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broader vision of my specific place in the spiritual landscape. 
I sought in Chinese culture a remedy to my own former narrow cultural and religious vision, 

expiation for the sins of Western cultural and religious chauvinism and the attendant distrust and 
hatred of the other. Seeking this remedy entailed the spiritual discipline of becoming an outsider, an 
other as I had been in the South in 1955, both in order to learn from Chinese culture as a guest but 
also to learn an appropriate global humility, recognizing that my natal culture is not the norm of the 
entire world. Broadened cultural horizons required recognizing many centers in the human com­
munity, and broadened religious horizons required the recognition of many vital religious faiths. 

Along the way, I was touched by many forms of religious life, which enriched me or gave me 
new perspectives on my Christian heritage. The embrace of many levels of Chinese religion in the 
single path up Lion's Head Mountain presented a strikingly new approach to the many paths and 
practices of religion. I was inspired to learn from the Chinese an alternative way of understanding 
religious neighbors. 

The history of Chinese religions, a long and rich saga of three major traditions and a multi­
tude of lesser ones, captured my fancy and passion some thirty years ago because of one striking 
characteristic: the Chinese assumption in this multi-religious history of religious inclusivity rather 
than religious exclusivity. That is to say, in traditional China, the normal expectation was that 
people would participate in a variety of religious communities and traditions throughout their lives, 
and moreover, that it was part of one's civic responsibility to participate in the religious festivals of 
all religious groups in one's community. 

This assumption of religious inclusivity is the polar opposite of the "Western" assumption of 
Christianity (and Judaism and Islam) of religious exclusivity, in which a jealous God demands that 
we choose the one, true faith and abandon all others. Because the cultural/religious heritage of 
European and North American Christianity has been based on exclusivistic assumptions for two 
millennia, it is hard for us to grasp how any alternative to that assumption might operate with reli­
gious integrity. 

My book, A Pilgrim in Chinese Culture: Negotiating Religious Diversity, (Orbis, 1997), 
explores in detail how such an assumption functioned in the religious system of China. In this essay, 
I will briefly describe the primary cultural model which underlay the Chinese inclusive religious 
system, offering a very brief overview of how this served as a foundation for the system. 

the story of religious pluralism in China 
From the earliest traces of human civilization, the territory which came to be China yielded a 

wealth of religious beliefs and practices. There were always religious tensions in China: genuine 
philosophical differences, rival rituals and pantheons, jockeying for patronage of the wealthy and 
powerful, attempts by local and national officials to domesticate the religious impulse. Yet despite 
these very real tensions and rivalries, the dominant story of religious pluralism in China was one of 
tolerance of all teachings in the realm under Heaven. Like modern-day Japanese whose religious 
affiliations in the 1983 census added up to nearly twice the total population, virtually all Chinese 
participated in more than one religion in the course of their lifetimes, sometimes sequentially and 
sometimes simultaneously (Kiing and Ching, 274). 

The Chinese state affirmed the multiplicity of religious groups and practices. Chinese imperial 
governments, like European monarchies, reserved to themselves the right to establish orthodoxy 
and to declare any book or practice illegal on the grounds that it threatened morals or state security. 
Although the state had a strong bias for establishmentarian religious beliefs and practices, it pri­
marily sought to control religious life by bringing it under the patronage, sponsorship, and support 
of local and national officials. The Chinese state did not adopt a single "official" religious teaching, 
but rather cast itself as the patron and protector of all "legitimate" forms of religion. 

In an attempt to impose some order in the Chinese religious world, the labels "Confucian," 
"Buddhist," and "Taoist" were adopted by Han dynasty historians (at roughly the time of Christ) as 
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classifications for writings, biographies, and temples or shrines. Leaders of religious movements 

came to use these labels polemically as each sought to differentiate his movement from key rivals. 
Government authorities used the labels to classify religious movements for the purposes of 

patronage and control. 
There were many markets of distinct religious movements or schools in China: lineages of 

religious texts, lineages of masters or teachers, esoteric ritual practices, and schools of textual inter­
pretation. These divisions, while significant, also evolved over time, and as they did religious bound­

aries were redrawn and traditions re-configured. The boundaries among groups were by no means 

absolute, and-most significantly-their devotees, patrons, and even occasionally their religious 

professionals overlapped and crossed boundaries. As C. K. Yang has noted, 
In popular religious life it was the moral and magical functions of the cults, and not the delineation of 

the boundary of religious faiths, that dominated people's consciousness. Even priests in some country 
temples were unable to reveal the identity of the religion to which they belonged. Centuries of mixing 
gods from different faiths into a common pantheon had produced a functionally oriented religious view 
that relegated the qeustions of religious identity to a secondary place. (25) 

Local and popular traditions did not neatly fall under any of the three designations: Confu­
cian, Buddhist, or Taoist. A vast portion of Chinese religious life was centered around local deities 
or practices; the labels "Confucian," "Buddhist," or "Taoist" are simply not helpful in these cases. 

an alternative model for conceptualizing Chinese religious life 

For these reasons, it is inadequate to think of Chinese religious life and practice as comprised 

of three separate, distinct, and competing religions called "Confucianism," "Buddhism", and 

"Taoism." We need to take into account that religious communities had overlapping constituencies, 

and competed with each other, drawing from a common pool of religious images, texts, symbols, 

and practices. 
My book employs the notion of "Chinese religious field" as a heuristic device to convey the 

inter-activity and permeability of Chinese religious practices and communities. The concept of reli­

gious field helps convey the realities of Chinese religious pluralism in a number of ways. 

First, it reminds us of the common pool of religious elements from which religious communi­

ties were free to draw. The Chinese religious field can be depicted in a number of ways; one is in 

terms of the idealized system of the "well-field" (ching-t'ien), described in the ancient Classic of 

Rites, and invoked by Chinese reformers over the centuries as a remedy against the evils of excessive 

government centralization and taxation. The idea is based on the structure of the character ching, 

meaning "well," shaped roughly like a tic-tac-toe grid. 
Mencius describes the well system this way: 

Each well-field unit is one li square and contains nine hundred mu of land. The center lot is the 

public field. The eight households each own a hundred-mu farm and collaborate on cultivating the 

public field. When the public field has been properly attended, then they may attend to their own work. 

The well-field system, although it may never have been implemented in China, was invoked as an 
ideal because a) it gave each family a plot land for their support, and b) it provided a localized 

system of mutual assistance from the common well field in lieu of central government taxation. It 

represented a utopian society where everyone had sufficient land and strong central government 

was superfluous. 

I invoke this notion of "field" for the Chinese religious system because it metaphorically equal­

izes the various religious groups which surround the "public field" or common pool. At the center 

of the religious field, in my use of the metaphor, is a common pool of religious elements from which 
local institutions draw and to which they contribute. 

At a second level, the metaphor of religious field can be depicted as a grid in which each local 

religious temple or shrine finds its appropriate niche. Chinese temples and deities in any given 

locale tended to sort themselves into complementary functions and specializations, each developing 


