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Sectarian Religions and Globalization in Nineteenth Century China:

The Wanbao baojuan 萬寳寶卷 (1858) and other examples

Thomas Jansen

Introduction

Historical studies investigating the transformation of the Chinese religious sphere under the impact of globalization since 1800 have paid little attention to the role of sectarian religions so far. This neglect has a number of reasons: First, sectarian religious groups were prohibited by Ming and Qing law and thus were frequently subjected to persecution and a life in secrecy. When we look at the Chinese religious sphere in nineteenth century China from a global perspective, Christianity and, to a much lesser extent Islam, appear as the dominant global forces, while sectarian groups and their members easily fall from sight. Sectarian groups come into view but as targets of conversion, not as historical agents in their own right.

Secondly, being legally branded as ‘heterodox,’ sectarian groups had to keep a low public profile and were thus never able to develop or maintain strong and lasting religious or social institutions. Often forced to split up and re-form clandestinely under new leadership in order to avoid harassment or persecution by imperial officials, sectarian groups remained in a state of constant flux, which makes it difficult for modern scholars to capture transformative social processes at the various levels (local, regional and world) linked to globalization. It is only since the last quarter of the twentieth century that we are able to examine globally active Chinese popular sects, such as the Yiguandao (“Way of All-Pervading Unity”) and the Daoyuan (“Sanctuary of the Dao”) or, since the 1990s, Falun Gong.
 In the case of the Yiguandao, for instance, the first wave of its overseas transmission was launched in 1949, the year the Communist victory on the Chinese mainland forced members of the organization into exile in Korea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan where they continued to spread their teaching.
 Before that time, the teaching was, by and large, confined to the Chinese mainland. The nineteenth century, let alone earlier periods, does not yet boast popular sects that are truly global in the sense that their networks span across at least parts of the globe or that these groups would display a ‘global outlook’ distinct from the ‘universalist ideas’ we already find much earlier in China.
 For instance, Chinese migration to Southeast Asia during the nineteenth century, which peaked between 1850 and 1900, entailed the spread of Chinese religious ideas across the region and led to the creation of extensive religious networks among migrants.
 However, these interregional networks depended on structures based on kinship and locality, which are characteristic of earlier forms of globalization and thus, in some respects, very different from the global expansion of certain Chinese religious groups at the end of the twentieth century.

Thirdly, sectarian scriptures, “Precious Scrolls” (baojuan), which constitute the major, albeit not the only, source of knowledge about the self-understanding and religious beliefs of sectarian groups, have yet to be examined with regards to how sectarian groups experienced and responded to the influx of foreign religions, particularly Christianity, and the process of globalization in general.

In this paper, my aim is to address the question of sectarian responses to the Christian influx and, by extension, to globalization by looking at one particular sectarian scripture and a limited number of other texts from the popular religious milieu. I argue that the production, distribution, and consumption of religious texts can be used as an indicator of globalization, and therefore, merits careful investigation.

For example, the spread of Christianity into China in the nineteenth century was accompanied by the production and dissemination of a large quantity of Christian scriptures and tracts. Between 1814 and 1949, the British, American, Scottish, and Chinese Bible Societies sold approximately 300 million religious scriptures in China. The great majority of these texts were part-Bibles, which means portions of scripture. Full Bibles, on the other hand, accounted for only a small proportion of the total textual output of the Bible societies.
 To this one has to add the texts produced and disseminated by other Christian organizations or individuals in China. In the nineteenth century, Chinese readers had access to Christian primers, Biblical stories and narratives, Bible dictionaries, selections of scripture sentences, liturgical texts, as well as outlines of scripture and reading guides.

At the same time that Christian texts became more easily available, at least in places with a presence of missionaries, Chinese popular religious groups also engaged in religious text production of a substantial scale. To my knowledge, no comprehensive attempt to quantify the total output of scriptures by these groups has been made to date. Extrapolating, however, from the publication history of individual well-known scriptures, it is safe to assume that the number of titles and copies of sectarian texts in circulation was quite substantial.

By studying this textual corpus, and investigating its interaction with its Christian counterpart, it will be possible to not only see how Christianity and local religion came face-to-face, but also how Chinese sectarian groups inculturated, reworked, subverted, opposed, or ‘cannibalized’
 the foreign religion. It becomes, in other words, possible to analyze globalization in the religious sphere as a multidimensional and multidirectional process which involves a variety of agents and their specific interests.

Observing Christian-Chinese interaction at the textual level will also help us to correct the distorted image of an active, expanding global Christianity on the one hand, and passively receiving Chinese religions on the other. Instead, we will be able to see more clearly where and how influences worked in both directions, i.e. how Christian text production “underwent a textual sinicization over the course of the late Qing.”

In this paper I intend to make two key points: firstly, sectarian groups were indeed aware of the international political world surrounding them, and we can detect an engagement with global currents in their writings. Secondly, through their scriptures sectarian groups not only accommodated, deflected, and re-interpreted global influences coming from the West to China; they also initiated a cultural flow in the opposite direction. At the start of the 21st century, Chinese popular religious scriptures are easily available in the West through translations or as original texts distributed often free of charge through Chinese supermarkets and community centers around the world.

1. Foreign Presence and the Impending Apocalypse: The Wanbao baojuan
The text that initially stimulated my exploration into the relationship between sectarian religion and globalization is a baojuan (literally ‘precious scroll’)
 I came across in the Capital Library in Beijing (Beijing Shoudu Tushuguan 北京首都圖書館) as part of the Wu Xiaoling吴晓铃 collection of popular literature in 2006. In the sixteenth century, many of the new sectarian religions produced their own scriptures to address audiences with some degree of literacy. This text has the title Wanbao baojuan 万寳寶卷 (“The Precious Scroll of Myriad Treasures”) and consists of 193 lines that are composed in four different metric patterns: a) 10-10 character lines, b) 7-7-7 character lines, c) 7-3-3-7 character lines or d) 3-3-7-3-3 character lines. Pattern c) and d) alternate and make up most of the last part of the text. Only in the last four lines does the pattern return to 10-10 character lines.

These patterns require rhythmic recitation or reading, which makes the text both easier to memorize and (slightly) less monotonous. The date at the beginning of the text mentions that this baojuan was “authenticated (pi 批) in the last ten-day-period of the first month in the eighth year of the Xianfeng reign,” or 1858 by Western reckoning. The text contains a reference to a “Teaching of the Central Gate” (Zhongmen jiao 中門教), its precise sectarian affiliation, however, is unknown to me. The text opens with an exhortation to the assembly of the faithful to “read” (kan 看) and “listen” (ting 聼) to this baojuan attentively, for this would open up the chance to ascend to the ‘Ninth Heaven’ (jiu tian 九天) on ‘Cloud Road’ (yun lu 雲路). In Ninth Heaven, the faithful would be reunited with their heavenly parents, represented by the Eternal Venerable Mother (wusheng laomu 無生老母). So far, this kind of opening passage is familiar from other baojuan. The passage that caught my attention was the following:

People in this assembly should quickly verify that their names are on the register;

Before long everywhere under heaven will be thrown into chaos.

Then there will be no monarch whose rule will extend over all under heaven;

All those with power (lit. “people and horses”) will become independent.

Before long there will be great catastrophe here in the city of Beijing;

The South will be in chaos, the North will be in chaos, every place in the four directions will be in turmoil.

The Central States (zhongguo 中國) in all under heaven will be unable to find peace;

When the foreigners enter China, the world will change (外國人進中華世界要變).

All will want to establish themselves in the Beijing area as independent True Rulers (zhen jun 真君);

[While] the ignorant crowd hope that those Qing will continue as before.

Military leaders will lead their troops into battle on the Central Plain;

Every region (guo 國) under heaven will be thrown into chaos, one after the other.

The confused and ignorant masses will not get peace!

The Wanbao baojuan was composed in, and explicitly refers to, China’s political situation in 1858. In that year, the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864) was in full swing and China just a few months away from being forced to sign the Treaty of Tianjin (June 1858) which secured Britain and France the right to establish permanent diplomatic representations in Beijing. The scripture predicts – 50 years too early – the end of Qing imperial rule over All-Under-Heaven under the onslaught of foreign imperialist powers. It warns of the impending doom and advises its audience to check immediately if their names have been entered onto the registers of those who will be saved. In other words, it urges its readers and listeners to secure their own survival by joining the sect and spreading the message of the baojuan to others.

Several things are striking about this passage. The first is the speed with which current events are taken up in sectarian scripture and, in this case, might even have prompted its writing. The references to the political situation in Beijing in early 1858 are obviously an attempt to exploit the general anxiety and uncertainty among the population of the capital to recruit new followers. The fact that scriptures were revealed in times of danger to offer a path to salvation for the few elect is not new in 1858. What was new, I would argue, is the awareness of the international dimension of the current crisis, which is further suffused with nationalist sentiments instilled by the treatment of China by both the foreign nations and the Manchu rulers. Thus, the Wanbao baojuan should cause us to question claims that during the two decades from 1840 until 1860 China refused “to take foreign realities into account [and, TJ] did not develop a nation-wide sense of urgency until more intense shocks stunned the Middle Kingdom.”
 Whether the sense of impending disaster revealed in the Wanbao baojuan was ‘nation-wide’ is impossible to say on the basis of a single text. This baojuan shows, however, that there was a great sense of urgency in some segments of society, even if we have to take into account that in order to attract new followers, sectarians were used to paint reality in threateningly dark colors.

A scripture such as the Wanbao baojuan is indicative of the vibrant and highly responsive religious text production in the nineteenth century. Even under political pressure, sectarian groups apparently had the financial means and networks to produce new scriptures that tried to attract audiences by keeping in touch with current events. In my view, scriptures such as the Wanbao baojuan suggest that sectarian groups actively competed in a religious market
 in which, fuelled by the vast amount of available Christian tracts, the production and circulation of scriptures was of key importance. More research on the social history of popular religious texts is necessary to determine whether, to what extent, and how Christian missionary innovation in religious text production influenced sectarian milieus, or vice versa. What we can say at this point is that the clash between China and the Western nations has entered the scriptures of sectarian groups.

Let us briefly return to the text itself and see what solution the Wanbao baojuan offers for those who believe in its message? What is its religious promise? Later in the text we find a passage that says:

The World of Red Dust (the human world) is coming to an end.

For ten-thousand generations, we have hoped for the coming of the White Yang era;

The World of Red Dust is in panic and chaos.

Men and women, old and young are restless, [but] the White Yang era world will come; a new heaven, a new earth, that humans rarely [see].

Men and women still need to carry on marching towards the White Yang era; [when] it has arrived, the fields of blessedness will increase; the ten-thousand states of the Red Yang period are on the path of delusion.

Contending to occupy Beijing is futile; the Great Way of the White Yang will appear in the Central Capital (中京);
 the third Dragon-Flower Assembly
 will [also] go in there.

The Wanbao baojuan integrates the threat caused by the onrush of the foreigners and their armies into a three-stage cosmic scheme represented by the cosmic periods ‘Azure yang,’ ‘Red yang,’ and ‘White yang,’ which are ruled by the three Buddhas Dīpamkara, Śākyamuni, and Maitreya, respectively. The millenarian expectation of an imminent White Yang era ruled by Maitreya, is the solution offered by this scripture. The foreign threat is neutralized by its incorporation into the sectarian worldview. By assigning these forces a place within the three-stage cosmic scheme, the threat is rendered meaningful as the announcement of the coming millennium. It has become manageable and will ultimately dissolve simply by becoming obsolete or ‘purposeless’ (wangran 枉然). So far, this strategy of dealing with outside forces is reminiscent of Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 (BC 145- c. 86) integration of the Xiongnu into the worldview of Chinese correlative cosmology in his Shiji, almost two-thousand years earlier. The difference lies in the individualized approach which the Wanbao jing offers. Salvation is not granted on the grand scale, but requires the individual efforts of each and every member of the congregation. Moreover, in the middle of the nineteenth-century, even the most diehard believer in the efficacy of religious rituals and scriptures would not have expected foreign troops to disappear simply as a consequence of pious scripture recitation. Therefore, the appearance of the White Yang is re-located to the “Central Capital,” away from the capital Beijing that is under threat. The third Dragon-Flower Assembly, at which Maitreya-Buddha takes over the religious rule, will take place there. The sentence “the Great Way of the White Yang will appear in the Central Capital (中京); the third Dragon-Flower Assembly will [also] go in there” (白陽大道中京現, 龍華三會赴裏邊) presents difficulties.
 If we understand it in a concretely geographical sense, the question of its exact location arises. Possibly, the phrase refers to the area where the sect has its home base. An alternative explanation could be that the advent of the next millennium is interpreted metaphorically as an internal transformation that takes place only inside the body of the individual believer. In light of the multiplicity of meanings that characterizes the use of many symbols in baojuan, both readings seem to be possible here. The way a group interpreted its scriptures, whether it tended to read them literally or rather metaphorically, was one factor among others that could influence their course of action. Groups who would read the text literally were more likely to search for, and enter, the promised “Central Capital,” while other readings would suggest other ways (through meditation, internal alchemy etc.) of getting there.

The Wanbao baojuan, which I have introduced here, is by no means the only sectarian scripture that directly addresses political events involving the presence of foreign powers in China. Among the apocalyptic scriptures of the Way of the Temple of the Heavenly Immortals (Tianxian miaodao hui 天仙廟道會), a tradition that was founded in the mid-nineteenth century in Henan Province, flourished in the Republican period, and still exists today, is a text entitled Minguo zhuan 民國傳, “The Story of the Republic of China.” It deals, from a sectarian point of view, with the time of the Second World War and predicts the disintegration of China into different independent parts (“One country will become six countries”). Surprisingly, this disintegration is not seen as a source of further suffering, since in each of the different regions a True Man will emerge, and restore peace and plenty: “There will be four capitals, and China will be at peace.”

To give a third example: In an article for the Chinese Recorder and Missionary Journal, the American missionary Arthur H. Smith (1845-1932) mentions a prophetic text with the title “The Ordinance of Fate” (Tianming li 天命例). In response to the question what will follow the Qing dynasty, the text suggests that it will be replaced by an ‘eagle’ (ying 鷹). Smith notes that “the popular interpretation is that this refers to England, Ying Kuo (英國), whose successive maritime and martial conquests have in consequence not unnaturally filled multitudes with vague alarm.”

Although sectarian sources obviously do acknowledge the existence and impact of foreign influences in China – the Western powers approaching Beijing in the nineteenth century or the Second World War –, as far as I can see these events did not prompt the authors of sectarian scriptures to modify or even abandon the interpretative and narrative framework set by earlier baojuan. The effects of globalization, China’s interconnectedness with the outside world as well as the repercussions of global events in China, remained integrated into the traditional universal cycle of moral decline, apocalypse, and salvation that sectarian scriptures propagated. Most sectarian writings do not break through the traditional confines of Chinese historical and geographical thinking.

This marks an important difference to the contemporaneous Taiping Tianguo’s view of China’s position in the world. Hong Xiuquan洪秀全 (1814-1864), the Taiping leader, outlined his own concept of a salvation history in two essays written between 1844 and 1846 in which he radically turned the tables on the question of who is responsible for China’s poverty and weakness.
 According to Hong, in antiquity all Chinese had worshipped and honored the God on High (shangdi 上帝), like people in the Western nations did. It was only after the founding of the empire by Qin Shihuangdi in 221 BC, that the emperors arrogated the right to worship shangdi and allowed other gods (Buddhist and Daoist) to be worshipped besides him. This was the point when true religion deteriorated in China and the country embarked on a different path to that of the Western nations.

It has also been falsely said that to worship the Great God is to follow barbarians’ ways. They do not know that […] from the time of Pan Gu down to the period of the three dynasties, both monarchs and people honored and worshiped the Great God. […] As for the Great Way of Worshiping the Great God, from the very beginning […] both China and the foreign nations walked together on this Great Way. However, the various Western nations continued to walk on this Ways, while China, although it at first walked this way, detoured during the last one or two thousand years in the demonic way and was caught by the Yanluo demon [Satan].

Adopting Christian beliefs was to return to the common ancestor of humanity. For Hong, this ancestor was not particular to China from where its influence radiated out into the world. Instead, it was a truly global vision that “spiritually and physically unified China amidst other Christian nations.” By embedding China into a new Christian salvation history, Hong Xiuquan was the first to interpret Chinese history as a part of world history, to envisage China as a member in the global family of Christian nations.

2. The Sectarian Encounter with Christianity

While global forces, such as Western imperialism and its presence in China, are to a certain extent reflected in Chinese sectarian writings, sectarian religion encountered religious globalization more directly in the form of Christian missionaries in China. Christian missionaries were the group of foreigners Chinese living in rural areas were most likely to get in contact with. As representatives of a global force, their interaction is of particular interest to us.

Scholars studying the history of Christian inculturation in China, like Daniel Bays, Rolf Tiedemann, Lars Laamann, and others, have emphasized the close connections between Christianity and Chinese ‘heterodox sects’.
 Mass conversions of sectarians to Christianity had taken place as early as the first quarter of the eighteenth century, despite the fact that the eighteenth century is known as a period of strict ideological control in religious matters.

Likewise, Margo Gewurtz, in an article on the Christian community in rural north Henan between 1890‑1912, has argued that Christianity was part of the sectarian milieu and that both “converts and missionaries were seen as sectarians,” hence the permeability of the boundaries between the two religious traditions.
 Daniel Bays notes a “sectarian-Christian fusion” and concludes: “Thus in China's pre‑nationalistic age, i.e. until at least the late 1890's, the foreign ties and identity of Christianity were perhaps of less import than its ability to function effectively within conceptual and behavioral parameters which were already well established by the Chinese sectarian tradition. In this sense, Christianity in the nineteenth century can be seen as a Chinese sect.”
 The missionary Joseph Edkins remarked with reference to the similarities he perceived to exist between the Christian and indigenous religious literature: “It may be here noticed that there is the spirit of the gospel in some parts of these exhortations, suggesting that the writer knew the sermon of the Mount. The resemblance to Christianity is most striking.”
 One does, of course, also find the opposite view, namely that Christian and Chinese scriptures have nothing in common. Note F. Galpin’s tart remark on Chinese morality books (shanshu 善書): “[T]hese books have many defects. They are sadly in need of careful revision. Some of their pages contain the morbid details of vicious habits that are only equaled by the sensational pages of the ‘Illustrated Police News’ in the West.”

Let us look again at one concrete example of the relationship between Christianity and sectarian groups in the latter half of the nineteenth century. In an article entitled “A modern Shantung prophet,” Henry D. Porter, a member of the American North China Mission stationed in Shandong during the 1880s, recalls the story of a man known by the name of Li Huacheng
 who had acquired certain fame as healer and prophet by virtue of his enormous belly and his double navel. “This man,” comments Porter, “had such a Falstaffian physique that he had acquired among a people quaintly prone to nicknaming every physical oddity the name of Li Big Belly (Li da duzi 李(?)大肚子.”
 Presumably through the acquaintance with one of Li Big Belly’s chief disciples, Porter came into the possession of a little compendium of Christian doctrine entitled “The Four Character Classic” (Si zi jing 四字經) that contained some of Li Big Belly’s personal notes. One of his prophesies built on the Anglo-French attack on the Dagu forts southeast of Tianjin in 1859, and on the subsequent capture of Beijing, events that seem to have been widely noticed by sectarian groups. According to Porter’s testimony, Li told his followers: “By and by those western men will come to you. If they appear with strange hats on their heads, and guns in their hands, you still have no occasion for fear. Follow them when they appear, and learn their doctrine, for theirs is the True Path, and the right way.”
 Afterwards, Li Big Belly repeated his advice to his son, whom Porter happened to get to know later and whose relationship to his father Porter describes in colorful language: “It was the custom of this tender father to revile his son whenever he accosted him, as a sign no doubt of special endearment, in much the same way that the Mahommedan litter drivers in the north address their mules, with the purpose to establish easy relations with them.”
 According to the son’s testimony this was his father’s advice: “Whenever the foreigners come with the new religion you will find it all right. You had best follow them, and live a good life.”
 Li Big Belly’s favorable opinion of the Christian teaching is further documented in a handwritten metrical comment in his copy of the Four Character Classic dated to August 1861. This comment reads:

The principles of the Jesus Hall are not bad,

Let the world know that they are truly worthy of praise.

Have trust that a return home will come true;

And that you’ll be laughing at the place of eternal life.

The Western people return to the Heavenly Terrace,

The blessed ones come here.

They revere the true god (zhen shen 真神) and learn to worship him.

They urge the people to be patient, to do good, repent and reform.

Against the background of the Western aggression in China, this positive evaluation of the Christian teaching surprises. However, the example reveals two fundamental traits of the sectarian response to global forces: firstly, the enormous pragmatism on the part of the Chinese sectarians who had no qualms about accepting the Christian religion as long as it proved efficacious and brought other worldly rewards as well. Christian missionaries were often filled with dismay in the face of sectarian pragmatism: “They probably did not mean to deceive. They were persuaded that it would be to their interest to live the life a Christian profession involves, but their supreme motive was the hope of pecuniary gain.”
 One missionary observed that, if combined with famine relief, the Christian message falls on much more receptive ears.
 Missionaries, however, did not speak of the converts’ motives in exclusively negative terms, since the benefits sought by converts often included the acquisition of basic education, such as reading skills: 

Many, both men and women, manifest an intense desire to learn to read. Some well advanced in life persevere until they are able to understand the Mandarin Scripture and Hymn-book. […] Those who sincerely receive the truth wish to learn not only all they can in regard to Christianity but in regard to other subjects. Their sympathies are enlarged to take in the whole world to some extent. […] Opposition to railroads, foreign machinery, etc., does not come from the converts to Christianity.

Secondly, sectarian leaders apparently had no difficulties in finding common ground between Christian tracts and their own religious literature. Terms and phrases, such as “to return home” (gui dao jia 歸到家), “Heavenly Terrace” (tian tai 天台), “true deity/spirit” (zhen shen 真神), as well as “to do good” (xing shan 行善), or “repent and reform” (hui gai 悔改), are key terms that express “in an emotionally powerful and relatively undifferentiated way, what the system means to them.”
 Hence, these terms can be easily transferred from one belief system into another. While “returning home” means “ascent to Heaven” in the Christian context, sectarians use it as a reference to the home of the Eternal Venerable Mother on Numinous Mountain (Ling shan 靈山). Daniel Bays has noted that “equivalences between the Unborn Eternal Mother and Jehovah or Mary, and between Jesus and the Maitreya Buddha, were facilitated by literature and further buttressed by direct teaching or preaching.”
 

The translatability of Christian religious concepts into the framework of Chinese popular religion and vice versa, does not, of course, mean that Christians – Chinese and Western – could not become the target of violence. Several anti-Christian riots in the late nineteenth century – the Tianjin incident in 1871, the Yangzi River Valley riots of 1891, the attacks against foreigners by the Boxers – as well as the derisive caricatures of Christian teachings and institutions – Zhu Yesu 主耶穌, Lord Yesu, was transmogrified into Pig Yesu 豬耶穌 – provide ample evidence of the opposite.
 Recently, Barend ter Haar has argued, however, that this violence did not necessarily spring from specifically anti-Christian or anti-Western intentions, but rather from Chinese indigenous perceptions and fears that merely selected Christians and Westerners as scapegoats.
 This argument is not entirely convincing in light of the fact that there were voices of protest against this kind of defamation which precisely argued that “Yesu is not Yesu [belonging] only to Western countries, but is Yesu [belonging] to the myriad nations under the heavens,” as Lauren Pfister has shown.

3. Sectarian Integration of Christian Symbols

The assertion that Yesu/Jesus belongs not only to one nation but is for all nations, brings me to the concluding section of my brief overview of sectarian responses to global forces in the nineteenth century: sects that permanently adopted Christian symbols into their own teachings. The two prime examples are the Yiguandao (Way of All Pervasive Unity) and the Daoyuan (Sanctuary of the Dao).
 Both belong to the so-called ‘unity sects,’ traditions that regard different teachings - Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity - as expressions of a single Dao. Strictly speaking, the Daoyuan and the Yiguandao are new religious groups of the twentieth century, founded in 1921 (Daoyuan) and 1930 (Yiguandao) in Ji’nan, Shandong Province. Thus they fall outside the time-frame of my essay. However, the Yiguandao in particular, has a long pre-history, and scholars disagree on who is the founder of this sect, Zhang Tianran 張天然 (1889-1947), the eighteenth patriarch of the Way of the Former Heaven (Xiantian dao 先天道), or Wang Jueyi 王覺一 (1821?-1884), the fifteenth patriarch who was appointed in 1877.

For my purpose, the Yiguandao and the Daoyuan are interesting because they were the first Chinese popular sects who incorporated Jesus into their pantheon, albeit in a slightly different way. The precise historical context of this ‘internationalization’ of the pantheon is still not fully understood. In his study of the popular figure of Jigong 濟公 (“Crazy Ji”) Meir Shahar argues that the integration of Jigong into the pantheon of the Yiguandao in the 1920s can be interpreted as the attempt of the then patriarch Zhang Guangbi to transform the Yiguandao into a national movement and enhance his own popularity by exploiting Jigong’s popularity.
 A similar rationale, namely to transform the Yiguandao into a movement with an even wider reach and audience, presumably formed the background of Jesus’ inclusion into their pantheon. The important question is: does this incorporation of a foreign deity mark a significant break from the practices and belief systems of the nineteenth century described above? Let us look at one final text, a message from Jesus in an Yiguandao séance on Christmas Day of 1938:

[…] At this time, the ten thousand ways all return to the Way of Heaven. I, too, have left Heaven above to assist in [the propagation of] the Dao. I see the last day of the world about to arrive, yet my followers’ minds are even more darkened than before. […] Because I do not want to see all of you going to perdition, I am now having the bamboo pen write words of truth. Your sins are truly numerous, and it will be very difficult to rely just on me for your salvation. If your conduct is not in accord with principles, Heaven will not speak of “forgiving sins.” You should quickly come to a thorough realization [of this]. Turn back – the road is even and easy. For those lambs who have already lost their way, I have come to guide them onwards. Clearly recognize the timing of Heaven, do not remain attached to ideas of “Hell” and “Heaven.” On this joyous occasion of my birthday, do you understand my Dao? Does your natural goodness open up and manifest itself? If you become lost in chanting mere words, you truly fail to carry out your duty of saving the world. If at the fork of the road you hesitate to go forward, you will become a homeless outcast without refuge. You are caught up in a great dream and are slow to awaken. Just to rely on me truly is not possible. If you seek Heaven’s help with utmost sincerity, you will encounter more spiritual responsiveness than you expected. You must no longer tarry in confusion, but change with time and opportunity. Stubbornly holding on to the old principles will just lead you to perdition!

The text contains a number of themes one would expect in earlier baojuan of a millenarian bent such as, the Longhua baojuan 龍華寶卷 (“Precious Scroll of the Dragon-Flower”):
 humanity’s loss of its divine home due to worldly attachments; an approaching cataclysm and therefore, the urgent need to accept the one true teaching; the return to the unity of a divine origin; the inability of humanity to find the way home; and the appearance of sages and bodhisattvas to guide humanity onto the right path. The Yiguandao text shares these themes, yet “the key theme of this text,” as Philip Clart has pointed out, “is the insufficiency of the Christian Gospel for the attainment of final salvation.”
 In order to be saved, followers of Jesus have to overcome the limitations of their faith and accept the higher truth of the one Dao. In the Longhua baojuan, too, Laozi and Confucius are sent as emissaries by the Eternal Venerable Mother to reveal the true teaching to humanity. This implies that the teachings of these sages are superseded by the superior teaching of the Longhua baojuan. The difference between the Longhua jing and the Yiguandao interpretation of Jesus’ role is that in the Longhua jing Laozi and Confucius themselves know the true teaching, while the Jesus of the Yiguandao does not. The ‘liturgical profile’ of Jesus and all other founders of religion in the Yiguandao is thus subordinate to the sects own spiritual hierarchy.

In the twentieth century, the incorporation of the main principles of the founders of the five world religions was done deliberately to facilitate missionary activities by the sect:

In the Tang Dynasty, Buddhism incorporated Confucian teachings and thus a new tradition syncretizing three teachings emerged. That is Chan Buddhism, an indigenized Chinese Buddhism. Today, western teachers are spreading to the east; Chinese culture is showing its amazing ability of synthesizing the western culture. Against this background, Yiguan Dao today not only studies and incorporates teachings of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism, but also draws salutary elements from such western religions as Christianity and Islam. Yiguan Dao is syncretizing the doctrines of these five great religions. This synthetic force promises to create a new world religion which will be even more influential than the Chan Buddhism.

The integration of new foreign deities into the pantheon of the Yiguandao is a response to changes in the religious economy as Yiguan Dao establishes a presence all over the world. Christian, or more generally foreign, elements are appropriated on the sectarian’s own terms in order to secure the global validity of the sectarian worldview in the twentieth century in ways not fundamentally different from what sectarian groups have done in the past. To put it differently, if we want to speak of a ‘sectarian globalisation’ in the first half of the twentieth century, we have to be aware that it most likely still follows the paradigms established in the nineteenth century or even earlier.

Conclusion

“When the foreigners enter China, the world will change,” was one of the prophetic statements in the Wanbao baojuan I quoted in the first part of this essay. What has changed for Chinese sectarian groups as a result of China’s encounter with foreign powers and Christianity in the nineteenth century? What insights do we get from an investigation into the world of sectarian religions about processes of globalization and how they played out in the Chinese religious field in the long durée? What questions are raised by the material I have presented here?

The examples discussed have shown that not only Chinese religion in general, but popular religion in particular, should be an integral part of the narrative of globalization in China. Chinese religious sects were sensitive to the global currents around them, responding in various ways to political events related to the onslaught of foreign imperialism and Christian expansion in China, and sometimes entering the stage of world history themselves, like the Taiping in the middle of the nineteenth century. Never were sectarian groups only passive recipients, forced to adapt and recast themselves in an image imposed from the outside. To focus the narrative of religious globalization in China exclusively on the big players, be it Christianity, Confucianism, or the Chinese state, would run the risk of assuming that the unquestionable ‘positional superiority’ of these players translated into absolute discursive authority as well.
 The examples examined above show that this was not the case.

While some groups interpreted the threats caused by globalization within the established framework of sectarian salvation history, thereby transforming it into a meaningful event that heralds the coming of a new and better age, others, like the Taiping, substantially reworked the indigenous concept of history in order to adapt their teaching and worldview to the new realities. Both strategies, that of inculturation and that of adaptation, existed side by side. More often than not, these strategies have their historical roots in Chinese culture and are simply applied to new contexts. The ‘syncretic strategy’ adopted by Yiguan Dao in order to adapt their teaching to a global context, is a case in point. It is very similar to what the imperial state did in the past and what has been described by the term ‘co-optation.’ 

Influences between Western and Chinese sectarian religions flowed in both directions, even though Christian influences on Chinese groups are often more obvious. However, sectarian groups exerted various influences on Christianity as well. Christian missionaries were often well-acquainted with Chinese sectarian scriptures from which they borrowed phrases and sometimes imitated in terms of layout and print. Through publications such as The Chinese Recorder and Missionary Journal, Chinese excerpts from popular religious texts were also made available to an interested public in the English speaking world. Rather than assuming the existence of two neatly separated markets for religious scriptures, we have to perhaps think of the late imperial religious book market as highly integrated, with Christian tracts and sectarian scriptures in constant interaction with each other and readers picking and choosing on an ad hoc basis. Producers of religious texts, on the other hand, would have been keen to adopt the most recent technological and commercial innovations in order to secure attention of the audiences. One sentence in the Wanbao baojuan notes in passing that the “Venerable Mother frequently comes down to earth to leave True Scriptures in the human world” (Laomu changchang lai luo fan, zhen jingjuan, liu shijian老母常常來落凡   真經卷   留世間). This could indicate that the competition between religious groups, Chinese and Christian, forced this particular sect to step up its own text production as well as to loosen restrictions on the circulation of the Wanbao baojuan in order to reach new audiences (the text also mentions the payment of a fee). More research into the economic aspects of religious text production in China is needed, as well as on the question of how this grey area of exchange between sectarian religion, orthodox religions, and Christian missionaries was monitored by the state. 

Further study of religious text production and the intensification of the interactional exchange between different world regions via religious scriptures, from the printing of Christian scriptures in China in the nineteenth century to the distribution in print and through the internet of a vast amount of religious material in Chinese in the West, can provide a clear indication and measure of the emerging global religious sphere in the nineteenth and twentieth century. The production, distribution, and reading of religious texts created lasting structures between all participants. More importantly, once these structures had been established, they took on a life of their own that continues until today, and links the past and the present.
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� The True Jesus Church might also be mentioned in this context. While Daniel Bays interprets this group “partly in terms of the heritage of Chinese sectarian folk religion,” its classification as a ‘popular sect’ may be problematic in the light of the group’s self-understanding as Christian. See Bays (1996), p. 311.


� See also Robert Weller’s chapter on Buddhist charitable organizations in this volume. 


� For instance, in the Mahāyāna-Buddhist tradition that had spread across East Asia since the 6th century AD. The global connections of Chinese Buddhism are described in Holcombe (2001), pp. 78-108.


� On the importance of the links between China and Southeast Asia over many centuries, see Van de Ven (2002), pp. 167-93.


� See the article by Hildegard Diemberger in this volume.


� See Chen Jianming (2008), p. 13. So massive were the missionaries’ printing operations that they led to the replacement of woodblock printing with movable type, for the simple reason that movable type printing allowed far more print runs than woodblocks. On the relationship between missionary printing operations and the social history of the Chinese book, see McDermott (2006), pp. 9-42.


� For a discussion of the different textual genres, see Starr (2008), pp. 34-44.


� The Taiwanese scholar Wang Jianchuan has listed the different editions of one core text, the Wubu liuce 五部六冊 (Five Books in Six Volumes). See Wang Jianchuan (1995),  pp. 161-72.


� The expression was coined by Arjun Appadurai in Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Appadurai 1996). See Bayly (2002), p. 65.


� Starr (2008), p. 45.


� The standard introduction into this important genre of religious literature is Overmyer (1999).


� Fairbank/Twitchett (1980), pp. 155-6.


� The Wanbao baojuan warns against the many false prophets and imposters who try to discredit its teaching or mislead the people by posing themselves as the Eternal Venerable Mother.


� I am not certain what the “Central Capital” exactly refers to.


� “San Longhua hui” can also mean “three Dragon-Flower Assemblies” since Maitreya is believed to hold three assemblies. Topley (1963), p. 373.


� The Minguo zhuan 民國傳 (see further below) mentions the existence of four concurrent capitals in China: “There will be four capitals, and China will be at peace. Shi-Ba-Zi-Li will be in the center [it is unclear if this is a further capital located in the center, to which reference is made in other Temple documents, or if the center is one of the four], and will come to prominence in the wusi year [1953-2013].” See Ownby/Qiao (1996), pp. 50-1.


� Ownby/Qiao (1996), p. 49.


� Smith (1881), p. 323.


� See Wagner (1982).


� Ibid., p. 53.


� Ibid. pp. 53-4.


� See Bays (1985); Bays (1991); Bays (1982); Tiedemann (1996); Laamann (2006).


� Gewurtz (2003), p. 704.


� Bays (1982), p. 50. Author [TJ] emphasis.


� Quoted from Tiedemann (1996), p. 382.


� Galpin (1882), p. 217. The modern standard study of shanshu is Clart (1996).


� I was unable to ascertain the Chinese characters for this name.


� Porter (1887), p. 14.


� Ibid., p. 18.


� Ibid., p. 19.


� Ibid., p. 19-20.


� Ibid., p. 18.


� Corbett (1881), p.  88.


� Smith (1881), p. 253.


� Corbett (1881), p. 88.


� See Ortner (1973), p. 1340.


� Bays (1982), p. 134.


� For more examples of Chinese anti-foreign and anti-Christian propaganda, see Cohen (1963) and Pfister (2003).


� ter Haar (2006), pp. 194-95: “Doctrinal considerations had little or nothing to do with the fear of Western missionaries, and hence the riots cannot be considered anti-Christian or even anti-missionary in any meaningful sense of the word.” Thomas Reilly argues that the animosity against Christians was primarily based on Christian connections with “societies and sects, and particularly because of its connections to that most revolutionary of sects, the Taiping.” See Reilly (1997), p. 406.


� Pfister (2003), p. 678.


� On the Yiguandao, see Lu Yunfeng (2008).


� Shahar (1998), p. 205.


� Quoted from Clart (2007), p. ???.


� On this baojuan see Overmyer (1999), pp. 248-71; Seiwert (2002), pp. 341-53.


� Clart (2007), p. 1322.


� Quoted from Lu Yunfeng (2008), p. 148.


� I borrow the terms ‘positional authority’ (originally a term coined by Edward Said) and ‘discursive authority,’ from Dubois (2009), p. 5. 





