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It has become common for most general introductions to East Asian Religions to classify the religious landscape into 
distinct categories: Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and Shinto. This lecture will explore one of the lesser-known—
but most significant—religious traditions of East Asia. That religion does not have a name, though it is sometimes 
referred to generally as “popular religion.” It is comprised of the religious practices found in homes and rural villages 
throughout East Asia. It is a hybrid form of religion that is not bound by exclusive affiliation with any one of the well-
known religions but mixes them in the pursuit of that which is considered most efficacious (ling).  
 
Prior to the arrival of the Western conceptions of religion in East Asia in the 16th century there was no term in any 
East Asian language for “religion.”  This does not mean that there was no religion in East Asia, but once the term 
was introduced by the Jesuits it began to carry with it all the characteristics and elements of Western religions. One 
of the consequences of that characterization is that it profoundly impacted the ways that East Asian religions were 
initially described and studied by scholars. One of the divisions that was introduced was that between orthodox 
“religions” and heterodox “superstitions.” Religions were treated as separate entities—Buddhism, Daoism, 
Confucianism—while everything else was considered to be the confused beliefs and practices of the benighted masses. 
The former made their way into history books and studies of religion, while the latter were either the focus of critique 
or merely ignored.  
 
Well-known religions have their canonical texts preserved in printed canons that have survived to the present day, 
whereas information on the unnamed popular religions was largely preserved in handwritten manuscripts that did not 
circulate beyond a village, family, or religious lineage. There are many possible approaches to the study of the lesser-
known unnamed religious traditions of East Asia, but this talk will focus on some new information that conjoins the 
study of art (primarily small wooden statues) and manuscripts.  Such an approach has been made possible thanks to 
recent discoveries of handwritten manuscripts in the most unlikely of places: inside of popular religious statues. This 
talk will explore the ways that those manuscripts shine light on lesser-known religious practices that are not discussed 
in the texts of the well-known religions and how they also give voice to the people and traditions that were silenced 
or passed over in silence.  
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Key Words: 
[When two words are given and separated by a “/” the first is Chinese and the second is Japanese] 
zongjiao/shūkyō宗教: The terms in Chinese and Japanese used to render the term “religion” 
mixin迷信: superstition 
minjian xinyang民間信仰: popular religion (folk religion) 
ling靈: The notion that something is efficacious or numinous (imbued with spiritual potency) 
Hunan湖南: The province in south-central China where most of the statues I will discuss originated 
shenxiang神像: Images of divinities or divine images 
pratiṣṭhā:  Consecration ceremony done for monasteries, temples, and especially buddha-images in India 
kaiguang開光:  “Opening the light [of the eyes]” or dianyan點眼 “dotting the eyes”; the painting of the pupils of the 
statue’s eyes to “enliven” it as part of a consecration ritual. 
zōnai nōnyūhin 像内納入品:  The Japanese term for objects placed inside of statues 
pokchang腹藏: The Korean term for the practice of enshrining things inside of statues 
sheli/shari舍利: relics 
yuanwen/gammon願文: A vow text. Often found inside of Buddhist statues 
wuzang五臟: “five viscera” (heart, liver, spleen, lungs, kidneys). Symbolic versions are inserted in statues. 
yizhi 意旨: A “consecration certificate”  
yao藥: materia medica placed inside of a statue 
fu符: talisman 
 
Cultural Revolution: The period from 1966-1976 when religion in China was attacked as being a feudal superstition and 
many cultural relics (including Buddhist images) were destroyed 
 


