguished” # � . 
The register comprises seventy-five generals of each type, Tran-
scendent and Numinous. Some sources suggest that this is ac-
complished by the addition to one's existing Seventy-Five Gener- 
als Register of another of the opposite type, but the petition for 
promotion to the One Hundred Fifty Generals Register translated 
in the following section indicates that the original register spirits 
of the Seventy-Five Generals Register are promoted to higher posts, 
and a new set of mixed spirits is bestowed upon the novice. There 
is some controversy as to the significance of this register. Schip- 
per, followed by Lii Pengzhi, argues that this conferral was ac-
companied by the initial performance of the Merging the Pneumas 
rite of sexual union and that it was effectively a marriage ceremony,

�������������������������
���
����Chuattshou sandongjingjie falu liieshuo����������������������������	����
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uniting a male and a female novice bearing, respectively, Transcen-
dent and Numinous officer registers.20 There is some evidence for 
this view in the Protocol o f the Outer Registers, which speaks of 
a “ mystic dispensation” in connection with this register, but other 
roughly contemporaneous sources, including those translated be-
low, do not seem to bear out this interpretation.21 It is possible that 
such a connection existed at one point in church history, or perhaps 
in one specific region, but existing sources do not seem capable of 
resolving this controversy. I will trace the career of the libationer 
after conferral of this register in the next chapter.

Ordination

A formal ritual of ordination was required for entry into the 
ranks of novices. This was one of the most widespread rituals in 
the Celestial Master church and one of the most long-lasting. Two 
early sources survive that speak about it in detail. The first, in the 
Daoist canon, is the Protocol o f the Outer Registers. It collects 
together a variety of forms to be used in ordination rites, includ-
ing the actual petition requesting a new ordination rank, but also 
forms for the Declaration of Merits ħ that should
follow each rite in order to repay all those otherworldly officials 
who aided in the submission of a petition as well as documents 
giving thanks after the successful completion of a rite. The second 
source is an undated and untitled Dunhuang manuscript in the 
Stein collection, S.203, which has been studied at some length by 
Maruyama Hiroshi (1990) and Lii Pengzhi (2006).22 Like the

- 8 ) 4 )/. 0/ / / )
). )  -  3 .0 ./  / / / 0  1 ) ./ -

(bingjinlu )/ )  3 0 )4 )1 1  ) ) 2 ) 0) /6
) ) / - ) / ) 0 . -/

Zhengyi fawett taishang wailu yi �ay. / / / / . / - 0-. )
/ ) 0 ./ ) . 2 - .  . 0..  ) / -

. / ) 3 - ) ) )/   
/  0 )/  5 53 . /.// . - ) /0- . .
0 . 0-/ -  )/ / ) / )0. - / . ,0 / -
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Protocol^ this text includes several forms for ritual petitions but 
also gives detailed instructions on the performance of the rituals 
through which these documents are to be submitted to the heav-
enly bureaucrats. I will summarize the course of the ritual and 
translate a sample of the ritual documents,23 24 but first note the 
formal procedure to be followed in requesting a new register de-
scribed in the following short passage from the Correct Unity 
Scripture o f Solemn Deportment'14

All those who wish to receive the Dao should first proceed to their 
master  ̂door and sincerely pray, bowing down. If the master agrees 
to submit a Statement, requesting the various scriptures, precepts, 
talismans, and registers, write it out according to the rules. Grain for 
the fast, tokens of faith, ritual garb, and ritual implements should 
all be prepared. Then ascend the altar to make the announcement, 
tearing the contract and breaking the covenant,25 setting out your 
Statement and self-description. You should always choose a day in 
the next month; it must not be too frequent or easily agreed to with 
just a nod.

-.. 2. .  3 ) ) /9. 5 3  14 3
. 2. -, . , , 2 . .3 , . ) 6

). )  3 0 ,3 -. , -. , /- ) , ./ ) ., )- ..  
. , / . - , . , .  - , -) , - ) . . ) . .-/

)/- , . 1 -  , ) . 1 . , - , ./, - 1 - ) -
1 , , ,  ) ) ) 3  - )-.  ) . - - /, - ) , ) 
2 -/ ) , - -. ) ). . ) -

. , /. , ) 1 - , ,  1 . - .. . . 3 1 0 )
, .  . . . .- , , ) )/- , . - )  . - ) .
, .- . . ) . ,- ) ) ) 4 ) , .6
. ) -., ) . , . , min

1 ) 2 - . ) 1- - 3 . 2 ) . ) / ) 4
1 .  . )- -  ) 3 1) 2 ) . ) /) / ) )6

/- , . ) 3 - . 2 - . ) ) ,1 3
1  ,- , 3 /) ,-. ) ) ) - 0 , , - .-

Zhengyi weiyi jing
, , - .. ,  , , ) - . . - )., .- ) 0 ) ).- 1

1 , , ) ) ) - ). . . 0 ) 3 /, /- /. . , --.
/ 1  ) . /) ,-. ) /. . , /- ) /) . ) , ) /).

. , )- )., .- - / , , ) -. . )6

., .- - Yaoxiu keiyi jielii chao 8 . ) . Taizhenke.
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- - - -

- - -

- - -# -

Thus preparation had to begin at least a month in advance and 
depended on the agreement of the parish master. The transmission 
was not merely of a register but also of the scriptures and precepts 
that accompanied it. Even today transmission from Daoist priest 
to disciple is carried on in a similar way, with the priest lending the 
disciple the sacred text from which the disciple then makes a per-
sonal copy. The Daoist's own copy is burned or buried with him on 
his death.26 The novice must also compose the Statement, a simple 
request giving the exact details of his or her native place, age, and 
name as well as those of the officiant and any guarantors. The be-
ginning of S.203 is missing but may originally have included some 
of these preparations, including the ritual purification during which 
meat, sharp-flavored herbs, and sex are avoided.

The ritual commences in the male or female officiant's ora-
tory or parish in a two-stage process.27 The first day, at either 
midnight or noonŜthe officiant presents a placard (cz• notifying 
the Heavenly Bureaus of the rite of ordination to be held the next 
day. The main ritual was held at dawn on the following day and 
involved the submission of a petition {zhang that formally re-
quested the conferral of a specific cohort of divine generals, clerks, 
and soldiers to the aspirant and their investiture in his or her body. 
Both rituals also refer to a tag {die which was a smaller wooden 
document listing the names and vital information of the officiant 
and aspirant participating in the ritual.28 Since the two rites are

,

 
die

oi x\\t Zouyanshu
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closely parallel, I will first set out the announcement liturgy and 
then note how it differs from the actual rite of conferral.

The announcement ritual begins when the officiant enters the 
oratory or parish, offers incense three times, and clacks the teeth, 
also known as the drums of Heaven (tiangu three times to
enlist the attention of the spirits. The officiant sings a hymn, uThe 
Most High Mysterious Primordial,M which invokes the supreme 
Celestial Master deity, the Most High Lord Lao. Lii Pengzhi ar-
gues convincingly that this is an abbreviated reference to the 
Uncovering the Incense Burner (falu rite, which establishes 
communications with the Heavens.29 30 A version of this chant, which 
Lii argues was influenced by southern occult traditions during the 
fourth century, is preserved in Tao Hongjing^ Hidden Instruc-
tions for Ascending to Perfection:2,0

,01 601 / ,20 / ,/ ,/ , , 1 3 2

2 , 1 / 1 ,  /0 00 / 0 1 / ,

/ ,/ 0 , 1 1 1 1  0 / 00 / 0

1 ,/1 , , , 0 , 1 / 2 0 1, .2  6 0 

,2  1, 1 ,01 601 / ,20 / ,/ ,/ , 1

, , 1 / 3 0 8 ,21 1, 2/  0 1 /

1 ,/ 1,/6 ,/ 2  4 1 1 , 0 1 1 1 ,/1 , ,

- 2 0 , 1 1 /  1 , 0 - / 11 1, 1 / 1, 6 , 6

6 1 1 4  ,2  / - 6 02 11 3 /

/  1 6 ,/ 1 / 9

! : : : :

: ! ! ; :

: :

This is followed by a rite called the Exteriorization of Officers 
(chuguan It begins with the officiant visualizing (cun a

1 /1  6 ,2 /0 / ,
Dengzhen yinjue 0

,1 1,1 0- 00 , , 1 01 0 2/ 01 / 
,/ , 1 3 , / 1 2 16 / 1 10 ,1 / 0,2/ 0
/  ,/ ,1 / 1 0 1 ,01 /  1 1 00 , ,2

Zhengyi zhijiao zbaiyi 4  6  1 / /
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wear Shining Light swords belted at the waist, and hold a banner and 
a tally. [The merit officers assigned for deployment stand on four 
sides]; the Correct Unity Merit Officer stands in the middle; the em-
issary of the Officer of the Left stands holding a banner in the [front; 
the emissary of the Officer of the Right] stands with the tally upright 
in the rear; the male Clerk for Divine Determination stands on the 
left; the female Clerk for Divine Determination stands on the right.

[ ]
[ ]

[ ] ▲

] [
]

    

 

    

   

     

   

       

  

Pick up the jade writing table and, receiving the words mouthed by 
your servant, separately announce them to the Perfected Officers, 
Pneuma Injectors, and inspectors of the local province, county, town-
ship, and neighborhood as well as the Lord, General[s], and Clerks 
of Investigation and Summoning, the Equanimity Lords of the Left 
and Right Capitals, the Marquis Lords of the Left and Right Capi-
tals, the Left and Right Tiger-Rushing Leaders, the Stewards of the 
Central Palace, the Lords of the Eight Limits of All Heaven, Law- 
Enforcing Clerks of the Heavenly August, the various Lords of the 
Sexagenary Cycle,36 the Ministers of Indentured Servants of the 
Four Bureaus, and the retainers of capital officials. May the lords 
on the left37 serially inform, the clerks on the right announce in

   jiazi  
��  y�M    
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order, and the lords of the various offices serially deliver [this peti-
tion], all distinguished by rank, submitting it reverently to the Ce-
lestial Master, the Inheriting Master, and the Connecting Master as 
well as the female Master Lords who are their spouses and to the 
lords, generals, clerks, and soldiers in their service and the lords, 
generals, and clerks of the twenty-four parishes, beginning with 
Yangping and Lutang.

� � iv � �

�

�

� � � �

� ! 38 � " �

The officiant, having exteriorized the gods within his or her 
body and commanded them to notify the higher Daoist deities 
of the impending ceremony, then goes on to introduce the candi-
date, relating the province, commandery, county, township, and 
village from which he or she hails, identifying his or her rank in 
the church as a male or female citizen or novice of a certain age. 
Then comes the formal request to the gods:

Now he or she has come to your servant requesting a register of
_______ generals o f_______ type. I reverently submit a petition/
placard, on a single sheet, for conferral of a register, which is on the 
jade table in this oratory. I request that you with the merit officers 
and emissaries verify and inspect this. Your servant reverently and
obeisantly reads this to inform you.______ kowtows and kneels
with neck outstretched on the ground, facing the petition/placard 
in accordance with the rite.

39 � �

! �

� /

����������������������������������	�����niishi tcM-
������������	�������	�����
���������	�	����	�������	����	�	����������
����������	��lu� ���������	�	�����	���������������
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Next the officiant performs the Handling the Placard or Han-
dling the Petition (cao cilzhang ^ $ I J/ $ )  rite. He or she reads the 
placard (or petition) and clacks the teeth three times, then instructs 
the perfected officers of the body together with their clerks and 
twelve writing aides to don formal dress, grind ink, and wet their 
writing brushes in preparation for their ascent to the Three Heav-
ens. There they will be prepared to correct any mistaken characters 
and supplement any that have been omitted, observing the prog-
ress of the document through the Heavens and making sure that it 
reaches the appropriate official without being rejected by higher 
administrators. They are further charged with making sure that the 
heavenly officers of the register are dispatched in a timely fashion 
and in the number requested. While the spirits perform this act, the 
officiant is to crouch on the ground and hold his or her breath. The 
officiant performs a complex visualization while crouching, in 
which he or she personally ascends to Heaven to see the petition or 
placard delivered; since this is internal to the libationer, we will 
examine it in greater detail in the next chapter.40

When the rite is completed, the spirit emissaries are invited to 
return to their palace offices in the Return of the Officers (fuguan 

) rite:
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After chanting this passage, the officiant again crouches on 
the ground, clacks his or her teeth three times, then, slightly rais-
ing the head, breathes in slowly and swallows the pneumas three 
times, then bows twice. This marks the end of the Return of the 
Officers. The officiant then clacks his or her teeth three times and 
performs the Covering the Incense Burner rite, which is not de-
scribed. A simple version is preserved in the Ritual of Initiation of 
the Yellow Book 42

 

 

This concludes the presentation of the placard. This cycle of 
rites, Uncovering the Incense Burner followed by the Exterioriza-
tion of Officers, then the presentation of a petition or other docu-
ment, followed by the Return of the Officers and Covering the 
Incense Burner, forms the basic structure of almost all Daoist 
rituals even today.

The next morning at dawn, the Daoists reconvene to present 
the formal petition for ordination and to transfer the register to-
gether with its complement of divine soldiers. Because the ritual 
is held at dawn, the first matter of business is the Entering the 
Oratory rite involving the audience rituals discussed in the previ-
ous chapter. This is followed by Uncovering the Incense Burner 
and the Exteriorization of Officers. Then the officiant reads the

Huangshu guoduyi
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The male /female novice X of a certain commandery, county, and 
township, so-many years of age.
A 46 / A

[The above-named person had previously received the Upper Tran- 
scendent/Upper Numinous Seventy-Five Generals Register. This mor-
tal has served the Dao wholeheartedly, is one whose actions are 
cultivated and diligent, who loves the Dao and concentrates on 
advancing. Now he or she seeks promotion and requests the One 
Hundred Fifty Generals, their clerks and soldiers, including both 
Upper Transcendent and Upper Numinous officers. I ask that you 
supply them. Reverently I (submit) this Account.]47

!^ ! G 48
》 !^!

Your manservant/maidservant________ , libationer of the________
parish pneuma established by the Celestial Master, Correct Unity
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In this petition, the holder of a Seventy-Five Generals Register 
requests conferral of the One Hundred Fifty Generals Register. 
I noted above that the Seventy-Five Generals Register was filled 
with either Transcendent or Numinous spirits, which are associ-
ated respectively with yang and yin; this suggests that the former 
comprised male spirits and the latter female, and many have spec-
ulated that this also meant that the former was conferred on male 
novices and the latter on female, but the evidence is somewhat 
contradictory. In this early Tang manuscript, such a relationship 
is not evident but also not excluded. We do not see that the re-
maining seventy-five spirits, of the opposite type and hence pre-
sumably gender, originally belonged to a novice of the opposite 
sex who also participated in the rite, joining his or her register to 
the supplicants in a sort of Daoist marriage. If such a relationship 
ever existed, it does not seem to have survived until this time. 
Moreover, the previous complement of seventy-five transcendent 
or numinous spirits is not retained; rather, those spirits were all 
promoted to heavenly offices and replaced with a new group of

yi
zhu 
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The male/female novice_____ o f_________ commandery, county,
township, and village, _____ years of age, [say, “Summoned by
_____officer-lord55].53

Recommended by the male/female novice_____
Household belonging to the parish of the male officer, the liba- 

tioner_____
The person above previously wore the Upper Transcendent or 

Upper Numinous [officer] Seventy-Five Generals Register. This mor-
tal has served the Dao wholeheartedly, is one whose actions are cul-
tivated and diligent, who loves the Dao and concentrates on ad- 
vancing. Now he or she seeks promotion and requests the One 
Hundred Fifty Generals, their clerks and soldiers, including both 
Upper Transcendent and Upper Numinous officers. I ask that you 
supply them. Reverently I submit this Account.
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This tag largely repeats the opening portion of the petition, 

except that it includes a notation on the deity who has “ sum- 

moned” the individual. This would seem to be a rather late devel- 

opment in Daoism. The manuscript includes a table for which god 

summons people according to the month of their birth.55 Those 

who do not know their birth month are instructed to use the god 

for the twelfth month.

This brings us to the actual conferral of the register. The offici-

ant does not perform Return of the Officers but rather clacks the 

teeth twelve times, then exteriorizes another group of spirits from 

his or her body, including five each of the Transcendent and Numi-

nous Officers, five each of the Emissaries of the Officers of the Left 

and Right, five each of the yin and yang Clerks of Divine Decision, 

and twelve each of seven different groups of officers: Gentleman 

Clerks, Tiger-Rushing, Evil-Investigating, and Scimitar-Bearing, 

Charioteer-Archers of the Three Offices, the armored Heavenly 

Grooms, and the strongmen of the Heavenly Stalwarts. These are 

all summoned to oversee the transfer of the spirits of the register 

into the novice’s body. The officiant announces:

.   . ,  /
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The officiant then reads the list of spirit officers on the regis-
ter, and the novice repeats each name, followed by “received” 
(shou ^ ) .  Thus, we see that it is really not the physical register that 
houses these divine officials; instead they are installed directly in 
the novice’s body through this rite.

Registers also contain talismans {fu that are needed in 
order to activate petitions and command spirits.57 In preimperial 
times, the word for talisman referred to a tally that was split in 
half; half was retained by the ruler and the other given to com-
manders in the field to authenticate commands. Talismans all 
have a counterpart in the Heavens and authenticate the authority 
of the Daoist priest who is empowered to use them. The talismans 
on the register had to be “charged” (c/?/ ) in order to be effec-
tive. To do so, the officiant clacks his or her teeth three times and 
intones the following spell:

!

#

Then the register is placed on the oratory table, and a cup of 
water is placed in front of it. The officiant summons the cohort 
of local gods and parish deities to summon the gods of Heaven 
and Earth as well as the ancestors in three previous generations 
and the parents from seven previous incarnations to witness the 
transfer of spirits. The officiant orders that the generals, clerks,
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and soldiers to be conveyed be brought forth, and he or she 
charges them as follows:

      

    

    

   

     

     

   

    

     

   

    

     

      

  

! A
� ( )58

( )59
A

Here we see in concrete terms the advantages gained by the 
recipient of a Daoist register. The spirits of the register accom-
pany one at all times, constantly on guard against a wide range 
of dangers, including wild beasts, natural disasters, governmen-
tal entanglements, epidemic disease, or warfare. The novice is 
also pardoned for all previous offenses. Left unsaid here is the 
role of the register spirits in reporting and punishing future 
misconduct.

N ext the officiant returns to the table and prepares to spray

  lang    
  bing    



T H E  N O V I C E

This divine water will arise to push forward the clerks and soldiers, 
who will be accepted into the body of this mortal. Whether ascend-
ing to Heaven or descending into the Earth, he or she will enter fire 
but not burn, enter water without getting wet, go unharmed be-
neath a naked blade, and merge into the Dao.

G ! " # #

"#

May three hundred forty each of the merit officers, emissaries, Gen-
tleman-Clerk Tiger-Rushers, the Corruption-Investigating Hooked- 
Scimitar Riders, the Charioteer-Archers of the Three Offices, and 
the armored Heavenly Grooms emerge! May those who emerge 
be stern of visage, dressed in recognizable garb, and correct in their 
deportment. Those merit officers and emissaries who tally accounts 
shall select and review the generals, clerks, and soldiers in the reg-
ister. After the clerks and soldiers have been transferred, and you 
have been installed into the body of this mortal, do not commit evil 
or misbehave. If you disobey the codes and breach your vow, you 
will be sentenced to suffer a serious wound; the clerks and soldiers 
will be sentenced first.

�  =
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The officiant then performs a final Return of the Officers rite, 
then, bowing twice, intones the Covering of the Incense Burner 
incantation. With this, the ritual is complete.

This is not, however, the end of the newly promoted novice's 
duties. He or she must perform a Declaration of Merits rite three 
days after the ritual. We get a taste of that in the text of the peti-
tion for conferral of the register, translated above, but the actual 
ritual is not recorded in the S.203 manuscript. Turning to the 
Protocol o f the Outer Registers, we find two documents that are 
to be used to give thanks (xieert i f f ® )  for a promotion, one of 
them explicitly three days after the event, as well as a document 
formally labeled a Declaration of Merits.60 Here is the Declara-
tion of Merits, in this case for the promotion to the One Hundred 
Fifty Generals Register but on an accelerated schedule:61

/ 1 0 3 /,,/6). 23 3 - .3 . 1 5 1 .3 /1 . 6)3

3 / - .32 6 2 /1. /.         8 1 -/.3 . 8

6 . / .3 1 0)3 1 6 2 ).        6). 3/ // 1-)

).)3) 2 1/- 01 5)/ 2 ,) -8 -),8 6/12 )00 3 1 3

/ /1 . 1 3)/.2 3 0 12/. 2 . 6,8 /.5 13 2 8 6 8

01 5)/ 2 2).2 6 1 01/ / . . 1) 5/ 2 . ,/. 2 15 3 )

5 .2 /1 / . ).23 3 1 3 . 0 3 )3 ).

3 01/ . /1 ; ) ./3 2 15 .8/. 3 5). ./3 23

-8 // 1-) ).)3) 2 6 2 , 3/ /.5 13 3/ /11 3 .)38

/. / 3 / . ,) 3). ). 3 / 2 2 , 22,8 01 3)

3 3-/23 2). 1)38 . 31 3 /0 3/ - 2/- 2- ,, 01/ 1 22

Go. Zhengyi fawett taishang wciilu yi s a - b.
Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 9 / /. ). , )- 3 3 1 :

)23120)1)32 6 1 ./3 ,)5). ). 2 3 1 3 1 31 .2 /1- 3)/.2 / 3 0. - 2
/ 3 / ,, ).3/ )23 . 2 . 8 3 ,) 3)/. 1 3 3 )2 231 22 /.
3 )1 01/-/3)/. . ).20 3)/. 2 ,/6 )2). /-0 3) , 6)3 2 5) 6

Dengzhett yinjue Chisongzi zhangli 9 /,,/62 3 )2
0 22 ,/2 ,8

/1 . 0, . 3)/. / / .3 1 0)3 1 2 ), ).2/.
). wei ) /1 3 1 0 ) ,,8 2)-), 1 da 'M.-
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The object of this ritual is to keep the spirits satisfied by rec-

ognizing their contributions to each ritual event. It was important 

to stay on the good side of these register spirits because they not 

only were vital for protection but also were charged with over-

sight of the bearer, as we see in this passage from the fifth-century 

Scripture o f Divine Invocations.

Each Daoist priest has clerks and soldiers in attendance to protect 

them. You must not have disobedient conduct for a single day or 

night. The clerks and soldiers are supposed to report on people’s 

faults and sins. Heaven will cause the clerks and soldiers to avoid 

the person, leaving his or her body during the night. When the 

clerks and soldiers return, they punish the person themselves and 

also cause him or her to suffer acute illness. The ill person is inter-

rogated for a long time, which causes him or her to remain un-

healthy. The various sorts of inauspicious events in dreams and 

nightmares are caused by clerks and soldiers.

| # �

7 � �

# # �

Like soldiers everywhere, the register spirits could also fall 

into lassitude and fail to carry out their duties. To avoid this, the 

novice or libationer should regularly employ them, by “ serving 

the register,'> (shilu as we see in this passage from the Pro-
tocol o f the Outer Registers�

T H E  N O V I C E  3 0 1

64. Taishang dongyuan shenzhou jing 2�/23a- b.
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The way to serve the register: Always visualize the officers, taking 
note of their rank, number, and whether they are civil or military 
officers. When there is an urgent need, call upon them.

� � � �

For individuals possessing a high-level register, this involved 
quite a feat o f memory, visualizing in detail hundreds of gener-
als and their subordinates. One formal way of doing so was 
through a rite called Inspection of the Register ( / m  ) . Two 
slightly different versions of this rite survive, both collected 
by the Five Dynasties Daoist master Du Guangting ��_��-  
933). Both mention a variety of occasions during the year when 
the rite was to be performed, including one's wbirthdayw (ben- 

• Ŝ65 the first (// / and fifty-seventh (	”gs/ 
ME) days o f each sexagenary cycle, the Three Assemblies (1/7, 
7/7, 10/5)Ŝthe Three Primes (1/15, 7/15, 10/15)Ŝthe Five La �

days (1/1, 5/5, 7/7, 10/1, 12/8), the Eight Seasonal Nodes (solstices, 
equinoxes, and their midpoints), and each new moon.66 This sug-
gests that each novice or libationer should perform this rite at 
least fifty-plus times a year, or on average more than four times 
per month. It seems it was also sometimes advisable to present 
pledge offerings to the generals on one's register, as we see in this 
rather cynical comment from the fourth-century Declarations of 
the Perfected���

The Younger Lord [Mao]: I fear that you should make a pledge 
offering to the clerks and soldiers of us two. Give them a secret 
treasure that you wear on your body. If you do not, these punks 
later will not be willing to exert themselves on your behalf.

65. Not the calendrical day one was born but each day sharing the same 
sexagesimal date� hence, this would occur once each sixty days.

66. See Taishang sanwu zhengyi mengwei yuelu jiaoyi ia and the Taishattg 
zhengyi yuelu yi la. On these scriptures see Schipper and Verellen 2004:478.

67. Zhen'gao 7/8b. See also i8/9b. Mugitani and Yoshikawa (2000:256) mis 
interpret this passage.
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For the Daoist, then, the generals, clerks, and soldiers of one's 
register were intimate companions who accompanied one day and 
night, providing essential protection but also observing one's con-
duct. They required constant supervision and employment to 
keep them on their toes and attentive to their duties. This was a 
big responsibility, especially for a novice who might be as young 
as six years old.

Promotion

The promotion of a Daoist novice ultimately depended on the 
opinion of the master, who was responsible for certifying that an 
individual was of good character and advanced enough in his or 
her studies to merit promotion. After a certain period of time, a 
novice would normally be considered for promotion, and particu-
larly talented candidates might be promoted more quickly. This 
passage from the Protocol o f  the Outer Registers gives a rough 
schedule of when these offices might be conferred:68

All those who receive the Renewed Mandate Register after five 
years can advance to the One General; after four [more] years, to 
the Ten Generals; after three [more] years, to the Seventy-Five Gen-
erals; after two [more] years, to the One Hundred Fifty Generals. If 
during the course of one year one's motivation and conduct are lax 
and foolish and one makes no substantial progress, the entire year 
should be repeated. If after three repetitions there is no achievement, 
he or she does not know to establish virtue and should be left at that 
level; he or she is totally unsuitable for promotion. If among the can-
didates there is one who is perceptive and whose talent and wisdom

6 8 . Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 11a. Other references to age are con 
fusing. The Dongxuan lingbao sandong fengdao kejie yingshi (4/5b) quotes an 
unspecified protocol that refers to the One, Three, and Ten Generals registers 
all as “ adolescent” �fo«gz/’ ).
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are extraordinary, whose merit and virtue surpass the norm, the 
yearly limits do not apply.

� � � � �

� �

�# ▲ � # � ▲ �

�#

It seems that most progressed through these ranks at a regu-
lar pace, some especially talented individuals advanced quite 
rapidly, but some became stalled at a given rank and never ad-
vanced beyond it. Thus, a register novice might be of any age, but 
those actually helping with the ritual workload of the parish, 
especially those actually presenting as opposed to preparing peti-
tions, were probably near or above the age of maturity, around 
nineteen years of age.

Advancement was no doubt keyed to acquiring certain skills in 
writing and composition. A few of the most talented were selected 
to aid the master in composing documents necessary for the per-
formance of ritual, and they were given the title of ''writing clerk'' 
(s/7w// ) .How many such clerks a local libationer could appoint 
was based on the number of households in the master's parish:ht,

According to the laws for masters, a master who has charge of more 
than ten households should appoint one writing clerk; if more than 
fifty households, two writing clerks; if more than three hundred 
households, four; if more than five hundred households, eight; if 
more than one thousand households, twelve; if more than two thou-
sand households, the number should be calculated on this basis.

� !� � ! � �

! � ! � ! � �

! � �

Thus, a libationer at the head of a large parish might have a 
staff of a dozen or more aides, drawn from among his or her nov-
ices, who were involved on a regular basis in ritual preparations.

69. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 17b.
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This looks rather similar to the practices of modern Daoist 
troupes, which require at least five persons for the actual perfor-
mance of ritual but actually often include many others who help 
out when needed.

Not everyone was suited to be a writing clerk, but all found 
ways to serve the Dao. Although it was possible for anyone by 
service to rise through the ranks and become a libationer or 
higher church officer, depending on one’s social and educational 
background, this service might take a variety of forms 70

Among those who cultivate this enterprise, there are also differences 
of great and minor. The small, weak, lowly, and insignificant will be 
employed according to their family status, carrying firewood and 
fetching water, performing their duties according to their strength. 
Mid-level persons will attend and protect, clearing a way through the 
subordinates, sweeping the halls, carrying the incense and candles, 
grinding ink and checking the brushes, transmitting and translating 
words.71 The great possess wealth, honor, and influence; they praise 
and promote the holy transformation, converting the evil to good and 
leading others to the master’s door. All must exert themselves in 
pursuing these merits, thus impressing both the hidden and mani-
fest [officials, i.e., those of this world and the other world]. If they 
do not dare to seek advancement, the master should recommend 
them. Promotions in register do not depend on age or precedence.

� �� � � � �
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The master was responsible for assessing the conduct of his or 
her charges, based not only on service but also on a broader range 
of moral conduct. The libationer should be liberal in his or her 
assessment, ignoring minor faults and emphasizing merit 72

70. Zhengyi fawett taishang wailu yi 16b-17a.
71. This is an interesting, and rare, indication of the multiethnic and multi 

lingual nature of Daoist communities.
72. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 16b.
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Masters should assess their disciples, calculating their merits and mak-
ing up for their shortcomings. Minor infractions can be forgiven; 
great virtues should be commended.

� 〉� ▲

Early masters must have used some guide for assessment, per-
haps focusing on the precepts that each novice had undertaken, 
but these are lost to us now. The Protocol o f the Outer Registers 
provides two different rubrics under which the merit of a novice 
could be assessed, called the Five Virtues ▲ and the Nine Merits 

. Oddly enoughŜ it then provides two lists for each category. 
None of them are mentioned in early Celestial Master documents, 
but some Daoist masters likely used them in assessing their nov-
ices by the Six Dynasties period.

The first list of the Five Virtues repeats the traditional list of 
the ClassicsŜfocusing on benevolence Ŝpropriety Ŝcredibility 

Ŝrighteousness Ŝand wisdom . There is a brief comment on 
each virtue, which sometimes gives it an unexpected spin, such as 
the comment for benevolence: Mcaring for the living and despising 
killing” � )• For the most�howeverŜthis 
list is quite conventional. Not so the second list of the Five Virtues, 
which has a decidedly Daoist character:73

One: Observe a prolonged fast on dried and vegetarian foods. Do 
not eat the fat or freshly [killed]. Release the living and rescue the 
dead, maintaining an impartial, unified heart.

— �# �

Two: Contribute to and nourish the Three Treasures. Fulfill the re-
quirements for ritual obeisance; be amiable and compliant in serv-
ing; avoid indolence and insolence.

‘� � �#

Three: Be truthful in your words. Practice no deceit; make use of 
expedient means according to the teachings; do not do violence to 
other beings to profit yourself.

73. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi I5a-b.
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Four: Clearly distinguish right and wrong. Inquire after your master 
and friends; distribute charity equitably and correctly; resolve and 
put aside perverse doubts.

� �

Five: Be exacting and perceptive in your wisdom. Rely upon the 
scriptures in what you say; understand comprehensively without ob-
structions; accord with the Dao in action and repose; do not create 
your own faith, contravening against both this world and the next.

� �# ��

This set of virtues looks rather archaic, with a number of 
distinct and sometimes only peripherally related topics grouped 
under a single rubric. The first virtue shows influence from Bud- 
dhism in its references to “ releasing the living” )
and to the heart of Mimpartiality>, (pingdeng ^ ^ ) 74 75 but also re-
veals Daoist adaptation in the inclusion of dried meats among 
fasting foods. The injunction in the last article to not “create your 
own faith,' is also familiar from the Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital 
and the Demon Statutes o f  Lady Blue. n

The Nine Merits are really closer to a list of practices, and 
both versions of the list are worth examining. Let us begin with 
the first list of nine, which sees at the center of each practice an 
“ordering” �" • of some aspect of the world:76

The first [merit] is ordering primal pneumas: hope for and contem-
plate the formless.

74. On pingdeng, ^universal, undiscriminating,M representing an Indie word 
like samanya, see Nakamura 1975:1146-47. The ^unified heartw (yixitt ) 
is also a Buddhist term with many meanings, but, given the signs of Daoist ap 
propriation in this list, we should perhaps not expect a deep understanding of 
the subtleties of the term on the part of the author. See Nakamura 1975:62 for 
an accounting of the various Buddhist uses of this term.

75. See Xuandu liiwen i7 b i� and Niiqingguilii 3/4ai.
76. Zhengyi faweti taishang wailu yi 13b-! 4a.
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� �

The second is ordering the Heavens on high: set your sights on and 
visualize the great gods.

� ! �

The third is ordering the earth below: preserve quiescence and 
think of the perfected.

� " �

The fourth is ordering the four seasons: follow and accord with 
them to transform into a transcendent.

� � ^

The fifth is ordering the five phases: promulgate and extol the great 
Dao.

� �

The sixth is ordering yin and yang: link to and continue the seed 
of the sages.77

� �

The seventh is ordering textual documents: praise and glorify the 
way of the Dao.

� �

The eighth is ordering the grasses and grains: draw out and prolong 
the common lifespan.

� �

The ninth is ordering possessions and wealth: benefit those below 
and help them ascend.

� � " !

All of the activities in the above list can be said to be religious, 
although some are oriented toward personal self-cultivation, 
whereas others seem more public in nature— publicizing and pop-
ularizing the Daoist movement and aiding the populace physically 
and financially. The second set of injunctions bearing the name

77. This may refer to the Merging the Pneumas rite.
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Nine Merits is also religious in character, but, in place of devo-
tional activities, we find a greater focus on personal practice:78

One: Encourage your coreligionists to meditate upon the body 
being nonactive, envision the self as wholly pure, and entrust your 
pneumas to the formless.

� � �� �

Two� Contemplate the form as empty and pure, like jade without 
impurities.

� �

Three: Accumulate essence and look within, counting your hairs all 
the way to your feet.

� �

Four: Envision the gods of the five viscera; make them appear and 
converse with them.

� �

Five: Meditate on summoning the gods of the body, [through them] 
controlling the four seasons and the body.

� �

Six: Offer //ao-sacrifice to the Six Jia spirits and the Eight Scribes,79 
sending placards with talismans for the gods of the earth.

� �

Seven: Employ for errands the many gods of the altars of soil and 
grain as well as those of the mountains and streams.

�

Eight� Practice welcoming the essential pneumas to determine 
whether statements are true or false.

78. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi I5b-i6a.
79. Reading  for //• • The Six Jia are the gods of the six sexagenary 

days beginning with jia Ep. For the Eight Scribes, see Raz 2005. An alternate 
interpretation would link them with the Eight Emissaries who are cor 
related with the eight trigrams of the Yijing and are the assistants of the Great 
One, Taiyi �in ruling both the universe and the body. See entry 13 in Td- 
shang Laojuti zhongjing.
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� �

Nine: Summon spirits to ask them about luck and misfortune.

� �

This list, which is notably lacking in Buddhist terminology 
and hence potentially early, is best understood as practices that 
create merit. Most are related to self-cultivation and developing 
the individual practitioner^ powers and insights. It was expected 
that the powers gained would be used in the pursuit of good. The 
editor of this passage describes the resulting works as able to “res-
cue the world, aid the state� and support the Mandate, augment- 
ing others and saving yo u rse lfan d  promises in return a reward 
in both this world and the next. He is particularly concerned, how-
ever, about the pursuit of merits six through nine, which involve 
contacting external supernatural beings and demanding either ser-
vice or knowledge from them. He warns:

There is much perversion in the activities of merits numbers six to 
nine. If you do not carefully maintain your precepts, you will cer-
tainly fall into the [clutches of] hordes of demons. The lowest level 
of the Dao has these three stages. The methods are extremely per-
ilous, and it is best if you take care with them. When those who are 
fond of them seek promotion, they should mention this in their 
statements.

�# � � " � �

� �

The perilous mantic methods at the end of the list may have 
been more prominent in the early church but fell out of favor by 
the time the Protocol o f the Outer Registers was edited in the late 
Six Dynasties. The preferred practice then was meditation and 
visualization to visit the sacred places and meet the divine beings 
within one's own body. This practice was comparatively safe and 
potentially highly rewarding. Despite the danger associated with 
compelling spirits to do one's bidding, be they local protectors 
like the Earth God or fearsome demons, Iibationers had to re-



spond to the needs of their parishioners, who might come to them 

with all sort of problems, and such actions were still recognized 

as meritorious. Certainly the spirits summoned to divine good or 

ill fortune (number nine) must have been restricted to proper 

Daoist deities, authenticated by the Determiner of Pneumas.

These lists of virtues and virtuous deeds give us some idea of 

the conduct expected of novices or lower-level libationers looking 

for promotion to the next register. The evaluation of novices by 

their masters was facilitated by a quantifiable standard of evalu-

ation rather than just a subjective reckoning according to lists of 

good deeds. In the following two quotes we see attempts to set 

forth such a standard, though there is some disagreement over 

terminology:80

When citizens have three Endeavors, this constitutes one Merit, 

and three Merits constitute one Virtue. When citizens have three 

Virtues, then they have differentiated themselves from the norm 

and are permitted to be appointed to a register. After they have re-

ceived the register, they must have merits to be promoted again.

� � � ▲ ▲ � �

�

Converting three people is a Merit; three Merits constitute an En-

deavor; three Endeavors constitute an Award. Those with an Award 

possess virtue and can be appointed to a parish.

� � � � � ▲� �

In the second quote we see that, in addition to good deeds, 

an important way to win merit was to convert a profane person 

to the Daoist faith. The Code and Commands o f the Most High 

{Taishang keling _L̂ � ^ )  gives more examples of ways to earn 

merit:81

TH E NO VI CE 3 1 1

80. Lu xiansheng daomenke liie 5b� Zhettgyi fawen taishang tvailu yi 19a.
81. Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao 12/12b.
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Teaching someone to reform three faults can be an Endeavor. Con-
vincing three households to convert can be an Endeavor. Aiding three 
people who are at the ends of their ropes, orphaned, or widowed 
also is an Endeavor. Refusing to protect possessions or not fighting 
when angry, doing these a full three times is also an Endeavor. Heal-
ing three people who have an unresolved fear of committing a sin 
can be an Endeavor. Other cases like this should be determined on 
the basis of analogy.

� � � � � � �

� � � 82 # � � � �

� � �

It was the responsibility of the individual master to apply ana-
logic reasoning in assessing the novice5s conduct based on the few 
rather specific examples given above. The assessment must also 
have differed depending on the rank of the novice and the corre-
sponding set o f precepts he or she had undertaken to observe.

Gender, Class, and Ethnicity

The standards of assessment were mindful o f the distinctions 
among individuals made by profane society that influenced how 
novices were prepared to gain merit within the church, but ulti-
mately any individual might make his or her way through the ranks 
of the novitiate and emerge as a libationer and master of nov-
ices. At that point, only the individual's mastery of Daoist ritual 
mattered, as we see in this quote from the Scripture o f Solemn 
Deportment���

If someone possesses ritual mastery (fa), then he or she is a master.
It does not matter if he or she is a slave, servant, or lowly indentured

82. Reading rang M  for hu likely a copyist's error due to graphic similar 
ity, on the basis of a similar quote in Zhiyan zong 5/53. The Code [and C om -
mands] o f  the Most High survives only in a few scattered quotes and may be as 
late as early Tang.

83. Zhengyi weiyi jing 4b.
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The traditional Chinese underclass included both slaves and 
indentured servants, male and female. Many were members of non- 
Chinese ethnic groups who had been captured and sold into slav-
ery in China; others were criminals serving set or indefinite sen- 
tences of penal servitude. Daoists were not prohibited from owning 
slaves; there is even a spirit in early lists that can capture runaway 
slaves and cause them to turn themselves in.84 85 Daoists were, how-
ever, expected to treat them well, as we see in this quote from the 
fifth-century reformer Kou Qianzhi:83

  

   

    

         

   

    

     

         

#

#

� 』

The Protocol of the Outer Registers preserves a document titled 
"Essential Register Received by Menials and Barbarians of the Four 
Directions” Xiaren siyi shou yaolu " that can shed 
some light on the role of such low-born individuals within the 
church.86 It begins with an exhortation from the Scripture o f Great

84. Zhettgyi fawen jingzhang guan pin 4/11 a.
85. Laojun yinsong jiejing I2a-b , paragraph 24.
86. Zhettgyi fawen taishang wailu yi 4a-5a.
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Peace for slave owners to consider manumission for male and fe-
male slaves who uobey their lords and master, learn to be good, 
and are capable of wisdom”

b .8’ his is followed by two forms, one for 
slaves of the M an ŜMo )Di )and Lao ethnicities who 
served in the homes of Daoist citizens, novices, or officers, and 
another for members of the “ barbarians of the four quarters” (s/>7‘ 

who had come to settle in China.87 88 The Statement to be 
offered by members of the first group when requesting a register 
reads as follows:
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87. This passage does not seem to exist in the surviving Taipingjing, but 
there is a similar passage at Taipingjing hejiao 222.

88. The Man and Lao, in particular, were present in Sichuan or on its bor-
ders and must have been among those initially converted to the faith. See Klee- 
man 1998, esp. 1 1 - 6 0  and 204-5. The barbarians of the four quarters are said 
in the text to have been born beyond the borders of China or in mountainous 
regions beyond Chinese administrative control and to have entered into Chi-
nese civilization of their own volition.

3 M
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In this evocative passage we see how even servants could 
devote their service to the Dao. While still in service, they are 
encouraged to attend the Assemblies to hear the proclamation of 
the precepts. When such a menial person does receive a register, 
the master is instructed to record his or her name on a “white 
roster” .h//)• ) ,seal it, and proclaim three times the recipient’s 
Statement. This would seem to be because the individual is estab-
lishing a new Daoist household and needs to make sure that the 
heavenly bureaucrats duly record their name(s) in the roster of the 
living.89 This section closes with another injunction: MIf there is 
one with meritorious virtue, a good person will free him and treat 
him as a worthy citizen.” ▲ ’

The lives of women in medieval China could be far more 
comfortable than that of a slave or servant, but their actions were 
still strictly circumscribed in traditional society. Daoism offered 
them opportunities for education and social advancement without 
parallel in secular settings. We have seen already that many of the 
earliest rituals invoke the first three Celestial Masters together with 
their wives and that the set of diocese/parish offices {zhizhi 
paired a female officer with a male officer in every rank, whether 
they were stationed together in large dioceses before the diaspora 
of 215 or each managed his or her own parish thereafter. The 
ritual formulae preserved in the Protocol o f the Outer Registers and

    )
Dongzhen taishang basu zhenjing xiuxi gongye miao- 

jue jz   )
) )  

# �" # ^     
   Gaoshang ke 

 )   ) 
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Dunhuang manuscript S.203 make provision for a female as ei-
ther the officiant or recipient of every level of ordination ritual. 
The Protocol also provides a set of ritual formulae to be used in 
the petitions of five different sorts of women, which can tell us 
much about their role in the church.90 The five possible catego-
ries are the maiden, the woman who leaves the family, the mar-
ried woman, the widow, and the woman who returns to her natal 
home. All could enter the novitiate and eventually become liba- 
tioners with register students of their own. I will explore what 
this material can tell us about the status and role of women in the 
Celestial Master church.

However enlightened the Daoists were, there is evidence of 
the traditional preference in favor of males. For example, parents 
holding a kitchen-feast to celebrate the birth of a child were ex-
pected to provide a more elaborate feast with a larger number of 
guests for the birth of a son than for a daughter. Moreover, peti-
tions for use by women sometimes reflect poor evaluations of the 
moral status o f women that derive ultimately from Buddhism, as 
we see in the following example of a woman who will “ leave the 
family”:91

Because in a previous life my sins were grievous, I was born in to a 
female body. Th ough  malform ed, w eak, stupid, an d obstinate, I do 
n ot wish to marry, yet in my paren ts7 home, I have no way to study 
[the Dao]. N ow  I vow to entrust my life [to Daoism ],

#

The petition for the maiden (chunii represents what
must have been the dominant case: a young, unmarried girl who 
enters the novitiate after attaining the age of seven sui (usually six

Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi
Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi

   

 chujia  

3 1 6
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years old by our reckoning). As a minor, she is given her basic 
education by her parents, and it is they who compose the State-
ment. She remains in her natal home while studying with her 
master, who is also a woman. When she plans to marry out of the 
family, she must inform her master or, if she is unavailable, some 
other high Daoist priest. When she decides to marry, she must 
also inform her future husband's family about the level of ordina-
tion that she has received.

Marriage was normally contracted only between members of 
the church, preferably those who possessed the same level of reg-
ister. No doubt this was because they performed rituals together 
and could not maintain the required secrecy if one was able to 
employ scriptures and perform rituals that were not permitted for 
the other. In practice, a complicated situation might require cer-
tain ritual interventions, as we see in this passage:92

In the case of a man 's w ife, there are many differen t situations. 
Som etim es she does not wish to marry but is com pelled by her re
vered elders. Sometimes a profan e family of high social standing 
forces m arriage upon her. Som etim es they w orsh ip the faith , some
times they worsh ip no on e. Any [registers] she previously received 
should be immediately returned to her master, and the master will 
then make an  Announcement [to Heaven?]. If the husband worships 
the Dao, she should abandon  and change her original surname. If she 
has not previously received any registers, she sh ould receive those 
held by her husband.

� � � # � ! � �

| � � � �

� �

Thus, marrying into a profane family meant that the new wife 
had to give up her status within the Celestial Master church along 
with the body gods and esoteric ritual power of her previous ordi-
nation. In contrast, marrying a man with a higher-level ordina-
tion meant the new bride would be immediately elevated to his

����Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi����
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status. Although political or economic factors might compel a 
family to make other choices, it seems safe to assume that the 
majority of Daoist marriages occurred between members with 
similar clerical ranks. Once united in marriage, the couple would 
receive new registers together.93

Women who chose to leave the family without getting mar-
ried were an unusual case. They resolved to attain a master's 
position on their own and could possess their own parish, being 
assigned one of the parish offices designated “of the right.” Such 
unmarried female masters were necessary for all female disciples 
who did not have a married pair of masters in their community:94

All women  w h o take ch arge o f th eir  own lives and are unwilling 
to go to som eon e in m arriage should inform their parents th at they 
in ten d to leave the fam ily to study the Dao. They should either  
establish  th eir  own oratory or join  their m aster’s household. A male 
m aster  who lives alon e is not perm itted to accept female disciples.
If the master is a m arried woman, then she is called Master Moth er. 
W hen a fem ale disciple arrives, she can  attach  herself to the M aster  
Moth er. If th ere is no M aster  Moth er, she sh ould rely on a differen t  
fem ale master.

�# � � � � �

� �# � � �

� �

Such independent aspirants received special consideration 
from their masters. Since women had limited financial means, and 
they had rejected the aid of their natal family, if they were unable 
to assemble the necessary pledge offerings for ordination, the 
master was instructed to help them. Such a novice was required 
to make a special vow not to rescind her decision, under threat of 
interrogation and torture, but, assuming she remained steadfast

����	���Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi���
��Taishang dongyuan shenzhou 
jing�����
�
����Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi����
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in her course, there was a special rite for her to marry at a later 
date, presumably without the sponsorship of her parents.

The next two cases both involve women whose marriages 
have ended. The first is the widow. In traditional China, when 
women went in marriage to a new family, the expectation was that 
they would become a member of that family and would not return 
to their natal family. Faced with the sudden death of a spouse, the 
widow should remain in the married household, serving her de-
ceased husband's parents, if alive, or looking out for the family, if 
not. The Protocol o f the Outer Registers sets out the possible situ-
ations in some detail:

Th ere are many differen t sorts of widow. Th ere are th ose who are 
un ited in marriage, then w idow ed, and vow n ot to remarry. There 
are th ose wh o have m ale progeny and will n ot  leave [the affinal 
family] because they are aged. Th ere are those wh o are older and 
have no son  but are wealth y and n ot  willing to go. Th ere are those 
w h o are poor , and no on e will marry them. Th ere are th ose who are 
ill and can n ot leave [or] w h o still have a productive en terprise and 
do n ot return  to their origin al home.

� � # # �

� # # �M �# �

Most of these women are in some sense independent finan-
cially and are therefore able to avoid remarriage. Remarriage 
would have meant a new status in the church based on their new 
husband's register. For those who refused to remarry because of 
moral beliefs or because they had the economic wherewithal to 
do so, the novitiate and an independent path to life as a Daoist 
master must have been a particularly important option.

The final group is women who return to their natal home. 
This option seems to be primarily for those women whose mar-
riage was interrupted. Divorce was a ready option for males, who 
could simply cite any of the seven accepted reasons for divorce 
(qichu -btfj� failure to produce a son, licentiousness, refusing to
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serve the parents-in-law, arguing, stealing, jealousy, and serious 

illness).93 An alternative rationale is possible as well, the discovery 

that the fates of the two spouses were in conflict (nianming 

xiangke ^op^@M)-95 96

Here again we see that the novitiate provided a place of activ-

ity and eventual financial support for individuals who had fallen 

through the cracks of traditional Chinese society. As with widows 

and women who leave their natal family without entering into 

marriage, women forced to return to their natal families could 

turn to a life in the Daoist clergy as an honorable and sustainable 

role after rejecting or being expelled from the normative state 

of a married woman. Among the Celestial Masters, women at all 

stages of their life, like those of mean birth, found opportunities 

for social mobility and economic survival that would have been 

extremely limited if not nonexistent among the profane.

A ppendix: uThe Codes and Precepts for Disciples 

in Serving Their M asters”

“The Codes and Precepts for Disciples in Serving Their Masters” 

is preserved in the Bo/  �/" Tkxts ��

Three Caverns, edited by Zhang Wanfu.97 Although this list of 

thirty-six rules for serving the master reached its final state only 

in the early Tang, it is likely the culmination of a long process. 

Many of these rules may have been in place for centuries before.

� � � � �
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95. The definition of the seven offenses is taken from the Tang commentary 

to the Y //. chapter on mourning by Jia Gongyan �fl. 750). See Y> /

(reprint of 1815 Ruan Yuan carved edition) 30/355.

96. Zhengyi faiven taishang wailu yi }b. Jinsuo liuzhu yin 12/12b cites this 

problem as an example of “ human disasters” �rmw/• ).

97. Sandong zhongjie wen i/4b-6b.
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the oth er. W hy is th is so? W hen one receives the faith, all is wit
nessed by on e's an cestral paren ts in the th ree and seven genera
t ion s, w h o com e to see their descen dan t receive [the title]. If he or 
she breaks the coven an t , an cestors nine generations d istan t  will 
be in ter rogated , an d the harm will fall upon  the person of the re
cipien t98 o f the faith . Disciples m ust not express anger, jealousy, or 
reproach  to  the m aster , or h arbor resen tment in their breasts. The 
protocols for  these sin s are detailed in the Protocol for the Bright 
Perfected.

W hen d isciples proceed to the m aster  to request transmission  of 
the religion  (daofa), they should be dressed in cap and belt, holding 
a tablet in h an d, an d should make the request humbly and meekly; 
they must n ot  act casually. If disciples are going to be separated  
from  their m aster  for  an  entire year, they should, on the first day 
o f each  m on th , at t ired in cap an d belt and holding a tablet , per
form a r itual th ree bow s and uprigh t kn eelin g; when finished ask
ing after  th e m aster 's health , the disciple should bow twice more, 
altogeth er perform in g five bows. W hen takin g leave [of the m as
ter], the d isciple sh ould do the sam e to clar ify so that all un der
stan d [the relation sh ip]. Disciples m ust not argue with their m aster  
or  lightly m ake fun o f the m aster 's ideas. In serving the m aster , 
disciples sh ould always be respectfu l; they m ust not be ar rogan t  or  
impolite. Pun ish m en ts [for such behavior] are in the Protocol of the 
Bright Perfected,-, each  o f you should pay atten tion  to this.

Disciples m ust  not com pete with their m aster  for a m eritorious 
reputation , h avin g no sen se of humility. W hen disciples visit  their  
m aster , they sh ould ask  about wh at she or he has received; they 
sh ould not d iscu ss private eccen tricities. W hen disciples are serv
ing their m aster , should the master return  from  a long journey, the 
disciples sh ould come ou t  a certain  distan ce, depending on  the 
length  of the journey, to welcome h im or her; they must not ju st  sit 
there peacefully, w aiting for the m aster 's arr ival. When d isciples 
are traveling with  their master, they must n ot step upon the m as
ter 's shadow; pay atten tion  to th is! W hen disciples are sitt ing w ith  
th eir  master, they must not accept the obeisan ce of another. W hy 
is th is so? Because in seatin g there is on ly one place of honor. D is
ciples must n ot secretly act  rebelliously, en tering in to angry con flict

�������������������������
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master �������or ������



T H E  N O V I C E ���

with one's master. If disciples must enter or leave [the community] 
or plan to build som eth in g, they sh ould first ask their m aster  about 
it; they must not act on th eir  own. In serving th eir m aster, disciples 
should all be grateful, lovin g, reliable, and t ru th fu l; they must not 
harbor doubts or be of tw o minds. Disciples must not rob or steal 
or expose th in gs hidden in the m aster 's bags, offen din g again st  the 
m aster’s proh ibitions and precepts, or  they will be accused of a sin  
accordin g to the protocols and statu tes. Disciples must n ot  betray 
their master. Pay atten tion  to th is. Details are in the text  of the 
Protocol of the Bright Perfected.

If disciples live with th eir  m aster , they must n ot spit in the m as
ter's presen ce. Pay atten tion  to th is. If disciples are w ait in g upon  
their m aster , should they en coun ter  a visitor, the disciples should 
be at the m aster 's side, w aitin g upon  and protectin g the master. 
They m ust n ot  sit upon  a high seat , as if they were no differen t  
from a com m on  profane person ; all such  con duct is classed  as un- 
filial. Pay atten tion  to th is. If a disciple has received a m aster 's rit
ual en terpr ise and later ach ieves mystic vir tue such th at  others 
look up to h im or her, he or  she sh ould be h umble, remembering 
h is or her ow n  master an d n ot forgett in g that m aster 's pr ior  mercy. 
In servin g th eir  master, disciples m ust not sit on  the m aster 's plat
form or  m at ; th is is an urgen t  in struction  from the divin e min is
ters. All the above are the protocols an d statutes for  a disciple serv- 
ing a m aster , altogeth er th ir ty-six in  number.
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The Libationer

 Taving studied long and accumulated virtue, [Zhang Dao-
 1  ling] received a mandate as Celestial Master. He appointed 

2,400 male and female libationers, each of whom took charge of 
households and converted [the profane] into citizens.” Thus states 
the now lost but widely cited Code o f  the Great Perfected. 1

The primary religious professional within the Celestial Mas-
ter church was the libationer {jijiu  The position is first
attested in the Zhang Pu stele of 173 and is noted in the first his-
torical accounts of the movement.2 The title originally referred 
to the local elder chosen to offer a sacrifice of wine to the earth 
at seasonal village celebrations dedicated to the god of the soil 
but by late Warring States had already evolved into a more gen-
eral title of respect. When erudites (boshi Mdr) were established 
in the Imperial Academy (Taixue under Emperor Wu of 
Han, their head was called Libationer, and the term was used 
in various official titles thereafter but retained its more primi-
tive meaning of local notable.3 The first historical record of the 
movement, by Chen Shou, records that libationers were local

Taizhenke Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao
 ) Encyclopedia o f Taoism

 )
)
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community leaders similar to county prefects and that those 
heading larger groups were termed Parish-Heading Great Liba- 
tioners (zhitou da jijiu  The latter term seems to
have fallen out of use rather soon, but the distinction is preserved 
in later internal sources. They regularly call male and female 
libationers who hold a parish appointment and with it a parish 
office ( /2/7/ “ male officers” and “ female officers” m?«- 
guan niiguan whereas those who merely minister to
a number o f Daoist households without possessing a parish are 
called “ leaders” z/ )• Beginning in the fifth century, 
libationers were also referred to as Daoist priests (daoshi M i) ,  
which is the normal term today for their modern counterparts, 
but “ libationer” continued in use at least into the Southern Song 
dynasty.4 5

As outlined in the previous chapter, completion of the novi-
tiate, culminating in the conferral of the One Hundred Fifty Gen-
erals Register, was the fundamental qualification for a libationer. 
Libationers in the mature Celestial Master church of the fourth 
century and later were also hierarchically arrayed according to 
three different scales: by parish, by parish office, and by register. 
These hierarchies functioned somewhat differently in the periods 
before and after the great diaspora of 215 c e ) most of our surviving 
information concerns the period after that momentous event. In 
this chapter, I trace the development of these ranks and then look 
at some of the functions of the libationer within Daoist communi-
ties. I begin with the first pastoral appointment in the church, that 
of the itinerant evangelist.

 Yangping Parish
220 c e  3��      

 
  Wushang huanglu dazhai

of Liu Yongguang d. 1206).
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The Itinerant Evangelist and the Parish Master

Although the One Hundred Fifty Generals Register qualified a 

person to perform all the basic functions of a libationer, it did not 

entrust to his or her care any Daoist citizens or novices. It may 

be that some holders of that register never went on to become a 

leader, who “ led households and converted [the profane into] citi- 

zens  ̂ (linghu buamiti in the classic description of the

libationer's duties. Instead, leadership depended on the accumula-

tion of merit and further promotion.

As we saw in the exploration of promotion in the previous 

chapter, a primary way of gaining merit was the evangelization of 

nonbelievers, convincing them to join the church by becoming 

Daoist citizens. The first step for a new libationer was appoint-

ment as an Unassigned Pneuma {sanqi libationer, who can 

collect households of new believers by recording their names on 

a “ fate roster” �w/wg/7 ) . A libationer who had collected 

enough names or accumulated sufficient merit by other means 

would be appointed to a parish and awarded a parish office 

{zhizhi I will examine this system of parishes and offices in

detail below. It seems likely that, before the diaspora, libationers 

belonged to a single parish determined by their location within 

the network of parishes that covered the area of early Sichuan 

province (now comprising the eastern half of modern Sichuan prov-

ince and the city of Chongqing) and would be promoted through 

the ranks within it. After the diaspora of 2 15 , the parishes were 

detached from all geographic moorings and instead functioned as 

a ranking system themselves, with a specific parish office tied to 

each parish. It is this mature system of parish ranks that Lu Xiu- 

jing describes in the following passage from the middle of the 

fifth century:6

���������������������
������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������
��������������������

���Lu xiansheng daomenke liie��	����
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7- These are the correct fate (zhengming /r received fate (shouming 
) received at birth; the encountered fate / � ) accidental 

events; and the following fate (suiming for the results of one's actions.
They are first mentioned in the Han apocrypha. See Liu Pansui 1950:49-50.

8. These are the Mysterious, Primal, and Beginning pneumas. They are first 
mentioned in the Commands and Precepts for the Great Family o f the D aoy trans-
lated in chapter 3.
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The term Unassigned Pneumas refers to that fact that the 
bearer has not yet obtained an appointment to a specific parish, 
at which time one receives a Twenty-Four Parish Pneuma Register 

z/;/# /w Ŝnot to be confused with the parish 
register that each Daoist citizen received to show membership 
in a specific parish). For appointments to lower-level parishes, 
no doubt the master's voice continued to be decisive, but recom-
mendations from peers were also important. Before the diaspora, 
the final decision on appointments was made by the Celestial Mas-
ter, based on records of merit kept by church officers. It is unclear 
how libationers were evaluated for promotion after the diaspora. 
This was sometimes a point of contention. The suggestion in the 
above passage is that for appointment to one of the original twenty- 
four parishes the recommendation of one's fellows was necessary 
as well as the approval of the current Celestial Master, but in 
practice communication over the breadth of China was slow if 
not impossible, and the authority of one claiming to be the de-
scendant of the Celestial Master may not have been universally 
recognized.9

There is evidence in our sources of contention between these 
itinerant Unassigned Pneuma libationers and settled masters of 
parishes. The preface to the Protocol o f the Outer Registers frames 
this as a conflict between those willing to go to the homes of their 
parishioners to preach and perform ritual services, on the one 
hand, and parish priests who demanded that their followers come 
to them for instruction, on the other 10

9. Kou Qianzhi, living in N orth  China at the beginning of the fifth  century, 
claimed that there had been no living Celestial Master for a long time. See chap 
ter 4.

10. Zhengyi fa w en  taishang w a ilu  y'\ la.



33� T H E  L I B A T I O N E R

From the devaluation of the Dao inherent in “going to teach” we 
can understand the regard for Perfection expressed by Mcoming to 
learn.,Ŝn [Those who go to teach] are minor masters who, not yet 
able to establish their own parishes, travel about among the people, 
devoting themselves to evangelizing others. Their karmic affinity 
[with the Dao] is fleeting, and they do not feel restrained by the 
great protocols.

� � � �

� �#

Another passage from the Notes and Secrets of the Protocol for 
Transmitting the Scriptures and Precepts refers to these itinerant 
pastors as <£roving ritual masters55 (youxing fashi

In general, when receiving the marvelous teachings, you should 
always go to your master’s household. You must not inconvenience 
such revered persons by obliging them to go to your humble abode, 
as if they were itinerant ritual masters whom you could invite any 
time you please. Coming to study shows that your intention is sin-
cere; if they go to teach, it means you take the endeavor lightly.

� # � � �

One can well imagine that some Daoist families might be 
attracted by the convenience of a Iibationer who would come to 
their abode and perform necessary rituals in the family oratory. 
Parish priests depended on the stability of their flocks, but the 
constant ordination of new libationers meant that they were con-
stantly competing to add names to the fate roster. Converting a 
profane family meant convincing them to forsake the worship of 
deities that they had trusted for generations and take on onerous 
responsibilities: the grain tithe, pledge offerings, and observation 11 12

11. Compare this passage from the R ecord  o f  Rites: MIn the Rites one hears 
o f coming to study, but one never hears o f  going to teach." See L i j i  zhushu, 
uQ u lin (Taipei, 1974 reprint o f 1815 edition), 1.10a.

12. Chuanshou jingjte y i zhujue 12a.
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of complex precepts. Snatching families of believers from another 
libationer's flock must have seemed much easier. This passage 
from the Statutes o f the Mystic Capital condemns that practice:13

Each male and female officer or leader of households [i.e., itinerant 
master] has a basic [region] in which to seek [potential] citizens 
who worship the Dao, but recently the many officers have been ig-
noring this in accepting the households of others. This is really the 
fault of the leader. If they cannot convert [new members] with the 
codes and rules, they just take them [from other parishes]. The fool-
ish citizens know no better and think that they can do this lightly. 
This ends up letting them come and go as they will, with no regard 
for the ancient canons. The leader will be accused of a crime merit-
ing seizure [of his or her register], and the citizens will be accused 
of the transgression of treason. If the master memorializes an ac-
count of this, the Celestial Bureaucrats are sure to come.

�‧ � � � �

\ � # � �

� �# � � �

�

As we shall see, this was not just a problem of itinerant masters; 
each libationer constantly sought to increase the number of house-
holds under his or her care because doing so was essential to pro-
motion. Lu Xiujing remarks on the uncertainty this introduced into 
Celestial Master communities of the mid-fifth century:14

Many of the people today who worship the Dao do not attend the 
Assemblies. Saying it is because the trip is long or that they do not 
go to this door, they forsake their own master and cross over to 
some other parish. Only caring about the wine and food, they tempt 
each other.

� # � � � # � �

� \ M �

13. Xuandu luwen 13a.
14- Lu xiansheng daomenke liie lb.
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The reference to parishioners refusing to serve certain masters 
because of their “door” wew )Ŝor social status, would seem to 
be a rare reference to the social mobility of libationers born into 
mean circumstances.

The Parish System

In the earlier discussion of the third-century encyclicals, I touched 
on some of the church offices that appear there as well as the first 
record of the parish system. Moreover, we have seen in chapter 5 
that our sources record two very different types of parish build-
ing, one a large structure with many associated buildings suitable 
for ritual space and housing for a large number of religious profes-
sionals and the other a slightly enlarged family oratory that would 
accommodate only a single libationer and his or her disciples. We 
see a similar divergence in the descriptions of parish offices. One 
account tells us that each parish was assigned twenty-four dif-
ferent offices, each staffed by one male and one female libationer, 
whereas another account assigns one parish office to each parish. 
The former, a portion of the Statutes o f the Mystic Capital now 
preserved only in a Tang era encyclopedia, gives a fairly detailed 
description o f the duties of each of the offices, as presented 
below:15

N o . D escrip tion Translation

1 �  Overseer o f  Heaven: In charge o f  re- 

 tu rn ing  to  correctness any d isordering

o f perfection [i.e., heresy or apostasy].

2 �  C o n tro lle r o f  Parishes: In charge o f

15. Sdm/o«g 7/ i 7 b - i9b, citing the /rt �

which Wang Chunwu dates to 552 (1996:68). For a different interpretation of 
these offices, see Cedzich 2009. An error in transmission must be responsible 

for the presence o f twenty-five offices in a list tided “ The Twenty-Four Offices”  
• See the note regarding the Supervisor o f Pneumas for one possible

solution.
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3

�  controlling and investigating the parishes 
#  when a Correct Unity master’s nature and

conduct is to desire something improper 
in contravention of the Rules for Masters.

� �

� �

� ��

Contributor of Pneumas: In charge of 
selecting male and female officers. The 
Correct Unity master investigates whether 
the body has boils or moles, is disabled 
or crippled, taking care to find one who 
is upright, serious, forthright, and honest.

� " �

� �

� #�

�

Great Director of Attacks: In charge 
of talisman temples16 of local hamlets 
throughout the realm, whether Chinese, 
Hu barbarian, Di' barbarian, Qiang bar-
barian, Man barbarian, Yi barbarian, Rong 
barbarian, Di barbarian, Chu barbarian, 
or Yue barbarian, attacking incorrect 
pneumas, evil people, and rebellious 
demons. All should be clearly distin-
guished, interrogated, and recorded.

5 � " �

�
�

�

�

�

��

Supervisor of Merit: In charge of re-
warding the merit of the deities of the 
five directions, four oceans, eight ex-
tremities, twelve continents, one hundred 
twenty commanderies and kingdoms, one 
thousand two hundred counties, twelve 
thousand communities, cities, oases, 
and outcroppings, five marchmounts 
and four rivers, and the mountains and 
streams of the realm. The talisman-
bearer attacks and kills the myriad demons, 
who should all be exterminated.

16. Significance uncertain. Cedzich translates Contractual templeM and in 
terprets the office to be responsible for determining if  the gods o f such temples 
partic ipa ted  in the battle against deviant q in (2009:25). D engzhen yin jue  3/2ib 
counsels employing the Lord Pacifying Heaven  to attack refractory 
spirits who accept blood sacrifice in such temples, including the MCamps of the 
Five Sacred Peaks” ).
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6 ••  Director of Merit: In charge of merit and 
 exertion. Records the charity money, grain, 
 gold, silver, jade, and silk; the six domes- 
 tic animals; and grains received or dis- 

�  pensed by the clerks and unassigned citi- 
 zens. Administers the spirit objects and

�  ritual pledges in granaries and storerooms
0 as well as parishes�halls, and workrooms;

bridges and roads; towers and pavilions; 
and god rooms. In charge of all of these.

7 �  Supervisor of Deities: In charge of selecting
� �  the wise and worthy, and demoting the 

�  false and evil, responding to and assem- 
0 bling the various pneumas. In charge of

all those who have offended or disobeyed.

8 �  Overseer of Deities: In charge of investi-
� �  gating the statement of all offenses com- 
� �  mitted heretoforeŜcompiling it into a doc- 

0 ument, examining the benefits and harms
[engendered thereby], limiting mistakes 
and errors, and converting and enlighten-
ing concerning the precepts and orders.

9 �  Supervisor of Appointments: In charge
�  of the rewarding of merit in name rosters 

�  for the se ection and appointment of the 
 twenty-four posts, the documents related

to these posts, and the ranking, collation, 
and submission of the fate rosters.

10 �  Investigator of Pneumas: In charge of
□ 9 investigating the auspicious signs and evi-

dential proofs in the pneumas of the four 
quadrants.

1 1  � "  Equalizer of Pneumas: In charge of inquir-
�  ing into the pneumas of the rea m�equal- 
�  0 izing the atmospheric phenomena of the

four quadrants and eight extremities [of 
space], and taking command of them.



T H E  L I B A T I O N E R 335

12 ! � Ŝ Submitter of Pneumas: n charge of col- 
 lecting the myriad demons and distin-

guishing the correct pneumas from the 
deviant sprites.

1 3 � �

� �

� �

Director of Pneumas: In charge of the 
requests for healing and rescue at the 
Three Assemblies, distinguishing age, 
place of origin, and the official titles they 
have received.

M � �

�

� �

�

Solemn Decorum: In charge of instructing 
and enforcing the ritual system, [including] 
clothing, appearance, rules, and seating 
order; censuring the deviant and correct-
ing the improper; and implementing the 
rules and rituals.

1 5 � �
� ��

�

Supervisor of Pneumas� In charge of 
supervising the five-colored pneumas, 
knowing their deviations and timings, 
and in charge of the post of Recognizer 
of Pneumas. [One text does not have the 
Supervisor of Pneumas post.]17

1 6 � �

� �

� �

�

Supervisor of Determinations: In charge 
of spirit pneuma men and women, who 
are possessed by pneumas and transmit 
words. Supervises the determination of 
Teachings, distinguishing among Chinese, 
Yi barbarian, Hu barbarian, Di barbarian, 
and Di1 barbarian, and between authentic 
and false [pneumas].

17 �  Four Pneumas: In charge of documents 
�  submitted by the parishes, comparing

17. This may explain why there are twenty-five posts rather than twenty- 
four. It is unclear whether other versions had twenty-five or eliminated one of 
the other posts. Cedzich suggests that this extra office may be parallel to the 
twenty-fifth pneuma of “ central heaven”  in the human body and consequently 
explains this post as having “ oversight over the other twenty-four ranks” 
(2009:13, n. 26; 22, n. 44) but it is hard to derive that from this simple record.
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�

1 8 � �

�

1 9 �

� �

2 0 � �

� �

!

them to the numbers in the rosters of 
households18 in the parishes, then remov 
ing the dead and entering the newborns.

Circulator of Deities: In charge of distrib 
uting the pneumas and propagating con-
version to illuminate the Teachings of 
the Dao.

Pneuma of the Dao: In charge of encou-
raging the violent and rebellious to con-
vert, converting the evil to the good.

Pneuma of the Sage: In charge of investi-
gating and comparing the documents to 
determine merits at the end of the year. 
This means to fashion the words into 
accounts and submit them.19

21 �  Receiver of Pneumas: In charge of receiv-
 ing the [records of] healings in the parish

and recording the notations of merit.

22  Regulator of Pneumas: In charge of regu-
"  lating the rank and precedence of the posts.

23 �  Equalizer of Integrity: In charge of over-
�  seeing and investigating integrity and

deviance, and equalizing food and drink.

18. Cedzich identifies these population rosters w ith  the “ household record”
(zhailu maintained by each family, but cites no evidence for this identifi 
cation. In the same note, she equates the ^record o f fate" with the parish reg 
ister (zhilu which is certainly incorrect. See Cedzich 2009:23, n. 47.

19. An “ account” is a document that identifies an individual by 
place, rank, and sometimes parentage, then sets out a record of his or her ac 
complishments. Petitions for promotion required the submission o f an account 
together w ith the petition. Cedzich suggests that the documents referenced 
here are the petitions submitted through the year (2009:24), which is possible, 
though we do not know that the petitions were preserved at this tim e, as op 
posed to the later practice o f burning them, and that the results o f this evalua 
tion were eventually sent up to Heaven, which again is possible but is not stated 
in our text.
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2 4 � �

� #

2 5 � �

�

Circulator of Teachings: In charge of pro-
mulgating the Teachings of the master, 
encouraging the conversion of the foolish 
profane and those who do not know the 
rules.

Establisher of Righteousness: In charge 
of listing merit and endeavor, aiding those 
who undertake to strive and responding to 
those who are losing ground.

This describes a large, articulated bureaucracy that manages 
all the tasks of a religious community in medieval China, from 
recording and evaluating the conduct of church members to man-
aging the church bureaucracy and property, evangelizing and other 
interactions with profane society, and supervising spirit revela-
tions. Supervision of such an extensive set of church officers would 
have required a separate level of administration like the Parish- 
Heading (Great) Libationer mentioned in the earliest historical 
accounts and in the Yangping Parish encyclical. Housing and pro-
viding workspace for all of them would have required a very large 
parish building as well as numerous outbuildings, much as in the 
description preserved in the Code o f the Great Perfected.20 In sum, 
this system seems consistent with our earliest descriptions of the 
movement, when the territory of West China was divided into just 
twenty-four parishes (perhaps dioceses is a better term for such 
institutions), each of which must have been responsible for thou-
sands if not tens of thousands of Daoist citizens and novices.

We can readily imagine the Celestial Master effectively control-
ling these twenty-four administrative centers from his seat in the 
Yangping parish. As libationers earned merit and climbed the lad-
der of parish offices, they would have been promoted within their 
own parishes. Two passages speak of the Celestial Master appoint-
ing 2,400 libationers, including those working within and outside

2�. Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao 10/ia-b.
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parishes (neiwai p3^).21 This is clearly an idealized number, but it 
would accord well with a system of twenty-four parishes, each 
staffed by forty-eight or fifty libationers, with a like number minis-
tering to the populace directly in the villages of each parish.

The alternate description of the parish offices is preserved in 
a quotation of the Celestial Master's Protocol o f the Parishes 

�attributed to Zhang Bian �the thirteenth-generation 
Celestial Master, who held an official post under the Liang dy-
nasty (502-47). That system can be summarized as follows:22

Parish Post
Twenty-Four Primary Parishes

Yangping � Left Equalizer of Pneumas 
Lutang � Right Equalizer of Pneumas 
Heming � Left Extender of Pneumas 
Liyuan � Right Extender of Pneumas 
Gegui � Left Directing Supervisor 
Gengchu � Right Directing Supervisor 
Qinzhong � Left Supervisor of Deities �

Zhenduo � Right Supervisor of Deities 
Changli � Left Director of Oversight 
Lishang !� Right Director of Oversight 
Yongquan � Left Overseer of Deities �

Jushan � Right Overseer of Deities 
Chougeng � Left Overseer of Inspection �

Benzhu � Right Overseer oflnspection 
Mengqin � Left Supervisor of Merit 
Pinggai � Right Supervisor of Merit 
Yuntai � Left Overseer of Merit 
Jinlcou � Right Overseer of Merit 
Houcheng � Le?t Director of Pneumas �

Gongmu � Right Director of Pneumas 
Pinggang � Left Contributor of Pneumas 

21. See Lu xian sh en gda om enke liie lb ; Yaoxiu k ey i jielti chao 10/1 b-2a. The 
first passage attributes the establishment o f the system of twenty-four parishes 
and 2,400 libationers directly to the M ost High Lord Lao.
22. Shoult� c id i faxin y i I4 a - i 5 a.
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Zhubu �

Yuju �

Beiqiu

Right Contributor of Pneumas �

Left Inspector of Pneumas �

Right Inspector of Pneumas 

Roving Parish Posts
Emei

Qingcheng 

Taihua �

Huangjin �

Cimu

Ebeng �

Pingdu �

Jiyang

Left and Right Supervisors of Determinations

23

Left and Right Promulgators of Authority

Left and Right Equalizers of Merit �

Left and Right Equalizers of Integrity �

Left and Right Circulators of Teachings

Left and Right Solemn Deportment �

Left and Right Receivers of Pneumas �

Left and Right Establishers of Deportment

In this system, one parish office is assigned to each parish, and 

the parishes alternate male (left) and female (right) offices, pro-

ducing two parallel, hierarchically arranged systems for male and 

female libationers. I believe that this reflects the practice of the 

mature Celestial Master church after its center of activities was no 

longer located in Sichuan. The parishes have lost all identification 

with specific regions of Sichuan and instead function as ranks. Lu 

Xiujing, in the passage quoted earlier in this chapter, describes a 

libationer moving from parish to parish as he or she earns merit 

and wins promotion. It seems unlikely that there was ever a system 

that required the constant transfer of priests from place to place, 

because either the households tied to them would have had to move 

with the libationer or the libationer would have to start over to 

gather a new flock in each new location. Instead, this system func-

tioned through marking the growth of parishes by changing their 

names. When a libationer had attracted enough new parishioners

23. The orig inal text had  “ secret formula,” a graphic error for /]«e , 
“determination.”
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to warrant a new rank, either through evangelization of the profane 
or perhaps by attracting dissatisfied parishioners from neighboring 
parishes, he or she would be reassigned to a new, higher parish 
with a different parish office. We find confirmation of this union o f 
parishes and parish offices as a unified ranking system in texts like 
the Ritual for the Transmission o f the Director of Merit Plaque 14

The Celestial Master said: A Celestial Master Daoist priest who has 
achieved merit in serving the Dao should be appointed to a parish 
office. The priest will be recommended and promoted according to 
his or her achievements, with no impropriety, culminating in Yang-
ping [parish].

� � �# �

Here a libationer advances from parish to parish, taking on new 
parish offices with each step, until he or she reaches the highest 
parish, Yangping. Lu Xiujing, after describing the path of advance-
ment from parish to parish in the passage cited above, complains 
that people of his day vied to possess the largest parish, equating 
parish size with rank.24 25

We can trace to a limited degree in our sources the course 
of this transformation from regional parish to parish as rank. The 
pivotal period was the autonomous Daoist kingdom established 
by the third Celestial Master, Zhang Lu, in the Hanzhong region 
from around 19 1 to 215  c e . The establishment of this kingdom 
itself must have destabilized the parish system as Daoist believers 
flocked to Hanzhong, which many thought would be the utopian 
realm of Great Peace. The first step was the addition of four new 
parishes, called Separate Parishes (biezhi) or Supplementary Par-
ishes (beizhi)^ so that the now twenty-eight parishes could be 
equated with the twenty-eight lunar lodges.26 This meant that

2 4 .  Zhertgyi fawett chuan dugongban y i  la.
2 5 . Lu xiansheng daom enke liie 7 a .

2 6 . Yaoxiu k e y i jielti chao i�/2b , c it in g  th e  C o d e o f  the Great Perfected^ te l ls  

u s  th at S e p a r a te  P a rish  w a s  th e  e x t e r n a l  n a m e  a n d  S u p p le m e n ta ry  P a rish  th e
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individuals could be assigned to a parish not on the basis of the 

location of their residence but based on the time of their birth. It 

is uncertain whether this system was ever fully implemented, or, 

if so, how long it continued in use, but it maintained a certain 

appeal in North China, because Kou Qianzhi tried to reestablish 

this system in the fifth century.

The final nail in the coffin of the old parish system was the 

great diaspora of 215, when Zhang Lu surrendered to Cao Cao.27 

Then Daoist households were resettled across the breadth of 

North China. Although Zhang Lu was treated well by Cao Cao, 

he died soon thereafter. It is unclear to what degree the central 

church administration survived, and the physical distances 

separating the faithful must have presented a formidable obsta-

cle to efficient communication. The Yangping Parish encyclical 

complains:28

Since the Jian’an period or the first year of Huangchu (196-220���
all the various leaders and libationers have cited a Teaching29 to 
create their own parish. They no longer obtain them according to 
the former rules of the Dao.

� � � #�

�

Similar complaints are made in the encyclical issued in 255, 

titled Commands and Precepts for the Great Family o f  the Dao, 
which cites the year 231 as a key transition, after which <4the various 

postings have each been self-appointed.’’30 This chaotic situation 

must have continued for some time as Daoists turned to spirit 

revelations called Teachings to justify the establishment of parishes.

internal name for the parishes of Jushan  Zhongmao  Baishi , 
and Ganghu .

27. Described in detail in chapter 3.
28. Z h en g yi faw en  tianshi jia o  jieke jin g  21b; see also chapter 3.
29. For this specialized usage of jiao  referring to a spirit communication 

from a dead church leader or Daoist deity, see below.
30. Z h en gyi faw en  tianshi jia o  jieke jin g  17a; see chapter 3.
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We see this situation reflected in the following passage from the
Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital 31

Recently I have noticed that some of the many officers and the com-
moner Daoist citizens, in the absence of a master, have set up their 
own religion. Some are very far from their home parish, scattered 
across the wilds of the four directions; they award titles and confer 
registers upon each other on their own authority, commandeering 
citizens and converting [profane] households, wielding power and 
wealth as they please. Some go just far enough from their parish 
that they are cut off; the abandoned pledge offerings of the tithe-
paying citizens accumulate year after year, until someone appropri-
ates them for himself rather than transmitting them on up [to the 
Celestial Master]. They create their own religion and do not accept 
[orders from anyone], turning their backs on the codes of the nether-
world. They act inconsistently; this tendency manifests in myriad 
ways: the Correct religion does not shine forth, true and false be-
come indistinguishable, the timings of the pneumas become con-
fused and disordered, pernicious evil flourishes, and one meets with 
disaster and torture. How could this not be painful [to consider]?

‧ � � �
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We have few sources from this period of Daoist history, but 
the movement experienced explosive growth, becoming a signifi-
cant force all across North China. It is not surprising that Daoists 
had to improvise.

It was probably during this period of disruption and loss of 
central control that the practice of hereditary succession took 
hold. Given the prominent role of the family in Chinese society, it 
is perhaps not surprising that it proved impossible to eradicate this 
custom. Today Daoist priests normally transmit their positions to

31. Xuandu liiw eti 17b-! 8a.
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their children, though they sometimes send them for a time to 
train with another family.32 Kou Qianzhi, writing around 415 in 
North China, railed against this practice:33

Lord Lao said: In the world today there are those who follow their 
forefathers in serving the Dao. Creating their own religion, they 
perform rituals using incense and lamps in their homes. There are 
also those who follow their forefathers in taking up the office of 
libationer; the commoners in their ignorance think that when a fa-
ther dies, the son inherits and no longer belongs to the Correct. 
Both the household master and the common citizens are guilty of 
licentious sacrifice. Their heterodox commands are numerous and 
diverse! Their heterodox commands are not the Unity [faith].34 35

�( � � �

� � � # �

� �

Even Kou Qianzhi, however, agrees that, if the descendant is 
“pure, discerning, and intelligent, and practiced in dealing with 
demons” �he or she can go to a proper master 
and be ordained in order to succeed the f a t h e r . T h e  Statutes o f  
the Mystic Capital is even more matter-of-fact in relating the he-
reditary nature of Daoist parishes:36

According to an imperial rescript: As for the master to whom a Dao- 
ist priest, female officer, Daoist citizen, or novice is attached, when

32. This fosterage system was perhaps in practice in our period. The Zhengyi 
w eiyi jing  4b says that Kyou must not transmit to anyone who shares an ances 
tor of the same surname w ith in  nine generations.M

33. L a o ju n  yinsong jiejing  12b, paragaraph 25.
34. Here the previous statement has already informed us of the multiplicity 

of their im proper commands, so I understand this y i — , like the preceding 
zheng IE, to  be a reference to  the common epithet o f the Daoist faith, which 
was regularly then, and still is today, proclaimed to be Correct and Unitary 
(Zhengyi ).

35. L aoju n  yinsong jiejing  6b-7a, paragraph 8.
36. Xuandu liiwetJ 1 la.
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the father dies, the son succeeds, and, when an elder brother per-
ishes, the younger brother succeeds. If it is not a legitimate progeny, 
he cannot inherit. In a case where the son is a young minor, there 
should be an adult who takes charge of the parish; when the son 
is grown, then he will establish a parish just as before. If there is 
no one to succeed as leader, then you should seek out the [former 
master's] roots to reattach to his superior. You must not attach your-
self to a stranger.

� � � �

� # � � �

� ‧ ! �# \

Here we see that hereditary control of a parish is not just accept-
able but correct, in accordance with the commands of the Heav-
enly Thearch, and to be disrupted only temporarily if the heir is 
a minor. In this respect, at least, Daoism by the end of the Six 
Dynasties had already reached the mature form we still find today 
among nonmonastic Daoist priests.

The Libationer and Spirit Revelation

The Celestial Master church was founded, all early accounts tell 
us, by a spirit revelation to Zhang Daoling in 142 c e . 3 7  The earli-
est record of the church, the Zhang Pu stele, records a spirit rev-
elation from the Heavenly Elder sanctioning the promotion of a 
group of libationers. The two encyclicals of the third century, 
Yangping Parish and Commands and Precepts for the Great Family 
o f the Dao, were revelations from a dead Celestial Master, prob-
ably Zhang Daoling.38 Thus, spirit revelation was an important 
source of religious truth and approval during the early centuries 
of church history.

One of the early church offices mentioned above (number 16),

37. See chapter 2.
38. For a translation and discussion o f the Zhang Pu stele, see the beginning 

o f chapter 2. For the two encyclicals, see chapter 3.
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the Supervisor of Determinations (lingjue), was specifically in 
charge of a group of spirit mediums called “ spirit pneuma men 
and women” )Ŝwho are possessed by these
pneumas and transmit messages from them. The Supervisor of 
Determinations is charged with determining the nature of these 
messages: the ethnic identity of the revealing spirit and whether 
the revelation is true or false. It may be that only messages from 
Chinese spirits were considered authentic, but given the multi-
ethnic nature of the early church, we cannot assume this. We do 
not find the Supervisor of Determinations anywhere in our re-
ceived material, but there is a church office called Determiner of 
Pneumas m z that seems to be an alternate name for this 
official. This officer was indeed intimately tied to spirit revela-
tion, as we see in the following passages from the third-century 
encyclicals:39

  

 

" !
�

  

 

 

#

39- The first quote is from the Yangping Parish of ca. 220; the second from 
the Commands and Precepts for the Great Family of the Dao of 255. See Zheng- 
yi faweti tianshi jiao jieke jing 21b, I4b-i5a, respectively.
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In these passages, the Determiner of Pneumas is a church offi-
cial transmitting messages called Teachings {jiao from the spir-
its. We have one complete example of such a Teaching, the uTeach- 
ing of the Celestial Master^ translated in chapter 3, but we have 
also seen in the previous section references to libationers who whave 
cited a� eaching to create their own parish” /bo �� ��y �z�7�

~-'?p)-4() Whether conveying high moral directives or prac-
tical instructions on the administration of the church, messages 
from the deceased Celestial Masters or other high officers seem 
to have been an important source of guidance for members of the 
early church. In the hands of church elders, they could have been a 
significant aid in galvanizing followers to pursue reforms or simply 
increasing group cohesion, but they also offered a way for Daoists 
who had fallen out of contact with the central administration of the 
church through the vicissitudes of a disordered age to gain divine 
guidance on pressing local or personal matters. Either way, these 
documents, written in the first person and claiming the authority 
of revered figures in the church, would have played an important 
role in shaping church teachings. It is uncertain how long this prac-
tice continued, but Du Guangting, writing in the tenth century, 
records a ^Petition for Daoist Priests Seeking Release from Faults'' 
that apologizes for uciting a Teaching to speak recklessly'5 (cheng 
� � w w g y w ).40 41

Finally, spirit communication played a vital role in the evalu-
ation of candidates for promotion. A variety of gods and spirits 
were responsible for overseeing the conduct of Daoists. The 
most intimate were the officers, generals, clerks, and soldiers of 
one’s register who dwelt in one’s own body and accompanied one 
through all activities. They were externalized and dispatched to 
notify the perfected officers of the Daoist bureaucracy at all 
levels of the locality and region (jun xian xiati li zhong zhenguan 

)Ŝ comprising the Lords o f Pneuma Injection

40. Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing 21b.
4 1 .  S ee  tiie  “ D a o s h i j ie g u o  z h a n g ”  �in  Ta/.s/ww  “  

zhang i l b.
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(zhuqi Inspection {jiancha and Interrogating and

Summoning (kaozhao sometimes even the local earth god

and other chthonian spirits {tudi lingqi were notified.42

Gods with local jurisdiction like the God of the Hearth (zaojun 

)Ŝ the Director of Fates )Ŝ and the Earth God

(sheshen t t ^ )  were also tasked with gathering information on the 

individuals within their assigned areas and reporting to the Heav-

enly Bureaus. In the final stage of the conferral of a new register, 

the master summons the Four Lords of Interrogation and Sum-

moning, who are responsible for summoning the relevant gods, 

who, in turn, question and interrogate the lower-level spirits as 

to the conduct of the candidate. In the “ Placard and Petition for 

Promotion in Register,the master announces the result of this 

investigation:43
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We do not know how the master received the report of these of-

ficers. Today it would be common to cast divination blocks, but 

in medieval China it could have come in the form of a vision, a 

spoken message, or some other mantic means. In any case, a re-

port from the spirits in some form was necessary for every ordina-

tion ritual. Thus we see that the multitude of spirits, high and 

low, that surrounded the Daoist priest and populated his or her 

body did not merely protect and observe but also communicated 

the knowledge of the spirit world.

42. See Zhengyi fawen lubu yi 15b.

43. KJin lu ci zhangM in Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 10a.
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The Libationer as Judge

In a traditional teacher-disciple relationship, the teacher func-
tioned very much like a parent and hence had the authority to 
discipline his students. Daoist masters had even greater authority, 
because they represented the Daoist Heavens. The precepts dis-
ciples accepted as part of their ordination rank in the church were 
their code of conduct, as we see in the following passage from the 
Protocol o f  the Outer Registers:44
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- Zhengyi faweti taishang wailu yi 12b.
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Several points merit mention here. First is the relative leniency of 
Daoist law, granting three pardons before imposing punishment. 
This striking feature of the movement had already been noted by 
Chen Shou in his historical account of the movement in the Rec-
ord o f the Three Kingdoms.45 Second is the prominence of reli-
gious crimes such as putting faith in the profane. The punishment 
is also religious in character, canceling registers and thereby de-
moting miscreants within the church. This punishment would 
have had immediate consequences since the wrongdoer would lack 
the supernatural protection necessary in a chaotic and dangerous 
world. Because of the unique structure of the Daoist church, with 
each master teaching a common curriculum across the breadth of 
China, an evildoer could seek to avoid punishment by bringing 
his or her register to another master and seeking membership in 
that master's flock. The home master held the trump card in such 
situations: he or she could submit a petition removing the indi- 
viduaPs inner-dwelling gods and soldiers. Ultimately, the register 
was revealed to be a meaningless strip of cloth and the miscreant 
was bereft of spiritual aid.

Although primary authority for meting out punishment lay 
with the master, there was provision for a degree of consultation 
if the individual did not respond to exhortation:46

������	������������������������������������������������������
������

�����������������������������������������������������������
���

������������������������������������������
����������������������
�����

	��������������������������������������������������������	����������

45. See Sanguozhi, aWeishu,> 8/263.
46. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 13a.
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#

Here we see that misconduct by a novice was a serious matter; 
failure to deal with it could result in the punishment for the of-
fense being applied to the master as well. If the precept breaker 
was already a libationer, the consultation would have included 
other libationers who had studied with the same master.

Infractions against secular laws also were of concern to the 
Daoist community and had to be dealt with by the master. As we 
see in the following passage, the master did have the resources to 
intervene:47

 

 

Offenses against the legal code were necessarily offenses against 
the moral code of the Daoists, but the punishment was different. 
Even minor offenses against the legal code could result in muti-
lating punishment and a period of penal servitude. If, however, 
the lawbreaker was a Daoist, he or she would be demoted by con-
fiscation of the register and would be subject to both physical

47. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi 12b.
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punishment and a fine, but the master would release the individ-
ual from the entanglements of the secular legal system through 
submission of a petition. Moreover, if the Daoist was wrongly 
accused, an announcement would be made to the spirits to this 
effect, and he or she would suffer no harm. In the mind of Dao- 
ists, at least, the heavenly code superseded that of the state.

The Libationer as Pastor

Among the many roles fulfilled by the Daoist libationer, none was 
more important than that of pastor to the households inscribed 
on his or her fate roster. Members of these families could come to 
the libationer with a wide range of problems. The libationer was 
expected to do everything possible to aid them, as we see in this 
exhortation from the Statutes o f the Mystic Capital:48

 #  
 �

Thus, the libationer must not only spare no effort to aid his 
or her parishioners but also make no improper demands of them 
in return for this service. This recalls the second half of the Pure 
BondŜ that wthe master does not accept money” s/?z•/ •
# . As a limitation on this injunction, the same source 

includes the following warning:49

48. Xuandu liiwen I4a-b. Cf. Yang Liangsheng 1956:27  Yang would emend 
 to 

49. Xuandu liiwen I4b-i5a.
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Here the libationer accepts the claims made in the Statement 
(ci only after inspecting it carefully, rejecting improper re-
quests, and making sure that all in the household agree with the 
requests. Since almost all illnesses or other misfortunes had their 
roots in sinful behavior by some member of the family, the liba-
tioner was also to use this opportunity to preach to them concern-
ing proper conduct.

Having listened to the parishioner’s problems and confirmed 
the parishioner's Statement, the libationer would suggest a re-
sponse. Usually this involved the performance of some sort of rit-
ual, but it also included moral exhortations and penance. In the 
early days, the most common advice was almost certainly reflec-
tion upon one's faults, followed by repentance expressed in the 
Personally Written Missive to the Three Offices and sometimes 
acts of penance akin to modern community service, such as re-
pairing the local roads or bridges.50 The simplest requests could 
be voiced orally in the family oratory during the morning or eve-
ning audience rite, but the head of household might still want 
advice as to how to phrase such a request, whether pledge offer-
ings were necessary, or what deity to call upon.

As an intermediate step, the libationer might counsel the family 
to offer a request kitchen {yuanchu), preparing a meal for a certain 
number of members of the community and dedicating the merit 
earned thereby to a specific purpose, be it restoring the health of a

50. See chapter l for a discussion of early references to these practices in ex- 
ternal sources.
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family member, assuring a good harvest, or simply forestalling 
misfortune in the coming year.51 The kitchen-feast often took place 
at the parish, and the vessels for the meal could be borrowed there. 
The libationer was responsible for offering a kitchen-feast at the 
time of the Assemblies, drawing upon the food tithed by his or 
her parishioners to supply the meal.

Petitions

The most important responsibility of the libationer was the com-
position and ritual submission of petitions (zhang to the Heav-
enly Bureaus. The crafting of a petition took considerable expertise, 
some of it technical knowledge, such as which gods to petition 
and how to write the document (discussed in detail below), but 
also the social skills needed to discover the root cause of mis-
fortune or disharmony in the home of someone who came to the 
libationer in need. Based on my field work in Taiwan, it appears 
that this aspect of the Daoist priest’s life has not changed over the 
centuries.

Petitions to celestial bureaucrats, unlike oral requests made 
during the audience ceremony, could only be offered by certain 
members of the early church. Through petitions, church members 
realized their goals of longevity, health, fortune, and salvation. 
The foundational Personally Written Missives to the Three Offices, 
through which all members confessed their sins, repented, and 
begged forgiveness, were submitted by placing them on a moun-
tain, burying them in the earth, and sinking them into a body of 
water. The petition, by contrast, was delivered directly to the 
heavenly bureaucrats by supernatural beings that were summoned 
out of the body of the officiant through a rite called the Exterior-
ization of Officers (chuguan).52 These officers were not part of 
the psycho-physical constitution of all human beings, like the 
body gods detailed in the Scripture o f the Yellow Courts but rather

5 1. For more detail on kitchens, see Kleeman 2005b and chapter 6.
52. For an example of this rite, see chapter 7.
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were conveyed to the Daoist through an ordination ritual confer-
ring a register.

This complex of registers, register spirits, and petitions is so 
basic to Celestial Master Daoism, so early, and so universal that 
it is definitional. Its ubiquity alone suggests that it could not have 
been created after the dispersion of Daoist believers at the fall of 
the Hanzhong state in 215 c e . We also have the testimony of Tao 
Hongjing, who quotes extensively from the Protocol o f the Twelve 
Hundred Officials, a text listing the celestial deities to be invoked 
in a wide variety of specific contexts in order to attain desired 
goals, and explicitly attributes this work to the Hanzhong period 
church.53 These officials could only be invoked through a petition, 
the petition could only be delivered by the spirits of the register, 
and the spirits could only be obtained through the conferral of a 
register by an accepted religious professional who was already in 
possession of a more exalted register. For all these reasons, we 
can safely assume that the entire complex was present at least in 
the time of Zhang Lu, if not already during the time when Zhang 
Daoling served as Celestial Master.54 55

Rules for Submitting Petitions

Master Kedpines Petition Almanac is the primary repository of 
surviving petitions. Its table of contents lists 134 different peti-
tions, of which 66 are extant. The work has been dated variously 
from the end of the Southern Dynasties to the Tang or even Song 
dynasty, but, whatever the date of its latest material, it contains 
some authentically early petitions, including some that may derive 
from the Hanzhong k in gdom .Iden tify in g  and accurately dat-
ing these early works is difficult. Still, with the exception of a few 
relatively specialized petitions preserved in scriptures on ordina-
tion, such as those presented in the previous chapter, the Petition

53. On this text, see Wang Zongyu 2009a, 2009b; Cedzich 2009.
54. Lii Pengzhi makes this argument in a clear and convincing way (2008:25).
55. See Verellen 2003a�2004.
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Almanac is the only source that sheds significant light on this aspect 
of the early church’s ritual practice.

On the basis of surviving examples of petitions, it is clear that 
they follow a certain pattern. A member of the community comes 
to the libationer, describes a problem, and requests help. The li- 
bationer first sets forth this series of events on the basis of the 
Statement of the supplicant, then gives an analysis of why there 
should be intervention, and finally requests divine aid, often in-
dicating which supernatural agents should be assigned to deal 
with the matter.56 The first part of the petition is described in 
detail in the following passage from Master Redpine's Petition 
Almanac 57

  _   

   

   �

One key purpose of this careful identification of the client 
was to avoid bureaucratic mishaps that might result in the peti-
tion being directed toward the wrong individual. Given the small 
number of common surnames and given names, such clerical sna-
fus were already a concern in the common religion of the third

56. Although this information may have been conveyed verbally initially,
it was recorded in a written document, which is invariably referred to in peti-
tions by the phrase jin an wenshu (wreverently, in accord with the
written document . . .w). It is unclear whether it was the responsibility of the 
client to bring this document or if the libationer recorded it on the basis of oral 
testimony.

57. Chisongzi zhangli i/i8b6-io .



356 T H E  L I B A T I O N E R

century bc e , when a document recorded an improper death owing 
to such an error

Writing the Petition

The Petition Almanac includes a small number of essays that di-
rectly address aspects of the petitioning process. They can be 
rather technical in nature and are difficult to date, but they are 
worth careful consideration. Tao Hongjing criticized libationers 
of his day for often failing to comply fully with these instructions, 
but they did provide a model for all to emulate.59 One such essay 
is titled “ How to Write a Petition” :60

     

     

   

   ,   ,

 ,     

 , ,

  - X n 

      

   

    

    

58. See Li Xueqin 1990. Harper 1993.
59. Dengzhen yinjue 3/i3a-b. Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi and the Dun- 

huang manuscript S.203 (both discussed in the preceding chapter) provide 
similar normative models for training students. Such documents must have cir-
culated widely, even if they were not always followed exactly.

60. Chisongzi zhangli 2/3b~4b; much of this is repeated in Yaoxiu keyi jielii
11/ 14a-b, where it is attributed to the 

. Cf. Cedzich 1987:83-84.
61. In his Secret Essentials for Ascending to Perfection, Tao Hongjing notes 

that you turn to the left to mimic the progression of the twelve lunar mansions 
across the ecliptic toward the east (when facing south). See Dengzhen yinjue 
3 /12b.

62. It is uncertain what sort of uminor matter" is intended here, presumably 
something ill-omened or inauspicious. There is a parallel to this passage and the
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characters [at the end o f the petition], you can send up the petition 
after a month. The small characters at the upper register should be 
3 .5  inches [from the top]; in the middle register, 4.5 inches; in the 
lower register, 5 inches; it cannot be more than this. If you let people 
with much to say write l  .5 inches more, this is wrong. If the petition 
reaches the counter-Jupiter part and you are at the end o f the paper, 
it cannot be sent up. If [the page] has a line o f the main text, then it 
is acceptable. If it is two lines, you can add another sheet o f paper. As 
for wrong or missing characters, in a small petition, there must not 
be more than three; in a large petition, you can estimate the [permis-
sible] number according to this standard. When writing a petition, 
leave eight-tenths of an inch margin at the top; on the bottom, there 
should be room for a column of ants. When writing a petition, spread 
a kerchief on the table; do not let the petition come into contact with 
the table. Do not let your robe rest on top of the petition or let it fall 
to the ground. When you enter the oratory to write a petition, do not 
let common people make a ruckus, discuss other matters, or use pro-
fane language. When writing a petition, do not let the brush touch 
the water or your mouth. You should dose your mouth; you must not 
eat anything or breathe on [the petition] MM- When writing a peti-
tion, wash your hands first, and write it facing north. If your person 
has been polluted by exposure to a dead body, you must not write a 
petition. You must not write incorrect or incomplete characters; the 
paper must not be ripped or torn; and you must not drink wine, eat 
meat, or smell of onions. You should straighten your robes and cap. 
You must not write a petition while naked or exposing yourself. You 
must be completely reverent and respectful. You must not write a 
petition while squatting. After finishing it, you should proofread it 
one time and only then memorialize it. The character “ your servant” 
(chert g )  must not come at the top o f a line. You must not end a line 
with “ living” or start a line with “ dead” �s/ )• The character “ de-
m on” should not come at the top of a line. You should not break 
between the characters o f someone's name. You must not let anyone 
[unauthorized] peek at the petition or touch it. The date following 
wG reat Purity” cannot be written in advance; it must be added just 
before [memorializing]. If you are submitting a petition about an

��������������������������������Yaoxiu keyi jielii chao�����
������������������

����������������Statutes o f the Mystic Capital.�	�������
��������
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urgent matter, you should use a red-ink brush to write the title.63 If 

you submit a petition to drive away a demon, you should use ver-

milion to write the name o f the Correct Unity disciple. If it is a peti-

tion to cure an illness caused by deviant forces, use green paper. 

The lords and clerks o f the Three Offices value green. If it is an 

illness caused by a pneuma-injecting demon and you make a demon-

binding petition, write it in vermilion on green paper. After the peti-

tion has been memorialized, burn it in the parish building. Combine 

by pounding [the ashes] with two-tenths o f an inch of true vermilion, 

then com bine with honey to make a pellet; at dawn the next morn-

ing, enter the oratory, bow twice, and swallow one. Anyone on the 

point o f death will live. Do not let anyone know about this. If you 

enter the oratory to write a petition because of illness, then burn 

incense in all four directions.
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T h e se  d irections d escrib e  the exact fo rm at to use for the p e ti-
tion, w h ich  is, a fter a ll , a fo rm a l request to  be presented  to som e 

o f the m o st p o w erfu l b u reau crats in the co sm o s. M istak e s  w h en  
w ritin g  h ad  to be co rrec ted  but even so had strict lim its. As in the 
case o f  th e petition fo r  p rom otion  in the p re v io u s ch apter, su p er-
n atural o ffic ers  w ere sent a lon g  w ith  the p etitio n  to  correct a n y  

m istakes o r  om issions n ot caught by the libationer. T h e  docum ent 
itself w a s  sacred  and co u ld  be defiled th rough  in appropriate  treat-
m ent, su ch  as letting it touch the ground o r w ritin g  the docum ent 
w h ile  n o t p ro p erly  a ttire d . E ven  today, th e fo rm a l d ocum en ts 

used in D ao ist rituals a re  long, com plex a ffa irs  sub ject to a va rie ty  
o f ru les a n d  taboos.

How to Submit a Petition

Ju st  as th e  b eg in n in g  o f  a petition  w as essen tia l becau se it set ou t 
the d e ta ils  about the su p p lican t and the problem  to be rem edied , 

the e n d in g  w a s  w here the re lig iou s o ffic ian t id en tified  h im self o r  
h erse lf, n o ted  the date and p lace the ritu a l w as p erfo rm ed , an d  
sp ec ified  th e  recipient. O ne su rv iv in g  passage d escrib es how  the 
re a d in g  o f  th is  part w a s  to be p e rfo rm ed :64
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T an g D a o ist en cyclo p ed ias like the Excerpts from  the Precepts 

an d Statutes fo r  R itu a l C odes Essential to Cultivation (Yaoxiu keyi 
/VW� o f  Z h u  F am an  p reserve  a va riety  o f inform ation on the

practice o f  w r it in g  petitions. M u ch  o f  it derives from  tw o sources, 

the Statutes o f  the M ystic C apita l and the Code o f  the Great Per-
fected (Taizhenke). The Statutes o f  the M ystic Capital is an authenti- 
ca lly  early  w o rk , d atin g  to the early  years o f the church, but, like 

m any tra d itio n a l scrip tu res, it w as a lso  added to and otherwise 

m odified in  subsequent cen tu ries. T h e  C od e o f  the G reat Perfected 

actually  d erives fro m  a Sh an gqin g m ilieu, but its attention to C eles-

tial M a ste r ritu a l testifies to the fact that the Shangqing revelation 

represented a reform  m ovem ent w ith in  the Celestial M aster church 

rather than a n ew  relig ion . W e can n ot be sure that all o f  these regu-

lations ex iste d  from  the b eg in n in g  o f  the church, but we can ex-

clude later developm en ts, such as taboos on the tim ing o f ritual 

p erfo rm an ces and elem ents d erived  from  Buddhist practice.

A  g o o d  e x a m p le  o f  such re g u la tio n s  is the fo llo w in g  p ara-

grap h  fro m  th e Statutes o f  the M ystic C apita l, w h ich  sets out 

stan d ards o f  b eh av io r in the p a rish  and princip les to fo llo w  when 

subm itting p e tit io n s .65
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ornamented, workmanlike and not stylized, simple and not flashy, 
honest and not hypocritical, straightforward but not unrestrained, 
discriminating but not intricate, supple but not defiled, pure and 
not muddled, true and not deviant, selectively concise and exuding 
credibility; then it will move Heaven and Earth, motivate the spir-
its, who will take it up to the Heavenly Bureaus, and the response 
will arrive immediately.

! � � � # �

� # � ! �

# � # � # � # � # � #�

� # � # � # � � �

� ! �

Thus, mingling of the sexes was inappropriate in this ritual 
context, and the style o f the petition was intended to set it apart 
from all temporal compositions. We see a similar concern with 
mixing in the following passage, also from the Statutes^ but here 
it is the mixing of petitions from people of different status that 
presents a problem:68

Petitions on behalf of Daoist priests and female officers, officials of 
the province or county, commoners and Daoist citizens should not 
be mixed or memorialized together. Their official ranks are differ-
ent. Those who disobey will be tortured by illness for fifty days. 
Daoist priests and female officers who present petitions at feasts or 
assemblies must carry official tablets and wear hempen coats; their 
ritual garb should be neat and in good repair. If submitting a peti-
tion to cure an illness, the host must not kill living beings to feast 
the Daoist priest. If the Daoist priest knows about this and still eats 
them, the master and the host will bear the same penalty, losing two 
Jupiter-cycles [i.e., twenty-four years] of fate counters. When sub-
mitting the petition, the household members, young and old, must 
not be disorderly, speaking in loud voices so as to scare the chickens 
and rouse the dogs, or the ritual pneumas will be unsettled. If one 
disobeys this statute, the fine will be one Jupiter-cycle [twelve years] 
of fate counters. After the petition has been memorialized, you

����Yaoxiu keyi jielti chao������	�
�
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H ere th e  d istin ctio n  w o u ld  seem  to be am ong three m ajor 

gro u p s— D a o is t  o ffic e rs , lo ca l o ffic ia ls , and com m on citizens_  

but w ith o u t d istin ctio n  b etw een  m ale and fem ale, o r D aoist and 

n on -D ao ist. T h e  sign ifican t in d e x  is ra n k , and representatives o f 

the state a re  a cco rd ed  a ran k  b e lo w  ch urch  o ffic ials but above 

m ere m em bers o f  th e church  o r  p easan ts. T h is statute probably 

derives fro m  a later p erio d  an d  a reg ion  w here predom inately  

D aoist com m u n ities  w ere rare  an d  D ao ists w ere o ften  em ployed 

to  perform  ritu a ls  on b eh alf o f  n o n -D ao ists . O ne in d icator o f this 

is the use o f  the term  “ D aoist p r ie st”  rath er than “ lib atio n er” ; this 

becom es co m m o n  no earlier th an  the fifth  century. A n  im portant 

d istinction  is still m ain ta in ed , h ow ever, betw een  the p ro fan e  and 

the fa ith fu l: the ritu a l d ocu m en ts used in the petition cerem ony 

m ust not be sh ow n  to  or left in the care o f  profane in d iv id u a ls , 

even though th ey had requested , paid  for, an d  benefited from  the 

ritu a l that em p loyed  these d o c u m en ts . O n ly  m em b ers o f  the 

church m ight see them .

T h is passage is fo llow ed  by a n um ber o f  m iscellan eou s ru les, 

a lso  taken fro m  the Statutes��� T h e se  p ro h ib it the su bm ission  o f  

petitions d u rin g  a storm  or con tin u ou s ra in , or w hen the liba-

Yaoxiu keyi jielu chao



tioner su ffe rs  from  on e o f the “ s ix  acute illn esses” 1//w/2• ) .70 

A n o th er ru le , w hich m ig h t re flect in creasin g  B u d d h ist in fluen ce, 

proh ib its the subm ission o f  petitions a fter h avin g  consum ed w in e , 

m eat, o r th e  “ five aro m atic  vegetab les”  1o n io n s2chives, g a r- 

lie, lee k s , an d  ginger). In term ixe d  w ith  th ese is a passage on th e 

w r it in g  m ed iu m . N o rm a lly  p e titio n s  w e re  w r it te n  on p a p er, 

w h ich  is w h y  paper w a s  the m o st com m on  p ledge o ffe rin g , but 

th is ru le  says  that, fo r cases o f  several death s in a ro w  or re lease  

from  b an ish m en t to an in ausp iciou s tom b (muzhe ^ 1 ^ ) ,  the p e t i-

tion c o u ld  be subm itted on a w ood en  p laq ue (muzha T h e

sig n ific an c e  o f this d istin ctio n  is not clear.

A n o th e r  issue d iscu ssed  in th is m aterial is the d irectio n  th at 

one sh o u ld  face when subm ittin g a petition. T h e  early  oratory w a s  

su p p o sed  to  face east, an d  m ost ritu al w as p e rfo rm e d  at the tab le  

fac in g  to w a rd  the east, o r o ccasio n a lly  w ith  the o ffic ian t tu rn ed  

a ro u n d  to  face the d eities o f  the o rato ry  w h ere  th ey  w ere e n -

sh rin ed  in  the w est. T h is  w as a d ep artu re  fro m  n o n -D ao ist C h i-

nese r itu a l, w hich  p laced  the secu lar ru ler an d  sacred  deity both  

in the n o rth , w ith  the yan g  fo rce  o f the south ern  su n  shin ing in  

th e ir  fa c e s .71 T h e C o d e  o f  the G reat P erfected  g iv e s  the m o st 

s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  in stru ctio n s:72 73

 .  .
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midnight or making a request with an emergency petition, in both 
cases face north and visualize the Great Thearch. If it is not a great 
petition to the stellar deities, or a major ritual where one ascends 
the altar, or an emergency petition for arresting or expelling, one 
need not submit it in the open.

# !

Other passages are more complex, as we see in the three fol-
lowing quotations, all from the Statutes o f the Mystic Capital, 
though probably not all of the same date 74

To cultivate blessings and extend your years, dispel disaster and 
harm, or suppress the hundred ailments, submit the petition facing 
east. To gain release from the tomb, eliminate a reprimand, open your 
heart and make hearing and sight perspicacious, or pass through 
disasters and survive cyclical dangers, submit the petition facing 
west. If you disobey this statute, you will fall ill for one hundred 
days. For an acute ailment from which only one out o f a hundred 
survive, submit the memorial facing north. To cultivate your person 
and nourish your life force, or enrich your wealth and status, sub-
mit the petition facing south.

!

!

!  !

When submitting a petition to apologize for a sin, family members 
old and young face north and first apologize to the Thirty-Two 
Heavens. The entire family, young and oldŜwith hair unbound and 
hands crossed [like a prisoner], faces north and confesses transgres-
sions to the petition. For disobeying this statute, the penalty is ten 
days of illness.

!

Xuattdu liiwett
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T h e se  sources in d icate  that the o rien tation  o f  r itu a l activ ity  
d ep en d ed  o n  its nature an d  go a l. It is u n certa in  if  th is w as true in 
the e a r ly  ch u rch . T h e first p assage could be early , but the second 

m en tion s th e  T h irty -T w o  H eaven s, w hich d ates it no earlier th an  
the late  fo u rth  cen tury, and the th ird  p assage , w h ich  uses d ire c -

tion s lik e  G a te  o f H eaven  that a re  tied to the system  o f  the E ig h t 
T r ig ra m s , is clearly  a p ro d u ct o f  D aoism  a fte r  the in corp o ration  

o f  so u th e rn  o ccu lt tra d itio n s .75 It m ay be th at all o f  these asc rip -

tion s o f  sp ec ific  d irectio n s to ritu a ls ap p eared  a fte r  the d evelo p -
m ent o f  th e  roun d, th ree-tiered  a lta r  in the o pen  th at w as used fo r 
L in g b a o  zhai-v'ituzh.

T h e  o th e r  m ajor restra in t on rituals e labo rated  in these tex ts  
c o n c e rn s  d a y s  on w h ich  the r itu a l can n o t be p e rfo rm ed . T h is  
seem s c u r io u s  in light o f  the d eclaration  th at the T h re e  A ssem -

b lies a re  o b se rve d  on th e designated  days, re g a rd less  o f the c li-
m a ctic  co n d itio n s  or o cc u lt  in d icatio n s.76 T h e se  ta b o o s m ust be

0 1 / 0 -/1 -2/ ,1 /  1 / 1 -,0  /
-2, /01 , 1 510 - . 2/ , 1  11 /  , 02  0 1 Wu Yue chun- 
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later, but th e ir em erg en ce  ca n n o t be dated with precision. They 

are o f tw o  typ es , fo cu sin g  e ith er on the day o f the month or on the 

date in te rm s o f  th e  cycle  o f  s ix ty  days denoted by ten heavenly 

stem s a n d  tw e lve  e a rth ly  b ran ch es. T h e  first chapter of Master 
Redpine^ Petition Almanac lists specific days o f the month that are 

ausp ic iou s fo r su b m ittin g  a p etitio n  and others that are lucky for 

o b se rv in g  a fast. A n o th e r  sec tio n  p rovid es com ments for each day 

o f  the s ix ty -d a y  cy c le , stip u la tin g  w h ich  sorts o f ritual activity are 

ausp icious and w h ic h  co n tra in d ica ted . T h ere  is also a list of spe-
cific h ou rs o f  each  d a y  w h en  th e G ate  o f  H eaven is open or closed. 

T h e  seco n d  ch a p ter lists a n u m b er o f  o th er groups o f  taboo days, 
like days w h en  Y in  K ille rs  a re  p resen t  or the Killing the 
M a ste r ta b o o  d a ys  . H e m e ro lo g y  w as com m only em- 

ployed in C h in a  to sch ed ule a ll sorts o f  activities, but observing all 

o f  these ru le s  w o u ld  have m ad e p lan n in g  a ritual d ifficu lt indeed.
In the d isc u ss io n  o f  the o rd in a tio n  ritual in the preceding 

chapter, I d e scrib e d  su b m ittin g  a p etitio n  fo r prom otion , includ-

ing a key stag e  w h en  the o ffic ia t in g  lib ation er crouched on the 
ground an d  recited a spell as th e god s extern alized  from  his or her 
b ody ca rr ie d  the p etitio n  up to  th e H e a ven ly  Bureaus. T h is seems 
to  have been  the n o rm  fo r the first tw o  cen turies o r m ore o f the 
church 's e x is te n c e ,77 78 but even tu ally , p erh ap s after the revelation 
o f  the Sup rem e P u rity  tex ts  w ith  th eir fo cu s  on visu alization , it 

becam e co m m o n  fo r the lib atio n e r to v isu a liz e  h im se lf or herself 
acco m p an yin g  the d iv in e  em issa rie s  up to  the H eavens to watch 
the delivery  o f  the petition . T h is  process, as depicted on  the cover, 
is described in a te x t  ca lled  “ V isu a liz a tio n ”  • 2 ) from  the
Code o f the Great Perfected, p reserved  in Master Kedpine's Peti-
tion A lm anack

  ,   

 . , 1 ,
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from your heart and ascending to Heaven. In an instant it will be as 
if you have traveled one hundred li [ca. 40 kilom eters]. The scarlet- 
red pneumatic path billows before you; on both sides is unblemished 
darkness, featuring only many bejeweled trees. Suddenly you see 
a yellow path, which is the Yellow  Path o f  the Sun and the M oon  
[i.e., the ecliptic]. Crossing directly the Yellow Path and [continuing] 
five or six li, you w ill see in the distance purple clouds beclouding 
all. Proceeding directly to the purple clouds, you w ill see the G ate 
of Heaven. The gate is eighteen feet high. Your various attendants 
must all stay there. Take the petition to the gate, accom panied by 
only General Zhou, the on-duty merit officer, and the Petition- 
Transmitting Jade Lad. To the west, greet the Correct Unity Ritual 
Master of the Three Heavens, Zhang Daoling. After bowing twice, 
completely set forth the circumstances of the petition. The Celestial 
Master will bow nine times, then proceed to enter from  the Phoenix 
Pavilion Gate. After a moment, a transcendent lad wearing a verm il-
ion robe and dark hat will emerge and go to the Petition-Transmitting 
Jade Lad. He will receive the petition from  [the Jad e  Lad's] hands 
and enter the gate. After a moment, he will come back out and lead 
you in to meet the M ost High. The M ost High sits facing the hall, 
wearing a Nine-Colored Cloudy Auroral cape and a Nine-Virtue hat, 
attended on his left and right by two dark-clothed Perfected. You 
will also see the Great One, wearing a vermilion robe and dark 
crow n, who will present the petition to the M ost High. The M ost 
H igh will peruse the petition. Then the G reat One, having received 
the intention of the Most High, will sign the document below the 
“ Jad e Ruler of G reat Purity,” writing, “A pproved.”  When this is 
com plete, you will see another transcendent lad w ho will accept the 
petition on the right side o f the steps and give commands to the 
em issary of the Bureau on duty that day. Mentally bow twice, then 
take leave of the M ost High and depart through the gate. Bow twice 
again and take leave of the Celestial Master. Together with the per-
fected officers who submitted the petition, leap down and return to 
the place where the petition was submitted. Then rise and proclaim, 
wIt has been submitted for consideration.

� � �! �
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Although there may be some influence in this document from 
the Supreme Purity movement, it retains basic Celestial Master 
features, with the Most High Lord Lao as the supreme deity and 
Celestial Master Zhang Daoling playing a key role in admitting 
officials into his presence. Modern Daoist priests in Taiwan still 
perform a visualization similar to this at the key point in the pre-
sentation of a petition, called the fuzhang {K V  ([submission of] the 
petition while crouching down), as part of a Daoist Offering rit-
ual.79 Modern practice is to burn the petition immediately at the 
conclusion of the ritual, but in the early church the petitions were 
stored safely, away from insects and dirt, until a certain number 
accumulated, at which time all were burned together in a rite 
called “ Ending the Petitions” )dwa/u/wmg 

Types of Petition

Petitions varied depending on the problem to be resolved and 
the method chosen to address it. The following passage from the 
Code o f the Great Perfected details the order of petitions to be sub-
mitted in dealing with an illness. Since all illness was attributable 
to supernatural causes, this was a vital issue for all libationers,

Chisongzi zhangli Taizhenke.  
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w h o h e ld  the h ea lth  an d  w e ll-b e in g  o f  their flocks in the phrases 

o f  th e ir  p e titio n s . T h e  e a rlie st fo rm u lation  o f such a list might 

have b ee n  sim p ler, but the p assage still gives us a good idea of the 

fac to rs  th at w e re  u n d e rsto o d  to cau se  illness and the methods 

used in  co m b a tin g  th em :81
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This passage shows that multiple causes might give rise to ill-
ness. The first suspect is personal sin and is dealt with through a 
confession, then a release from supernatural investigation into 
one’s actions. Several petitions deal with one’s deceased ancestors, 
who may have been accused or convicted of misconduct. Some 
deal with nefast influences from their tombs, either because the 
tombs are poorly sited or constructed, causing the dead suffering, 
or because their construction offended against spirits of the earth. 
Cyclical disasters are really just luck, a matter of timing, but there 
are also active demonic agents who might spread disease and mis-
fortune and need to be driven off or seized. If all else fails, one can 
try to purchase redemption through offerings or rituals, and in the 
end there is a giant kitchen-sink sort of ritual where you toss every-
thing imaginable at the disease. Performing this entire cohort of 
rituals would have been both time-consuming and expensive.

) ) Chisongzi zhangli 
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The passage mentions fourteen distinct petitions used to treat 
illness, followed by a mass ritual encompassing eighty-one differ-
ent petitions, which it does not enumerate. The first chapter of 
Master Redpine's Petition Almanac (l/la) speaks of a set of uthree 
hundred great p e titio n s,b u t that work preserves far fewer.84 85 
Other sources preserve a few more, especially the petitions sur-
rounding ordination in the Protocol o f the Outer Registers and the 
Dunhuang manuscript S.203 • Du Guangting records twenty-eight 
petitions in use at the end of the Tang.8>

A review of these petitions can tell us much about the ritual 
life of the early church, the sort of problems church members 
encountered, how they conceptualized them, and how they 
thought to respond to them. One large category was clearly ill-
ness; we have seen in the quotation above the numerous causes of 
illness. Other aspects of human physiology were also addressed 
through petitions. For example, we find (4/12a-l6b) a series of 
four petitions related to children, including the Petition to Protect 
the Embryo Ŝthe Petition to Hasten Birth Ŝthe Peti-
tion to Use Upper Brightness to Survive Cyclical Dangers !

(for children plagued by bad dreams)Ŝand the Petition 
to Protect Infants and Youths .

Another major focus of these petitions is the dead and their 
relationship to the living. The best-known example of this is the 
Great Petition for Sepulchral Plaints Ŝwhich has been 
studied by Maruyama (1986) and Nickerson (1997, who also pro-
vides a full translation of the first of two petitions with this title). 
A sepulchral plaint is a lawsuit lodged by a dead person with one 
of the Three Offices against a dead relative for an offense com-
mitted against the complainant either in this world or in the other 
world. The party being sued is often interrogated under torture and 
sometimes found guilty and a penalty assessed. At either stage, the

 

Protocol o f the Twelve Hundred Officials,
 

Taishang xuatici zhuhua zhang.
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deceased may turn to living relatives for assistance or may be com-
manded by the court to repay the complainant through the assets, 
material or living, of these relatives. The most common notifica-
tion involves a demonic infusion, which will result in the illness, 
misfortune, and/or death of a living member of the family. The 
petition seeks to sever these ties between living and dead by 
resolving the judicial entanglements of the other world, if pos-
sible, and denying their influence on living relatives, if not. M any 
sorts of worldly suffering were attributed to such lawsuits from 
the grave. A particularly well documented case involved the Xu 

family at the center of the Shangqing revelations and a de-
ceased wife, Tao Kedou who was punished for the im-
moral actions of a Xu family member of the previous generation 
and sought to take the life of a Xu family infant to extricate her-
self from the lawsuit.86

How to Draw a Talisman

Talismans (fu ĵf) play a special role in Daoism as magical symbols 
that link this world and the heavenly realms. The efficacy of a 
talisman relies on the fact that it re-creates a sacred symbol that 
exists in the other world and permits one to draw upon divine 
forces and apply them to a this-worldly problem. The design itself 
is secret and can only be drawn after considerable training by 
someone adept at calligraphy, but the talisman is only a design 
unless it is “charged” (cW ) through the recitation of a spell that 
establishes the link with the divine. Talismans are often included 
in petitions but can also be independently displayed or burnt. 
Daoist priests often suspend the ashes in water to make a potent 
liquid that is useful in a variety of ways. Priests transmitted talis-
mans together with registers to give the ordained individual the 
authority to command the spirits and perform the rituals con-
veyed by the register. Master Kedpine's Petition Almanac preserves

�������������������������������������	
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the most detailed instructions in an early source on how to draw 
an effective talisman.87

The rite begins with a purification of the ritual space. This is 
done by facing the cyclically dominant direction, determined by 
the season or month of the year, clacking the teeth, pronouncing 
a spell to charm a sword and water while visualizing the stars of 
the Dipper, and then spraying the water from the mouth. This is 
followed by a personalized spell to summon the Daoist spirits:

/ 3 -4 / / 06 3 5 0 5 3 / - / 5

0 8 5 . / 03 80. / 46 34 30. / 65 --/ 44 /

4 . / 11 - 50 :063 4 3 /5 4, / 03 3 4 6 / 1305

5 0/ 063 4 3 /5 / 03 / 8 5 0 45 3 5 4 8 -- 3 41 5 6--:

1 3 5 5 - 4. / 0 5 0 50 50 48 --08 03 8 3

5 5 -5 3 26 45 5 5 :06 0.. / 5 1 3 5 0 34 5

5 - 4. / 3 / . 44 3 4 / 5 . -- 0/4 0 3 /,4 of 0 45

1/ 6. 4 50 4 / / 03 / 8 5 .: 41 -- / /5 3 /50

5 4 5 - 4. / 5 3 50 3 6- 5 5 4 / 1-0: 1/ 6. 4 5 5

8 -- 4 3 065 . - 413 5 4 9 65 .0/ 3 34 / 3 4 6

/-: . / 0 454 

@ "

The officiant then visualizes the deities of the oratory or parish 
floating on a roiling, multicolored cloud of perfected pneumas just

0--08 / 4 3 15 0/ 4 4 0/ Chisongzi zhangli
41 5 4 / 0, / 5 4 9 .1- 3 /0 3- 3 5 / 5 0635 /563:
65 5 4 130 63 4130 -: .6 3- 3 5 0--084 -04 -: 5 /4536
5 0/4 /Dengzhen yittjue

4 5 3 / 3 -4 033 410/ / 50 5 35 / 580 , / :4 /
3 13 4 /5 / 5 13 . - 44 / 0 8 5 3 / 3 3 / 3 o f 5 3 .4

/ 03.4 / 5 11 3 / 11 3 03 5 0/ 33 - 0 3 45 34 - 3
5 0/4 0 3 5 / 05 3 354 : 3 5 46 5 0 5 3 08/ 3 45 3 5

45 30 5 / 3 -4 0 5 3 3 . 4 8 4646 --:- 45 645 5 35
/ 6/ 3 5: / 3 -4 45 3 5 4/05 08 3 . /5 0/ /Lu xian- 

shetig daomenke lue. Zhengyi xiuzhen liieyi ; /
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in front of the priest^ writing table. These include the Talisman-
Bearing Lads, clad in vermilion robes and green skirts, to the left 
and right, and the Talisman-Circulating General, dressed in ver-
milion robes and black cap with a sword at the waist and holding 
an axe, flanked by two more Talisman-Bearing Lads dressed in 
yellow with a red cape, carrying swords. Directly in front o f the 
priesfs face are the sun and the moon, less than a foot away, shin-
ing down upon the cup of vermilion ink to be used in the cere-
mony. The seven stars of the Dipper are atop the priest5s head, 
with the Dippers handle projecting forward over the cup of ver-
milion ink like the bill of a cap. The priest chants three times, KI 
unite my light with the sun of the Heavenly Thearch.” Then vi-
sualizing the pen that has been dipped in the vermilion ink as a 
flying snake, the priest holds his or her breath and writes the 
talisman.

The talisman, written in vermilion ink, is surrounded by a 
rectangular frame written in black. Depending on the situation to 
be addressed, the ink may be mixed with special ingredients like 
tiger bone or crushed pearl. The actual writing is done while si-
lently incanting the following spell, which summons gods from 
all parts of the body to aid in the task:89

1 . /- , . ./ , 2 --

/ 3 , . / .2 /  , hun-$ou\ 3  ,

2 . -, /, 3  , . , .

3  , , . . 3  ,  

, / ,- , 3  , / / ./  .

, 3  , . , - ..,3  .,3/

3  , ,. / 3  , /

,, ,/ 3  , . / ./ -- . - 3

 , . , ,3 . - 3  ,

/ . , 3  , /- ,. . ,

.,2 / ., 3  , ,. ,3 .

3  , . . , / . 3

 , . , . , / ./ 3  , /

. . / / 3  , 2

Chisortgzi zhangii  5
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This formidable force of body gods with the three generals in the 

van, each leading a huge army, must be visualized in their appro-

priate clothing and holding appropriate weapons or other symbols 

of power in order to produce a talisman charged with magical 

power. The talisman can then be used in a variety of ways, posted 

on the sufferer's wall, pasted on his or her body, suspended in 

lustral water, or burned to transfer it into the ethereal realm.
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Pledge Offerings

The greatest expense for the supplicant in presenting a petition 
with its talismans was the pledge offering {guixin^ xinwu). As the 
name suggests, these represented the sincerity of the supplicant, 
rather than recompense for the libationer. As we see in the follow-
ing quotation, they originally consisted only of items actually used 
in the preparation and offering of the petition or the operation of 
the parish, and hence contributed to operating expenses:90
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9 .  Yaoxiu keyi jie lu  chao 1 i / 9b - l o a .  T h e  f ir s t  p a r t  o f  th is  q u o te  is  p a ra l le le d  
in  Chisongzi zbangli i / t 8b.

9 1  H id d e n  v i r t u e  ▲Ǿ re fe rs  to  th e  m e rit  th a t  is  a c c u m u la te d  in  th e
o t h e r  w o r ld  w h e n  so m e o n e  p e r fo rm s  a m e r ito r io u s  a c t th a t  is  n o t im m e d ia te ly  

r e w a r d e d  in  th e  te m p o ra l r e a lm . F o r an  e a r ly  e x a m p le  o f  th e  te rm , se e  Han shu 
7 1 / 3 0 4 6 .
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In Zhu Faman^s compilation, this passage is preceded by a 

lengthy list o f specific petitions and the rather more elaborate 

pledge offerings that are appropriate for each; the first chapter of 

Master Redpinefs Petition Almanac contains a similar list. In ad-

dition to items mentioned above, there are other pledge offerings 

that seem necessary for the operation of the parish, like incense 

Ŝoil and wax for lamps and candlesŜa writing knife  used 

for erasures, woven mats  for sitting onŜvermilion paste 

for imprinting seals or writing in red, and plain silk Ŝused for 

writing registers. Some o f these items were expensive, however, 

and certain petitions demand items like a pair of gold bracelets 

that would have been ruinously expensive for a peasant family. 

There are two places in the Petition Almanac where this issue is 

discussed. The first is in the opening essay, which takes the form 

of a discussion between an interlocutor, Master Redpine, and the 

Heavenly Elder Pingchang :92 93
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9 2 . Chisongzizhangli i / i b - 2 a ;  th e  s a m e  p a s s a g e  o c c u r s ,  a t t r ib u te d  to  a  C o d e  

f4» in  Wushang huanglu dazbai lichengyi 10 / 1  l a - b .

9 3 .  It is  u n c le a r  w h o  e x a c t ly  is  in te n d e d  b y  th is  te rm . K in g s  w e r e  a t  th is  t im e  

u su a lly  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  ro y a l fa m ily , a n d  th e th re e  h ig h e st b u r e a u c r a t ic  o f f i c e s
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Thus, some sort of pledge offering is mandatory to confirm 
onê s sincerity. Even though the ritual codes specify a distinct 
constellation of items for each petition, in practice they were to be 
tailored to the economic means of the supplicant. A later section 
in the same chapter (i/i8a-b) elaborates on the different pledge 
offerings expected from the three classes mentioned above. For 
example, when cash is specified, the Son of Heaven uses golden 
coins, kings and lords use silver, and commoners use bronze; for 
a pledge offering of rice, the Son of Heaven would offer 72  liters, 
a king or lord, 48 liters, and a commoner, 24 liters; a pledge offer-
ing of oil would mean 24 liters for the Son of Heaven, 12  liters for 
a king or lord, and 4.4 liters for a commoner.

Rituals for the Dead

Postmortem care of the dead has been a primary concern of the 
Chinese since the oracle bone inscriptions that mark the begin-
ning of Chinese history. They were focused on determining the 
status of the royal dead, appeasing discontent among them, and 
thereby avoiding or ameliorating any misfortune. Royal burials 
are the only monumental architecture to survive from archaic 
China. Although archaeological discoveries have shed much light 
on mortuary practice in Han and later China, we know compara-

w e r e  s o m e tim e s  r e fe r re d  to  a s  th e “ th re e  lo r d s ” )�b u tŜ s in c e  it 
h e r e  c o n tra s ts  w it h  c o m m o n e rs , p erh ap s th e  te rm  is m e a n t  to  re fe r  m o re  b ro a d ly
t o  e l i t e s .
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tively little about funerary ritual beyond what we can infer from 
tomb finds and the occasional literary reference to elite practice. 

The Latter Han dynasty saw many innovations in mortuary 
practice that are significant for understanding popular belief. 
These include land contracts {maidiquan for the pur-
chase o f a tomb from the divine authorities as well as bottles or 
urns with spells and occasionally talismans intended to prevent 
demonic infusions. These grave-quelling texts (zhenmuwen) or 
infusion-dispelling texts (jiezhuwen)94 have two goals: to elimi-
nate any punishment due to the deceased for breaking taboos 
concerning digging in the earth and to separate the dead and the 
contagion of death from the living. In the already highly bureau-
cratized world of these documents, the deceased is formally 
transferred from the population rosters of the living to those of 
the dead. This is sometimes also reflected in tomb decoration, 
where the local head of the neighborhood {tingzhang is 
seen standing in an open door, welcoming the deceased into their 
new home.

At its inception, Celestial M aster Daoism did not envision 
its members dying at all; instead they would live to see the advent 
of a world of Great Peace, where the seed people would poten-
tially live forever. Only sin, in the form of offenses against the 
precepts, could cause illness, and only a failure to properly repent 
of these sins would result in death.95 The traditional bureaucracy 
of the world of the dead was identified with the “stale pneumas” 
(gtiqi of the lower Six Heavens. The quasi-demonic officials 
of the netherworld were subordinate to the Three Heavens and 
their representatives, the Three Offices.96 Protection from these

9 4 . O n  la n d  c o n t r a c t s ,  see  K le e m a n  1 9 8 4 ;  S e i d e h 9 8 7 .  O n  g r a v e - q u e l l in g  

te x ts , se e  W u  R o n g c e n g  1 9 8 1 .
9 5 . T h e  p a ss a g e  in  th e  Xiang'er c o m m e n t a r y  d e s c r ib in g  in d iv id u a ls  w h o s e  

v ita l o r g a n s  s u rv iv e  a  t ra n s it io n  th ro u g h  th e  G r e a t  Y in  to  r e e m e r g e  a m o n g  th e  

liv in g  (d isc u sse d  in  c h a p te r  2) m ay  h ave  b e e n  a p ro v is io n a l r e s p o n s e  to  th o s e  

w h o  d ied  d u r in g  th is  fo rm a t iv e  p e r io d .

9 6 . S e e  lO e e m a n  2 0 n • h is  is  th e  c le a re s t  re a s o n  w h y  th e  H a n  m o r t u a r y  

d o c u m e n ts  d is c u s s e d  a b o v e  a re  n o t D a o is t  o r  th e  d ir e c t  so u rc e  o f  D a o is m , p a c e
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nefast forces was available through confession and repentance, 
expressed through the famous Personally Written Missives to the 
Three Offices.

Daoists eventually developed more elaborate ritual procedures 
to deal with negative influences from the dead. A direct attack 
from the spirit of a dead human could be deflected by the spirits 
on one^ register or those overseeing one's dwelling. More trou-
bling were irate ancestors or those wronged by one's ancestors 
who sued in the otherworldly tribunals for justice or revenge. A 
lawsuit lodged against an individual with one of the Three Offices 
could result in the punishment of living descendants by illness, 
misfortune, or death. Although the proximate source of the trou-
ble might be a demon, it was in the service of legitimate authority, 
so it could not be countered simply by deploying one^ own protec-
tor spirits. Instead, one had to appeal to a libationer, who would 
draft a sepulchral plaint petition (zhongsong zhang

One way to forestall such problems was to submit a petition 
at the time of death that recorded a wide variety of possible errors 
committed by the deceased and request pardon for all of them at 
once. Master Redpine's Petition Almanac preserves one such peti-
tion, titled Petition on Behalf of the Deceased to Confess, Repent, 
and Redeem Sins and Release from Reprimand (Wei wangren 
shou hui shuzui jiezhe zhang � ‘ ) . The peti-
tion begins by recounting the Statement from the survivors of the 
deceased:98

 

   

Z h a n g X u n l i a o  ( 1 9 9 6 ,  re p . in  Z h a n g a n d  B a i 2 0 0 5 : 1 , 1 0 7 - 3 2 ) .  S e e a ls o  H s ie h S h u -  

w e i  2 i 737 - 3 8 .

9 7 .  O n  the sepulchral p la in t  p e t it io n , s e e  a b o v e  a s  w e l l  a s  Maruyama 19 8 6 ;  
Nickerson 1 9 9 7  L a i  C h i- t im  2 0 0 2 b .

98. Chisongzi zhangli 6/1 ia~i2b.
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The Statement would have continued to list specific problems 
encountered by living family members. The libationer assesses the 
problem, setting out all the transgressions the deceased may have 
committed:
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# #

#

Having affirmed the sincerity of the deceased survivors and 
noted that they have followed proper procedure in bringing ap-
propriate pledge offerings, the libationer then makes a formal 
request for divine aid in resolving the problem:

- . , ,-  , , - ,

, - , , . , . . , , , ,

, ,  - ,, , , -

, , , , ,  , ,

, , , . , , , ,

,  , , .

 , , , , ,  ,

, -  , - -,

, - , ,

 , , ,-  , , ,

,  ,   , ,

, , - - , .  .

, . ,  - , -

, , - - , , , ,

, , , , - , -

, - - , - - - , ,

, , , . , - , ,

- - , , , , , ,

, , , . , .

- - , . , . , ,

, - , . , , . ,

, , , , - ,

 , , ,- , ,, , . , , ,

. , ,

, , , , , , ,, , ,

- , , . - - . -,

- - , , ,
, .  , , . . ,



384 T H E  L I B A T I O N E R
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Thus, we know a bit about the ritual interventions that were 
possible for a Daoist after death, but we have very little informa-
tion concerning the actual disposition of the dead. It seems there 
was a taboo against dying among the profane:99 100

9 9 . T h e s e  c o v e n a n ts  an d  o a th s  a r e  m e n tio n e d  re p e a te d ly  in  s u r v iv in g  p e t i-

t io n s  b u t a r e  se ld o m  e x p la in e d . A  T a n g  d y n a s t y  S h a n g q in g  t e x t ,  th e  Daomen
o x w  3 / 1 4 a Ŝ e x p la in s  th a t  th e  F iv e  C o v e n a n ts  r e fe r  to  th e  F iv e  

T e a c h in g s  i .e ”  th e  “ C o n f u c ia n ”  v ir tu e s  o f  b e n e v o le n c e , d u t y p r o p r ie t y
w is d o m , a n d  c r e d ib i l i t y ) ,  a n d  th e  S e v e n  O a th s  (so m e tim e s  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  th e 

wushi W o r  wuzbou  2 * )  re fe r  to  b lo o d  o a th s  ta k e n  to  th e  D a o ,  h e a v e n ly  

g o d s , e a r th  s p ir it s ,  h u m a n  g h o s ts ,  th e  s u n , th e  m o o n , an d  rh c  s t a r s  to  o b s e r v e  

th ese  te a c h in g s .
1 0 0 .  Xuattdu luw en  1 7 b .  T h is  p ro h ib it io n  m a y  w e ll he a n c ie n t ,  b u r  th e  m e n -

tio n  o f  an  a b b e y  in d ic a te s  th is  fo rm u la t io n  m u st b e  no  e a r l ie r  th a t  la te  S ix  

D y n a s t ie s  o r  e a r ly  T a n g .
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We have found no identifiably Daoist burials until the fifth 
century, but this is perhaps not surprising since Daoism appears 
to have been a largely aniconic tradition until about that time. 
Daoists might have followed traditional Chinese methods for the 
encoffinment and burial of the deceased. However, the following 
passage would contradict this:101

When encoffining the corpse, place it in a burlap bag and, sending 
it into the mountains, forests, meadows, or marshes, simply bury it 
in the earth. You must not raise a burial mound, plant a tree on the 
tomb, or build an embankment around it.

102 � � �# �

It is uncertain how ancient this practice is, but it is said that 
the fifth-century master Lu Xiujing, author of an abbreviated ver-
sion of the Celestial Master code, requested this sort of burial.103 
The passage that follows indicates that the Daoist5s register, con-
tracts, and sword should also be placed in a burlap bag and buried 
with him or her. Such a burial in the wilds would be difficult to 
locate, but, should we find such a burial, we might also find an 
authentic register from the early church.

We are not, however, totally lacking in evidence for Daoist 
burials. In 1977  a tomb in Changsha, Hunan, produced a land 
contract for a fifty-nine-year-old man named Xu Fu Ŝwho 
had been reburied (in a larger tomb) on December 24, 433.104 It 
opens by invoking the talisman of the Newly Emerged Most High 
Lord Lao (xbcfew /s ! in summoning

101. Zhengyi weiyi jing 19a.
102. Reading fan for the graphically similar ji /L.
1 0 3 .  S e e  Lisht zheftxun tidao tongjiapt 2 4 / 1  o b . M o r e  c o n v e n t io n a l  fu n e r -

a r y  a n d  b u r ia l p ra c t ic e s  a r e  p re se rv e d  in c h a p te r  1 4  o f  th e T a n g  e ra  Yaoxiu keyi 
jielti chao.

1 0 4 .  S e c  W a n g  Y u ch e n g  19 9 3� Z h a n g  X u n l ia o  a n d  B a i B in  2 0 0 5 : 8 4 6 - 5 1 .
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the chthonian deities. The text identifies Xu as a “male officer 
libationer of Daiyuan parish, holder of the Yellow Book Contract” 
{nanguan jijiu Daiyuan zhi huartgshu qiling 

).l(b Daiyuan is one of the Accompanying Parishes (pe * )• 
The Yellow Book Contract presumably means that this Iibationer 
has completed the Merging the Pneumas rite. The land contract is 
in many ways similar to those of the profane in calling on many 
members of the subterranean bureaucracy to accept him into their 
care and laying out the underground scope of the territory belong-
ing to Xu that they should guard for him. There is one distinctive 
passage, however, that shows the survival of ancient Daoist prac-
tices nearly three centuries after the church^ founding:

 

 

  

 

! # # "

*#

Here the family of the deceased Iibationer affirms that it fol-
lowed the teaching of the church not to use mantic means to se-
lect the day of burial, nor did it seek to avoid the wrath of deities 
of the earth, who are in the service of the Dao. Finally, it did not 
use either oracle bone divination or Yijing divination to ascertain 
that the burial site or time was auspicious. Instead, it buried the 
deceased^ plaque of office {ban ® ) ,  demanding that the gods of 
the underworld give repose to his form (“ w
and protect the living Ǿ• he contract
further promises that the survivors will perform a Declaration of 
Merit rite in terms very similar to those we have seen in preserved 
templates for such a rite:

10 5 .  W a n g  Y u c h e n g  m is re a d s  th e  c h a r a c t e r  nan ^  a s  jie  w h ic h  is  g r a p h i -

c a lly  s im ila r .
106. This  may be a mistake for the graphically similar /j o  
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Any spirit who does dare to interfere with the deceased or his 

family is threatened with prosecution under the authority of the 

Spirit Code of the Mystic Capital (xuandu guilii In

place of the final exhortation in all official documents, "Quickly, 

quickly, in accordance with the statutes and commands^ {jiji ru 

/� )Ŝwe find this final statement:

   

     

   
  

! ! "

It is rare to find such Daoist language inscribed on a land 

contract,107 but we can well imagine similar statements being 

made orally and written on paper Daoist petitions throughout the 

period covered by this study. Thus the libationer watched over 

his flock from birth, when the newborn was first inscribed on his 

parish fate roster, until long after death, when the deceased was 

settled peacefully in the other world.

1 0 7 .  O f  th e  th ir ty - e ig h t  la n d  c o n tr a c ts  fr o m  th e  T h r e e  K in g d o m s  th ro u g h  

th e  S u i d y n a s t y  d is c u s se d  b y  Z h a n g  a n d  B a i ,  fiv e  c lo s e ly  re se m b le  X u  F u 's  a n d  
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la r  fro m  th e m id - fifth  c e n tu r y  o n .



Epilogue

The sort of communal Daoism described in the preceding 
chapters, with its system of rituals, assemblies, precepts, and 

fate rosters, did not end abruptly at the close of the Six Dynasties. 
Such a form may have survived throughout imperial China, and 
it survives in a uniquely transformed state among some modern 
Yao communities. Nonetheless, by the end of the Six Dynasties, the 
Daoist religion was undergoing many different types o f change. In 
this short epilogue, I will set out some of the forces at play and 
briefly sketch the current state of living Daoism, to show how the 
Celestial Master tradition lives on today in Chinese communities 
across the world.

The two greatest challenges to the Celestial Master ritual 
system came from a series of scriptural revelations in Southeast 
China during the late fourth century. The Maoshan revelations of 
the 360s introduced important occult beliefs and practices that 
flourished at the time in South China but that members of the 
early church had considered heterodox. The new techniques 
included the use of herbs and mineral-based elixirs as well as fo-
cused meditations on the adepts body and on astral deities. They 
involved meditative journeys within the body and to the stars. We 
also see in these texts the first assimilation of certain Buddhist 
ideas, including postmortem punishment in hells and something 
like reincarnation. These ideas eventually expanded the reper-
toire of the Daoist priest, but Lu Xiujing^ Abbreviation o f  the
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Daoist Code indicates that, at least during the fifth century, the 
mainstream of Celestial Master Daoists continued to reject these 
methods in favor of purely ritual responses to medical and other 
problems. Moreover, the early-fifth-century Code o f the Great 
Perfected {Taizhenke) shows that followers o f these new revela-
tions continued to be ordained through the Celestial Master no-
vitiate and maintained Celestial Master-style parishes, attended 
Assemblies, and observed Celestial Master precepts.1 Moreover, 
the original revelations were swathed in secrecy, transmitted only 
to a very small group. The forgeries of Wang Lingqi spread more 
widely. It is not clear whether anyone organized a Maoshan or 
Shangqing lineage of Daoist masters before the Tang.2 The series 
of Shangqing patriarchs enumerated in the Filiation o f  the Per-
fected {Zhert x i is a retroactive re-creation of the early Tang. 
By the high Tang, it seems there was a recognized lineage of 
Shangqing patriarchsŜ such as Sima Chengzhen �
 � -  
735), wh� interacted regularly with the court and literati in the 
capital, but Shangqing Daoism remained primarily of interest to 
elite intellectuals, with no connection to the average Daoist be-
liever. In the Tang, Shangqing scriptures were consolidated into 
one stage of a ranked ordination system that required al! members 
first to pass through Celestial Master ordinations as well as those 
of lower-ranked scriptural groups before receiving a Shangqing 
register. In the same period, the mature Shangqing system of texts 
and practices was codified as a school.

Most Shangqing practices were intended for the spiritual de-
velopment and transformation of the individual adept, not for 
communal ritual, but certain elements were adapted for mass use 
and survive today in the Offering, or Jiao ritual. The Celestial 
Master petition was originally transmitted by spirit emissaries, 
but priests of that movement came to adopt a Shangqing ritual 
centering on the priest visualizing himself ascending to Heaven

1��See�the�assemblage�of�all�surviving�quotes�from�this�work�in�Ofuchi�1997��
� � ^ 	�	-

2 ��On�the�transmission�of�these�early�scriptures��see�Strickmann�1977��19 79��
�����
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and meeting with exalted Daoist deities.3 Another example is the 

ritual for untying the knots of fate {jiejie which began as a

solitary, meditative rite but evolved into a public portion of the 

Offering for a deceased person.4 The Lingbao, or Numinous 

Jewel, scriptures, revealed beginning in the 39 s, like the earlier 

Shangqing revelations incorporated not only elements of southern 

occult tradition dating back to the Han, but also many elements 

of Buddhist doctrine and ritual practice.5 Their impact on Daoist 

ritual practice at all levels was far-reaching and permanent. In 

Lingbao ritual, the preliminary purification rites, the actual re-

quest presentation in the form of a petition, and the subsequent 

kitchen banquet of thanksgiving were integrated into a single 

ritual, initially termed Fast (zhai and later called the Offering 

(//’ or Rite o f Cosmic Renewal. Although the Buddhist-in-

spired purpose of this ritual program was universal salvation0 it 

kept significant elements from Celestial Master ritual. For ex-

ample0 the “audience” rites (c:/? //  )Ŝ including those consti-

tuting the ^spontaneous audiencew (ziran chao are trans-

formations of the Celestial Master audience ritual that each 

citizen household was expected to perform morning and night, 

with actions directed to the four quarters expanded to the Bud-

dhist ten directions and incorporating Buddhistic confessions.

A more dramatic change over these centuries was the shift in 

the focus of the ritual from the individual or household to the 

entire community and, indeed, the cosmos. Although there was 

already in the Shangqing scriptures mention of a new place of the 

dead called Fengdu 0the Lingbao scriptures introduced the 

Buddhist concept of hells as a series of trials through which each 

deceased soul was judged and punished.6 No longer did you and 

your priest have to deal with the particular problems of an ances-

tor confronting a sepulchral lawsuit in the other world. Now your

-
, , .

, , ,

‘ħ
-
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ancestor was just one of the masses of dead needing salvation 
from unlimited pain and suffering. Lingbao provided Daoist ver-
sions of a rite of universal salvation that responded to this urgent 
need. The belief in reincarnation and posthumous punishment in 
the other world became firmly rooted in the Chinese conscious-
ness, at the latest by the Tang, in spite of fundamental contradic-
tions with the system of ancestral sacrifice that remained a fixed 
feature of conventional elite Chinese life. The simple Celestial 
Master petition ceremony was no longer sufficient to respond to 
the needs of the Daoist lay population.

The introduction of extended, elaborate rites of universal 
salvation fundamentally altered the relationship of the Daoist 
priest to the average believer and, with it, the character of Daoist 
communities. As they spread through China, living side by side 
with non-Daoists, many of them lost their exclusivity and commu-
nal character. Even where communal Daoism survived, indi-
vidual rites confronting specific problems were replaced with 
universal rites addressing all conceivable problems at once. More-
over, whereas the individual Daoist citizen in the early church was 
expected to perform rituals like the personal confessions and the 
daily audience rites for themselves, turning to the parish priest 
only for more involved problems, now followers of Daoism be-
came largely a laity served by a distinct class of priests who mo-
nopolized the intercessory role. Lingbao was a distinct rank in 
the mature Tang system of registers through which Daoism was 
integrated into a whole, but it seems that by the Song dynasty 
Lingbao-type ritual became the norm for all Daoist priests.

The next major innovation in Daoist ritual practice was the 
development of Thunder Rites beginning in the Song. These rites 
claimed to invoke the power of celestial thunder for exorcism. A 
distinguishing feature was the transformation of the officiant into 
a powerful deity who then wields divine powers to expel demons. 
Although some have theorized that these rites were practiced by 
a new class of religious professional, the ritual master (fashi 
who was located somewhere between the Daoist priest and popu-
lar ecstatic performers like spirit mediums in terms of class, lit-
eracy, and cost, a recent study has shown that exorcistic titles were
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often added on as supplements to the formal title o f Daoist rank 
(fawei in Song Daoist records.7 Thunder rituals are still
common among Celestial Master priests throughout China.

Today priests who identify themselves with the Correct Unity 
or Celestial Master tradition are found in every province of China 
as well as in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and other Chinese 
communities throughout the world. Believers refer to them by a 
wide variety of local terms, which link them to disparate ritual 
traditions from Daoist history. They practice an equally diverse 
array of rituals derived from these traditions. The set of ritual 
forms and practices adopted by an individual Daoist troupe (dao- 
tan xSifl) is hereditary and unique to that lineage of Daoists, 
though there are broad similarities across regions and even to some 
degree across China.

Taiwan was the site of most twentieth-century field work on 
living Daoism, and hence its Daoism is best understood. Taiwan is 
a complex example, because it was colonized from the seventeenth 
century on by Chinese immigrants from several distinct regions of 
Southeast China, including Quanzhou and Zhangzhou in Fujian 
as well as the Hakka populations of southern Fujian and northern 
Guangdong. The Daoists of northern and southern Taiwan have 
similar ritual programs except that northern Taiwan Daoists do 
not perform rites for the dead. Those in the north refer to their 
tradition as Correct Unity, but in the south they use the term 
Numinous Jewel. Both perform the grand, multiday Offering rite 
as well as rites addressing mundane problems similar to those that 
fail mainly in the province of the exorcistic (fashi i/ifiti).

A focus of recent scholarship has been living Daoism in main-
land China. Lagerwey has traced the Daoist tradition o f northern 
Taiwan to Hakka communities in Fujian, but ir is difficult to be 
sure of ecclesiastical lineages for more than a few generations. A 
new type of evidence has been discovered recently in ruraJ Hunan 
province: Daoist statuary containing documents that record their 
creation, the creating artisan, and the Daoist priest who ritually

���

��	�	�������
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enlivened the statue.8 By collecting statues in a given region from 
diverse epochs, one can begin to trace lineages of Daoist priests 
through the centuries. In the mixed Daoism of western Hunan, a 
single individual will hold registers derived from the Daoist, Bud-
dhist, and exorcistic traditions, performing services from each as 
needed.

Our understanding of the evolution of communal Daoism has 
also benefited from research into the Daoism practiced among the 
Yao ethnic group of South China and mainland Southeast Asia.9 
The Yao still maintain communal practice. All members of the 
community pass through an ordination ritual and hold a Daoist 
rank, which determines the local status hierarchy. Both men and 
women receive cohorts of spirit generals for their protection, and 
spouses unite their spirit generals in a symbolic ritual called ccgrain 
of Lord Lao” that replicates in many ways the 
functions of the ancient Merging the Pneumas rite.10 The Yao 
ritual tradition is complex, with both Thunder Rites and more 
traditional Celestial Master rituals* How Daoism was transmitted 
to the Yao is unclear, but its survival there suggests that the com-
munal Daoism of the early Celestial Master church described in 
the preceding chapters never wholly disappeared from the Chinese 
world. Just as much of the Daoist canon remains to be studied, 
local traditions of Daoism exist in profusion across the face of 
China, waiting to be explored. With each new site and each new 
text deciphered, we deepen our understanding of Daoism. It is my 
hope that future scholars of Daoism will build on the preliminary 
conclusions of this work to extend and recast our understanding 
of Daoism and its vital role in Chinese civilization.

 )  )  
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Circulator of Pneumas (xirtgqi fT
119- 21 336

Circulator of Teachings {xingjiao f j  
)� 123, 33 7

Code o f  the Great Perfected. See 
Taizhenke

Commands and Precepts for the Great 
Family o f  the Dao. See Da Daojia 
lingjie

common religion, 6 
Complete Perfection school (Quan- 

zhen pai ) 218 
Confucianism, 3, 108-9, 207 
Cong  ethnic group�351160, 47- 49, 

191
Correct and Unitary (Zhengyi ),

2, 6y-68, 73
counting rods {suan I48n55 
Covenant with the Powers (mengwei 

),1 -2 , 67, 73, 182 
Crane-Call Mountains �25�

32, 64, 7� , 73, 126

Da D ao jia i” g i e �4, 13 ,
69- 70� 79,112-13, 118, 121, 125- 
27� 128-46, 159, 170, 178, 189, 
3 4 1 ,3 4 7

D a  73 
Dao àas a deity�4, 99-100; de 

monic way� 52, 56, 6�~6i, 177; 
producing demonic avatar of itself,
7 0 -  7 1 ;  prohibitions on visualiza 
tion, 141, 226-27

daojia �2-3

Daoism (Daojiao 2; true begin 
nings, 3� and Warring States phi 
losophy, 2-3� during Eastern Han, 
14-15� spread in third century, 
i l l ;  recounting o f history, 129- 
31� cosmology, 145� suppression 
of, 209� exchange with Buddhism, 
216- 17; called “ yellow hats” 
(huartgguan 239� in Taiwan
and Singapore, 392-93. See also 
under Buddhism 

Daoist (Daoren ) 3 
Daoist canon, 17
Daoist citizens )�8, 53�

240-43,273,391
Daoist priests (Daoshi )�2, 185��

326, 362
Declaration of Merits � ���

252, 282, 294, 299, 386 
demons: demon clerk (gw"/ ���

53n77> 119� demon troopers (guizu 
��52-53, 57, 119, �47; and 

the Dao, 174-89� secondary litera 
ture on nature of, 177-78; secret 
names, 186- 87; ambiguous nature, 
188-89� Daoist master of (guidao 

)Ŝ191
D emon Statutes o f  L ady  Blue. See 

Niiqingguilu
Dengzhen ybijue �2 16 2S�, 

283
Determiner of the Pneumas {jueqi

)�1 17-18 , 12 1-22 ,134,3 1 1�
3 4 5

deviant doctrines, 142, 150, 155, 242 
Di  17
D/� / �22, 28, 3��36, 53, 225 
diaspora,7, 327, 341 
dietary practice, 83-84 
Director of Merit (t/; )� 126��

33 4
Director of Pneumas (d /• ��

122, 335
Divine Farmer (shennong 

270-71
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D d  w/en 
�320-24

Do«gx/hw A t ^  213
�74�

17

Dou Mao ‘  44 
Dou Rong  25 
Du Guangting �79, 302, 346, 

372
Du Huo �39-4
 , 46- 48 

11�0 �212-13 
Du Mingshi  211 
Duke Huan of Qi 24 
Duke Wen of Jin 24 
Dunhuang �79, i 
9

Eastern Han dynasty: religion, 10-15 
ecumenicism, 98
eight phases )�81
elder ) 55
Emperor Shun of Han �64�

7
, 72
Emperor Wu of Han �197, 325 
Emperor Wu of Northern Zhou 

, 207, 2
9
Emperor Xian of Han �43��

132, 137
Emperor Xuanzong of Tang ��

79
Empress Lii SJa, 11 
Equalizer of Integrity ��

122,336
essences )�8 i 85
evangelism, 78, 123, 151, 155, 191��

209, 329-32, 337

false arts (u /e i" ) 96 
Fan Ben  193
Fan Changsheng � 192-93 
Fan Ye �2 1 , 25 , 2 7 , 3 1 , 3 8 , 4 7 , 

58, 62
Fasts ( i• )�268, 272, 39
�
fate rosters >�2
3, 254,

351
Five Commands (wuling ď ^ ) ,  255

Five Pecks o f Rice, 2, 29, 32, 35, 57, 
63, 240, 256

Five Pneumas (wuqi 2 ^ ) ,  119,
1381138

Five Rebellions ( ] m • )� 1511161��
176

Five Virtues ( “ ▲ )�3
6] 7 
five viscera, 81, 86 
Fujian  211 
Fujian province, 392-93

Gan Ji  129 
Gao Zuo �45-46 
Ge Chaofu 217 
Ge Hong ,22, 57-6
 , 64, 66�

7 4 , 82-83, 98, 224, 258-59
Geertz, C lifford, 9 
gender, 271118, 108-9, 123, 173��

281-82, 312-20, 361 
gods (shen ^ ) ,  4-6; Chinese terms 

for, 16, 73-74 controlled by talis 
mans, 296, 375-76; o f the com 
mon religion, 4-6, 97, 177-80, 
242-43, 257 of the body, 81, 87, 
94, 95, 103, 125, 133, 159, 161- 
62, 177-80, 261, 279, 288; of 
Daoism, 215, 251-52, 346-47; 
places for worship of, 222 

Grandmother of the West (xiwangmu 
)� 10-11 1621179 

Great Director of Attacks (dadugong 
)� 123, 333

Great Peace {taiping ^ 2̂ ), 2, 12-13, 
29, 31; and the Merging the Pneu 
mas ritual, 159-62, 165, 171, 210�
in the Xiang'er commentary, 106- 
7 parallel to Second Coming, 134�
under Kou Qianzhi, 206; under the 
Wei, 117-18, 129, 140, 156 

Great Yin )�85-88, 103
gwMew  i6

��		��������
Han Ling Xian erdi i � , 

28
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�������� 
37, 4 � , 42, 45
Hanzhong 
6, 24, 31
35; found 

ing of theocracy, 3 7- 51; rituals and 
institutions, 51-58, 340-41� justice 
and penance, 59-60� ethics, 61-62��
69� 79� m ; discussion in Da Dao- 
jia ling jie, 135-37� Wei offensive 
to retake, 138-39� special signifi 
cance to Celestial Masters, 139-40��
200; audience rite, 247-49; 354 

hearth demon •� )
73; 105
Heaven y Elder Pinchang 
�

77 , 378
Heavenly Thearch 
 12, 252,

3 4 4 , 3 7 5
home record 	 ’/“  ) 253 
Hong Kong, 392-93 
Hong Kuo 
74, 77


21 28 
Hu Jiu 
32, 53, 74, 77 
Huan Wen 211 
Huan Xuan  213 
Huang Quan 
47-48


29��
H 
89, 100-101
�

I33n29� 143, 146, 211,353 
Huangting nei i” g , 2 1 5  

�  22 
Hunan, 3 9 2 - 9 3

illness, 13, 15, 29, 52, 58-61
 140-41

261-63, 352, 358, 363, 369-72 

immorality, 140, 156 
Inaugurating Pneuma (shiqi $� ^,),

129

Jade Maidens ) 259
jiang He  43
Jiang Shi  45
/7ã 1^« 
 12, 380
’” s«o " 	 y
•” 
217-18

)« � 
5 �

King You of Zhou  77 
kitchen banquets (chu ^ ) ,  8, 201,206,

256-72� request kitchens (yuanchu 
)
258, 264, 352 

Kou Qianzhi 
 167-69, 174
�
195-207, 232, 313, 3 4 3 - See also 
Buddhism 

Kou Xun 。  195 
Kou Zan ,195

Lady Huan  49 
Lady o f Purple Tenuity (Ziwei furen 

) 164
Lady Wei Huacun , 247


2 5 �
Lagerwey, John, 206, 209 
Lai Chi-tim (Li Z h itia n )  147 
Land contracts 

12, 380
Laozi 
66-67, 73, 79, i3 � ; as 

wScribe Below the Pillar'5 (zhuxia 
" )
67; as “ Most High 

Exalted August Thearch-King" 
(Taishang gaohuan diwang �

)
69;
U oz/ 
3, 29, 62, 79-96, 99


i �9 , 13�
Laoz/ /7wg  11
Li Hu 
51
 i9 i  
Li Mu  191 
Li Puwen  197 
Li Shu  43 
Li Te 
 127, 191 
Li Xian 
21-22 
Li Xiang 
 191-92 
Li Xiong 
 192-94 
Liangzhou rebellion, 40-44 
libationers (/]//• ]« )
2, 5, 8, 29
�

5 2 - 5 4 , 5 7 , 125, 2 �3 - 6 , 3�3 - 5 ; 
historical use of term, 325-26; 
Unassigned Pneumas (sanqi ^ M ) ,  
327-29� as itinerant evangelists, 
329-32, 337-40� and spirit reve 
lation, 344-47� as judge, 348- 
51; as pastor, 351-53, and peti 
tions, 353-73; use o f talismans
�

3 7 3 - 7 7
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life after death, ,  

39
L ///  224
Lingbao ‘  Numinous Jewel), 184

202, 209, 217, 244, 365, 390-91
Liu Ai 28, 30, 35
Liu Bang i3
Liu Bei ( 41-43,47-48, 105
Liu Ji  land contract, 71
Liu Yan 23-27, 31 34, 37-38,

5 2 , 55 ,104-5
Liu Yu ( 212, 214 
Liu Zhang  Prince Jing of Cheng- 

yang ) 11 38, 41 259 
Liu Zhaomi 7 i 
lord master > 31 55
Lii Pengzhi = ,281-82

i8 i ,  23 , 234, 253-54, 

LuXiujing 181, 217, 230,
234, 253-54, 327, 331, 385, 388 

Lu Xun ,214 
Luo Shang M  192 
Luo Yao 28-29

Ma Chao 40-42 
Ma Teng 37, 40 
Ma Xiang 35 
marriage, 317-20 
Maruyama Hiroshi  282 
master (s/?/• ) 31
Master Lu’s Abridgment of the Daoist 

Code. Lu xiatisheng Daomen 
kelue

Master Redpine's Petition Almanac 
� )

5 5 , 5 8 , 77, 251, 3 5 4 - 5 6 , 366,372, 
37 3 - 7 4 , 378  

 
  

7 4 , 7 8 , 158-174, 2 03 - 6 , 210, 215, 
252, 276, 281, 386, replication in 

/im  rite, 393

millenarian teachings, 134, 183, 199, 
206, 209-10 

Mohism, 3
Most High Lord Lao (Taishang Lao-

/•«« ! > 4 - 5 , 5 5 , 9 9 , i 9 , 
117, 126, i 8 i ,  196-97, 204, 206; 
“ Demon Lao ” 71 - 72; as Li Hong 

Mount Greencastle 192 
Mysterious Learning (XMdnxMe 

2 9
mystic dispensation”  xuanshi 

7 5 , 78
Mystic Pneuma (xwflnqi/ ) 129

Nine Merits ) 3 6 - i

Northern Wei 194-207 
Northern Zhou 2 7] 9 
novices ) 5, 8, 273-74
Numinous Officer (//” Maw 

279, 281
 

146-58; as demonography 175-89

offerings: lingbao ritual (jiao | i ) ,
217, 272, 389, pledge offerings 
{xitiwu im^}, guixin fa), 58, 33 
377-79, in kitchens, 263-64 

6 fuch iN in ji 32, 61 79, 91 
oratory ) 5 9 ,9 ,222 -

28; Entering the Oratory rite, 247, 
250

ordination, 119, 282-303 
Overseer of Deities, 119-20, 334

Pairing the Phosphors 

215
Pang Xi ,38-40, 47 
parishes ) 5, 124-28, 332-44;

original twenty-four, 33, 205, 52, 
55, establishment, 69-70, corre 
spondence to star lodges; 127-28, 
231, 34 , ritual life in, 228-33,

transformation to rank, 340-42,

hereditary nature, 342-44
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Pei Songzhi 821 45 
perfected (  16, 73- 74 
petitions {zhang 8, 58-60, 66,

6
0 0 0

(caozhang . 0 9  
0 ./ 9 0 . 5
0 . 0 90 0 .
// ) / 9 //

9 ), . 0 0 0  5
-1 0 9.1 / . /1 ) 00

3. 0 8 3
0 /1 ) 0 0 , 0 0
. . 0 8 04, /

91/ 0 /) /

3 7 3 - 7 7
, 1) ( /• / - . 0
0 1/ 9/ 0 .) 1.

/
Pneuma o f the Dao )8 123,

336
,. ,0/ (jie .

. ,0/ / 0 3 0 .
1 / (sangui 92

. ,0/8
. /0 . 0 .01 (A A  ▲ 8

. ) . 1) {yuanqi 

,. � 3 �96� 1 1 0 � 1 8 0 �2 4 2 �

2 5 2 �2 5 8 �2 6 9�3 3��3 4 9 �3 8 4  
,.  0 / 0  / (/•/•«//• 8

1 4 8�5 8 � 1 7 3 �2 6 8�6 9 �3 5 9

365-66
,. ) 0 6
Protocol o f the Twelve Hundred Offi- 

cials (Qianerbai guanyi 

� 1 7 8�3 5 4
Protocol o f the Outer Registers. 

Zhengyi fawett taishang wailu yi 
1 1 39 40
1 008 8

punishment�4�60�6 1 �68�96� 1 5 6�5 7 �

1 8 6�8 9�2 0 4�2 3 6 �2 5 6 �3 4 9 - 5 1

1. 8
82,351

,1. 0 .4 /0/ (zhai 

8
Qiao Zhou  23 
Qu Yan  45
Quiet Wheel (/7«g /«w )8 199, 202

Rao Zongyi  79 
Record o f the Three Kingdoms. See 

Sanguozhi 
Red Eyebrows, 11 
registers (/w )85, 119, -

Renewed Mandate (gengling 
9conferral of, 9

charging of, Inspection of 
Register {yuelu rite, 9Ex 
teriorization of Officers (chuguan 

rite, 285, 353; in burial prac 
tice, 385

Regulator of the Group (jiezhong 
)8265, 267, 270 

Regulator of Pneumas (dianqi

122,336
religion, lived, 9 /0 . Han,

10-15
Ren Naiqiang 831 47 
repentance, 188, 242, 352- 538

380-84
rice bandits (m8• / )8 2 ,23 ,34-
35 , , 63

rice spirit mediums (w/w/“ ) 57 
ritual master (fashi 391
rituals, 221 - 22; for the dead8379-87

sacrifice84, 96- 97 , 182, 257- 588

2609 rejection by Buddhists, 14 
Sandong fafu ke ie u/e”  >

 237
Sartdong zhongfie we”  > �

3 2 6

Sartdortg zhswartg > �119-20 
• 821, 111, 349
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w �Tng  72�
212

salvation, 4� universal, 391 
Schipper, Kristofer, 167, 281 
Scripture of Divine Spells Piercing 

the Abyss. See Taishatig dongyuan 
shengzhoujing

Scripture of Great Peace. See Taiping
m

Scripture of the Essential Teaching 
(Zfci/zao /7«g ),119 

Scripture of the Intoned Precepts o f 
Lord Lao {Laojun yinsong jiejing 

i  167, 197-203 
Scripture of the Yellow Court. See 

Huangting jing 
secular rulership, 105-8 
seed citizens (zfco«gw/”  )�118��

133 , 159, 2�6 
Seidel, Anna, 11, 193-94 
sexual practice, 101-4, 152, 171-73��

276
Shang dynasty, 17
Shangqing !  Supreme Purity),

74, 101,164, 169, 174, 186, 202, 
215-16; 250, 360, 366, 369, 373, 
389-90

Shartgqittg huangshu guoduyi �

, i 7��
she f±, 252 

 16
S/7enx$«?�/7Man ^  22 
Shettgxuanjirtg �26s  
shouyi 98 
Shu  people 191 
Shui jing zhu 5 °^ 2�2n26
Sichuan, 6, 11�22, 32-35, 125, 132, 

191-92, 231, 258, 327 
Sima Chengzhen ,389 
Sima Daozi �212-14, 236 
Sima Guang  31 
Sima Yao  212 
Sima Yi �138-39 
Singapore, 392-93

Sivin, Nathan, 65
Six Heavens )�73, 178�

i 8�-8 2 , 186, 188, 380 

slaves, 313-15
smelly foods ) 266
Solemn Decorum (ww’y�• )�122��

3 3 5
Southern Dynasties, 209-18 
spirit possession, 78 
spirit revelation, 4, 78, 1.13, 117, 

1 9 6 - 9 9 , 3 4 4 - 4 7  
Statutes o f  the Dao  163
Statutes o f  the Mystic Capital. See 

Xuandu liiw en  
Stein, Rolf, 177 
Strickmann, Michel, 3, 66 
Submitter of Pneumas (shangqi 

1 2 3 , 3 3 5
Sun En �7, i 9�, 2 13 - 14  
Sun Quan 4 2 
Sun Tai �213-14 
Supervisor of Deities ("wgshew ���

119-20, 138, 334
Supervisor of Determinations (lingjue

)�12 1-2 2 ,3 3 5 ,3 4 5
Supervisor of the Kitchen (jiartchu 

)�265-67, 269-70 
Supervisor of Merit ("«ggowg ���

1 2 3 , 3 3 3
Supreme Purity. See Shangqing. 
Swan-Call Mountains �23�

2 5 , 3 2 , 64-65, 67

tablet (/   235 
tag (Ae )�284, 294-95

�129, 313-14 
Taishang dongyuan shenzhoujing _h 

�1651185, 183-85, 212, 

3�i
! �3 11

Taishang Lao im jirtglii ��

9i
y«e/« y/ ! �

�278-79, 281
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Taiwan, 392-93
Tfl e« 	73, 2 16 , 223, 229, 

247, 2 6 1	279, 325, 337, 36�, 363,
366,369,389

Taizhe”  y u d i siji mittgke jing �

 164 
talismans (/"« )	64, 274, 296, how 

to draw, 373-77� charging o f (chi 

) 373
Tan Daoluan  236 
Tang dynasty, 6, 79, 89, 91, 109, 122, 

207,217, 239, 360,389-91 
Tao Hongjing 	51,111	216- 

17, 247, 2 5�, 285,356 
Tao Kedou 	373 
“Teaching o f the Celestial Master” 

(Daws/?/ / o �	143-46 
Teaching o f Names �	

2�9
teachings � � 2, 113,341 346 
temples
 popular (fangsi fang-

rn/ao 12, 222 
Three Augusts (sanhuang 77
Three Auxiliaries (sanfu 28,

38,41
Three Offices ( ” )
60; 

Personally Written Missives to, 29, 
59, 120, 243, 381� 85, 87-88, 90, 
188, 235, 243,352,^80 

Three Pneumas (sanqi H ^ ,) , 69-70, 
i3�, 133, Mo, 165, 170, 178; and 
Three Precepts, 244 

Three Pure Ones ( )	4-5 
Thunder Rites, 391-93 
tithing, 5, 57-58, 257, 264, 270-71,

3 3�
Transcendent Officer ^ �	

279,281
Tuoba Gui H  195 

Tuoba Si  195 
Tuoba Tao 	195, 2� i-2

Verellen, Franciscus, 1 1 2  
visualization )	285-86	

366,369

Wang Chang 	66, 74 
Wang Dao 	2 l ��
Wang Dun  2 10 
Wang family of Langya � 	51	�

210-11
Wang Gong 	213, 236 
Wang Huer 	196 
Wang Lingqi 	389 
Wang Mang  l  ��
Wang Ningzhi  2 14

Wang X izhi 	211	213-14
Wang Zongyu  177 
w angxiang  divination system, 81 
WW 	196, 201 206 
w riting  clerks (s^7«// )	������

m/ydo ! 	77, 2�9

Xiahou Yuan 	47-48 
x/aw ^ /  	i6 , 82 
xiansh i f[ I j± , 3-4, 82-83

 commentary, 3, 79-96; 
N ine Practices and twenty-seven 
precepts, 91-94� on the profane, 
96-104� on authority, 104-10�
116; 141-42, 146-47, 157, 180,

2 4 3 , 2 4 9
Xiao Gang  232 
Xiao Yan  212 
Xie An 	211 213 
Xie clan of Chen commandery �

	210-11 
Xie Lingyun  2 1 1 
Xie Piao m  ,4 5  
Xu Fu �lj, 385-86 

X u H u i  215
X«y/« y� /m , 236 
Xu Mai  215 
Xu M i  215
Xuandu liiwen 	123, 125	�

223, 235, 24�, 255, 26�, 264, 268, 
3 3 1 - 3 2 , 342- 43 , 3 5 1	360-62, 364 

Xuanguang  259

Yan Pu 	46, 48 
Yang Ang  45
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Yang Bai  41 
Yang Ren  45 
Yangping Parish (Yangping zhi �

)	54, 68, 112, 113-18, 121	�
133- 34 , 146, 1 5 9 , 189, 337, 344 

Yao 	6, 241-42, 388, 393
c k o

	36�
YeWot̂ jBoofc (Hm�gs/w )	159- 

6o, 162,165-70
Yellow Book Contract {Huangshu 

)	 159, 386 
Yellow God  12 
Yellow Thearch 	1�3 129 
Yellow Turbans )	 13	

3 i, 34- 35 , 5 2 , 129 , i 3 i 	2 io  
Yi C  province, 192 

	201 386 
yi«)wig , 8 1, 101 293 
Yu Huan 	22, 28, 3� , 35-36	

53, 55- 5 , 59- 62, 68 , 9�, 225
Yu Wanli, 146

��������� 	39-40, 4 , 51
Yuntai parish  32

Zhang Bian 	123-24
Zhang Bin 	2�7
Zhang Daoyu 232
Zhang Fu ] 	49, 51 111
Zhang Guang  49
Zhang He 	4 4 , 47
Zhang Heng 	23, 26, 3�, 52	

54,127,200
Zhang ���� 	13, 29, 3 1	129	

131
Zhang Liang 	 i3 ��

Zhang (Dao) Ling ( ) 	22-25	�
32, 5 2 , 5 4 , 5 7 - 5 8 , 62, 113, 369
�
and Kou Qianzhi, 197, 200, 206; 
and the Merging the Pneumas rite,

164; as possible author o f Xiang’er, 
79
 revelation to, 64-74, 126, 129- 
30, 344
 revelations from, 116-18,

137
Zhang Lu 	23-27 ,29-31 ,38- 

51, 68, 191, 2�� , 259; and the 
parish system, 127, 340-41
 and 
the Wei dynasty, 1321127, 134-37; 
daughter, 48-50
 death, i l l ;  ritual 
practices and institutions established 
by, 52-62
 68; 79 

Zhang Pu •• stele, 74-78, 113, 
118, 158, 325

Zhang Wanfu 	237, 281, 320 
Zhang Xiu 	24; 28-37, 52, 68- 

69, i �4 - 5
Zhao Sheng 	66-67, 74 
Zhao Wei 	38-40, 45, 5��
Zhao Xin  192 

Zhao Yu  47 
Z/?e«’gao 	87, 164, 216, 224	

3 �2
Zhen Luan 	162, 165 

Xi'  389 
Zheng Xuan  178 
Zhengyi fawen taishang wailu yi �

! 	243, 245, 275	�
277, 282, 299, 3� 1	3 �3 , 3�5 , 3 1 � ,
3 1 3 , 3 1 5 - 16 , 3 2 9 , 3 4 8 ,3 7 2  

Zhengyi fawen tianshi jiao jieke jing 
	113, 188 

Z/wigy; / «g 	25�	
283, 3 1 2

 12, 380 
Zhong Hui  146 
Zhong You 	4�] 41 
Zhu Faman “ 	272, 360, 378 
Zhu Ling  44 

27• 	3 , 224 
Zhuge Liang  139
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