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From the Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist, a revelatory portrait of religion in China today—its
history, the spiritual traditions of its Eastern and Western faiths, and the ways in which it is
influencing China’s future. The Souls of China tells the story of one of the world’s great spiritual
revivals. Following a century of violent anti-religious campaigns, China is now filled with new
temples, churches, and mosques—as well as cults, sects, and politicians trying to harness
religion for their own ends. Driving this explosion of faith is uncertainty—over what it means to be
Chinese and how to live an ethical life in a country that discarded traditional morality a century
ago and is searching for new guideposts.Ian Johnson first visited China in 1984; in the 1990s he
helped run a charity to rebuild Daoist temples, and in 2001 he won a Pulitzer Prize for his
coverage of the suppression of the Falun Gong spiritual movement. While researching this book,
he lived for extended periods with underground church members, rural Daoists, and Buddhist
pilgrims. Along the way, he learned esoteric meditation techniques, visited a nonagenarian
Confucian sage, and befriended government propagandists as they fashioned a remarkable
embrace of traditional values. He has distilled these experiences into a cycle of festivals, births,
deaths, detentions, and struggle—a great awakening of faith that is shaping the soul of the
world’s newest superpower.

"Ian Johnson has long been a resourceful and bracing guide to the biggest national
transformation of modern history. In The Souls of China he masterfully opens up a little explored
realm: how the quest for religion and spirituality drives hundreds of millions of Chinese." —
Pankaj Mishra, author of Age of Anger: A History of the Present“The Souls of China is a rich,
informative, and timely book, which explores a major aspect of Chinese life. Ian Johnson carries
erudition lightly and describes the people and events with deep insights and personal
involvement. Section by section, the writing shows long-term dedication and meticulous
research. At heart this is also a personal book, full of feelings and exuberance. It’s a tremendous
accomplishment.” —Ha Jin, author of War Trash, A Free Life, and the National Book Award-
winning Waiting “The Souls of China is a marvel of reportage. For more than five years, Ian
Johnson travelled all around China to observe rituals that few outsiders ever witness: funerals
and temple fairs, fortune-telling and internal alchemy, Daoist cultivation exercises and
underground Christian church services. Johnson writes about Chinese believers with detail and
insight, but also with great heart – their stories are often inspiring and moving. At a time when
most China books focus on politics or economics, this is the best exploration of the cultural and
moral life of everyday citizens.” —Peter Hessler, author of River Town: Two Years of the
Yangtze“On one level Ian Johnson’s book is about sages and spiritual pursuits, but it also
embodies critical insights into Chinese society and its looming existential concerns. His



engaging stories reflect a deep understanding of Chinese traditional religions: Confucianism,
Taoism and Buddhism, as well as the rebellious groups and sects popular among those on the
bottom rung of society. I wonder if I can attribute such knowledge and insights to the author’s
deep roots in China? Since the 1980s he has spent most of his time there, traversing the
countryside and the city streets, calling on the impoverished and downtrodden, and immersing
himself in the lives of ordinary folks. His tripartite masterpiece Wild Grass and his newest book,
The Souls of China, are the most remarkable works to come from a western author in the past
two decades.” —Liao Yiwu, exiled Chinese author of God is Red: The Secret Story of How
Christianity Survived and Flourished in Communist China, The Corpsewalker: Real Life Stories,
China from the Bottom Up, and For A Song and a Hundred Songs: A Poet’s Journey through a
Chinese Prison.“The great Chinese writer Lu Xun once wrote that when many men pass along
the same way, a new road is made. TheSouls of China shows us how the Chinese people, some
with heroic steps and others with hesitant ones, are making a new road for Chinese religion in
the twenty-first century. The reappearance and flourishing of religion is perhaps the most
surprising aspect of the dramatic changes in China in recent decades. With great sensitivity Ian
Johnson guides us on a tour of the rituals, festivals, and above all some of the remarkable
characters who make up this new Chinese religious world. This is a beautiful, moving and
insightful book.” —Michael Szonyi, author of Cold War Island and director, Harvard University's
Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies“Ian Johnson breaks new ground with a brilliant approach,
mixing theoretical explorations with real life vignettes from a convincing insider-outsider-
combined perspective, making them commenting each other, illuminating in the same way as
through the traditional Chinese criticism paradigm of ‘I commentate the six classics which
commentate me.’ The Souls of China is a must read for an understanding of China.” —Qiu
Xiaolong, author of The Inspector Chen Novels “This entrancing and engaging book challenges
the modern assumption that religion is a thing of the past; on the contrary, the dramatic
resurgence of spirituality in China, after a century of violent persecution, suggests that it is an
irrepressible force that may in some sense be essential to humanity.” —Karen Armstrong, author
of Fields of Blood“Ian Johnson peels back the gleaming surfaces of modern China to reveal a
sacred landscape underneath—a web of ritual and tradition, myth and faith—that has sustained
the Chinese for centuries and is doing so anew. Over a year in the traditional calendar, Johnson
takes us on an extraordinarily rich and intimate journey—from pilgrimages on holy mountains, to
the thriving Protestant congregations in the nation’s booming cities, to the village farmhouses
where Daoist funerals are held and fortunes told. Johnson shows us what is really in Chinese
souls and hearts. This vividly written, deeply researched book will be the primary work about
religious faith in China for years to come.” —Leslie T. Chang,author of Factory Girls: From Village
to City in a Changing China“Mr. Johnson has long delved into the Chinese soul, winning a
Pulitzer prize in 2001 for his reporting in the Wall Street Journal on the party’s suppression of
Falun Gong, a spiritual movement. He compares the religious revival with the Great Awakenings
in America in the 18th and 19th centuries, when a stirring of popular Christian belief led to major



social and political change….A fascinating panorama.” —The Economist“Compelling….
Johnson’s fundamental aim in this book is to make sense of this great spiritual awakening, which
he does with compassion and insight. He also wisely avoids offering any facile or sweeping
explanations for a phenomenon that is clearly not unique to China. Rather, by focusing on four
different religious groups that cut across regional and socioeconomic divides—and by following
them all through a full lunar year—he is able to situate the particular Chinese experience within
larger realities that define our current world….Wonderful.” —Los Angeles Review of
Books“Chinese society is not religious. At least that’s the conventional wisdom, which argues
that there is no place for religion in a China consumed by materialist capitalism under the control
of a dictatorial government. But in The Souls of China, journalist Ian Johnson brilliantly
demonstrates that the conventional wisdom is wrong….Vivid and moving.” —The Washington
Post“A masterpiece of observation and empathy….What Johnson brilliantly describes in this
book is how ordinary people, seeking faith to give meaning to their lives, are not waiting for Xi to
lead them to his version of the promised land. Daoists, Buddhists, and Confucians are allowed
to rebuild temples and memories of past practices persist, enabling believers to return to them.”
—The New York Review of Books“[A] fascinating odyssey through contemporary Chinese
religion….Johnson succeeds in having produced a nuanced group portrait of Chinese citizens
striving for non-material answers in an era of frenetic materialism.” —The
Guardian“Fascinating….Johnson, a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, guides us on his
exploration of the resurgence in religious belief by using a map grounded in tradition. He frames
his book around the Chinese lunar calendar seasons such as The Awakening of the Insects or
The Hungry Ghosts Festival. It is a charming conceit that provides a living link to ancient beliefs.
En route, he introduces us to a rich cast of well-drawn characters who bring the pages alive.
Their faith brings a personal dimension to this meticulously researched book, six years in the
making….A deeply knowledgeable, eminently readable and important book that reveals a side
of China that foreigners rarely explore. [Johnson] is an excellent and companionable guide.” —
The Christian Science Monitor“Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Johnson delves into the lives of
several families and communities as they live out varying faith traditions in China. Along the way,
he provides useful history lessons on how religion in China has come to be what it is today. In
touching, descriptive prose, Johnson brings his subjects to life amid a colorful
backdrop….Throughout this worthwhile study, the author touches on a wide array of issues
related to faith in Chinese culture, including the advent of the technology age, urbanization,
respect for the dead, the role of family, and the ever looming communist state….Engaging,
timely, and humane.” —Kirkus Reviews *starred review* “Through interviews conducted with a
wide variety of practitioners, Johnson paints a vivid picture of the diversity of Chinese religious
life….He provides a fascinating account of how traditional activities recovered after enduring
severe repression during China’s Cultural Revolution (1966-76). An excellent work that is highly
recommended for readers interested in Chinese culture or religion.” —Library Journal *starred
review*“Johnson’s writing is compelling and lyrical, and his research strikes a fluid balance



between the political implications of a resurgence of spirituality in a society that for so long
suppressed any official religious presence, and the implications for daily life and society found in
the complex and human details of this new populist cultural development, including funerals,
births, marriages, and applications of government propaganda. The book should appeal to
anyone interested in China, and to readers interested in how people use religion and spirituality
to forge relationships, build cultures, and make sense of their lives.” —Publishers
Weekly“Johnson practices what might be called ‘slow reporting’: a form of patient watching,
listening, and asking that produces deep insight into China’s multifaceted religious revival. He
sits with a Christian prayer group, practices Taoist meditation, participates in a raucous yet
spiritual mountain pilgrimage, and attends burial rites. As a curious foreigner, he is welcomed by
Chinese hosts who graciously instruct him on their idiosyncratic beliefs. His deft descriptions of
these encounters distill the results of broad scholarly research with gentle humor and quiet
emotion.” —Foreign Affairs“Johnson…is at his best, showcasing his mastery of immersive
reporting as he travels with Buddhist pilgrims and lives with Chinese Christians….[A] peerless
book.” —Foreign Policy“Wonderful….For anyone interested in looking beyond the headlines to
understand the complexity of religious life in China today, The Souls of China is a must-read.” —
The Gospel CoalitionAbout the AuthorIAN JOHNSON is a regular contributor to The New York
Review of Books and The New York Times, and his work has also appeared in The New
Yorker and National Geographic. He is an advising editor for the Journal of Asian Studies, and
teaches a course on religion in Beijing. He is the author of two other books that also focus on the
intersection of politics and religion: Wild Grass: Three Stories of Change in China, and A
Mosque in Munich: Nazis, the CIA, and the Rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in the West. He lives
in Beijing. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All
rights reserved.Chapter 1Beijing: The Tolling BellIn the southeast corner of Beijing is a
neighborhood called Fenzhongsi, or the Temple of the Tolling Bell. According to local legend, the
name came from the story of an old widower who was kind and pure of heart but childless. In
traditional China, that meant he had no one to support him in old age. His fellow villagers took
pity and offered him a small job as the community’s night watchman. His task was to walk
around the village every two hours, marking time by beating clappers. He accepted the job but
refused pay, saying the villagers should save their money to cast a bell that would replace him
when he died.Over the years, the locals saved their money, while he carried out his duties to
unusual effect. During the last watch, just before dawn, he would sound his clappers especially
loudly in front of the doors of lazy people, hoping to wake them and get them off to work. In front
of the doors of the diligent, he was as quiet as could be, allowing them a few more minutes of
sleep in the knowledge that they would get up on their own. As time went by, some villagers said
his clappers anticipated the changing seasons or warned of coming storms. When they heard
the steady beat, they knew what they had to do—not just when to work or sleep, but how to live
their lives, following good and avoiding evil. Eventually, the old man died, the money was
counted, and the bell cast. When it was rung, it had the same miraculous effect, a bell tolling for



each person.The bell, the temple that was later built around it, and the village—all were torn
down long ago, leaving only a story and the name of a highway overpass, a subway stop, and a
neighborhood of tenement homes about to be demolished. Over the past decades, this wave of
destruction has rolled over the rest of the capital as well, eliminating a vast medieval city of
twenty-five square miles. Beijing had once been made up of hutongs—narrow alleys that passed
between walled homes, interspersed with hundreds of temples. Superimposed over these
communities was an imaginary landscape of holy mountains and deities who linked the city into
a sacred bond of myth and faith. For centuries, this epitomized the political-religious state that
had run China for millennia.That changed in the twentieth century, especially after the
Communist takeover in 1949. Many of the temples and hutongs were destroyed to make way for
the new ideals of an atheistic, industrial society. Starting in the 1980s came economic reforms
and uncontrolled real estate development, which has wiped out almost all the rest of the old city
and pushed most of Beijing’s original residents out of the city center. In the few fragments of the
historic city that survived, migrants moved in. Some were poor workers from the countryside,
others rich gentrifiers from somewhere else. With them came new foods—spicy dishes from the
interior or nouvelle cuisine from abroad—and new customs, such as the mass exodus out of
Beijing during holidays to rural hometowns or tropical beach resorts. Lost was a way of life, just
as the local cultures of other great cities have been swamped by our restless times.I watched
this transformation since first coming to Beijing in the early 1980s. Like many people, I was
disheartened and felt the city and its once-great culture were lost. But in recent years I began to
realize I had been wrong. Beijing’s culture was not dead; it was being reborn in odd corners of
the city like the Temple of the Tolling Bell. It was not the same as in the past, but it was still
vibrant and real—ways of life and belief that echoed the sounds of the past.The Temple of the
Tolling Bell was the home of the Ni (pronounced “NEE”) family, ordinary Beijingers who had once
lived in the old city near one of its most famous landmarks, the Temple of Heaven. Next door to
their old home had been a much smaller temple to Our Lady of the Azure Clouds, or Bixia
Yuanjun, an important Daoist goddess. The Ni family children used to play in the temple’s three
courtyards, and the family was friends with an old priest who lived there. In 1992, their house
and the Daoist temple were slated for demolition to make way for the headquarters of the
General Administration of Sport of China, a government agency charged with creating national
glory. Faced with such a strong opponent, the Ni family did the wise thing: it yielded. As
compensation, they were given money and land to build new homes in the Temple of the Tolling
Bell neighborhood. It was from this new encampment outside the old city that they helped
orchestrate the revival of Beijing’s spiritual life.On the second day of the Lunar New Year, I paid a
visit to the Ni family’s eighty-one-year-old patriarch, Ni Zhenshan. Two nights earlier, Beijingers
had heralded the Year of the Dragon with loud and endless fireworks against the dark, moonless
sky. Yesterday, the first day of the New Year, had been quiet. Traditionally, it is a day for staying
home with one’s family, cooking big meals, and recuperating from the previous night’s
excitement. The second day is given over to social calls, and so here I was, plodding past spent



firework casings and charred paper, doing what any gentleman is supposed to do on this day:
pay respects to one’s betters and elders.Compared with me, the Nis were both. Old Mr. Ni and
his fifty-six-year-old son, Ni Jincheng, weren’t just older; they understood infinitely more. They
knew all the holidays on the traditional calendar, the right way to kowtow before a statue, how to
recite sutras, which cigarettes to smoke, and which grain alcohol to drink. They knew which fruits
to eat in April and why you never make a gift of a knife or a plum. They had stylish clothes made
by a dead tailor, second homes acquired for a song, calligraphy from a colonel, teapots from a
royal kiln, and a flock of European racing pigeons. When I asked why or how or when, they
would look at me as if I had missed the point: there was no reason; this was how you lived.Like
any good gentleman, Jincheng was waiting for me at the street corner as I got out of the taxi. He
was broad shouldered, with a beefy face and a thick head of hair that was combed back in a
rakish wave. In his normal life, he had a desk job at the Ministry of Construction but had spent
most of his career out in the field, managing projects or inspecting them for safety defects. His
speech was distinctive, in part because of its volume: this was a man whose work called for him
to communicate over the roar of a jackhammer. But he also peppered it with a patois of ur-
Beijing dialect laden with religious expressions. He talked about karmic retribution (baoying),
and when someone died, he spoke of the dark gate (xuanmen) closing. His clothes reflected his
double life. Draped over his shoulders was a green army greatcoat that could have been worn by
a worker, but underneath was a tailored collarless jacket made of brown silk and patterned with
a stylized version of the character shou, or longevity. His cheeks were redder than usual, and he
motioned for me to follow him.“You’ll catch a cold out here,” I said.He grunted. “Wang Defeng
was here visiting the old man. Everyone was drinking.”Wang Defeng was a government official
who ran the most important religious site in Beijing, Miaofengshan, or the Mountain of the
Wondrous Peak, located about forty miles west of the city center. I had met the Ni family there a
year earlier during the annual pilgrimage to worship Our Lady of the Azure Clouds, the same
goddess whose temple had also been next to the Ni family’s old home. During the pilgrimage,
the Ni family ran a small shrine next to the main temple. It was dedicated to another popular
goddess and had a stand offering free tea to pilgrims. This is known as a pilgrimage association
and is meant to help the faithful by providing them with physical and moral sustenance as they
climb the mountain. About eighty of these groups exist in Beijing. Some provide food and drink,
while others honor the gods with acrobatics, stilt walking, humorous skits, and martial arts.
During the two-week pilgrimage, many of these volunteers live on the mountain, bunking out six
to a room or, like the Ni family, sleeping on cots in the back of their shrines.The temple is owned
by the government, but neither it nor Manager Wang controls the pilgrimage associations. They
are independent, with an authority that comes from tradition and faith rather than power and
money. Over the course of many generations, the pilgrimage associations have been handed
down through clans and families, and they have developed arcane sets of rules and regulations.
They choose who can ascend Miaofengshan and how to behave on the mountain. They even
decide how you should greet another association member on the street. And they are crucial to



the pilgrimage’s financial success. If the groups participate, then the Miaofengshan fair is a
genuine spiritual event and a destination for tens of thousands of pious pilgrims. If the groups
stay away, then it’s nothing but a carnival.Manager Wang had not come to ask the Ni family to
attend this year’s pilgrimage; no man of culture would come at the start of the Lunar New Year on
such a crude mission. Instead, he was paying a courtesy visit. A cynic might view this as the
same thing, but this would be too narrow. Personal contact is how life is organized in China,
whether running a pilgrimage, business, or political party. All of these have rules, regulations, or
bylaws, but what really holds them together is a web of relationships that rarely fits on a
flowchart. It includes who is related to whom and who has done whom a favor, when, and under
what circumstances. It is about who has the personal charisma and prestige and who has
donated the most money, but also it is about who is sincere in carrying out obligations—
something even the poorest person can do. Mr. Wang had visited because he was an able
administrator wanting to make the next fair a success, but he didn’t think in such unsophisticated
terms; he was here because visiting Old Mr. Ni was the right thing to do. The patriarch was a
great man in Beijing’s religious scene. Not visiting him on the second day of the New Year would
have been unthinkable.Jincheng led me down a side street, turning in to an alley too narrow for a
car. He pushed open the second door on our right, and three small dogs charged out, barking
and wagging their tails. He walked through the first room, where his wife and several other
women were playing mahjong on a dark rosewood table. They looked up and called out
greetings, offering tea and sunflower seeds, which I waved off. Jincheng slid open a glass door,
and we entered the back room, where his father sat waiting for me on a heavy, carved wooden
chair—a throne for one of the noblemen of Beijing’s religious life.Old Mr. Ni had a shaved head
and thick dark eyebrows that seemed permanently arched upward in a sign of surprise and
humility. He loved to talk about catching crickets, collecting gourds, and raising dogs. When I
had visited him a few months earlier, we had chatted for a couple of hours about everything from
calligraphy to the construction industry, where he had worked since his youth. He had told me
that he had cancer but he was certain that he would recover. Now, though, I could see that the
illness had overwhelmed his body. His hands clutched the armrests, as if struggling to keep his
body upright. His head was bowed slightly and immobile; when I approached, he did not move. It
took him a moment to open his eyes and gesture for me to take a seat next to him. Then he
summoned his energy and issued a command.“If you want to write a book, be accurate. You
don’t want to be spouting nonsense like people on television, filming this or that, and making all
sorts of misleading statements about us. Don’t lead people astray. Do you understand?”I thought
back to my visits to Miaofengshan. State-run television often filmed the colorful festival and aired
reports on how everything was well and good with traditional Chinese culture. It rarely showed
people worshipping, and avoided mentioning that this was primarily a religious event. It usually
seemed like a report on a new theme park. I nodded.“I am not so strong anymore and am not
sure I can explain everything. If I lead you astray, then you will write errors and others will be
misled. We’ll get further and further from the truth.“But I want you to mark this: All temples are



not the same. Some are fake. When you’re writing, you have to know the distinction. You have to
know which permit pilgrims and which do not. Miaofengshan does allow them. It’s why our tea
association goes there.”Jincheng leaned over and whispered in my ear, reminding me how his
family’s tea association had been founded. It had been 1993, and Old Mr. Ni had been ill with
kidney cancer. Surgery was imminent. He vowed that if he lived, he would make a trip to
Miaofengshan to thank Our Lady of the Azure Clouds. She had looked after the family in their old
home, and he was sure she would help him now. Back home, Jincheng lit incense and
prayed.The surgery had gone well, and Old Mr. Ni had recovered. The next spring, he went to
Miaofengshan to fulfill his vow. Although the family had lived next to the temple of Our Lady of
the Azure Clouds, they had never made the pilgrimage to her mountain. Old Mr. Ni had been just
eight years old when the Japanese invaded and twenty when the Communists took power. In
such tumultuous times, the flow of pilgrims had slowed to a trickle, with people worried about
safety and generally too poor to afford the long trip through the mountain roads. After Mao took
power, his zealots destroyed the temple. But by the mid-1990s it had been rebuilt, and the
pilgrimage had resumed.On his way down the mountain, Old Mr. Ni told Jincheng that he had an
idea. He wanted to set up his own pilgrimage association to offer pilgrims tea. In a literal sense,
pilgrimage associations are superfluous; nowadays, a pilgrimage usually just takes a day, and no
one needs free tea or food. But the associations survive because the idea behind them is more
important than their function. They symbolize piety—a gathering of people who had enough faith
to sacrifice the thousands of dollars and weeks of time that it takes to run a pilgrimage
association. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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moon. The sky is black but for the stars; the moon lies unlit on the other side of the earth,
invisible to our eyes. The Chinese call this the Lunar New Year, but it is best known as the Spring
Festival, the celebration of a new season. The name seems wrong: the holiday falls in the winter
month of January or February. It is cold and dark; the days still short. In northern China, snows
can blanket the land. In the south, chilly rains penetrate every room, every layer of clothing. We
feel gripped by the hopelessness of winter and wonder how this calendar ever functioned: How
did it order time in one of the world’s oldest continuous civilizations?In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, Chinese patriots had similar questions. They worried that their country was
so backward that it would be torn apart by foreign powers. One of these reformers’ chief targets
was China’s traditional culture, especially its systems of belief, which they thought were
superstitious relics that dulled people to the potential of science and progress.The old-style
calendar was an easy target. Few practices are as important to a society as how it measures
time. In traditional China, calendars were made by artisans who used wood-block printing on
tissue-thin paper to create colorful pieces of art decorated by gods and saints. They listed key
holidays and reminders when certain ceremonies had to be carried out. On Chinese New Year’s
Eve, the old calendar was scraped off the wall and the new one pasted up.The traditional
calendar was based on the moon’s orbit around the earth. It started on the second new moon
after the Winter Solstice, which meant the traditional year began in late January or early
February. Each month was one orbit of the moon around the earth. To China’s modernizers, all of
this seemed ridiculously out of date. By 1929, the forces for change were so strong that the
government formally discarded the lunar calendar and replaced it with the Western Gregorian
calendar—the solar calendar, based on the earth’s orbit around the sun. Since then, the year in
China begins on January 1 and has 365¼ days, just like elsewhere.And yet, with time, you
notice that the lunar calendar still underpins how many Chinese dress, eat, worship, and pray.



Even Chinese New Year’s other name, the Spring Festival, begins to make sense. In the West,
spring starts on the Vernal Equinox—the date in mid-March when day and night are about
equally long. But in China, events are anticipated earlier; here, the buildup is the key. Late
January or early February might seem too early to welcome spring, but in fact the days are
warming. In January, Beijingers will tell you that if you want to skate on one of the city’s lakes,
you had better go now: after the start of the Moon Year, the ice will melt.You shrug your
shoulders but later think back to holidays that are now mostly forgotten in the West, such as
Candlemas or Imbolc. They too fell around this time and used to herald the beginning of spring.
And then, a week or two later, even you, a city person who has lost touch with the seasons, you
notice that the weather actually has turned. The coldest days are past. Winter’s edge has
blunted. The ice is melting. And it doesn’t seem so odd to look again at the Chinese calendar
and notice its upcoming markers: Awakening of the Insects, Clear and Bright, Grain Rain,
Summer Harvest.Today, on the first day of the New Year, the moon is already swinging around in
its orbit, soon to reveal the faintest sliver of its sunlit face. Over the coming fifteen days of the
Lunar New Year celebrations, the moon will wax into a crescent, then a half globe, each day
gaining in power. Finally, on the fifteenth day, it will appear in full force, lighting the darkness,
dwarfing the other heavenly bodies. This day is called Yuanxiao—the First Night, the first full
moon of the first month, the sky relit, the fires rekindled. Pyres are set ablaze, devils driven off,
and the year unfolds as always: a series of heavenly events ordered by the sun and the moon
and the meaning we give them.1Beijing: The Tolling BellIn the southeast corner of Beijing is a
neighborhood called Fenzhongsi, or the Temple of the Tolling Bell. According to local legend, the
name came from the story of an old widower who was kind and pure of heart but childless. In
traditional China, that meant he had no one to support him in old age. His fellow villagers took
pity and offered him a small job as the community’s night watchman. His task was to walk
around the village every two hours, marking time by beating clappers. He accepted the job but
refused pay, saying the villagers should save their money to cast a bell that would replace him
when he died.Over the years, the locals saved their money, while he carried out his duties to
unusual effect. During the last watch, just before dawn, he would sound his clappers especially
loudly in front of the doors of lazy people, hoping to wake them and get them off to work. In front
of the doors of the diligent, he was as quiet as could be, allowing them a few more minutes of
sleep in the knowledge that they would get up on their own. As time went by, some villagers said
his clappers anticipated the changing seasons or warned of coming storms. When they heard
the steady beat, they knew what they had to do—not just when to work or sleep, but how to live
their lives, following good and avoiding evil. Eventually, the old man died, the money was
counted, and the bell cast. When it was rung, it had the same miraculous effect, a bell tolling for
each person.The bell, the temple that was later built around it, and the village—all were torn
down long ago, leaving only a story and the name of a highway overpass, a subway stop, and a
neighborhood of tenement homes about to be demolished. Over the past decades, this wave of
destruction has rolled over the rest of the capital as well, eliminating a vast medieval city of



twenty-five square miles. Beijing had once been made up of hutongs—narrow alleys that passed
between walled homes, interspersed with hundreds of temples. Superimposed over these
communities was an imaginary landscape of holy mountains and deities who linked the city into
a sacred bond of myth and faith. For centuries, this urban landscape epitomized the political-
religious state that had run China for millennia.Beijing’s cosmology changed in the twentieth
century, especially after the Communist takeover in 1949. Many of the temples and hutongs
were destroyed to make way for the new ideals of an atheistic, industrial society. Starting in the
1980s came economic reforms and uncontrolled real estate development, which has wiped out
almost all the rest of the old city and pushed most of Beijing’s original residents out of the city
center. In the few fragments of the historic city that survived, migrants moved in. Some were poor
workers from the countryside, others rich gentrifiers from afar. With them came new foods—
spicy dishes from the interior or nouvelle cuisine from abroad—and new customs, such as the
mass exodus out of Beijing during holidays to rural hometowns or tropical beach resorts. Lost
was a way of life, just as the local cultures of other great cities have been swamped by our
restless times.I had watched this transformation since first coming to Beijing in the early 1980s.
Like many people, I was disheartened and felt the city and its once-great culture were lost. But in
recent years I began to realize I had been wrong. Beijing’s culture was not dead; it was being
reborn in odd corners of the city like the Temple of the Tolling Bell. It was not the same as in the
past, but it was still vibrant and real—ways of life and belief that echoed the sounds of the
past.The Temple of the Tolling Bell was the home of the Ni (pronounced “NEE”) family, ordinary
Beijingers who had once lived in the old city near one of its most famous landmarks, the Temple
of Heaven. Next door to their old home had been a much smaller temple to Our Lady of the
Azure Clouds, or Bixia Yuanjun, an important Daoist goddess. The Ni family children used to
play in the temple’s three courtyards, and the family was friends with an old priest who lived
there. In 1992, their house and the Daoist temple were slated for demolition to make way for the
headquarters of the General Administration of Sport of China, a government agency charged
with creating national glory. Faced with such a strong opponent, the Ni family did the wise thing:
it yielded. As compensation, the family was given money and land to build new homes in the
Temple of the Tolling Bell neighborhood. It was from this new encampment outside the old city
that they helped orchestrate the revival of Beijing’s spiritual life.—On the second day of the
Lunar New Year, I paid a visit to the Ni family’s eighty-one-year-old patriarch, Ni Zhenshan. Two
nights earlier, Beijingers had heralded the Year of the Dragon with loud and endless fireworks
against the dark, moonless sky. Yesterday, the first day of the New Year, had been quiet.
Traditionally, it is a day for staying home with one’s family, cooking big meals, and recuperating
from the previous night’s excitement. The second day is given over to social calls, and so here I
was, plodding past spent firework casings and charred paper, doing what any gentleman is
supposed to do on this day: pay respects to one’s betters and elders.Compared with me, the Nis
were both. Old Mr. Ni and his fifty-six-year-old son, Ni Jincheng, weren’t just older; they
understood infinitely more. They knew all the holidays on the traditional calendar, the right way to



kowtow before a statue, how to recite sutras, which cigarettes to smoke, and which grain alcohol
to drink. They knew which fruits to eat in April and why you never make a gift of a knife or a plum.
They had stylish clothes made by a dead tailor, second homes acquired for a song, calligraphy
from a colonel, teapots from a royal kiln, and a flock of European racing pigeons. When I asked
why or how or when, they would look at me as if I had missed the point: there was no reason; this
was how you lived.Like any good gentleman, Jincheng was waiting for me at the street corner as
I got out of the taxi. He was broad shouldered, with a beefy face and a thick head of hair that was
combed back in a rakish wave. In his normal life, he had a desk job at the Ministry of
Construction but had spent most of his career out in the field, managing projects or inspecting
them for safety defects. His speech was distinctive, in part because of its volume: this was a man
whose work called for him to communicate over the roar of a jackhammer. But he also peppered
it with a patois of ur-Beijing dialect laden with religious expressions. He talked about karmic
retribution (baoying), and when someone died, he spoke of the dark gate (xuanmen) closing. His
clothes reflected his double life. Draped over his shoulders was a green army greatcoat that
could have been worn by a worker, but underneath was a tailored collarless jacket made of
brown silk and patterned with a stylized version of the character shou, or longevity. His cheeks
were redder than usual, and he motioned for me to follow him.“You’ll catch a cold out here,” I
said.He grunted. “Wang Defeng was here visiting the old man. Everyone was drinking.”Wang
Defeng was a government official who ran the most important religious site in Beijing,
Miaofengshan, or the Mountain of the Wondrous Peak, located about forty miles west of the city
center. I had met the Ni family there a year earlier during the annual pilgrimage to worship Our
Lady of the Azure Clouds, the same goddess whose temple had also been next to the Ni family’s
old home. During the pilgrimage, the Ni family ran a small shrine next to the main temple. It was
dedicated to another popular goddess and had a stand offering free tea to pilgrims. This is
known as a pilgrimage association and is meant to help the faithful by providing them with
physical and moral sustenance as they climb the mountain. About eighty of these groups exist in
Beijing. Some provide food and drink, while others honor the gods with acrobatics, stilt walking,
humorous skits, and martial arts. During the two-week pilgrimage, many of these volunteers live
on the mountain, bunking out six to a room or, like the Ni family, sleeping on cots in the back of
their shrines.The temple is owned by the government, but neither it nor Manager Wang controls
the pilgrimage associations. They are independent, with an authority that comes from tradition
and faith rather than power and money. Over the course of many generations, the pilgrimage
associations have been handed down through clans and families, and they have developed
arcane sets of rules and regulations. They choose who can ascend Miaofengshan and how to
behave on the mountain. They even decide how you should greet another association member
on the street. And they are crucial to the pilgrimage’s financial success. If the groups participate,
then the Miaofengshan fair is a genuine spiritual event and a destination for tens of thousands of
pious pilgrims. If the groups stay away, then it’s nothing but a carnival.Manager Wang had not
come to ask the Ni family to attend this year’s pilgrimage; no man of culture would come at the



start of the Lunar New Year on such a crude mission. Instead, he was paying a courtesy visit. A
cynic might view this as the same thing, but this would be too narrow. Personal contact is how
life is organized in China, whether running a pilgrimage, business, or political party. All of these
have rules, regulations, or bylaws, but what really holds them together is a web of relationships
that rarely fits on a flowchart. It includes who is related to whom and who has done whom a
favor, when, and under what circumstances. It is about who has the personal charisma and
prestige and who has donated the most money, but also it is about who is sincere in carrying out
obligations—something even the poorest person can do. Mr. Wang had visited because he was
an able administrator wanting to make the next fair a success, but he didn’t think in such
unsophisticated terms; he was here because visiting Old Mr. Ni was the right thing to do. The
patriarch was a great man in Beijing’s religious scene. Not visiting him on the second day of the
New Year would have been unthinkable.Jincheng led me down a side street, turning in to an
alley too narrow for a car. He pushed open the second door on our right, and three small dogs
charged out, barking and wagging their tails. He walked through the first room, where his wife
and several other women were playing mahjong on a dark rosewood table. They looked up and
called out greetings, offering tea and sunflower seeds, which I waved off. Jincheng slid open a
glass door, and we entered the back room, where his father sat waiting for me on a heavy,
carved wooden chair—a throne for one of the noblemen of Beijing’s religious life.Old Mr. Ni had
a shaved head and thick dark eyebrows that seemed permanently arched upward in a sign of
surprise and humility. He loved to talk about catching crickets, collecting gourds, and raising
dogs. When I had visited him a few months earlier, we had chatted for a couple of hours about
everything from calligraphy to the construction industry, where he had worked since his youth.
He had told me that he had cancer but he was certain that he would recover. Now, though, I
could see that the illness had overwhelmed his body. His hands clutched the armrests, as if
struggling to keep his body upright. His head was bowed and immobile; when I approached, he
did not move. It took him a moment to open his eyes and gesture for me to take a seat next to
him. Then he summoned his energy and issued a command.“If you want to write a book, be
accurate. You don’t want to be spouting nonsense like people on television, filming this or that,
and making all sorts of misleading statements about us. Don’t lead people astray. Do you
understand?”I thought back to my visits to Miaofengshan. State-run television often filmed the
colorful festival and aired reports on how everything was well and good with traditional Chinese
culture. It rarely showed people worshipping, and avoided mentioning that this was primarily a
religious event. It usually seemed like a report on a new theme park. I nodded.“I am not so strong
anymore and am not sure I can explain everything. If I lead you astray, then you will write errors
and others will be misled. We’ll get further and further from the truth.“But I want you to mark this:
All temples are not the same. Some are fake. When you’re writing, you have to know the
distinction. You have to know which permit pilgrims and which do not. Miaofengshan does allow
them. It’s why our tea association goes there.”Jincheng leaned over and whispered in my ear,
reminding me how his family’s tea association had been founded. It had been 1993, and Old Mr.



Ni had been ill with kidney cancer. Surgery was imminent. He vowed that if he lived, he would
make a trip to Miaofengshan to thank Our Lady of the Azure Clouds. She had looked after the
family in their old home, and he was sure she would help him now. Back home, Jincheng had lit
incense and prayed.The surgery had gone well, and Old Mr. Ni had recovered. The next spring,
he went to Miaofengshan to fulfill his vow. Although the family had lived next to the temple of Our
Lady of the Azure Clouds, they had never made the pilgrimage to her mountain. Old Mr. Ni had
been just eight years old when the Japanese invaded and twenty when the Communists took
power. In such tumultuous times, the flow of pilgrims had slowed to a trickle, with people worried
about safety and generally too poor to afford the long trip through the mountain roads. After Mao
took power, his zealots destroyed the temple. But by the mid-1990s it had been rebuilt, and the
pilgrimage had resumed.On his way down the mountain, Old Mr. Ni told Jincheng that he had an
idea. He wanted to set up his own pilgrimage association to offer pilgrims tea. In a literal sense,
pilgrimage associations are superfluous; nowadays, a pilgrimage usually just takes a day, and no
one needs free tea or food. But the associations survive because the idea behind them is more
important than their function. They symbolize piety—a gathering of people who have enough
faith to sacrifice the thousands of dollars and weeks of time that it takes to run a pilgrimage
association.Jincheng had paused for a minute to think. This venture would cost a huge amount
of money. They would need a shrine with a beautiful statue and an altar. In front of it they would
need to set out expensive porcelain teapots and cups to symbolize their offering. Of course they
would also need a lot of tea, and not cheap tea but something that would honor the goddess.
And then they would need volunteers to staff their stall so pilgrims could get tea anytime of the
day. It would cost tens of thousands of yuan, which especially back then was a lot of money for
working-class people. But Jincheng was in private enterprise then and had begun to make
money in the construction industry. He also knew he could count on family and friends to help
out. He looked at his father and nodded. During the 1995 pilgrimage, with their own savings and
donations from friends and colleagues, they began offering tea and steamed buns at
Miaofengshan.Now I looked over at Old Mr. Ni and nodded: I knew the story, and I knew that it
was because of Miaofengshan that he had established the tea association.“You were healed
twenty years ago, perhaps it can happen again?” I ventured.He shook his head: this wasn’t the
time for empty talk. He was dying, and he wanted to get across something important. His voice,
which even last summer had been so strong and clear, was now hoarse. He struggled to gather
the air in his lungs.“You have to decide if you’re writing about practices to make money or if
you’re writing about belief.” He stared down at the floor. Then he took a deep breath and brought
up something no one liked to talk about: the Cultural Revolution, a decade of chaos and attacks
on religion. Temples like those on Miaofengshan had been razed, while priests, monks, and
nuns had been humiliated and dispersed. When the chaos ended with Mao’s death in 1976,
religious life slowly resumed.“After the ten years of calamity, the government didn’t approve
rebuilding Miaofengshan, but it didn’t oppose it. There was no document saying it was approved.
You see what I mean? It was done by ordinary people.“ ‘Folk,’ this word,” he said, pausing, to let



the word minjian hang in the air for a few extra seconds, “it means it doesn’t matter who you are.
You can be a farmer, it doesn’t matter.”“But now,” I said, “that first generation that reopened the
temples is getting old. Will its children carry on this work in the future?”“Humans…” He trailed
off, trying to find the right way to put it. “There’s no end to doing good deeds; there’s no final
point. You’re a Westerner. It doesn’t matter if you’re Catholic, or Protestant, or any religion. If
you’ve been doing something for thirty years, you don’t quit. You don’t fold. Impossible. Mark this:
with faith, if you’ve gone half the road, you’ll go the distance. The next step, your sons and
daughters will take up the things you left behind. It’s the same with Christianity.”“Or any religion,”
Jincheng added.“You get what I mean? It’s the same principle. There’s nothing mysterious about
it. Of course we all have our own cultures. Chinese literature, or other parts of culture, well, it’s
pretty big. If you’re going to eat and drink culture, that’s not easy. That’s a complicated topic.“But
faith is different. The basic point is simple. It’s only the specifics that are different.” The old man
wheezed and pushed hard on his hands to keep himself upright. Jincheng’s wife, Chen
Jinshang, walked in and put her arms around his shoulders to steady him.“Dad, take a rest,”
Jincheng said quietly. The old man shook his head.“Talking to me is just wasting your time if you
want to know about high culture.” He laughed and perked up. “I don’t like to talk nonsense. If I
know something, I’ll tell you. If not, I won’t. Ask.”“I want to ask why you still run the tea
association,” I said. “You wanted to thank Our Lady of the Azure Clouds, to pay her back for
saving your life.” He nodded and I continued. “But why do you still go, year after year? Haven’t
you paid her back already?”“There is a need. People are unsettled. They come to the mountain,
so we should be there for them. We are carrying this on to the next generation. I feel it is our
duty.”He paused to formulate the words.“There is another reason. The temple on Miaofengshan,
its history, is like a great story. Many famous people went there. Do you know Cheng Yanqiu?
He’s one of the four big names in the history of Peking opera. He was fantastic. He gave an
incense burner. It’s well-known. It’s part of the story.“Those are famous people, but you, what
have you left behind?” he said, addressing himself. “Who’s going to recognize what you’ve
done? What have you left of value?”Then he answered his own question.“Unless it’s
participating in the pilgrimage association? Our tea association has a name that’s unique. It’s the
Whole Heart Philanthropic Salvation Tea Association. It’s based on charity.“What are you going
to leave behind?” he said again, and then replied in a different, deeper voice.“Well, you’ve got
your tea association.“Ah! Right! In the Beijing district of Fengtai, in the Temple of the Tolling Bell
neighborhood, is the Whole Heart Philanthropic Salvation Tea Association. Oh, right…so you
can leave that.“I, Ni Zhenshan, I can leave that. Otherwise who will remember you?”Jincheng
looked down at the ground. His father was already talking about the time after his passing. He
was upset; who would run the pilgrimage association if his father died?“Dad, what are you
talking about? What nonsense!” Jincheng’s wife blurted out. Chen Jinshang was a lively woman
of fifty-six, with short permed hair and a great pealing laugh. But her father-in-law’s talk troubled
her.The old man was patient; this was his daughter-in-law, a member of his family for over thirty
years, a good, loyal woman who had cared for him day and night over the past months. How to



make her understand? Then he thought of the family’s stele—a stone tablet about four feet high
that stood outside the temple, an honor given to his tea association for its service to pilgrims.
Chiseled on the front was the association’s name. On the back were the names of the founding
family members, including hers. He looked at her softly.“Think of it like this. Long in the future,
even if times change, our stele will remain at the temple. They’ll see your name and say, ‘Hey,
who is that Chen Jinshang?’ Then they’ll know, ‘Oh, that’s one of the founders of the tea
association.’ If you don’t have something like this, you won’t make it into history as a
personage.”“But, Dad, after a while steles fall down,” Ms. Chen said. “They break.”“Yes, you can
think of it like that. But heaven knows what you have done. And if your grandson goes to
Miaofengshan and carries on the tea association, if he sees that the stele is broken, he’ll fix it or
put up a new one—copy the names from the old one and reerect it. His children will know that
their great-grandmother was called Chen Jinshang and she was a pilgrim to Miaofengshan and
erected a stele here, and so they’ll take care of it. This is what’s known as ‘passing down for ten
thousand years’ or ‘through the ages of a thousand autumns.’ ”“Dad wanted to write a book
about the family,” Ms. Chen said to me.“I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer,” Old Mr. Ni said. “I
don’t have that much higher education. I’m afraid that I’ll tell you a lot of nonsense and your book
will be full of errors.”“A book like yours,” his son said, nodding sagely, “could be boundless.”“What
aspect of the pilgrimage associations do you want to understand?” the old man said to me.“You
need direction,” his son added.“What are you writing?” Ms. Chen said with a big laugh, and we
all joined in.“I want to describe this rebirth of faith,” I said to them. “It seemed to start recovering
after the Cultural Revolution but really took off in recent years.”“That’s my case,” Old Mr. Ni said.
“I encountered an illness and wanted to express my faith. For the first time in our lives, we had
money, so I decided to donate tea. It was ‘a thought harbored in my breast but never spoken.’ I
just went to the mountain and saw something was missing and the next year helped out a bit. I
just wanted to see what could be done. We offered green tea.”“In my dad’s day, green tea was
expensive, and so we offered it,” Jincheng said. “That’s why. But our principles are different from
some of the other groups’ that you might see. We follow the Buddhist idea of dana”—the
practice of giving, or charity.“A lot of this new stuff is just for making money,” Jincheng added. “It’s
rubbish.”Then his father surprised me by disagreeing.“No,” he said, shaking his head firmly, his
eyebrows knit together tightly as if pondering the idea and then rejecting it. “Not all new things
are bad. Sometimes new things rise up and they stay. After a while they become old. Then they
become tradition.”2Ritual: The Lost MiddlePilgrims like the Ni family underpin one of the great
religious revivals of our time. Across China, hundreds of temples, mosques, and churches open
each year, attracting millions of new worshippers. The precise figures are often debated, but
even a casual visitor to China cannot miss the signs: new churches dotting the countryside,
temples being rebuilt or massively expanded, and new government policies that encourage
traditional values. Progress is not linear—churches are demolished, temples run for tourism, and
debates about morality manipulated for political gain—but the overall direction is clear. Faith and
values are returning to the center of a national discussion over how to organize Chinese life.This



is not the China we used to know. For decades, we have been accustomed to thinking of China
as a country where religion, faith, and values are marginal. Our images of Chinese people are
overwhelmingly economic or political: of diligent workers in vast factories, nouveau riche
flaunting their wealth, farmers toiling in polluted fields, or dissidents being locked up. When we
do hear of Chinese people and faith, it is either about victims—Chinese Christians forced to
worship underground—or exotic stories of wacky people walking backward in parks, hugging
trees, or joining scary cults.All of this exists and is true but misses a bigger point: that hundreds
of millions of Chinese are consumed with doubt about their society and turning to religion and
faith for answers that they do not find in the radically secular world constructed around them.
They wonder what more there is to life than materialism and what makes a good life. As one
person I interviewed for this book told me, “We thought we were unhappy because we were
poor. But now a lot of us aren’t poor anymore, and yet we’re still unhappy. We realize there’s
something missing and that’s a spiritual life.”Most surprisingly, this quest is centered on China’s
heartland: a huge swath of land running roughly from Beijing in the north to Hong Kong in the
south, Shanghai in the east to Chengdu in the west. This used to be called “China proper” and
for twenty-five centuries has been the center of Chinese culture and civilization, the birthplace of
its poets and prophets, the scene of its most famous wars and coups, the setting for its novels
and plays, the home of its holiest mountains and most sacred temples. This is where Chinese
civilization was born and flourished, and this is where the country’s economic and political life is
still focused. We have long known that China’s ethnic minorities—especially the Tibetans and
Uighurs—have valued religion, sometimes as a form of resistance against an oppressive state.
But now we find a similar or even greater spiritual thirst among the ethnic Chinese, who make up
91 percent of the country’s population. Instead of being a salve for China’s marginal people, it is
a quest for meaning among those who have benefited most from China’s economic takeoff. This
is why this book focuses on ethnic Chinese, also called Han Chinese. They dominate China’s
economic, political, and spiritual life; their journey, for better or worse, is China’s journey.Not all
Chinese see this quest in spiritual terms. Government critics often view it as purely political: the
country needs better rules and laws to solve society’s ills. Reformers inside the system see it
more technocratically: if they had better administrative structures and provided better services,
apathy and anger would abate.But most Chinese look at the problem more broadly. China needs
better laws and institutions, yes, but it also needs a moral compass. This longing for moral
certitude is especially strong in China due to its history and tradition. For millennia, Chinese
society was held together by the idea that laws alone cannot keep people together. Instead,
philosophers like Confucius argued that society also needed shared values. Most Chinese still
hold this view. For many, the answer is to engage in some form of spiritual practice: a religion, a
way of life, a form of moral cultivation—things that will make their lives more meaningful and help
change society.All told, it is hardly an exaggeration to say China is undergoing a spiritual revival
similar to the Great Awakening in the United States in the nineteenth century. Now, just like a
century and a half ago, a country on the move is unsettled by great social and economic change.



People have been thrust into new, alienating cities where they have no friends and no circle of
support. Religion and faith offer ways of looking at age-old questions that all people, everywhere,
struggle to answer: Why are we here? What really makes us happy? How do we achieve
contentment as individuals, as a community, as a nation? What is our soul?—Understanding this
spiritual tumult requires making a detour back in time to its cause, one of the greatest
antireligious movements in world history, one that affected all major faiths in China: Buddhism,
Christianity, Daoism, folk religion, and Islam. Because China has been run by a Communist
Party for such a long time, it might seem like a typical case of atheistic Communists attacking
religion, and to a degree it was. But the campaign against religion did not originate with the
Communists’ takeover in 1949. Instead, it began a century earlier, when China’s traditional
civilization began to collapse.This breakdown was triggered by a crisis of confidence. For most
of its history, China dominated its neighbors. Some were militarily stronger, especially the
nomadic peoples to its north, such as the Xiongnu, the Mongols, and the Manchus. But even
when these groups got the upper hand and conquered China, Chinese rarely doubted the
superiority of their civilization. Chinese were often self-critical but believed that their ways of life
would prevail.China’s encounter with the West shook that self-assurance. Starting with the First
Opium War of 1839, China suffered a string of military defeats. Many in power were at first
unfazed, figuring that they only needed better technology, especially arsenals, ships, and
cannons. But when China kept losing battles and territory, a sense of crisis developed. Chinese
looked around the world and saw how the West had carved up the Americas and Africa and
subjugated India. Was China next?By the end of the nineteenth century, a growing number of
Chinese began to believe that their country needed more than superficial changes. They
realized that China lacked modern science, engineering, education, public health, and
advanced agricultural methods. All of these things were products of a radically different way of
ordering society, one based primarily on science. As the crisis deepened, increasingly radical
ideas took hold. China didn’t just need new policies, or even a new dynasty. It needed to abolish
the emperor. It had to overthrow the entire political system of running China. And that meant
destroying the religious system that was its most important pillar.Why religion? Couldn’t China
have simply revamped its schools and modernized its economy without gutting its traditional
faiths? Today, China is a rising power and traditional religions are widespread. The two do not
seem incompatible. But the role of religion in traditional Chinese society was very different from
today, something we are only beginning to appreciate. Until the past few decades, scholars
thought Chinese religions were somewhat analogous to the Abrahamic faiths. Instead of
Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, China had Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism. That was
wrong. Instead, as the historian C. K. Yang put it, religion was “diffused” in Chinese society. It
wasn’t one pillar next to secular society and could not be defined as one particular thing you did
once or twice a week, at a certain place, under the guidance of a certain holy book—the way
many world religions are organized. Instead, Chinese religion had little theology, almost no
clergy, and few fixed places of worship. But this didn’t mean Chinese religion was weak. Instead,



it was spread over every aspect of life like a fine membrane that held society together.Work, for
example, was sacred. Almost every profession venerated a god: carpenters worshipped Lu Ban,
a historical figure who invented many woodworking and building techniques; martial artists
worshipped the general Lord Guan or the monkey king Sun Wukong; medical professionals
honored Hua Tuo, a doctor from the third century who pioneered brain surgery; sailors
worshipped the goddess Mazu. The list is inexhaustible: dyers, vintners, tailors, makers of
musical instruments, musicians and actors, cooks, barbers, and even professional storytellers;
in a survey of twenty-eight craft guilds in Beijing in the 1920s, only four did not worship a patron
god. In Chinese cities, almost every street corner had a temple or shrine. In her survey of
religious life in Beijing, the historian Susan Naquin estimates that the city had roughly one
thousand temples in 1911. The rest of China was similar: every village had a temple or two;
many had half a dozen.Many people might wonder, what religion are we talking about? Are
these Buddhist or Daoist practices? In most cases, the answer would be neither. Thanks to the
predominance of the Abrahamic faiths in the West, we think in exclusive terms: this person is
Catholic, that person is Jewish, another is Muslim. These faiths have clearly defined stories
about their beliefs, as well as set places of worship, a holy book, and, quite often, a clergy. Most
important is that belief in these faiths is absolute and exclusive; it’s one or the other. One doesn’t
celebrate Passover, fast during Lent, and go on the hajj. New Agers notwithstanding, dabbling is
heretical.Traditional Chinese religion is different. This is why pollsters have a hard time figuring
out if Chinese people are religious. Asking “what faith do you believe in?” seems like a simple
question for people who define religion according to monotheistic norms. They expect a clear-
cut answer, like “I am a Buddhist” or “I am a Daoist.” But for most of Chinese history, this sort of
question would have been strange. Religion was part of belonging to your community. A village
had its temples, its gods, and they were honored on certain holy days. Choice was not really a
factor. China did have three separate teachings, or jiao—Confucianism (rujiao), Buddhism
(fojiao), and Daoism (daojiao)—but they did not function as separate institutions with their own
followers. Primarily, they provided services: a community might invite a priest or monk to perform
rituals at temples, for example, and each of the three offered its own special techniques—
Buddhist Chan meditation or devotional Pure Land spiritual exercises, Daoist meditative
exercises, or Confucian moral self-cultivation. But they were not considered separate. For most
of Chinese history, people believed in an amalgam of these faiths that is best described as
“Chinese Religion.”In fact, the concept of thinking of oneself as part of a discrete and clearly
definable religious system was so foreign to Chinese that when modernizers wanted to
reorganize society using Western norms one hundred years ago, they had to import the
vocabulary from the West. Turning to Japan, which had started a similar discussion a generation
earlier, they imported words like zongjiao (religion) and mixin (superstition). Before that, there
was little idea of religion being separate from society or government. It was all one and the same.
It was how you lived. It was what you did.This is reflected in theology’s small role. In religions like
Christianity, theologians argue passionately over issues like the Trinity or original sin, using tools



provided by Greek logic and metaphysics. The same goes for Judaism or Islam, where scholars
argue over doctrines or ways of behaving, engaging in epic debates. China has a long history, so
it is possible to find exceptions—such as a famous debate in the court of a sixth-century
emperor between proponents of Buddhism and Daoism (the Daoists lost, and the Buddhists
wrote a book called Xiaodaolun, or “Laughing at the Daoists”). By and large, however, these
kinds of discussions were rare. Most people saw them as pointless.What did interest Chinese
were rituals—in other words, the pragmatic but profound issue of how to behave. As the historian
David Johnson puts it in his book Spectacle and Sacrifice,Chinese culture was a performance
culture…Chinese philosophers were concerned more with how people should act, and what
counted as good actions, than with using logic to prove propositions. Ritual was the highest form
of action or performances; every significant life event, social, political, or religious, was
embedded in and expressed through ritual.These rituals helped organize Chinese society. In
traditional China, the imperial bureaucracy was tiny by today’s standard, and most officials sent
out by Beijing only made it to the county seat, which meant one person oversaw hundreds of
villages and tens of thousands of people. More important was the role of prominent local people,
often called the gentry or literati because most of them had an education in the Chinese
classics. Temples and religious practice united these people and formed a structure for them to
rule. A key committee in every village was one that ran the local temples. These often doubled
as bodies that united a community for other purposes as well, such as building irrigation
systems or raising militias to fight off bandits. Temples also provided a physical space for
government rule. Local elders might meet, read proclamations, or carry out punishments there. A
local temple could be like the cathedral and city hall of a medieval European town rolled into
one. In the words of the historian Prasenjit Duara, religion was society’s “nexus of power.”But
religion was more than a method for running China; it was the political system’s lifeblood. The
emperor was the “Son of Heaven,” who presided over elaborate rituals that underscored his
semidivine nature. These included praying at temples to ensure good harvests, making sure that
ancestors were honored, and worshipping the holy mountains that held up the four corners of
the universe. Officials duplicated many of these rites at the local level, especially by praying at
temples to the local City God. From the fourteenth century onward, the government mandated
that every district of the empire have its own City God temple. Officials had to worship there on
certain days, and it was often a center of local life and politics. The City God was an official of the
spiritual world, which was organized on hierarchies similar to the traditional political world. The
realm of spirits was an extension of this world, co-opting each other for legitimacy.—With all this
in mind, it becomes easier to understand why reformers and revolutionaries took on religion.
They wanted to create a new political system, and to do that, they had to grab power from where
it lay—in the political-religious system that ran China.This is not as unusual as it might sound. In
other countries, religion also played a key role in governing societies. For much of European
history, politics and religion were inseparable. The rise of the nation-state in the seventeenth
century changed this, diminishing and compartmentalizing religion. The bureaucratic state took



over schools and hospitals and destroyed legal privileges enjoyed by the church. The rise of
Protestantism played an important role too, with the binary terms of authentic “religion” and
taboo “superstitions” used to discredit Catholic practices. This fed into Christianity’s long-
standing appeal to logic: true religion could be defended by reason; everything else was
superstition and should be destroyed.As the world globalized in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, these ideas spread. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed after World War I, the new
Turkish state abolished the caliphate—the ruler of all Muslims—and even converted some
mosques into museums. In the Middle East after World War II, political movements like the
Ba’ath Party in Iraq and Syria tried to scale back Islam as well, seeing it as a cause for their
region’s colonization by the British and French. In India, too, modern Hinduism was created by
streamlining a variety of diverse faiths into something more like an Abrahamic religion. All these
movements were united by one desire: a strong state to imitate and fend off Western countries.In
China, this movement gained ground as the Qing dynasty crumbled in the late nineteenth
century. China had an estimated one million temples around the turn of the century. A movement
for political reform in 1898 called for many temples to be converted to schools. Although this
reform plan was defeated, many local governments took steps on their own, and today many of
the best-known elementary and high schools across China are located on the grounds of former
temples. Most notable was the destruction of the old City God temples. As the prime
representatives of the old system of political-religious power, they were first taken over by the
modernizing Chinese state and then destroyed; in fact, only a handful of City God temples exist
today. The wrath of reformers was almost boundless; even before the Communist takeover in
1949, half of these one million temples had been destroyed, shuttered, or converted to other
uses.—What of the monotheistic faiths? Islam entered China more than a millennium ago via
traders along its coast and up through the Grand Canal to Beijing, as well as along the Silk Road
from Central Asia. But Islam was mainly confined to China’s geographic periphery, including
regions like Xinjiang, Gansu, and Ningxia that were only occasionally under Chinese control.
Even today, with these regions firmly ruled by Beijing, Islam counts at most twenty-three million
believers, or 1.6 percent of the population. Conversions almost only happen when people marry
into Muslim families—a result of government policies to define Islam as a faith that is practiced
by only ten non-Chinese ethnic groups, especially the Hui and Uighurs. Islam sometimes
provides an identity for people who do not want to be ruled by China—a situation we find today
among the Uighurs in China’s far western province of Xinjiang—but its marginalized position
means it rarely enters the contemporary national debate on faith, values, or national identity.The
impact of Christianity was radically different. It entered China later but spread among Han
Chinese, causing much angst around the turn of the century. One popular saying then was “One
more Christian; one less Chinese” (duo yige jidutu; shao yige zhongguoren)—the idea was that
the religion was incompatible with being Chinese. But its influence was huge, helping to define
modern China’s religious world. One basic reason for Christianity’s influence was its presence in
the West. Chinese reformers realized that Western countries were Christian and concluded that



it was not incompatible with a modern state. Some, like the Nationalist Party leader Chiang Kai-
shek, even converted. But more influential was the decision by almost all modernizers of China
to adopt the Protestant distinction between religion and superstition. “Real” religion was like
Christianity and allowed to survive; the rest was superstition.The result was traumatic. For
Buddhism and Daoism, only a handful of large or famous temples managed to win approval as
“religion,” or zongjiao. These were mostly monasteries or temples on holy mountains or near big
cities. They had a clergy, regular ceremonies, and volumes of scriptures that could be defined as
something similar to the Bible. It was also fairly easy to describe them as coming from a great
and long tradition. Of the two, Buddhism fared better. It has a long philosophical tradition with
several schools that early on were introduced to the West via Japan. It also had a history of
proselytizing and easily gave birth to energetic reformers in the twentieth century who quickly
adapted to the new paradigms. They linked temples into nationwide associations that lobbied for
their rights.But most Chinese religion did not fare so well. Confucianism had been too closely
tied to the old system to survive, despite efforts in the early part of the century to organize it into
a religion, or even to declare it China’s “national” religion, much as Japanese reformers had
done with indigenous religious practices that became known as Shinto. As for Daoism, it
survived, but only barely. Because it was less hierarchical than Buddhism, most of its temples
were not organized and ended up being closed or destroyed, leaving just a few of the great
monasteries in the countryside or remote mountains.Most tragically, folk religion was all but
wiped out. These were the innumerable small temples or shrines that were locally managed and
not linked to the major faiths—in other words, the vast majority of temples in China. They were
declared “superstitious.” Hundreds of thousands of temples were obliterated, an immense wave
of auto-cultural genocide.At first, this religious cleansing happened haphazardly, often through
individual actions. A telling example involves Sun Yat-sen, who would eventually help overthrow
the Qing dynasty and establish the Republic of China in 1912. One of his first acts of rebellion
was to go to the local temple in his hometown and smash its statues. When Sun’s Nationalist
Party took power, the pace picked up. His successor Chiang Kai-shek launched the “New Life”
movement to cleanse China of old ways of doing things. Along with trying to eradicate opium,
gambling, prostitution, and illiteracy, the Nationalists launched a “campaign to destroy
superstition” as part of a broader effort to jianguo, or create a nation. In a precursor of Mao’s Red
Guards, Nationalist Party youth organizations sent groups out to destroy traditional temples, and
the government issued regulations with the ominous name “Standards to Determine Temples to
Be Destroyed and Maintained.” The Nationalists effectively controlled China for only ten years,
so the impact of their measures was limited, but the course was set: Chinese religion was a
social ill that needed to be radically reformed or destroyed in order to save China.—In 1949, the
Communists defeated the Nationalists in China’s civil war, bringing to power the most radical
group that wanted to change China. Initially, the Communists organized religion as they did other
non-Communist groups in society: by co-opting them under the “United Front.” These were non-
Communist groups that the party thought could be useful or could at least provide the facade of



a pluralistic society. The party set up associations for the five religions that had coalesced out of
the wreckage of the old system: Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism.
These five groups were allowed to run their faiths’ surviving temples, churches, or mosques. But
everything was firmly guided by the party. Key personnel decisions (important abbots, priests,
bishops, cardinals, or imams) all had to be approved by the Communist Party. Most property was
confiscated, such as Christian-run schools and hospitals or the landholdings that had supported
the great Buddhist and Daoist monasteries in the countryside. Foreign ties were especially
suspect, and all missionaries expelled. But religion wasn’t banned, and many of the surviving
temples or churches stayed open.This system only lasted a few years. By the late 1950s, Mao
embarked on a series of wildly radical policies that suppressed most religious activity. By the
time the Cultural Revolution was launched in 1966, the attack was among the most furious in
world history. Virtually every place of worship was shuttered and clergy driven out. In the
Catholic stronghold of Taiyuan in Shanxi Province, the central cathedral was turned into a “living
exhibition” of how backward religion was. Priests and nuns were held in cages and local
residents ordered to troop by and watch them. Across the country, Buddhist, Daoist, and
Catholic clergy who had taken vows of chastity were forced to marry.Almost no place of worship
survived unscathed. Family shrines were dismantled and thrown out. Temples that had endured
the attacks in the late Qing and Republican periods were gutted, torn down, or occupied by
factories and government offices. A few were of such historic importance that moderates in the
government were able to protect them, but most were damaged or destroyed. Almost all were
emptied of their statues, which were pitched into bonfires or smuggled down to Hong Kong to be
sold off through antiques dealers. This is one reason why so many temples in China lack the
great works of art that characterize many ancient places of worship around the world.During this
period, religion went underground. Churchgoers met in secret, while Buddhists and Daoists tried
to save their scriptures and ritual manuals by burying them or committing them to memory. Open
practice of physical cultivation—Tai Chi, meditation, or even martial arts—were not allowed,
although people did so at home, or even in prison.In public, all that was allowed was the cult of
Mao. In the Republican period, Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek were venerated but the
Cultural Revolution took this to a new level. People wore Mao badges, waved his book of sayings
like a Bible, and traveled to his hometown as if on a pilgrimage. Some people prayed to Mao,
asking for his instructions in the morning and reporting back to him in the evening. It is hard to
gauge how much to make of this because many of these reports are propaganda. Coercion was
endemic; not showing the right revolutionary zeal could result in prison or death. But especially
among the youth who had grown up since the Communist takeover, some fervor was real—an
ecstatic outpouring of emotion, an ersatz religion for a country that had destroyed its own.There
was one problem with Mao as a living god: he died. When that happened in 1976, the country
went into shock. Some people were thrilled—finally, the dictator was gone—but many were
crushed. Genuine tears flowed, and the country ground to a halt. With traditional religion
decimated and Mao dead, where could one channel one’s faith?The party responded by trying



to turn the clock back to the early 1950s. On March 31, 1982, as part of a more general
accounting of the destruction wrought by the Cultural Revolution, the Communist Party issued a
ten-page paper called “The Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Question During Our
Country’s Socialist Period.” It is better known as Document 19 and is an astoundingly candid
analysis of China’s religious crisis and the legal basis for China’s religious revival. It states that
for nineteen of Mao’s twenty-seven years in power, “leftist errors” took hold—a startling
admission of how the party had fumbled religious policy during its first three decades in power. It
admitted that the radicals who ran the country “forbade normal religious activities,” “fabricated a
host of wrongs and injustices that they pinned upon these religious personages,” and “used
violent measures against religion that forced religious movements underground.”After admitting
its errors, the party went on to describe religion in sympathetic language, arguing forcefully that
religion would disappear but only very gradually: “Those who expect to rely on administrative
decrees or other coercive measures to wipe out religious thinking and practices with one blow
are even further from the basic viewpoint that Marxism takes toward the religious question. They
are entirely wrong and will do no small harm.”Instead, the document said the party’s long-term
policy was “respect for and protection of the freedom of religious belief.” That meant it was
permissible, either in places of worship or at home, for “Buddha worship, scripture chanting,
incense burning, prayer, Bible study, preaching, Mass, baptism, initiation as a monk or a nun,
fasting, celebrations of religious festivals.” Even Christian house church meetings were tacitly
approved: “In principle this should not be allowed, yet this prohibition should not be too rigidly
enforced.”As for how religion should be controlled, Document 19 ordered a return to the old
system set up in the early 1950s: the five religions would be run by associations that would
report to the government. Places of worship could reopen, and a new generation of clergy be
trained. This was the foundation of China’s religious revival.—This does not mean that China’s
religious life is normal. Government control of major temples, churches, and mosques is
resented by many, who turn to underground places of worship free from government control. In
the public sphere, religion is also tightly circumscribed. It is all but banned from the media;
religious leaders, for example, almost never comment on the great issues of the day, or even
interact with each other. Interreligious dialogue is all but unknown.The turmoil of the past century
and a half has also made people uncomfortable about expressing their religiosity. In fact, most
people shun the word “religion,” which is seen as a sensitive term, something extremely formal,
hierarchical, and political. This results in colossal misunderstandings when outsiders try to use
these terms to gauge religious or spiritual life in China.One government survey in 2012, for
example, showed that only 10 percent of respondents said they had a “religious belief,” with 89.6
percent saying they had none. International polling firms seem to reflect similar low levels of
belief. In 2014, for example, the Pew Research Center issued a major study on global views
about religion. It came to the startling conclusion that in China only 14 percent of respondents
believed that morality was linked to belief in religion. This led some Western commentators to
write of “the atheists of Beijing.” In 2015, a WIN/Gallup International poll went further, reporting



that 61 percent of Chinese identified themselves as atheists—versus the worldwide average of
just 11 percent atheists.These studies are absurdly flawed. Almost all try to get people to define
their behavior based on the loaded Western vocabulary, especially zongjiao—do you believe in
a zongjiao? Put this way, almost all Chinese will say no.Instead, it is much more useful to ask
people how they act or whether they believe in specific ideas. In a 2007 study of over three
thousand people, 77 percent said they believe in moral causality, or baoying, a key pillar of
traditional Chinese belief. It also reported that 44 percent agreed with the statement “life and
death depends on the will of heaven,” while 25 percent said they had experienced the
intervention of a “Buddha” (fo) in their lives in the past twelve months.Other surveys capture this
religious surge. A 2005 survey by East China Normal University in Shanghai found that 31
percent of the country’s population, or about 300 million people, are religious: two-thirds were
worshippers of Buddhism, Daoism, or folk practices, in addition to 40 million Christians, with the
rest divided among other faiths. The key reason for the high response rate was that the survey
used the word xinyang, or faith, instead of zongjiao, or religion. Another study, the China Spiritual
Life Study, led by Fenggang Yang at Purdue University, gave similar numbers: 185 million
consider themselves Buddhist, while another 17.3 million have formal ties to a temple (making
them the equivalent of lay Buddhists). As for Daoism, 12 million say they are Daoist, and another
173 million say they engage in some Daoist practices.The most obvious sign of China’s religious
revival is the growing number of places of worship. A government survey from 2014 found half a
million Buddhist monks and nuns in thirty-three thousand Buddhist temples and another forty-
eight thousand Daoist priests and nuns affiliated with nine thousand Daoist temples—twice the
number of temples reported in the 1990s. That might seem like impossibly fast growth, but it
matches what I have observed in dozens of cities across China. Even in Beijing, the most
politicized and atypically atheistic city in China, the number of Daoist temples has increased
from two in 1995 to over twenty today. That is still a fraction of the hundreds that existed in the
past but indicates the speed of change.As for Christianity, the picture is bifurcated. Until 1949,
Catholicism was the strongest Christian group, numbering three million, or three-quarters of
Christians in China. But since then, Catholicism has fared poorly. The chief culprit is
Catholicism’s greatest strength and weakness: its hierarchy. Before 1949, that top-down
structure allowed the church to channel money from abroad into China to build hospitals and
schools and send missionaries to far-flung corners of the land. But when the Communists took
power, this hierarchy was decapitated, and the money supply cut off. The new government broke
ties with the Vatican and expelled foreign missionaries. In their place, the government installed
government functionaries, giving the state control over the Catholic religious apparatus.These
problems were compounded by the Catholic Church’s failure to localize its clergy. Before 1949,
virtually all Catholic leaders—cardinals, bishops, heads of hospitals and schools—were
foreigners. When they were forced out, Catholics were left leaderless, and the religion devolved
into a clan-based faith, with conversions taking place only when people married into a Catholic
family—much like Islam, but with fewer believers. This is why Catholicism remains the weakest



and least influential of China’s five official religions. Even if one accepts upper-end estimates of
twelve million, that is still less than 1 percent of the population and barely above China’s
population growth (which has more than tripled since 1949). The religion has a colorful history in
China, and the decades-long courtship between the Vatican and Beijing attracts much foreign
media coverage. But the reality is that Catholicism plays a minor role in China’s religious
life.Protestantism, by contrast, took off after 1949 and is often described as the fastest-growing
religion in China. From 1 million adherents in 1949, the official figures show that 20 million
Protestants are members of government-run churches. Almost all independent estimates,
however, show the true number to be several times that, especially because of the popularity of
churches that are not part of the government structure—“underground” or “house” churches. In
2008, the Beijing sociologist Yu Jianrong estimated that Protestants number around 60 million.
In 2011, the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life estimated 58 million Protestants. Because the
government does not permit independent studies of religious belief, figures on unofficial activity
are at best educated guesses, but round-number estimates of 100 million have to be seen as at
the very upper end, and so I think it reasonable to exclude them. Even so, it is worth noting that
since 1949 the number of Protestants has increased at an annual rate of 7 percent. Straight-line
projections are risky—some extraordinary factors, such as the turmoil of the early years of
Communist rule might have driven high numbers of people into Protestant Christianity—but even
at just a 4 percent growth rate, the number of Protestants should top 100 million by 2030. The
exact numbers are in any case not so important. The key is that Protestantism has become a
dynamic part of China’s religious landscape, especially in its biggest cities and among its best-
educated people.—Altogether, we can say that China has roughly 200 million Buddhists and
Daoists, with another 50 to 60 million Protestants, 20 to 25 million Muslims, and about 10 million
Catholics—in other words, about 300 million people, which matches broader estimates, such as
the Shanghai study. This excludes the 175 million who follow some sort of Daoist or folk religion
practices and the many Chinese who follow smaller spiritual practices, such as Baha’i,
Gandhiism, Yoga, and esoteric practices imported from the West. All told, this is a remarkable
recovery, especially considering the destruction of religious infrastructure and knowledge, the
continued political suppression, and the broader difficulties of defining one’s spirituality.This
does not mean that the party has suddenly allowed religious freedom. Document 19 and
subsequent rules and regulations make it clear that religion is supposed to be apolitical and
regulated by the state. Underground activities might be tolerated but are still illegal. So, too, are
ties with foreign organizations—a taboo that often leads to persecution.The biggest example of
official intolerance took place in 1999, when the government banned the Falun Gong spiritual
movement. This group was an outgrowth of a return to traditional spiritual and physical
cultivation, but the group was seen as a challenge to the government. When it refused to
disband, a crackdown followed. Human rights groups estimate that about one hundred
practitioners died in police custody, while thousands were incarcerated without trial, many
spending years in labor camps.However terrible, the suppression of Falun Gong might have



created space for other religious organizations. Since the crackdown, the government has
loosened its policy toward established religions, perhaps feeling that it is better to allow
religiosity to be channeled into groups that it can control, rather than see it erupt in independent
movements like Falun Gong. Government favor is especially pronounced toward Daoism, folk
practices, and most forms of Buddhism.Groups with foreign ties have fared less well. Hence the
ongoing troubles for Tibetan Buddhists who emphasize ties to the exiled Dalai Lama, Muslims
inspired by global Islamic movements, or Christians who look abroad for guidance and
leadership. But if focused, led, and financed inside China, religious life has been granted huge
leeway.This has led to an uneasy balance. Traditional values and practices are encouraged as a
source of stability and morality. But faith is also feared as an uncontrollable force—an alternative
ideology to the government’s vision of how society should be run. In the past, state and religion
were united, forming a spiritual center of gravity for China. That old system is now gone, but
nothing new has taken its place. With no clear course, the country percolates with sects and
saviors but has no system to hold it all together—or as the historians Vincent Goossaert and
David Palmer describe it, “a Middle Kingdom that has lost its Middle.”3Shanxi: First NightThe
Taihang Mountains begin west of Beijing, where Miaofengshan abuts the Mongolian plateau like
a pillar holding up the northern edge of the Chinese world. From there, the range runs south
through the historic heartland of the Chinese people like a primordial scar. Centuries ago, people
looked to the peaks and believed them to be the birthplace of Nüwa, the matriarchal creator of
humans. Military strategists cast a colder eye, finding value in narrow passes that could be easily
defended. Nowadays, industrialists see the richness of the mountains in the vast deposits of
metal and coal that have made the region one of the world’s greatest concentration of
steelworks. To the east lies the North China Plain, a great grain-growing area that extends to the
coast. To the west is the province of Shanxi, which literally means “west of the mountains.” It is
home to Mount Heng, one of the five holy mountains of ancient China and one of the greatest
concentrations of historic relics in the country.In the northeast corner of Shanxi, wedged in
between the Taihang and the Mongolian plateau, is a plain little county of 280,000 people called
Yanggao. A bit of the Great Wall runs through its northeastern corner, but it is hard to reach and
not developed for tourism. Its most famous temple is in ruins and used as a storage shed for
stacks of smashed Buddha heads and steles. No famous officials, generals, poets, or painters
made Yanggao their home. And in a region where coal is about as common as oil used to be in
Texas, it is the only county in Shanxi without a mine. It relies on agriculture, but water is so
scarce that farmers still look to the clouds, hoping that the spring clouds will bring rain. To be
safe, they grow cash crops that do well in arid climates: apricots, nuts, and
chrysanthemums.Seen on a map, though, Yanggao tells a more remarkable story. The county is
a blur of 267 villages, their names running one into the other—an incredible density of rural life.
For thousands of years, Chinese civilization has been anchored in areas like this. Its population
was spread out evenly, with no major metropolitan centers. Travel was by foot, so life centered
on the village and local traditions. That fostered a communal life of agricultural work regulated by



the lunar calendar, punctuated by annual festivals at the hundreds of local temples—many of
them huge and imposing, dotting the countryside like castles or cathedrals in Europe. This was
village China, for centuries venerated as the ideal form of society.Today, this rural idyll exists only
on paper. A new ideology called urbanization has left many of those villages empty. Some
farmers have left for China’s big cities, but many ended up in the county seat, Yanggao Town,
which by 2015 had sucked in half the county’s population. An awkward city of weedy
roundabouts and potholed boulevards, it bustled with two-stroke tractors and wrong-way drivers.
People sauntered across the roads, oblivious to the horns and shouts, owning the street as if it
were their families’ fields. On each side of the road were two-story buildings of upstairs
apartments and shop fronts offering services no one needed on the farm: hairdressing, security
doors, and lottery tickets.The front of one store was decorated with a bright red sign and white
letters that read, “Funerals from Head to Toe,” and in smaller characters the owner’s
qualifications: “Upper Liangyuan Village Ninth-Generation Yinyang Man Li Bin.” In a city rushing
forward, the sign’s descriptions were personal and idiosyncratic—history by the number of
generations, geography by the name of a village. The store was like a fruit tree in a village
orchard: its top cut off and grafted onto something new—an effort to transplant the past into the
future.—Two weeks ago, the Chinese New Year had begun on the dark night of a new moon.
Now it was nearly full, and Li Bin was about to celebrate the holiday’s end with the “Lantern
Festival,” a tame-sounding name for what is also called Yuanxiao, First Night, or Primal Night, a
name that harks back to the festival’s origins as a time of purging and exorcism. This is when the
year really begins, when the visits and ceremonies end and daily life resumes: a new moon, a
new start.The festival began the next day, and Li Bin intended to spend it mingling with friends in
town. It was the dead of winter, just five degrees above zero, but as he stepped outside his store,
he didn’t bother wearing an overcoat or hat. That was the outfit of people back in the countryside
where he used to live, the cautious, careful people who hoarded their calories until warmer days
arrived. He wasn’t so timid. He was tall and strong, with quick eyes and a sharp sense of humor.
He spoke like a city person, confidently and directly, not with the pregnant silences and
meaningful looks of village people. He was accustomed to living amid strangers; he knew that he
could no longer assume that everybody knew who he was and what he was thinking. He still
understood that smaller world but was a city man now, dressed in black loafers, black corduroys,
and a black leather jacket unzipped to show off a thick dark gray sweater. He cut a good figure, a
thirty-five-year-old stepping out into a new world.Li Bin’s profession, though, seemed a
throwback. A yinyang man is a cross between a geomancer, a fortune-teller, and a funeral
director—a form of family-based Daoism that was how the religion was originally practiced
before new schools of the religion arose about a thousand years ago that emphasized celibacy
and monastic living. In those days—and still today across wide swaths of rural China—Daoist
masters were not affiliated with a temple, and they certainly were not part of a government
association. They lived in local communities as priests, passing their knowledge down from
father to son. In many parts of China, these priests are simply called daoshi, or Daoist priests,



but the local term is much more evocative: yinyang priests are masters of the yin world—the dark
world of death—but also the yang world of brightness and life.For nine generations, an unbroken
chain of Li family men had provided religious services. The world of their authority was small;
they rarely traveled more than a dozen miles to perform a funeral or tell a fortune. But many
became famous in this small corner of rural China. Mao’s Red Guards had tried to burn all the
religious manuals in the region, but Li Bin’s grandfather had miraculously recovered them,
helping to rebuild local religious life. Li Bin’s father was a respected fortune-teller, carefully
listening to people’s problems before offering measured advice. As for Li Bin, he had his own
gift: vision. He could see that Chinese were leaving the villages for the towns. He also knew that
these new city people were hungry for belief.So despite his father’s opposition, he had recently
moved to Yanggao Town. Then he started acting like the other small-business people there. He
handed out name cards wherever he went and invited anyone of note for a meal and a bottle of
grain liquor.The efforts had paid off. Now he was traveling across provincial boundaries for his
clients and had recently buried the director of a government office. That had been a financial
bonanza: most country people could afford just two wreaths of paper flowers, but the official’s
family had ordered seven. Li Bin and his wife, Jing Hua, had stayed up all night making the
wreaths, their hands rubbed raw from bending bamboo into wooden frames and gluing on the
paper flowers. But they were clearing more money in a week than his father did in a month back
in the village, and the business kept coming; the couple could barely get six hours of sleep a
night. Many days, they asked relatives over to help.The work was challenging in other ways, too.
Rural people knew their roles and what was expected of them. Li Bin and his father gave them a
standard two-day funeral, complete with music, complex rituals, and periods of intense emotion
when family members could express their loss. It was a tried-and-true way of dealing with death
and one that had brought respect to his family. But this new era was different. City people wanted
things faster, simpler, and on their own terms. Not only that, but everyone assumed that
everyone else was on the make. That bothered Li Bin; the suspicion and the endless haggling of
city life wore him out.But before he could meet his city friends, he had to bury a dead man. China
might be urbanizing, but half the population still lived on the land. The deceased had been a well-
regarded farmer, and his children and grandchildren had returned from across China to see him
off. Wanting it done right, they had hired the Li family. Tomorrow was the big holiday, with a
parade, floats, and massive bonfires. Li Bin was looking forward to that. But like in much of
Chinese religious life, the dead held precedence over the living.He walked over to his car, a tiny
Chinese-made sedan that always seemed close to collapse. Its starter whirred and whined in
protest against the cold, but eventually Li Bin coaxed it awake. He stepped on the clutch, put the
car in gear, and crawled down the rutted street to the first intersection, turned left, and headed
back into the countryside.—I first met Li Bin at Carnegie Hall. It was 2009, and the New York
institution was holding a series of concerts about Chinese cultural life. There was an evening
dedicated to marionettes, another to puppets, and one devoted to sacred music. On that
evening, Li Bin and his troupe performed with another group, their different styles knitted



together by the story of a Chinese-American named Wu Man, who was a master of the pipa, a
Chinese-style lute. A film about Wu Man at the start of the concert explained how she had gone
back to China to see if folk music still existed. Later, during the concert, she joined the groups to
perform. I had heard Daoist music before and knew it as something that primarily accompanied
rituals, many of them very long and complex. But these pieces were short, neat, and
digestible.Afterward, I went backstage to introduce myself. Li Bin handed me a business card,
inviting me to visit him back in China. I doubted I would go. They seemed like nice people, but I
had hoped to find something authentic and assumed that any world music that found its way to
Carnegie Hall had to be fake. The brochures were slick, the advertising effective, the audience
polite; how could this be connected to the rough world along the Taihang range?A year and a
half later, I was traveling in Shanxi and realized I was near Li Bin’s home. I called him, and he
said the group was about to perform; come on over. I arrived at his store in Yanggao Town, and
the two of us set out for the countryside in his beat-up car. I had no idea what was going on; I
thought it was a concert in a village or maybe a rehearsal. We arrived in the village, stopped in
front of a farmhouse, and walked in. Everyone was wearing white—white robes over their
ordinary clothes, white hats, and white paper pasted to their shoes. We were at a traditional
Chinese funeral.“What the heck are you doing here?” I asked him.“We’re performing,” he said to
me. “This is what we do for a living.”Li Bin’s father and other members of the troupe marched out
of a side room, dressed in black gowns and black peaked caps decorated with the outline of a
red sun on the front (symbolizing yang) and the moon on the back (symbolizing yin). They
walked past me into a small tent that had been set up by the front door. In the middle was a
temporary altar laden with fruits and snacks—offerings for the afterlife. Behind it was a big oak
coffin, and on it was the picture of a dead man. The musicians sat down on folding chairs, three
on each side of the altar, and began playing. Two were on cymbals and gongs, and three played
the sheng, a handheld instrument made of a dozen pipes protruding from a wooden base.
Another played a guanzi, a kind of valveless clarinet. One of the men playing the cymbals also
sang prayers, while the hypnotic music built up in intensity and volume. It was strange,
unsettling, sad, and so different from anything I had heard in Carnegie Hall.I spent the day
listening to them perform for short stretches in front of the coffin, punctuated by breaks, when I
could ask them questions. I began to realize that I had completely misunderstood the concert in
New York. The story implying that Wu Man had discovered them was a harmless fiction
designed to give American audiences something to hold on to. She is indeed a great pipa player,
who has recorded with famous groups like the Kronos Quartet. And she is genuinely interested
in traditional Chinese music. But she was part of a decades-long effort by outsiders to transform
Daoist ritual practices into a musical product that could be marketed to modern audiences. The
problem is that Li Bin and his family were not primarily musicians; they were Daoist ritual
specialists who used music to carry out funerals or celebrations of a god’s birthday. They were
priests.The Li family became pigeonholed as musicians in the 1980s. That is when a Chinese
scholar named Chen Kexiu found them while conducting field research in Shanxi in the 1980s.



He and other scholars discovered that fourteen similar Daoist yinyang groups exist in the greater
Datong area—a hidden religious life that would not be obvious if one just drove through the area.
In China, these rural folk practices are often called “living fossils” and romanticized as something
that has not changed in centuries—like a brontosaurus bone dug out of a pit that had suddenly
come to life.Chen decided to see if he could make the dinosaur dance. He streamlined their
music and gave them a fanciful name: Hengshan Daoist Music Group, named after the nearby
holy mountain. The group had never been to Mount Heng, but no matter; it was better than not
having a name. Then Professor Chen helped organize a concert in Beijing in 1990. A music
group was born.Then another stroke of luck: one of the people in the audience was a young
Englishman, Stephen Jones. He was a Baroque violinist and a budding ethnomusicologist,
fluent in Chinese. He visited the Li family back in Shanxi and interviewed Li Bin’s grandfather Li
Qing and included some of their story in two broad surveys of folk religion and Daoism in
northern China. Jones also became their overseas manager. I got to know Steve over the years
as a formidable scholar who understands the entirety of the Li family’s work—their rituals and
their fortune-telling, as well as their music. But to make the music palatable to a concert
audience, Steve continued Chen’s work of reshaping it. He arranged it all into a forty-five-minute
program. He later took them to Amsterdam, introduced them to Wu Man, traveled with them to
the United States, and soon to Italy.In the early years of the twenty-first century, this
transformation began to feed back into China. The government adopted a term coined by the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization called “intangible cultural
heritage,” or feiyi as it is known by its Chinese acronym. This is meant to protect not monuments
like the Great Wall and the Forbidden City but to help more elusive traditions like music, cuisine,
ritual, drama, and martial arts. By the second decade of the twenty-first century, it had become a
national craze, with feiyi designations offered by each level of government: neighborhood, city,
province, and nation. In 2010, the Li family were designated as one of twelve hundred national-
level feiyi organizations and received a onetime payment of 150,000 yuan (or about $25,000 at
current rates) to teach their craft to future generations.In exchange, the Li family had to show
that ye ancient olde musick was alive and well—no matter what was actually going on. That
meant performing a few concerts a year during big holidays. And for that they used the
musicologists’ repertoire of a few shortened pieces from funeral or other rituals. So this creation
of Chinese and foreign scholars became the government’s benchmark for the survival of rural
Daoist folk music. It was as if a church organist from West Virginia were asked to play a concert
in New York devised by scholars to assure American city people that Appalachian culture was
alive and well.But all of these outside interventions were unknown to the Li family’s clients. No
one hired the Li family to perform a funeral or tell their fortune because they had performed at
Carnegie Hall or were designated as a national-level heritage group. They hired them for the
same reason that people had hired Lis for nine generations: because they knew how to bring a
dead person over to the other side.—We set up for the old man’s funeral in what is grandly
known as the Scriptures Hall. This was actually just a room given to the troupe by the family, a



place where the musicians could rest and write the calligraphy that adorned the coffin and altar.
Today, that meant a room in the home of one of the deceased’s sons, a poor corn farmer. The
son farmed just 10 mu, or about 1.6 acres, of land, and his home consisted of a small compound
surrounded by broken, rammed-earth walls and a rickety gate that opened to a pigsty that took
up half the yard. The humans filled their half with empty beer bottles, a couple of motorbikes,
and their home, a brick bungalow with a corrugated-metal roof. The building was divided into
three rooms: a small vestibule in the middle behind the front door that was used for storage, and
one room on either side, each about twelve by twelve feet. The Scriptures Hall was the left-hand
room.As in most northern Chinese farmhouses, about a third of the room was occupied by a
kang, a three-foot-high platform used as a multipurpose living, eating, and sleeping area, and
heated underneath by a coal stove. The other members of Li Bin’s troupe were already there,
sitting on the warm kang or readying to perform. As usual, they were six: Li Bin, his father, their
star musician, Wu Mei, and three other men who joined in depending on who was free.Our host
was absent, but we were made comfortable by his wife and daughter. They busied themselves
boiling water for tea and offering us plates of peanuts, hard candies, and roasted sunflower
seeds. The wife was in her forties, a bright, talkative woman who peppered the musicians with
questions: How often did they perform? (Almost every day for Li Bin and his father, a few times a
month for the others.) How much could they make? (Almost 1,000 yuan each for the two- to
three-day event.) How did they learn their instruments? (From family members or on their
own.)But the real star was the daughter, a twenty-three-year-old with long bangs that fell over
her eyebrows and the rest of her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She had her mother’s small,
sharp features, but they were softened by her youth. She was the first in her clan to have made it
to college, although it had been a hard road. She had failed two grades, one in middle school
and one in high school, and she had failed the college entrance exam twice. But she had
persevered and was now in Datong University’s Chemistry Department. The men buzzed with
approval; they understood what a rare feat it was for a poor farmer’s daughter to get into
college.“Respect!” Wu Mei called out after hearing her story, and everyone nodded vigorously. Li
Bin remained silent, keeping his thoughts to himself. His son was eleven. Where would he be in
a decade? Sitting in a farmhouse burying someone’s parent? On his way to a college
education? Or was it possible to imagine a life in between, cultivating a tradition that was
respected and also fairly paid?
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Philip Fang, “A Must-Read Masterpiece on Contemporary Chinese Culture and Its Ordinary
People. As a busy academic, I hardly read a book word by word. Ian Johnson’s The Souls of
China, however, is one of those books that I’m willing to read so closely. This book will help you
better understand – even challenge your old knowledge on – what “religion” is, what China is,
and how contemporary faith is practiced by ordinary Chinese people.The topic of the book –
religion – is heavy, but the book itself is easy to read. Johnson strategically chooses three
groups of ordinary people to tell a consistent story – the spiritual revival after Mao – that is big
enough to reflect the “soul(s)” of contemporary China. Many readers might have read much
about Chinese “Culture” (with a capitalized C), but very few books in the market do a good job
detailing how Chinese “Culture” is perceived and practiced in everyday life and thus become
Chinese cultures that really matter for most ordinary people. In his sophisticated writing,
Johnson presents us Chinese religious beliefs through the Ni family in Beijing that makes an
annual pilgrimage to a Buddhist temple that worships Our Lady of the Azure Clouds, the Li
family in Shanxi that practices a form of family-based Daoism and folk religion, and a group of
Protestant Christians in a house church in Chengdu led by a charismatic preacher Wang Yi.
These stories Johnson brilliantly narrates in the book are so intriguing that I sometimes thought I
was interacting with these people directly.Johnson shows his wisdom from the mundane details
of ordinary people’s everyday lives. He is humble and respects every person in this book, which
is part of the reason why this book is so original, so special and so touching. By showing that
ordinary people in China can understand “infinitely more,” Johnson allows them to speak, in their
own words, about how they actively seek faith to transform and fulfill their lives on their own,
instead of being led, aimlessly, by the vague slogans of the Party and the radical changes
brought by modernity and globalization.As a Chinese scholar in the West, I have been trained to
criticize other colleagues’ works. But The Souls of China is so insightful that I have to drop my
weapons and give it my highest compliments. I have to admit that I’ve learned a lot about my
country and my people from this book. A good journalist is also a lay sociologist; Johnson is too
good to be an ethnographer, as he can always easily fit into Chinese communities and provide
his readers the best observations.No matter how much you know about China – from a
knowledgeable scholar of China Studies to a lay reader who is recently planning your first trip to
China – you will find this book original, enjoyable, informative, intriguing, smart, and sometimes
“as surprising as cold water running through your back.””

Yun Rou, “a genuine masterwork. I am going to keep this review short for fear of gushing over
the writer's masterful prose, grit and clarity both, and the broad conceptual umbrella he spreads
over developments in China that would take a smorgasbord of academic essays to cover. Suffice
to say Mr. Johnson has both the breadth of intellect to see what's going on in macro terms and
the compassionate humanity and insight to make his observations personal, tangible, and



memorable. Despite my voracious appetite for books about Chinese culture, history, and
philosophy, I can't say I've ever read a better one. If you want to understand rarely covered but
real and important undercurrents in China today, buy this book and devour it.”

M. L. Asselin, “A Solid, Engaging Book on the State of Religion in China Today. We’ve seen
several academic books about religion in contemporary China in recent years, but this look at
Chinese religious practice by the American journalist Ian Johnson is both well researched and
highly accessible. Like other books by journalists living in China, “Souls of China” features first-
hand accounts that bring a kind of intimacy and immediacy that the general reader finds
engaging. In Johnson’s book, these passages are not ends in themselves, but serve to illustrate
Johnson’s thesis about the state of religion in China today. When he joins in on a Buddhist
pilgrimage or a Protestant Christmas Eve service, Johnson reveals a society hungry for meaning
beyond that which a free market and Communist ideology can provide. “I know there’s
something bigger than us that guides us,” says one of his subjects (p. 174).Johnson says that the
aspirations of the people in his book can be summarized by the word “Tian” or “Heaven.” By this
he means that they seek justice and respect, and a well-ordered society. The author goes on to
say that this yearning for justice, order, and meaning may help transform Chinese society,
perhaps not in the way that Buddhism and Taoism transformed Taiwan into a democracy, but
that in the long-term will influence China to embrace shared universal values and morality.
President Xi, who has demonstrated a willingness to be heavy-handed in his control of Chinese
society, at the same time seems comfortable with a certain level of religious practice, so long as
the religion being practiced has Chinese characteristics and is overseen by one of the state
bodies regulating religion (p. 356). In general, this means that Christianity, and especially
Catholicism, have not fared well against the state apparatus. Nonetheless, the tolerance for
some things religious has given all religious expressions a little more latitude than they may have
had before.When it comes to Western-derived religions, Johnson devotes most of his space to
Protestant sects; Protestantism, because it is decentralized and isn’t tied to a foreign base of
influence, is thriving relative to the state-controlled Catholic Church, with its suspicious Vatican
ties. It’s unfortunate there isn’t more on Catholicism given the rich history of the Catholic Church
in China. (Johnson subsequently wrote about the Catholic Church in China in the Jesuit
periodical, America, October 2, 2017.) You won’t find much about Islam in “Souls of China,”
either.That being said, I truly enjoyed reading this book. Johnson is a fine stylist, his research is
solid, and his understanding of Chinese culture refined. His explanation of the rise of religion in
China today is very convincing. Moreover, his candor and respectfulness in dealing with his
subjects makes this a very humane work, one that makes you care about the people he
describes. In short, this is one of the best overall non-academic books on contemporary China
and Chinese culture available in English.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Fantastic insight. Fantastically detailed, humble and compassionate



insight into beliefs and practices in modern China. Brilliantly written, thoroughly researched,
thoughtful and engaging.”

Dilly Doe, “Engaging book that mixes personal perspectives from worshipers with history,
politics, spirituality. Great book for all those interested in religion in China. I think this would be an
especially good book for young foreign born Chinese or children of the Chinese diaspora that
want to learn more about the religion of their ancestors and the modern landscape of religion in
China today. A bit more geographically diverse coverage would be appreciated though since the
book mostly focuses on people and religion n the North and very little in the South, but
otherwise it is very engaging.”

The book by Ian Johnson has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 68 people have provided feedback.
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