Abstracts

Panel 1: Possession, Poetry, and Preaching in Medieval China

Kelly Carlton, “The Vulnerability and Power of Youth: Children in Medieval Chinese
Buddhist Avesa Rituals”

The Vulnerability and Power of Youth: Children in Medieval Chinese Buddhist Avesa Rituals.
Child mediums were central ritual actors in several medieval Chinese esoteric Buddhist possession
rituals (Skt. avesa; Ch. aweishe o] EE$%) from the seventh to tenth centuries CE. Under the
direction of a ritual specialist, children’s bodies housed deities, their braided hair bound illness-
causing demons, and their spirits traversed unseen realms. Ritual texts, translated by Indian and
Central Asian monks such as Manicintana (d. 721), Subhikarasimha (637-735), and
Amoghavajra (705-774), contain detailed prescriptions for selecting mediums, advising that
successful rituals require children of certain appearances, ages, and stages of sexual development.
Situating these prescriptions within Buddhist and broader medieval Chinese sociocultural
conceptions of the child, this paper examines the ritual use of child mediums to uncover
assumptions about children’s mental and physical capacities, familial and social status, and
susceptibility to otherworldly forces. By foregrounding the role of child mediums in avesa rituals,
this study demonstrates how age functioned as a meaningful category of ritual practice. Child
mediumship emerges as a shared cultural logic through which a burgeoning esoteric Buddhist
tradition in medieval China intersected with autochthonous conceptions of age, vulnerability, and

power.

Sinae Kim, “Sermons on Motherhood and Filial Piety in Medieval Chinese Buddhist
Apocrypha”

In early Indian Buddhist literature, motherhood and filial piety are extolled as virtuous deeds, but
they occupy a peripheral role in soteriological discourse. With the transmission and adaptation of
Buddhism in China, however, these values came to be reimagined as foundational to both moral
and spiritual cultivation. This paper examines the Scripture on the Profound Kindness of Parents
(Fumu enzhong jing X EHE), a Chinese Buddhist apocryphon that eclipsed the so-called
“authentic” Scripture on the Difficulty of Repaying the Profound Kindness of Parents (Fumu
enzhong nanbao jing XX B EEHEHHE) in popular reception and ritual use. Building on the
evolving tradition of vernacular Buddhist preaching, the apocryphal text was further transformed
during the Tang dynasty into a scripted sermon, preserved in Dunhuang as “Satra Lecture Text on
the Scripture on the Profound Kindness of Parents” (Fumu enzhong jing jiangjing wen 3£
HEEBHE S, P.2418). This lecture text expands Buddhist doctrine through the lens of local moral
education, drawing on Confucian ideals while reinterpreting maternal labor—pregnancy,
childbirth, nursing, and child-rearing—as a spiritual path compatible with the attainment of
Buddhahood. Rather than viewing such texts as marginal, this paper argues that apocryphal
scriptures and vernacular sermons functioned as integral vehicles for the transmission of Buddhist



ethics and devotion. As embodied speech, ritual performance, and communal instruction, these
sermons shaped the lived experience of Buddhism for lay communities in medieval China and
challenged rigid distinctions between canonical orthodoxy and popular practice.

Kwi Jeong Lee, “Ornamenting a Buddha World: ‘Miscellaneous’ Liturgies in the
Dunhuang Manuscripts and the Salvific Efficacy of Beautiful Things”

Transcribed under the heading “miscellaneous texts,” some Dunhuang liturgies were recited to
celebrate the completion of Buddhist donative projects. These projects, conventionally called foshi
55, include the opening of a new cave (kazku B ZE), the unveiling of a Buddha image (tanxiang
ME15), and the installation of banners (gingfan EEH). Although these liturgies appear to bear on
independent ritual events featuring different types of sacred objects, their texts deliver remarkably
similar messages. They all proclaim the crucial importance of material mediation, negotiate the
seeming contradiction between the tenets of impermanence and emptiness and the ostentatious
display of wealth, and extol the formal beauty of the dedicated gift. This paper examines these
consistencies across different liturgies alongside vinaya accounts collected under the category of
“miscellaneous matters,” especially those which regulate the preparation and decoration of a site
for paying devotion to the Buddha. This reading strategy, when combined with scriptural passages
that expound on the salvific power of beautiful form, allows me to argue that the textual
similarities of the “miscellaneous” liturgies did not simply reflect the modular nature of liturgy as a
literary genre, but also betrayed the intention of their authors—ritual masters at late medieval
Dunhuang—that these “miscellaneous” liturgies should serve to promote a single unified
soteriological scheme.

Thomas Mazanec, “Poetry, Style, and Community in Pelliot chinois 3409”

Style has both centrifugal and centripetal facets. On the one hand, style necessarily posits
community. It requires the identification of similar elements among works that are separate,
written by different people in different times and places. This ability to bring disparate things
together is style’s centripetal force. At the same time, style is an expression of individuality. It refers
to that which makes a person unique. These individual quirks threaten to undermine the
commonality of a style’s shared elements. This is style’s centrifugal force. In this essay, I examine
these two competing facets of style in a set of poems found in the Dunhuang manuscript Pelliot
chinois 3409, which narrates the circumstances of an exchange of poetry between Buddhist
monks and their disciples. In particular, I note how the formal properties of the poems recreate
the drama of the narrative. When the community is secure, the poems’ style is uniform. When the
disciples threaten to depart but ultimately stay together, the poems’ style shows much greater
variation. In this way, this paper shows how a set of poems found by chance on a Dunhuang
manuscript illustrates the tensions inherent in the concept of literary style.



Panel 2: Illuminating Ritual and Pantheon in Chinese Religions

Stuart Young, “Divine Silkworm Families and Sericulture of the Heavens: Multispecies
Silk Rituals in Medieval Daoism”

Throughout imperial Chinese history, human civilization flourished through the concerted
efforts of many small creatures known as can 2, or “silkworms.” Different from modern Linnean
“insects,” these silkworms were divine, cosmic, and astral beings, transformed from deities and
dispatched from heavens to assist humanity. Silkworms were domestic partners of humans,
feeding, sleeping, cocooning, and dying alongside human caretakers and dictating the seasonal
rthythms and material wellbeing of more-than-human households. Silkworms were environmental
agents, spinning Chinese material cultures, domestic and imperial economies, social relations and
institutions. And silkworms co-developed Chinese sericulture religion, in particular diverse and
widespread rituals to request divine gifts of fecund silkworm bodies, to express gratitude to
heavens, repel baleful forces, and enhance silk production.

This chapter examines ritual petitions, talismans, and divine pantheons intended to ensure
healthy silkworms and prosperous sericulture, which are preserved in the Daoist canonical texts
Chisong zi’s Petition Almanac (Chisong zi zhangli 7’8 F ZJ&); Chapter on Petitions and
Officials of the Zhengyi Canon (Zhengyi fawen jing zhangguan pin 1E— %3S & B fa); and
Three Talismans of the Origin of Chaos, the Most High Lord Lao (Taishang laojun hunyuan sanbu
fu K _EZEEEITT=3EFTF). Together these sources promised divine protection through all
silkworm life-cycle stages, from hatching, feeding, and molting to cocooning, mothing, and
mating or boiling in the cauldrons of human industry. There silkworms fulfilled their cosmic
destiny to cocoon the world in silk, but only if their human slaughterers respected their ultimate
sacrifices and properly venerated the Dao in return. Understood as products of transspecies
relations, these Daoist rituals compellingly illustrate the deep entanglements of silkworms within
Chinese more-than-human articulations of kinship and domesticity, moral responsibility and
recompense, and methods of manipulating otherworldly forces.

Mark Meulenbeld, “The Plum Mountain Vernacular and the Efficacy of Mountains
Among the Iu Mien in Northern Thailand”

Among communities of Iu Mien %48, a Yao F& group, in the hilly jungles of the Chiang Rai
region in northern Thailand, the mainstream ritual tradition is largely shaped by the Plum
Mountain vernacular (Meishan jiao #g111 #) originating in central Hunan province (PRC).
Fieldwork studying this liturgical repertoire is yielding significant insights into the interconnected
religious spheres of southwest China and Southeast Asia, beyond the more commonly known
dynamics related to Buddhism. Significant in its own right as well as in the long history of
interaction with Daoist repertoires such as the Rectifying Rites of the Celestial Heart (Tianxin
Zhengfa K[> IE %), the Plum Mountain repertoire of the Iu Mien ritualists has come to revolve



around a distinct set of practices, including settler rituals such as “opening up the mountain”
(kaishan FALL ). Some of those tell a story about the tangible ways in which mountains make

manifest their powerful efficacy.

Daniel Burton-Rose, “Agricultural Deities in Ritual Manuscripts from Southwestern
China: An Environmental Humanities Perspective on Shared Religious Practices”

Southwestern China is an area of rich biological and cultural diversity that has long drawn the
attention of ethnographers and religious studies scholars. The proposed article builds on this
scholarly corpus through an analysis of manuscripts focused on agricultural deities. These deities
include the River Lord (JI1 &), Locust deity (52 42), Dragon King (EXE ), and Divine
Agriculturalist (f#/2). The manuscripts consist of memorials (2 &) composed by ritualists and
submitted to the deities during fasting and offering rituals (35 Ef) and sutras and scriptures in
which high deities such as Sakyamuni and the Celestial Esteemed of Primordial Commencement
provide the origin stories of the agricultural deities and promise fruitful harvests if they are
worshipped properly. The conceptual proximity of these deities in the minds of worshipers is
materialized in the manuscripts physically through binding in the same volume and analogically
through the similar structuring of these texts. The manuscripts date from the late Qing (1846 and
1893) and the religious revival of the 1980s and are in the collection of the author.

Major questions in the study of Chinese Religions for which Professor Teiser provided guidance
to the author were how to: 1) conceptualize relationships between the scriptural traditions of the
Three Teachings of Buddhism, Confucian, and Daoism and common shared practices in Chinese
society and; 2) analyze ritual texts. This article develops these two concerns in relation to an
understudied corpus and combines it with new ecological perspectives. Moving away from
romantic fantasies of agricultural villages in harmony with nature, these texts are framed as
focusing collective efforts to reduce biodiversity through propagating edible grains and
controlling the waters that nourish them.

Huaiyu Chen, “The Everlasting Torch of Wisdom: A Cultural History of Stone Lamp
Platforms in Medieval Chinese Religions”

Stone lamp platforms, now widely associated with Japan, were in fact a Chinese Buddhist
invention that emerged in the late Northern Dynasties and flourished during the Tang dynasty.
Stone lamps embodied a convergence of ritual, cultural, and environmental forces. Rooted in
ancient Buddhist traditions of lamp-oftering, they also developed in dialogue with Zoroastrian fire
altars and Daoist lamp altars encountered in medieval China. The spread of apocalyptic “end of
the Dharma” thought, together with ecological transformations, further contributed to their rise.
As material culture, stone lamps bore distinct formal and stylistic features that combined
Buddhist symbolism with indigenous ritual forms, generating new inscriptions and dedicatory
practices. Their construction reveals grassroots and local initiatives, mobilizing monastic and lay

communities in acts of collective piety and community-building. Stone lamps exerted a notable



influence on Daoist ritual culture, where their forms and meanings were reinterpreted in the
creation of Daoist lamp-platform ceremonies. This paper situates the stone lamp platform within
the broader ecology of medieval Chinese religious practices, highlighting its role as a local
innovation that radiated across East Asia.

Panel 3: Constructing and Reconstructing Modern Chinese Religions

Jennifer Eichman, “A Well-Imagined Life: The Late Ming Buddhist Nun Zhujin”

One of the objectives of my current book project is to explore the many biographical writings and
historical events that kept the life story of the sixteenth-century Chinese Buddhist nun Zhujin
(1548-1614) from disappearing into obscurity. The story of this nun is intimately tied to that of
her more famous husband, the eminent monk Zhuhong (1535-1615). Yet his localized account of
her life filled as it is with familial strife and defensive justifications was quickly superseded by two
literary works whose positive depiction of a self-possessed woman who offers spiritual guidance
and embraces a sense of adventure were meant to draw in female practitioners. By the Republican
Era (1912-1949) Zhujin was valorized for her poetry and this monk-nun couple are promoted in
the Buddhist periodical Sound of the Rising Tide 81 as the ideal symbol for women who
contemplated tonsuring together with their husbands. Clearly, such hagiographical accounts
functioned as instruments of vindication, proselytization, justification, and promotion. What this
presentation will do is focus on a few particulars of this story to argue that these sources not only
give voice to the nun Zhujin, but further allow us to track the cultural perceptions of nuns and
their roles within the Jiangnan area and perhaps even beyond those borders.

Wei Wu, “The Easy Path and the Fast Path: Chinese Buddhists' Engagement of Pure
Land and Esoteric Practices, 1912—1949”

Between the 1920s and 1940s, the introduction of Tibetan Esoteric Buddhism sparked
contestation among Chinese Buddhists concerning practices oyi #8— promoted techniques such
as chanting mantras, making hand signs, and visualization, which their followers advocated for
both ensuring rebirth in Amitibha’s Pure Land and securing this-worldly benefits like longevity

and protection.

These esoteric teachers presided over Dharma ceremonies in major cities (Beijing, Shanghai,
Wuhan, Hangzhou, Chongging, and others) and initiated a large number of recipients. Their
events introduced the Phowa practice (B8 FL %, transference of consciousness) and the combined
rituals of Amitibha Buddha (BRI5EFE %) and Amitayus Buddha (#2514, the Buddha of
Longevity), appealing to devotees seeking both rebirth and worldly benefits. The monk Chaoyi
further established several temples in Jiangsu province, which served as regional centers for
combining esoteric and Pure Land practices during the 1930s.



The paper argues that the influence of Tibetan esoteric Buddhism impacted the broader Chinese
Buddhist communities, particularly Pure Land practitioners who began incorporating esoteric
techniques. This development, however, was highly contested. The influential monk Yinguang Ff]
" firmly rejected the integration and championed the simple, exclusive chanting of Amitabha

Buddha’s name.

This paper further reveals that the disputes over using supplementary esoteric techniques exposed
deep-rooted tensions in Pure Land thought, particularly concerning the balance of self-power ( B
77) and other-power (8 77). The introduction of esoteric Buddhism thus served as a catalyst for

intellectual debates, challenging the perceived "simple" nature of the Pure Land path in modern
Chinese Buddhism.

Chuck Wooldridge, “Maintenance and Displacement at Taipei’s Longdong Bao’an
Temple”

When soldiers and their families evacuated to Taiwan following the Battle of Hainan (1950), they
found Taipei already bursting with refugees, with makeshift settlements appearing along the city's
riverbanks and in other public spaces. Faced with few options, about 200 households found
shelter in Taipei’s Longdong Bao’an Temple (BELE{R % =), which stood not far west of the then
American military base in the northern part of the city, steps from the Temple to Confucius.
What initially must have seemed to be a temporary measure threatened to become a permanent
one as the soldiers settled in. They would remain in the temple for sixteen years. Over that time,
worshippers organized to propose a major renovation to the temple. Such plans required kicking
people out, but the occupants resisted leaving until the Taipei City Government intervened to
subsidize both construction on the temple and housing for the displaced people.

In steles, gazetteers, and other accounts, temples tend to depict reconstruction projects as acts of
devotion, treating maintenance as a means of extending worship of gods from the past into the
future. Like other ritual acts, however, temple construction excludes at the same time that it
includes. It s rare to get a close view of the displacement. This paper makes use of the unusual
sources of post-war Taiwan to examine the kinds of community that the different parties to the
dispute claimed and the implications for interpreting worship at the temple.

Jessica Zu, “War, Rape, and Karmic Psychopolitics: Rereading the Story of the
Genocidal King Vidiidabha and the Shakya Female Slaves”

This study presents a womanism-informed re-reading of the karmic tales regarding Viradhaka/
Vidadabha (Ch: 3% /EREEF), five hundred Shakya court slaves, and the practice of boundless
mettd and karuna (friendliness and care; Ch: Z&5K). Vidaidabha is widely known as the evil king
who annihilated the Shakya clan due to caste-class conflict. This study investigates relevant
Chinese texts by prioritizing the women’s perspective: for women targeted by wartime crime,



threat of rape, and oppressive patriarchal politics, what does Buddhism have to offer to these
suffering women? The answer is not much, if one considers this-worldly justice. However, in the
Chinese narratives, these women were given the opportunity to join the sangha, being offered
institutional support for life and liberation. This may not seem like justice. Yet, compared with
their male counterparts Jeta and Prasenajit ( Vidadabha’s half brother and father) who were
murdered by Vidadabha and were only given a better next life in heaven, these women were given
a chance to escape the patriarchy sexual politics and war persecution in this very life and promise
of nirvana by practicing boundless friendliness and care in a all-female-community, the nuns’
order. In this way, the Chinese narratives highlight the karmic psychopolitics of the sangha asa
new form of sociality where the friendliest not only survive but also thrive.



