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Yiguan Daoin Hong Kong:
ACaseStudyofitsOrganizationalCharacteristics and

Conversion Experiences ofAdherents

KaShing NG

Abstract:ThroughextensivefieldworkinaYiguanDaoBuddhaHalllocatedinHongKong,this

paper attempts to study the organizational characteristics of this Chinese religion and the

conversion experiencesofitsadherents. Itfirstdiscussesthedevelopmentalhistoryandfeatures

of this religion through textual analysis and interview. Drawing insights from Lofland and

Stark’smodel ofconversion (1965),it attempts to studyhowconversion takesplacein Yiguan

Dao through analyzing thenarratives oftwelveYiguan Dao practitioners in Hong Kong. It

suggests a five-stage model to explain their conversion to Yiguan Dao that consists of (1)

predisposing personal conditions;(2)developing social ties with Dao practitioners;(3)receiving

Dao;(4)cultivating Daoand(5)promoting Dao. Inbrief,socialnetworksplayasignificantrole

in theconversion processasit often takesplaceswithin family,among friends,colleagues,and

neighbors.

(Received on October28,2013)

Introduction

Yiguan Dao一貫道 (also known asTian Dao天道,I-Kuan Dao ortheWayofUnity)was

founded in1905byLiuQingxu inmainlandChina,butitcantraceitsorigindoctrinallytoLuo

Sect(15th century)andorganizationallyto“Prior-to-heavenDao”(18th century). Itwasperceived

asacultatthispointoftime. BasedondatafromChineseprovincialgovernments,Linestimated

that therewere at least 1,500,000 members in the 1940s in Mainland China with the largest

membership inShanxiprovince(421,375)(Lin2007:270). WhentheChineseCommunistParty

(CCP)cameintopowerin1949,YiguanDaosufferedruthlesssuppressionbythegovernmentand

manyofitsmastersandpractitionersfledtoTaiwanandHongKong,placesthatwerebeyondthe

control oftheCCPat that time. Aftersurviving a similar suppression bytheKuomintang in

Taiwan,Yiguan Dao was officiallyrecognized bythe government in 1987. Hong Kong and

TaiwanarethenknownasstrongholdsforthespreadofYiguanDaoafteritseradicationon the

Mainland bytheCommunist regime. Nowadays,ithasestablished overseasbranchesinAmer-

ica,Canada,South Asiaand Europeand succeeded in attracting localmembersbeyond ethnic
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Chinese.

Thereason forchoosingYiguanDaoasacasestudyistwo-fold. Firstly,althoughYiguan

Dao isa fast-growing religion in Chinesecommunitiesand hasattracted scholarlyattention in

Taiwan (e.g.Jordan&Overmyer1986;Lu2008;2011)andMalaysia(Soo1997),thereislittleor

inadequatestudiesonitsdevelopmentinHongKong (Soo1997:24). Thispapercanshedsome

lightson thecharacteristicsofthis religion and therebyenrich thesociological studies ofnew

religion in contemporaryHong Kong. Secondly,it is interesting to seehowconversion takes

placeinChinesereligions,andhowitmaydifferfromtheprocessessuggestedintheLoflandand

Stark’smodel (1965)derived fromthestudyofaWestern religion (i.e.Unification Church).

Methodology

InSeptember2012andMarch2013,IconductedfieldworkinaYiguanDaoBuddhaHallin

Hong Kong formyPh.D.thesis. I focused on agroup ofbelieversin Bao Guan BuddhaHall

寶光佛堂,which islocated in afactoryestatein Kwan Fong,NewTerritories(Figure1). This

Buddhahall ischosen foranumberofreasons. Firstly,Bao Guan BuddhaHallbelongsto Ji

Chu Division 基礎組,which is oneofthemost well-established divisions among theeighteen

divisionsofYiguan Dao and has themost branches in Hong Kong. Focusing on this group

enablesmetounderstandhowatypicalBuddhahallofYiguanDaohasoperatedinHongKong.

Second,thefactthatBaoGuanBuddhaHallhasattractedmembersofvarioussocialbackgrounds

thatsuitsmyinterestindoingaqualitativeanalysisofconversionexperiencesofadherentscoming

fromdifferent backgrounds.

In thispaper,thehistoryofYiguanDaoinHongKong isexaminedmainlythroughtheoral

historiesofmembers. Besides,along with participant observation (attending Dao lessons and

vegetarian banquets and taking part in religious rites regularly), data are gathered through

semi-structural interviewswithmembers. In particular,twelveactivememberswereselected on

Figure1. Passing through thecorridor filledwith chairs is theentranceoftheBuddhaHall
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thebasis ofSnowand Machalek’s identification scheme(1984:172)1 for in-depth interviewto

studytheir conversion experiences. The results are compared with Lofland-Stark’smodel of

conversionattheendofthispaper. Appendix1summarizesthedetailsoftwelveinformants. In

termsoflimitation,narrativeanalysisbasedoninterviewsoftwelvecurrentYiguanDaoadherents

isqualitativein nature. Thereforeitmayrepresent theideasofsomemembersand should not

beviewed asthegeneral pictureoftheorganization.

Doctrines ofYiguan Dao

Yiguan Dao believes that all creatures in thisworld arecreated bytheEternal Venerable

Mother(Wusheng Laomu 無生老母)andwillreturn to thisorigin ifonescanfind therightway

(Dao) through “cultivating Dao”(xiudao 修道). Theorganization rejects the label “religion”

andregardsitselfmerelyasagroupofpeopleknownas“Daocultivator”道親 whopracticeDao

and pursuethesaving truths. According toYiguanDao’sofficialhistory,thetruthsoriginated

fromWushengLaomuandwereconsecutivelyinheritedby68Saintsuntiltoday(Song2011:101-

4). Prominentfiguresin theDao-orthodoxyincludePangu,Laozi,Confucius,andShakumuni.

Theorganization claimsthat thesaving truthsofmankind arenotonlyfound in theclassicsof

Chinesereligionsandphilosophies(ConfucianismandTaoism)butalso intheholyscripturesof

differentworldreligions(Buddhism,Christianity,andIslam). Therefore,itisimportantforDao

cultivatorsto enhancetheirknowledgeoftheseclassics.

Yiguan Dao promotesastrict vegetarian diet. To cultivateDao and freeoneselffromthe

cycleofreincarnation,onemuststopkilling (eatingmeat)andchangetoavegetariandiet. The

religionalsoputsparticularaccentonthepromotionofgu-li (古禮),asetoftraditionaletiquettes

invented inancientChina.2 Forinstance,disciplesarerequiredtobowtotheirmaster,wearrobe

insideBuddhahall,talkandactwithpropermanner,and sitseparatelyformenandwomen,etc.

AllYiguan Daomembersacquirethesan-bao三寶 (English:threetreasures)at theend of

initiationrite,whicharebelievedtobeholypowerrenderedbyEternalmother. TheyareXuan

Guan 玄關 (apoint on ourfacewherethesoul entersourphysicalbody),Wu-zi-zhen-jing無字

真經 (sutrawithoutwords)andHeTong 合同 (asymbolicseal ormudra)(Chen 2008:29).

Yiguan Dao in Hong Kong

1 Theyarguethatconversionoccurswhenoneexperiencesfourstagesknownas(1)biographical reconstruction,

(2)theadoptionof amasterattributionscheme,(3)asuspensionof analogical reasoning,and(4)embracement

of the convert role.

2 Thepurposeofwhich is to maintain Chinesefamilyethics and social harmonythrough thepromotion of

properstandards(usuallyderived fromConfucianism)ofmoralprinciple,behavior,and speech.Adopting the

spiritsofgu-liandapplying themintocontemporarysociety,YiguanDao’sdoctrinesandpracticesemphasizethe

unbreakablerelation betweenmasterand disciples,familyethnics,seniority,genderdifferences,properoutlook

and speech,and respect to others.

43



Yiguan Daoin Hong Kong

When theChineseCommunistPartycameintopowerin1949,YiguanDaowascriticisedas

“reactionarycults”(fandong huidaomen) bytheMaoist government and becamethetarget of

suppression togetherwithotherpopularreligions(Soo1997:23). Millionsofordinarybelievers

wereforced to discard theirfaith,and thosewhowerereluctant to do sowereput into jailand

somewereevenexecuted(Lu2008:40-1). SomeleaderswereabletoescapetoHongKongwhere

religiousfreedomwasguaranteedbythecolonialgovernment. Upontheirarrivaltothecity,due

to thelack ofhuman and financial resources,re-establishing theorganization wasnot an easy

task. Somewereso poorthat theycould not even feed themselves. Somelived together in a

smallflattoreducelivingexpensesandmadesmallhandicraftlikeplasticflowerstoearnaliving.

Yearslatertheywereabletosaveenoughmoneyandstartedtobuyorrentnewproperties(usually

flatswithrooftops)bigenoughforreligiousactivitiesandgroupworships. Duringthe1950s,the

religion retained a lowpublicprofile(Soo 1997:1). According to I-Kuan Dao Headquarters

(1988:63),ithadmorethan 300BuddhaHallandmorethan 50,000membersinHong Kong in

thelate1980s.

When July1st 1997nearedHongKong,theorganizationhad toprepareitselfunderthenew

government. Given CCP’spast suppressionson Yiguan Dao,manymasterswho escaped from

the Mainland decided to leave Hong Kong and focused their missions in overseas Chinese

communitiessuch asthoseinAmerica,Canada,andAustralia. Asaresult,thenumberofDao

initiatorsin Hong Kong hasdropped a lot and someBuddhahallswereforced to closedown.

Theorganizationalsoadoptedalowfileapproachsomefewyearsbeforeandafter1997,suchas

reducing theirrecruitmenteffortsoreventemporarilyclosing theholyaltar,making itimpossible

toconductinitiation rite. Itisonlyuntil2000whenpoliticaltransitionsappearedtohavelittle

impactontheorganizationthatrecruitmentstartedtoreturntoanormallevel. Nowadays,there

arearound 200Buddhahallsin Hong Kong.3

Intermsofcurrentmemberships,thereisnodatamadepublicbytheorganizationorrevealed

in academicstudies. Therefore,I attempt to makeaveryrough estimation based on thedata

gathered during my study. All Yiguan Dao Buddha halls organize vegetable banquet on

importantChinesefestivals. In termsoftheirscale,around70%aresmall(140)and30%(60)are

large.4 A large-sizedBuddhahallhasacapacityofaround70tableswhileasmall-sizedaround

10tables. Each tablecan seatabout12 people. Based onmyobservation on theOpenDayof

Bao Guan BuddhaHall (23March 2013,Figure2,3,and 4),thehallwasalreadycrowdedwith

peoplelong beforethemealformallystarted. Manyofthemcamewith theirfamilywhomight

ormight not bemembers;thereareapproximatelythree non-members in each table. Provided

thatthenumberssuggestedbystaffsareaccurate,byputtingallthesenumberstogether,weobtain

averyrough estimateof50,400members(140X 10X 9 ＋ 60X 70X 9),which islessthan 1%

3 InterviewwithMissChan(Activemember,playimportantrolesinadministrationandsomerituals)datedon

15Sept2012.

4 Interviewwith MissNg (ViceHead oftheBuddhahall)dated on 15Sept2012.
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oftheHong Kong population (around 7million in 2014). Thisfigureissimilarto the1980s’s

figure(50,000)suggested inABrief Introduction toYiguan Dao (1988:63). Furtherstudiesare

required to obtain amoreaccuratemembership number.

SomeCharacteristics ofYiguan DaoAdherents

Absence of the five prohibited

According to Yiguan Dao’sdoctrines, five types ofpeoplearenot eligible to attain Dao

Figure2. Vegetarian banquet on Open Dayat BaoGuan BuddhaHall (23March 2013)

Figure3. VegetarianmealofferedonYiguan Dao’sOpen Day.

Figure4. Noticeboardshowing theinformation ofactivities andannouncement relatedto the

Buddha hall.
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because their job/ lifestyle violates the spirits of Dao that emphasize ahimsa (non-violence/

non-harming),traditionaletiquette,andhonesty. Theyarethebutchers,tailors,barbers,actors/

actresses,andpeoplenot engaged in properworks and with bad habits (drug taking,gambling,

and visiting prostitutes). Butcherisassociatedwithkilling and thereforeiscontradictoryto the

cultivation ofDao. Thejob natureoftailorand barberrequiresthemto havephysicalcontact

withclientsoftheoppositesex,whichisagainstgu-liaccording toYiguanDao. Thejobnature

ofactor/actressrequiresrole-playing and concealing oftheirown personalitiesthatisregarded

asdishonest and incredible. Peoplewho areunemployed andwith bad habitsarenot eligible

eitherbecausetheydo not liveaproperlife.

High female participation

Anothersignificant observation in Bao Guan BuddhaHall is thepresenceofa dispropor-

tionatelylargenumberoffemalemembers. IncontemporaryHongKong society,femaletendto

have higher religious participation than their male counterparts. According to World Value

Surveyconducted in 2005,33%offemaleinformantsclaim to havereligiousfaith whereasonly

19%ofmaledo so;and thesizeoffemale is almost double thesizeofmale in each religious

category.5 In fact,thesex ratio found in Bao Guan BuddhaHall appearsto bemoreextreme,

whichmaintainsataboutonemaleto fourfemale. Theuneven sexdistribution in theBuddha

Hall isattributableto fourreasons:(1)housewiveshaverelativelymorefreetimeto engagein

religious activities. (2) Housewives tend to focus their social life on neighborhood and local

communitywhererecruitmenteffortofYiguan Dao isparticularlystrong.(3)Theyhavehigher

commitmentto theirfamiliesandwouldpracticereligion forthegoodhealthoftheirfamily.(4)

Volunteerworks (cooking and cleaning)within theBuddha Hall is more housewife-oriented.

Thegenderdifferenceimpliesthereligionisabletoattractandmobilizealargeramountoffemale

members.

High tendencyof vegetarianism

Adopting avegetariandiet,according toYiguanDao’sdoctrine,isaveryimportantstepfor

thecultivationofDao. Therefore,thegrouphasdevelopedaverystrong tendencyofvegetarian-

ism. It isfound that thedevoted membersaremostlyvegetarian;newmemberswill gradually

switch to a vegetarian diet. Theyalso showa high concern about improving their health by

followingahealthydiet,especiallythatbasedonthethree-lowprinciple(lowsugar,lowsalt,and

lowoil). In fact,peoplewhoareinterested in orhavealreadyadopted avegetariandietwould

find it easier to integrate their vegetarian lifestylewith Yiguan Dao’s religious belief, thereby

facilitating theirjoining to thisgroup.

5 Ng ChunHung.Surveyon Hong Kong Citizens’Attitude to Life and Living 1March 2005-31May2005.

Retrieved fromWorld Value SurveyDatabase. http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp Integrated into

World ValeSurvey.
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Conversion Experiences ofYiguan Dao’sAdherents

Theconversion experiencesofthetwelveinformantsareanalyzed and summarized in table

1thatischaracterizedbyfiveimportantstages:(1)predisposingpersonalconditions;(2)socialties

with Dao practitioners;(3)receiving Dao;(4)cultivating Dao;and (5)promoting Dao. Their

narrativescan furtherbesummarized into aconversionmodel (Table2).

(1) Predisposing personal conditions

It is quite common for the informants to have espoused some beliefs that set the very

important prerequisites for their conversion to Yiguan Dao. Firstly, many of them have

practiced folk religions (folkBuddhism,folkTaoism,andworshipoflocaldeities)before. They

seemtobemorefamiliarwiththereligiousteachingsanddeitiesfoundintheYiguanDao’sbelief

system. Fromtheperspectiveofreligiouscapital,it iseasierforthemto transfertheirreligious

knowledgeaccumulated within theold religious traditions to the newYiguan Dao’s settings.

Secondly,theymayhavedeveloped deep interest in the study of Chinese classics or Chinese

cultures. SincemostYiguanDao’sdoctrinesarederived fromChineseclassics,having interests

and knowledgein Chineseculturesisadvantageousto thepracticeofYiguan Dao. Thethird

one is dissatisfaction with the previous religious traditions and seeking change. Peoplewith

thesetendenciesmayseek newreligious alternatives. Thelast oneis a strong vegetarian ten-

dency that makes their diet and lifestylemorecompatiblewith thepractices and doctrines of

Yiguan Dao. However,weshould note that this stage is significant but not indispensible to

conversion.

(2) Developing Social ties with Dao practitioners

Developing social tieswith Dao practitioners appears to be a veryessential stage in our

modelofconversion. Mostconverts,invarioussocialsettings,havedeveloped tieswith Yiguan

Dao’s adherents. Thesetiesareusuallyfound in family,neighborhood,and workplace. The

strength of ties varies in different cases. Apart from family members, whether one would

establish social ties with members of Yiguan Dao is relatively random and unpredictable.

Without thisconnection,however,conversion toYiguan Dao isbasicallyimpossiblebecauseit

is often through invitation bycurrent believers that newcomers get to knowthe location and

information ofBuddhahall.

(3) Receiving Dao

When someone has developed ties with Dao practitioners, he/she consequently becomes

potential recruit of Yiguan Dao. He/she will receive invitation to vegetarian banquets in

BuddhaHall. Whetheroneiswilling toattendthevegetarianbanquetsdependsonthestrength

of ties between therecruit and recruiters,towhat degreeonewants toeat vegetablemeals,and

towhat degreeonewants to experiencesomething new. Generallyspeaking,ifoneacceptsthe

invitationandvisitstheBuddhaHall,he/shewillnormallybeinitiated intoYiguanDaoasseen

inmostconversion experiences. Themotivationsforcurrentmembersto inviteotherpeopleto

join Yiguan Dao arealso related to Karmaand religiouscredits.
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(4) Cultivating Dao

Receiving Dao is just likeacquiring themembership ofYiguan Dao only. Whether this

member is a true member or a free rider, however, is another matter. To become truthful

believersofYiguanDao,theyhavetocontinuetocultivateDaobyactivelyaffiliating themselves

to thegroup. Throughparticipating in Dao lessonsandreading scriptures,theydevelopgreater

interests in thedoctrinesand practicesofYiguan Dao.Following the ethics and doctrines of

Yiguan Daowould graduallycausechanges in their lifestyle,manner,behavior,and mindset.

Membersadopting thisparticularsetofethicswould find iteasierto associatewith othergroup

membersbecauseofthesimilaritiesand predictabilityin actionsand thoughts. Somemayeven

graduallydissociatewith laypeople that do not adopt this kind ofreligious doctrines. This

process helps strengthen solidarity among members while weaken their old ties with people

outsidethegroup.

(5) Promoting Dao

When theybecomemorecommitted to thegroup,theyhavebetterunderstanding ofYiguan

Dao’sdoctrinesandrealizetheneed to spread thepreciousDao toallmankind. Theylookfor

opportunities to invite people to vegetarian banquets and promote Chinese classics. It usually

happenswithin family,workplace,and neighborhood. In thiswaytheconversion processgoes

back to thesecond stageand formsacycleofrecruitment.

Table2. ModelofConversion toYiguan Daoin Hong Kong

(1)Predisposing personal conditions

i. Used to practicefolk religions

ii. Interested in thestudyofChineseclassicsorChinesecultures

iii. Dissatisfaction with thepreviousreligious traditions

iv. Seekschange

v. Vegetarian tendency

(2)Developing Social ties with Dao practitioners

Develops tieswith Yiguan Dao’sadherents in varioussettings

(3)Receiving Dao

Receives invitation to vegetarian banquets.

Which dependson:

i. Strength oftiesbetween therecruit and recruiters

ii. To what degreeonewants to eat vegetablemeals

iii. To what degreeonewants to experiencesomething new

(4)Cultivating Dao

Activelyaffiliating themselves to thegroup through:

i. Participating in Dao lessons

ii. Reading scripture

iii. following theethicsand doctrinesofYiguan Dao

(5)Promoting Dao

i. Realizes theneed to spread thepreciousDao

ii. Invitespeopleto vegetarian banquets

iii. PromotesChineseclassics
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SomeComparisons with Lofland and Stark’s model

In hisdoctorial thesis“TheWorld Savers:A Field StudyofCult Processe”,John Lofland

conducted acasestudyofUnification Church in California. Hiswork hasbecomeoneofthe

firstmodernsociologicalstudiesofnewreligiousmovement(NRM). Basedonthisstudy,heand

Stark(1965)constructedaconversionmodel,whichisarguablythemostcitedanddebatedmodel

in thediscussionofconversion (Snow&Phillips1980:167)andisregardedasanimportantstep

towardsanewconversion paradigmbyfocusing on theprocess ofconversion (Inaba2004:3).

Lofland and Stark arguethat organizational effortsin promoting thereligionwereineffec-

tive, and personal relationships with other members and family relationships are far more

significant factorsforconversion (1965:852). Theirseven-stepmodelcomposesofthreepredis-

posing characteristicsandfoursituational factors. Themodelisvalue-addedinnatureinwhich

theadditionofanewstepincreasesthechanceofconversion. Thethreepredisposingcharacteris-

tics,also being thefirst threestepsofthemodel,are(1)perception oflong termtension,strain,

and so on; (2) perception of a religious rhetoric and problem solving perspective; and (3)

self-definitionasreligiousseeker. Thenextfourstages,alsoknownasthesituationalfactorsare:

(4)reachingaturningpointwhenoldlinesofactionnolongerwork;(5)developmentofaffective

tiesbetweenpreconvertandgroupmembers;(6)weakeningaffectivetieswithnongroupmembers;

and (7)intensiveinteractionwith groupmembers. According to thismodel,conversion isboth

a result ofindividual decision and social interactions. Or to bemoreprecise,conversion isa

transitional processinwhich onegoesthrough individualself-realization followed bytheeffect

ofsocialinteractions. Itfirststartswithself-realizationofstress,adoptionofareligiousproblem

solvingperspective,andself-identificationasreligiousseeker. Insuchacriticalmoment,encoun-

terwith religion tendsto lead to conversion ifonesucceedsinestablishing socialtieswithother

members, increasingly dissociates from old practices, and intensively associates with group

members. Thismodel isarguablysufficient to explain most conversion processtaken placein

manyreligions,although onedoesnot necessarygo through all theseven stages.

Thefive-stagemodelsuggested in thispaperissimilartoLoflandandStark’s(1965)model.

Both ofthemarguethatconversion reliesheavilyonsocialinteractions. Conversion toYiguan

Dao also dependsheavilyon“predisposing personal condition”and “development oftieswith

adherents”,theformerbeingimportantfacilitatorbutnotessentialwhilethelatterbeingnecessary

condition forconversion to takeplace.

In termsofdifference,whilethereismorethanonecriticaleventthatmaylead to initiation

in the case ofUnification Church, it seems that one single event, which is being invited to

vegetarian banquet,standsout in theconversion process to Yiguan Dao. In Chineseculture,

having vegetablemeal represents one’s intention to accumulategood karma and is a common

practiceamong someHong Kong people. Moreover,eating vegetableon special Chinesefesti-

vals(suchas1st and15th ofeverymonthofLunarcalendar,QingmingFestival,andChungYeung

Festivaletc)forthepurposeto pleasetheheavenlygodsand benevolentdeitiesisalso seen asa

custom in Chinese folk traditions. Emphasizing these connections (i.e. eating vegetable as
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traditionsand accumulation ofgood karma)mayhavepositiveeffectsonYiguanDao’srecruit-

ment.

Conclusion

The five-stagemodel of conversion to Yiguan Dao presented here is based on narrative

analysis of twelve believers ofYiguan Dao in Hong Kong. It is found that five stages (1)

predisposing personal conditions;(2) social tieswith Dao practitioners;(3) receiving Dao;(4)

cultivatingDao;and(5)promotingDaoaresignificantintheconversionprocess. Whilethefirst

stageisnotindispensible,ithassignificantcatalyticeffectsinaffectinghoweasyonewouldaccept

Yiguan Dao. Thesecond stageisthecoreofthemodel,indicating conversion toYiguan Dao

relies heavily on social networking. Stage three is the critical moment when one attends

vegetarianmealsand formallygetsinitiated intoYiguan Dao. Stagefouristheprocessduring

whichcommitmenttothegroupincreasesalongwithrapidinteractionswithothergroupmember

and engagement in various religious activities and practices. In stage five, the convert has

becomean activerecruiterforthegroupwho embracestheroleofpromoting Dao.

WhilethismodelmaybeabletoexplainconversiontoYiguanDao,therearesomequestions

thatareworthyofdiscussion in thefuture. Forexample,canthismodelapplyonotherChinese

societies and/or other Chinese religions? How is commitment towards Yiguan Dao being

strengthened when converts go through the five stages? Answering these subject matterswill

bring newperspectivesto thestudiesofreligiousconversion.
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