

White Lotus: From Nianfo group to Popular Religion




White Lotus Teaching (白蓮教) is one of the controversial popular religions in China, which has been known as a syncretic heterodox religion.   Nevertheless, its origin can trace back to a humble Buddhist devotional group, the White Lotus Society (白蓮社), established by a prominent Buddhist monk Huiyuan of Mount Lu (334-416) in 402 AD.  The goal of the society was to help people engage in the practice the nianfo (reciting the Buddha’s name) to be reborn in the Amitabha’s Pure Land, where there is no suffering, and it is the last stop before becoming a Buddha.    The Society evolved overtime and incorporated elements of folk-shamanism, Taoist cult, magical techniques, and Manichaean and Maitreyan eschatology (Overmyer 120).   
There are several major transitions in the historical development of the White Lotus society which marked the departure of its core belief that turned the Society from a Buddhist devotional group into a popular religion.  The first transition happed in Yuan dynasty when Buddhist monk Mao Ziyuan (茅子元) (1086-1166) founded the White Lotus School (白蓮宗) to popularize nianfo among commoners.   Under Mao’s White Lotus School, laity was allowed to do missionary work like the Sangha did.  This had brought conflicts between the Sangha and the laity and White Lotus School was later banned.   
The second transition is the White Lotus movement started by Han Shantong (韓山童) that changed the White Lotus school from a previous devotional movement into a millenarian rebellious movement with the autonym of White Lotus Teaching (白蓮教) (Haar Teaching 114).  Under Han’s leadership, a new style of White Lotus teaching emerged.  In 1350, he proclaimed that “the empire was in great disorder, Maitreya Buddha shall descend to be reborn, and the King of Light shall appear in this world.”[footnoteRef:1] （Haar Teachings 116) Since then White Lotus Teaching had started many rebellious uprisings.  The rebellions eventually toppled the Yuan dynasty. [1:  “天下大亂。彌勒下生。明王出世。”] 

The third transition is the incorporation of the  Non-Action teaching （無為教), founded by Lo Qing (羅青), into White Lotus teaching in late Ming dynasty.  The transition has turned White Lotus teaching into a deity worshipping popular religion.  The deity Eternal Unborn Mother is derived from Lo Qing’s teaching, ‘無生父母’.  The Teaching later incorporated elements of folk-shamanism and spirit-writing, Taoist cult and magical techniques (Overmyer 120).
This paper will take an historical perspective to the causes of these transitions in the historical development of the White Lotus Society.  The religious, social, cultural and political implications of these transitions will be examined.
White Lotus Society
Huiyuan was the contemporary of the Buddhist text translator Kumarajiva from India who has helped to translate many sutras and sastras from Sanskrit to Chinese.  In the correspondence between Huiyuan and Kumarajiva which was compiled in the text The Venerable Kumarajiva Great Meaning 鳩摩羅什法師大義, Huiyuan sought advice from Kumarajiva on Samadhi related to contemplating the Buddha.  Kumarajiva told Huiyuan that there are three types of samdhi for seeing the buddhas[footnoteRef:2], and one of them is the practice of nianfo (reciting the Buddha’s name) whether people have abandoned their desires or not (Jones 151).   Jones could not find anything that resembles Pure Land practice or any hint of a need for the Buddha’s other-power to help one achieve the goal to be reborn in the Pure Land neither in The Venerable Kumārajīva's Great Meaning, but the text did mention the Amitabha Buddha’s name (Jones 155).  However, the translation of the Amitabha Sutra was completed by Kumarajiva in 402, and in the same year Huiyuan gathered 123 of his followers at Lu Mountain to take collective vow to seek rebirth in the Pure Land of the West (Jones 157).  The White Lous Society is hence formed for laity to practice the Pure Land tradition.   Huiyuan is considered the first patriarch of the Pure Land tradition in China who advocated the nianfo practice (Jones 45). When his followers wished to perform rituals and set forth vows to seek rebirth in Pure Land, Huiyuan accommodated them and provided facilities, sponsorship, and guidance (Jones 167).   [2:  [134b22] Kumārajīva’s answer: There are three types of samadhi for seeing the buddhas (jiànfó sānmèi 見佛三昧): First, a bodhisattva might attain the divine eye or the divine ear, fly throughout the ten directions to where the buddhas reside, see them, ask questions about their difficulties, and have their snare of doubts severed. Second, even without spiritual powers, they can contemplate (niàn 念) Amitābha and all the buddhas of the present, and with their minds focused on this object, they can attain a vision of the buddhas and ask about their doubts. Third, they can study and practice nianfo whether or not they have abandoned their desires. Alternatively, they may gaze at a buddha image, or contemplate his earthly buddha-body, or see all of the buddhas of the past, present, and future. All three of these are called “nianfo samadhi.” (Jones 151)] 

The White Lotus society became popular during Song dynasty (960-1279). The Chinese Mahayana Tiantai tradition was the most important supporter of the Pure Land ideal.  The tradition not only propagating Buddhist sutras and various ritual texts but was also based on the ideal of Huiyuan’s White Lotus Society.  Monks in this tradition held nianfo assemblies for laity. (Haar Teaching 29-30).   These nianfo groups, either founded by monks, or in some cases by pious laymen with monk advisors, centered around chanting of the Buddha's name.  They did not wish to split the ecclesiastical structure, but to-develop "a core of spiritual elite within the larger religious groups."  Members of these groups consisted of literati, gentry, and clergy, and many had imperial support. (Overmyer 138)
The White Lotus Society was a religious movement that introduced the other-power salvation to the Sangha and laity.  Confucianism, Daoism and some Buddhist traditions such as Chan School stressed religious self-liberation. The concept of Pure Land with Amitabha’s other-power salvation was a new concept, and it was a new hope especially for the laity in the early fifth century.   The other-power, as Yoshinori interpreted with Rudolf Otto’s idea of “Wholly Other”, is the mysterium fascinans of the numinous; it is “the freely bestowed grace of Amitabha Buddha which possesses limitless power in the form of a vow.” (Yoshinori 11) With the grace of Amitabha Buddha, the laity did not have to live up to a stoic ideal of the sage or an austere monastic life to attain liberation.  They could still lead a normal social and family life while holding onto the hope to be saved by Amitabha Buddha with the practice of nianfo.  With the power of the Amitabha’s vow, reciting the Buddha’s name was salvific.   
[bookmark: _Hlk135137313]White Lotus School
Mao Ziyuan founded the White Lotus School in 1133 in hope to popularize the practice of nianfo.  Mao became a Buddhist monk when he was nineteen years old under Tiantai Dharma master Zhi Tong (Ren 111).  To expand the White Lotus School, he prescribed the school affiliation characters of pu, jue, miao and dao (普、覺、妙、道) to his followers.  Laity preachers of the White Lotus School used the affiliation of dao and they were called White Lotus Way people (白蓮道人) (Shi 48).  Laywomen often used the affiliation character of miao.   Haar said that “the common religious affiliation characters must have strengthened the feeling of a shared identity among the people of the Way, and among female lay Buddhists.” (Haar, Teachings 40-41)    The religious affiliation and the laity preaching had changed the religious scenes in Song dynasty but had also attracted criticism.
To further his influence on the White Lotus School, Mao published several texts for his followers.  Even though Mao still used original Buddhist sutras, he produced religious texts that focused on the teaching of Pure Land for commoners.  He summarized the essential teachings of the Pure Land tradition in the text of The Summary of Amithabha’s teaching (彌陀節要), compiled the White Lotus School repentance liturgy, penned the Precepts from the Ten Interpretations of Pure Land (净土十門告誡) and The Essential Teachings from the White Lotus School of Lu Mountain (廬山蓮宗寶鑑)，etc...  These texts simplified the Pure Land teaching and were easy to understand for the commoners.     
One of the reasons for the rapid expansion of the White Lotus School was the laity missionary established by Mao.  According to Shi Yingqian, Mao formed two lines of missionary (Shi 55).  The Sangha missionary line was a monastic based orthodox system that focused on the missionary of doctrinal and Chan teachings.  White Lotus School was the laity missionary line.  It aimed at propagating the practice of nianfo to commoners and allowed laity to carry out the Sangha’s missionary work.  (Shi 55) Hence small privately founded cloisters (庵) led by laity sprang up to host nianfo sessions for lay people.   They also took on the religious functions and roles of monks, while retaining their married status and their ordinary place in society (Haar 38).  
The laity system was culpable for the fall of the White Lotus School.  According to the record in The Orthodoxy of Shakya family Mao encouraged laymen and laywomen to cultivate the Pure Land dharma together (Shi 49).   The mixture of women and men in religious activities had caused concerns among the educators (Shi 50) and had drawn condemnation from Sangha of the Tiantai School who referred these incidents as ‘eating vegetables and serving the devils’[footnoteRef:3] (Haar 48).  The incidents were reported to the local authorities and Mao was exiled to the state of Jiang (江州). (Shi 50)   In 1166, emperor Gao Zhong exonerated Mao and praised his work and Mao was invited to the capital of Ling An to speak the Pure Land teaching to the emperor (Ren 112). [3:  吃菜事魔] 

The laity missionary had drawn criticism from the Buddhist communities, especially from the Tiantai tradition.  Siddhartha Gautama, the historic Buddha, had laid down the rule that only the Sangha can transmit the Buddha’s teaching.  Nevertheless, Mao allowed laity (those had only taken five precepts) to preach and transmit the teaching of Pure Land.  The Sangha of the Tiantai tradition considered Mao’s lax rule of laity missionary a deviant from the Buddhist monasticism established by Siddhartha.  (Shi 50) Zhi Pan (志磐) (the monk from Tiantai tradition who published The Annals of Buddhism in 1269) questioned Mao’s intention in establishing the White Lotus School and wondered why Mao as a Sangha deviated from Siddhartha’s teaching (Shi 51).  
After Mao’s death, there were no eminent monk to lead both the sangha and the laity.  Xiao Mao Shu Li[footnoteRef:4] (小茅闍黎) took over the helm, but he was not a capable leader (Shi 52).  The laity continued the propagation of the nianfo practice under Xiao.  By end of Song dynasty, the nianfo practice of White Lotus School were pervasive, and most religious ceremonies were performed by laity.  The lax rules for laity got worse.  Only the ‘not killing’ precept of the laity five precepts was being observed. Some of the laity lobbied local authorities. Charlatans took advantages of the popularity of the White Lotus School to scheme.  Furthermore, unqualified White Lotus teachers engaged in heretical practices and transmission.   In the beginning of Yuan Dynasty, few pretenders used White Lotus School as a scapegoat for uprisings to overthrow the government.  In 1308, The government of Yuan banned White Lotus School.  (Ren 113-114) [4:  Not sure Xiao Mao Shu Li was a monk or a laity.] 

Mao’s White Lotus School was more a social phenomenon than a religious movement like the one started by Huiyuan in 402.  Mao’s goal was to propagate Huiyuan’s nianfo ideology in a more systematic and structural way by means of establishing the school of White Lotus.  The term ‘School’ (宗) in Chinese religion can be referred to a particular religious sect with the lineage tradition.  Mao used the religious affiliation characters to identify this lineage and gave a sense of belonging to the school for his followers.  He expanded the propagation by allowing the laity to involve in the missionary and simplified the Pure Land teaching for the grassroots.  Mao’s White Lotus School flourished under his leadership, and he did popularize Huilyuan’s nianfo ideology.  Based on Emile Durkheim’s social theory, the White Lotus School can be considered a social phenomenon.  It functioned as a central governance of a religious society, and the sacred of the nianfo is part of the social construction that creates the norms of the belief that nianfo is the salvation (Hedges 434).  As a society, White Lotus School is an expression of system of power, authority and meaning (Paden 29).  The power is the collective force from the followers of the school, the White Lotus teachers (白蓮道人) and religious texts produced by Mao are the authority, and the meaning is the sacred of the salvation from the nianfo practice.
White Lotus Teaching – Maitreyan eschatology
In 1344, the Yellow River flooded catastrophically.   The local government were slow to control floods which threatened the transport of grain over the Grand Canal.   Then, there were droughts and epidemics the following year, which had devastated life, and hence led to social and economic disorder.  As the social and economical conditions deteriorated, rumours and prophecies arose.  (Haar 115) Han Shantong (韓山童), a White Lotus School leader, while working on a project to reroute the Yellow River found a stone statute of a man with only one eye and a prophecy inscribed on the back, saying “the find of such a man would mean that the entire world was about to revolt (Haar 115n2)”. Han used this prophecy and exploited the existing rumors and proclaimed that “the empire was in great disorder, Maitreya Buddha shall descend to be reborn, and the King of Light shall appear in this world[footnoteRef:5] (Haar 116).”  [5:  天下大亂。彌勒下生。明王出世。(Haar 116)] 

Han abandoned the Pure Land tradition and brought in the Manichean religious idea of light and darkness with the concept of a Maitreyan eschatology for his new teaching.  He converted the Buddhist devotional school into a new syncretic teaching – the Whit Lotus Teaching.  Manicheism was founded by Mani (214-273) of Persia and was introduced to China around 694.   According to Manichean religion, there was originally no substance, and light and darkness occupied their own respective realms.  The king of light dwelled in the realm of light in the East, North and West, while the demon king resided in the dark realm in the South.  With endless desires, the demon king expanded and invaded the realm of light.  The King of Light then created the world and angels of light to quell the demon.  The demon king created Adam and Eve who were full of desires.  Their bodies were made of materials from darkness and the soul was made of light.  By the same token, human is a blend of dark and light.  Mani claimed that he was the messiah sent by the king of light to save human beings in this world. (Ma 47-48) The Manichean dichotomic view of the world of light and darkness and the of good and evil had been in accord with Han’s worldview, and it fits his political agenda of overthrowing the Yuan Dynasty.  According to late Ming sources, Han pictured himself as the King of Light who was supposed to descend on earth at times of great chaos together with Maitreya to save the world (Haar 120).  
White Lotus Teaching is also considered a Maitreyan millenarian sect.  In Chinese millenarian- ism, each kalpa (劫) was thought to be presided over by a particular Buddha, and the imminent turn of the kalpa was the end of the reign of that Buddha.  In times of trouble the change of the kalpa was often believed imminent.  (Harrell 290) Six Buddhas had been reborn to this world before, and the historical Shakyamuni Buddha will be the seventh Buddha of this world.  Maitreya was a disciple of Shakyamuni Buddha and had been reborn to the Tusita Heaven as a Bodhisattva.  At the end of the reign of the historical Shakyamuni Buddha Maitrey Buddha begins his reign in this world, which starts in five billion and six hundred and seventy million years after the death of the Shakyamuni Buddha.  (Ma 44) The disasters of flood, drought and epidemics coupled with his finding of the prophecy on the back of a stone man had given Han the false idea that the change of kalpa was imminent and Maitreya Buddha was descending into this world to reign.  
[bookmark: _Hlk134785935]Han’s teaching blended the Manichean philosophy with Maitreyan eschatology for a political reason – to overthrow the government of Yuan Dynasty.  The Pure Land tradition that White Lotus School was founded upon emphasized salvation accomplished in the normal course of life, death, and rebirth with the intervention of divine grace of Amitabha Buddha.  The rebirth in the Pure Land is a blissful one based on individual practice of nianfo; it is a personal salvation. Han’s new teaching, on the other hand, emphasized sense-salvation from a catastrophe during the change of kalpa that would overcome all nonbelievers (Harrell 289-290).  By self-proclaiming the King of Light (from the Manichean concept of light and darkness) as a savior and the descending of Maitreya Buddha for a new reign in this world, he created a battle on earth, a battle between good and evil, and between light and darkness. He believed the king of light will restore order in this world by overthrowing the government of Yuan to build a utopia on earth. 
In 1350, Han planned an uprising with general Liu Futong.  The resurgence started with his followers in a so-called Red Turban army. The plan failed and Han was arrested and eventually executed. The rebellious uprisings led by his son Han Lin’er (林兒) continued until Yuan Dynasty was toppled.  Han Lin’er was a legitimate emperor in the rebel’s eyes, but he drowned while crossing a river in 1366.  The accident may possibly be a murder carried out by his escorts, who were in Zhu Yuanzhang’s service.  (Haar 116-118) Zhu Yuanzhang (朱元璋) (1328-1398) was a follower of the White Lotus Teaching and a subordinate to Han Lin’er until 1363 (Haar 117) and had served in the Red Turban army (Xu Weiwei 140).   Two years after Han Lin’er’s death, the new Great Ming dynasty was officially proclaimed in Nanjing in 1368.  (Haar 118) Zhu Yuanzhang became the founder and the first emperor of Ming Dynasty (1368-1644).    
After becoming the emperor of Ming, Zhu wanted to build a society rich in culture.  He invited Confucians Song Lian (宋濂) and Liu ji (劉基) and other literati into his governance circle.  These people had great influence on emperor Zhu that he started questioning the heterodoxy of the White Lotus Teaching.   (Xu Weiwei 140) He soon issued a new edict to outlaw White Lotus Teaching and other religious groups that were considered ‘heterodox way’ (左道) (Haar 124).  Since then, White Lotus Teaching had gone underground and became a secretive sect.     
In his article ‘Syncretic Sects in Chinese Society’ for the symposium in 1982 at the University of Washington, Stevan Harrell argued that any satisfactory explanation of sectarian unrest in China must include consideration of at least the following factors: state interference, social base of the rebellions, environmental changes such as disaster and economic changes, and sectarian organizations that are targets of government hostility (Harrell 295).  These four factors are prominent in the White Lotus Teaching’s uprisings led by Han, but I believe the major additional factor to the uprisings is the dichotomic concepts of light and darkness and good and evil in Manichean philosophy; the king of light is always in a state of fighting with the king of darkness in its religious context. These antithetical ideas when applied in a social context can be translated into oppressed versus oppressor, the poor versus the rich like those referred to in the Catholic Theology of Liberation in Latin America during the 1960’s.  Theology of liberation is a form of political theology in which social and political action for justice and liberation is the primary practical concern (Cosgrave 511). God is seen primarily as liberator or Savior of humanity from sin (Cosgrave 512). When all oppression and injustice have been removed and justice and integral liberation have been achieved, this will be God’s reign of perfect love and justice, and God’s kingdom finally and fully arrived (Cosgrave 511).  
There are resemblances between Han’s White Lotus Teaching and the Theology of liberation.  In a disorder society, Han acted as a savior and gave the devastated poor, especially the peasants who had been deprived and oppressed, hope of social justice and liberation at the turn of the kalpa with the descending of Maitreya Buddha to reign this world.  They would fight to make that happens and hoped that the king of light will win the battle in this world.  Han also took advantage of Mao’s well-structured White Lotus School and his new style of teaching to mobilize his followers in mass in any uprising.   Moreover, White Lotus School was a laity religious organization with lax rules that the followers were easily manipulated.   
White Lotus Teaching – Popular Religion
The Non-action Teaching movement led by Luo Qing (1442-1527) had enormous impact on White Lotus Teaching that had since converted White Lotus Teaching into a popular religion.  Luo Qing was born in Shandong province, and at the age of fourteen he joined the military and served as a soldier involved with the transport of army provisions through the Grand Canal (Xisha 169).  After losing both of his parents at the age of seven, he turned to religion to seek solace and meaning of life.  (Han 39) He studied Buddhist teaching and Chan under Chan master Wu Jing (無净) and Buddhist monk Bao Yue (寳月) of the Linji (臨濟) lineage School after he was discharged from the military (Yu 113).  In 1482, after 13 years of cultivation, he claimed he had enlightened to the ‘Great Way of non-action’ (無為大道) (Han 39), and he wanted to propagate the Non-Action teaching (Han 40). 
Luo was imprisoned after he failed to show off his magical skills to the emperor (Haar Lay 37).   With the help of eunuch Zhang Yong, who brought two of his disciples to the prison, Luo was able to dictate The Five Books in Six Volumes[footnoteRef:6], the teachings of Non-Action, to them in prison.  In 1509, he published The Five Books in Six Volumes, which became the most widespread lay Buddhist movement of late Ming (Haar 167), and it did not incorporate millenarian eschatology (Haar 202).   [6:  The Five Books in Six Volumes consists of rolls of ‘the enlightenment from ascetics’, ‘the lament of the world of non-action’, ‘The key to quell the heterodoxy and manifest the truth’, ‘The treasure roll of proper faith that rids of skepticism’ and ‘the treasure roll of the outcomes from the unmovable deep root of Mount Taisan’. ] 

Luo combined the Buddhist concepts of emptiness and Daoist inactivity to form the foundational thought of the Non-Action Teaching (Xisha 172).   He simplified the perplexity and complexity of the Buddhist concepts.  To make Buddhist and Chan vocabulary easy to understand for commoners at grassroots he developed a semantical system that humanizes or objectifies certain concepts, such as ‘I am emptiness’, ‘I am Pure Land’, ‘The original self is the West…is the hometown…’, etc. (Xu Xiaoyue 58) In developing this semantical system, he blended in some Chinese cultural connotations. For example, he used the term ‘hometown[footnoteRef:7]’ (家鄉) to explain emptiness for the concepts of ‘the dharma of Non-Action’, ‘the original self’, etc. (Xu Xiaoyue 57), which does not refer to a physical place, but one’s original nature (Haar Lay 39).  He also humanized emptiness to unborn parents.  The popular phrase of ‘The hometown of emptiness is the unborn parents[footnoteRef:8]’ became the mantra and faith of popular religions.  The term ‘unborn parents’ originated from Lou’s ‘the treasure roll of the outcomes from the unmovable deep root of Mount Taisan’. The Unborn parents are a single God without gender, and it eventually became a female God since God is the mother of all humankind who will save her children.  (Yu White Lotus Studies 33) [7:  Haar translated 家鄉 to ‘ancestral home’. (Haar Lay 39)]  [8:  真空家鄉，無生父母.] 

In 1615, the emperor prohibited all heterodox folk religions including Non-action Teaching (Yu 115).  After Non-Action Teaching being banned, there were interactions between Luo’s Non-Action and White Lotus Teachings as they both became underground secretive societies.  The Unborn Mother was deified, and White Lotus Teaching became a deity worshipping popular religion. Spirit-writing was introduced into White Lotus Teaching as the communication tool with the Unborn Mother deity.  
Luo implemented the Chinese cultural concepts of home, family values and filial piety into his teaching of emptiness.  The new concepts were less perplexed and fit into the Chinese culture very well.  Concepts of Pure Land, Heavens, emptiness all fell into this category of ‘home’ (Xu Xiaoyue 60) that his followers can easily identify with.  Luo probably did not realize that one day his concept of ‘home’ had turned into a deity worshipping.
Conclusion
The line between orthodoxy and heterodoxy is very thin in Chinese Buddhism.  There are no standard measures to classify the orthodoxy of a religious school or sect. Tiantai School, Chan School and Huayan School are few of the successful Buddhist schools established by prominent monks.   These schools were formed on a tradition of Buddhist monasticism with strict rules set by the Buddhist founder Shakyamuni Buddha.  Precepts were the rock foundations and observed diligently in the monastic life.  Mao Ziyuan followed his predecessors to form his White Lotus School; his intention was to popularize Huiyuan’s nianfo ideal.  Mao failed when he deviated from the Chinese Buddhist monasticism by empowering laity and allowing laity to do the Sangha’s missionary works.  The laity missionary was not the main culprit of the cause of failure, but the politics between laity and Sangha had caused conflicts and contradictions, and White Lotus School hence fell off the orthodox Buddhist framework. 
After White Lotus School fell into the hand of laity, it lacked a solid religious framework as a foundational support and proper religious guidance.  It became a political tool when Han Shantong, a White Lotus School leader, introduced a new syncretic millenarian teaching, and changed the direction of White Lotus School and its name to White Lotus Teaching.  When popular religion was popular and expanding rapidly in Ming Dynasty, it became a deity worshipping popular religion to accommodate its grassroots’ followers as a cultural appropriation.   
White Lotus Teaching thus became Heterodox.
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