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Hung-Jen Yang
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Abstract

This paper aims to describe and analyze the emergence and evolution of
the “five religions, one origin” discourse. Focusing on the influence of “religious
ecology” and “state-religion relations” on the “patterns of syncretism,” |
propose an analytic framework and point out three stages in the evolution of
this discourse. The first stage is the “local emergence” in the early Republican
era (1912~1949) in North China, characterized by a series of temporary, but
significant, structural changes. In this stage, newly founded “redemptive
societies” had to acknowledge the core mission, i.e. cultivating one’s moral
character and aiming for salvation and world peace, shared by five religions,
including Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, and Islam. The
religious ecology, featured by the contact between the East and the West, and
the state-religion relation, sometimes loose and sometimes tight, gave rise
to the “dialogic” pattern of syncretism. The second stage called “displaced
imagination” took place in Taiwan after the end of World War Il. In Taiwan’s
planchette writing and Yiguandao’s spirit writing after it was relocated in
Taiwan after the War, words from the founders of five religions could still be
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found and even a new category of saints --five religious saint -- was worshipped
in Yiguandao’s ceremony though the main focus was on the popular aphorisms
from Confucianism or related to morality and there was no religious exchange
either with Christianity or with Islam. In this stage, asymmetrical religious
ecology and strong regulation of religion led to the “reductionist” pattern of
syncretism. The third stage is “multi-sited connections” in the 1990s of the
global era when westerners, originally Christians, Catholics, Judaists, and
Muslims, were converted into Yiguandao followers in some immigrant cities
in the U.S. and the U.K. In this stage with the ecology of multiple, coexisting
religious beliefs and the state-religion relation emphasizing religious freedom,
the pattern of syncretism is based on the discourse of “one origin.” Afterwards,
a new understanding of the “five religions, one origin” discourse has been
transmitted back to Chinese Yiguandao fields in Taiwan, Singapore, and
Malaysia, contributing to religious innovation.

Keywords: Yiguandao, Religious Ecology, State-Religion Relationship,
Patterns of Syncretism
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