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There is in God (some say)

A deep, but dazzling darkness; as men here
Say it is late and dusky, because they
See not all clear;

O for that night! where I in him
Might live invisible and dim.

From 7he Night by Henry Vaughan (1621-1695)
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Introduction

This book investigates the concepts of nature, vision and revelation
within the worldview of the medieval Daoist movement known as the
Way of Highest Clarity (Shangqing dao _FVF3E). It does so by focusing
on three Daoist texts associated with that movement, which are pre-
sented in a parallel Chinese-English edition. The overall goal is to help
bring this tradition to the attention of students of religion and theology
and to make the case not only that this is a sophisticated and complex
religious tradition in its own right, but also that it is a key element of
China’s religious heritage, without which it is impossible to claim any
basic understanding of Chinese religions. This is a bold claim and de-
serves some explanation. What is so important about Highest Clarity
Daoism and why is it not so well known?

Firstly, Highest Clarity Daoism, originating in the 4™ century C.E., rep-
resents one of the earliest and most successful attempts to synthesize the
foundational religious elements that had already appeared on China’s
religious scene. These included shamanism, mystical experiences, astrol-
ogy, the quest for immortality, meditation practices, court ritual and
Buddhist concepts of death and rebirth. The synthesis brought these
various elements into a single complex system, the highest goal of which
was the transfiguration of the body and its pre-mortem ascension into
heaven. Should this goal not be attainable other, lesser, forms of salvation
were also available to practitioners so that even if they were to die, they
could safely pass through the underworld and be reborn, intact, in the
heavens.

This religious system deserves careful study because of its focus on the
body and the relations of bodies to the heavens and the afterlife. This is,
of course, a major focus of many religious traditions. The preservation of
the body into the afterlife has been the goal of pharaohs, emperors and
all those who have built elaborate tombs in which carefully embalmed
corpses have been preserved for millennia. Though this form of religion is
not particularly in vogue in the modern world, where religions place their
emphasis on “spirituality” rather than “materiality,” the widespread mod-
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ern practices of embalming and viewing the bodies of the deceased and a
hesitation about donating organs for transplant both indicate the con-
tinuing cultural and psychological importance of the material preserva-
tion of corpses. By studying this tradition we can obtain important mate-
rial for the comparative investigation of widespread human impulses that
cut across a variety of cultures and traditions.

Yet Highest Clarity Daoists were not principally interested in the preser-
vation of corpses but rather the transformation of bodies into a form
suitable for a life in paradise. In this regard their ideas bear something of
a resemblance to the orthodox Christian belief in the resurrection of the
body. But unlike the Christian saints who did all they could on earth to
fit their bodies for a resurrected, post-mortem life that would take place
after the final judgment, Highest Clarity Daoists saw the afterlife as a
worst-case scenario. Better still was to avoid death itself by ascending
directly to a higher paradise, conceived not as a realm for the grateful
dead but for the deserving living. Heaven, the celestial web of cosmic
powers shifting in an eternal cycle of light and dark, day and night, yang
and yin, was the place for the living, not the dead. This book thus inves-
tigates Highest Clarity Daoist theology as a unique and original set of
religious ideas about life and death that will be of profound interest to
any student of comparative religion and theology.

Highest Clarity Daoism also deserves study by those interested in Chi-
nese culture and history, for it synthesized a unique combination of Chi-
nese cultural and religious factors. In fact its religious practices cannot
properly be understood except in the context of earlier Chinese ideas
about the functioning of the body and its relation to wider processes in
nature. In studying this form of Daoism the scholarly gaze thus engages
an exquisite brocade of uniquely Chinese religious practice whose mean-
ings can only be unraveled by careful attention to the particularities of
Chinese civilization. Moreover, although Highest Clarity Daoism might
appeal to the common religious motivations and existential concerns of
human beings, it does so in texts couched in a rare and difficult language,
even for those who are at ease with classical Chinese. Its documents are
thus of high value from the point of view of linguistics and literature.

Indeed the complexity of its language is an essential characteristic of the
tradition because it was, first and foremost, an esoteric tradition into
which one had to be initiated through years of study and practice. It was
not designed, like the five pillars of Islam, for easy and widespread prac-
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tice. Nor did it seem to develop a wide lay following, as did Mahayana
Buddhism, where the interaction between the community and the laity
produced a rich cross-fertilization that helped Buddhism emerge as one
of the most powerful religious forces in the world. Perhaps for this rea-
son it came about the Highest Clarity Daoism no longer exists in the
form that it did in the fourth century. Of course this is true for all relig-
ions. But the difference is that no-one today has quite the same claim
upon this tradition as other historical forms of Daoism, as the Highest
Clarity patriarchate was absorbed into the Orthodox Unity branch of
Daoism in the fourteenth century and its practices were absorbed and
transformed into the language of inner alchemy that continues to this day
in Complete Perfection (Quanzhen %= E) Daoism.

'This, then, gives us a clue as to why Highest Clarity Daoism is not so
well known. In terms of organizational structure, it is a dead esoteric tra-
dition. However, this does not mean that it is important only for its his-
torical value. Although it would be perfectly possible for a historian of
religion to explain Highest Clarity Daoism in terms of its role in devel-
oping and transmitting a wide array of Chinese religious concepts and
practices, this book seeks rather to explain and argue for its significance
in the conceptual realm of religious ideas and theologies. In doing so it
treats Highest Clarity Daoism not so much as a dead tradition, but
something that was, at one time, a live option within the religious imagi-
nation of human beings. This book thus pays attention to the ideas and
practices of the tradition in their own terms and in terms of the com-
parative study of religion. It does so by focusing not on personalities and
events, but on the theological concepts of the tradition and in particular
the concepts of nature, vision and revelation, concepts that are familiar to
a wide variety of religious traditions, but which receive a distinctive
treatment in Highest Clarity Daoism.

Its concept of nature, for instance, is an expansive one that encompasses
the realm of humans, earth and the heavens in a single, but complex,
cosmic process of generation and decay, expansion and contraction. Its
concept of revelation is founded on the central significance of religious
texts transmitted by the hypostases of elemental cosmic powers. Their
chief function is to unite the heavenly and earthly worlds so as to provide
a means for humans to achieve salvation. The meditative practice revealed
by these texts is that of inner vision, and this is the means by which hu-
mans can enter into a communicative reciprocity with the heavenly world
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and thereby achieve salvation. These concepts of nature, vision and reve-
lation point to an overarching “economy of cosmic power” in which re-
ligion provides adepts with a repertoire of practices, or “transactions,” by
means of which to mediate cosmic power and negotiate their ultimate
fate or destiny. Highest Clarity Daoism is a single, comprehensive relig-
ious system, but one that requires careful attention to detail to explain,
not least because the details are likely unfamiliar to the contemporary
Western, or even Chinese, reader.

Underlying the book’s exposition of these topics is the translation of
three texts associated with Highest Clarity Daoism. The first of these
texts is the hagiography of a Daoist saint, born Zhou Yishan J&ZE[1I (80
B.C.E—?), who eventually attained the rank of a perfected transcendent
being and was granted the title “Perfected Purple Yang.”

Complementing this text is the first part of the Central Scripture of the
Nine Perfected, which details, among other things, two visual meditation
practices that are typical of Highest Clarity Daoism. These practices, the
Method of the Nine Perfected and the Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao both
explain a course of visualization that lasts the period of a year in which at
various times and dates gods are to be visually actualized and prayed to.
In the first form of meditation, practitioners see the gods enter the body
and dwell in specific organs corresponding to the systems of circulating
gi, or vital force. In the second, they visualize themselves ascend into
heaven and obtain audiences with the highest gods of the Daoist pan-
theon. Thus the individual joins his body intimately and socially with the
ranks of the transcendent celestial powers and, with this connection
firmly sealed and recorded in the offices of the heavenly courts, finds sal-
vation.

The third of the texts is the preface to a much longer, key Highest Clar-
ity text, written by the late patriarch, Zhu Ziying & H % (976-1029). It
constitutes a mature theological reflection on the relationship between
sacred texts and the metaphysics of the Daoist cosmos.

All three texts, detailing biography, practice and theory reveal a key ele-
ment of the Highest Clarity experience. Together they can be used to
help explain the overall religious system: the story of an ideal Daoist life
provides a vivid context for understanding the specific details of the vari-
ous practices; and the insights of Zhu Ziying reveal how the subsequent
tradition came to understand these practices in metaphysical terms.
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While it might seem odd to use texts from different historical periods to
discuss a single religious phenomenon, this book offers an interpretation
of the tradition based upon the argument that they display a theological,
rather than historical, unity. This single constellation of theological ideas
is thus the proper focus of the book.

From this description, the reader will be aware that my hermeneutical
approach is first and foremost that of sympathy, rather than criticism.
My goal is not to unmask how the religious ideas of Highest Clarity sup-
ported the patriarchal structures of Chinese society, nor to explain the
transmission of religious texts in terms of the economic function of relig-
ion. It goes without saying that it is important to examine religion in
terms of its impact on society and economics. I, however, am not a social
scientist or an economist, but rather a scholar of religion interested in
religious ideas for their own intrinsic value. My goal is thus largely
imaginative, rather than social or historical: to recreate for the contempo-
rary reader some of the principal aspects of the worldview that func-
tioned in Highest Clarity Daoism.

In so doing I am motivated by an urgent moral concern for a dialogue of
civilizations between China and the West in the arena of religious ideas.
Religious ideas, even those originating thousands of years ago, convey
core motifs and values that are relevant for understanding contemporary
social forces. In the shadow of economic globalization, religions and cul-
tures are being brought into mutual engagement in ways never previously
contemplated. This requires students of culture and history to play a role
in advancing a dialogue of civilizations. For such a dialogue to be real,
the “other” has to be treated with understanding, which is to say occupy-

! For an excellent socio-historical study of the Esoferic Biography of Perfected Pur-
ple Yang see Tsai (2008). Tsai’s approach to the study of medieval Chinese religion,
which is by far the dominant approach among academic scholars, explores what the
texts reveal about the practical functioning of Highest Clarity religion: how it
adopted the traditions of earlier forms of Chinese religion and wove them into a new
synthesis. Such an approach gives information principally about religion as a socio-
historical phenomenon. This book, however, is concerned with the theology and
spirituality of Highest Clarity religion. It is interested in developing an interpreta-
tion of the texts in which the religious ideas expressed in those texts take center
stage. It is also interested in how those ideas compare with other theologies and how
those ideas can be valuable in and of themselves as artifacts of human religiosity.
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ing an intellectual ground that could potentially be common to both par-
ties.

'This book aims to recreate Highest Clarity Daoism as a conversation
partner in the study of religious ideas. It does not aim to pronounce
judgment upon it. This is quite different from the traditional understand-
ing of the scholar as someone in an ivory tower explaining what other
people mean. Understood in this more vulnerable light of dialogue, en-
gaging with the “other,” even a dead, esoteric “other,” is a form of moral
activity as well as intellectual activity. It also has the destabilizing effect
of calling into question the validity of our own presuppositions. As J. J.
Clarke writes:

It is rather an agonistic encounter, an engagement in which we

try to enter into and thrive on differences rather than seek to

obliterate them, a potentially subversive engagement, in which we

are compelled to confront the assumptions, limitations and frac-

tures in our own cultural traditions. It is thus a way of experienc-

ing ourselves from the outside, as other; a point of departure

which can lead to an enhancement of self-understanding. (Clarke

2000: 11-12)

'This book does not complete the hermeneutical circle by systematically
exploring the ways that Highest Clarity Daoism subverts the assump-
tions of modern or postmodern cultures. That is a project for another
day. Rather this book aims to explore Highest Clarity Daoism imagina-
tively, from the inside, as a religious tradition whose practices and con-
cepts are of intrinsic value as artifacts of human civilization and elements
of the human religious spirit.

'The major Western scholar who has dealt with this tradition is the late
Isabelle Robinet who worked at the University of Aix-en-Provence. She,
perhaps more than any other Western scholar of the Daoism, attempted
to penetrate Highest Clarity Daoism from the perspective of its philoso-
phical and religious meaning. Her major work on this subject was trans-
lated into English and published by the State University of New York
Press as Taoist Meditation in 1993. Her more detailed two-volume inves-
tigation of specific Highest Clarity texts was published in 1984 by the
Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient and is available in specialized research
libraries. More recently, American scholars such as Nickerson (2008) and
Bokenkamp (2007) have made enormous inroads into studying the his-
tory of religions in this period. With the benefit of their work, it now
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seems as though the public attention can be focused on this religious
movement once again.

Despite these recent developments, the Way of Highest Clarity remains
a relatively unstudied movement within a relatively unstudied religion.
Part of the reason for this perhaps lies in the difficulty of engaging and
interpreting the chief sources for this movement, religious scriptures that
were transcribed and republished in the various editions of the Daoist
Canon (Daozang iBJ&). These texts are difficult like all Daoist texts be-
cause until very recently they have only existed in unpunctuated reprints
of the 1445 Ming Dynasty Daoist Canon (Ming Zhengtong Daozang W]
IEAEIEE). Since then, a more recent punctuated version has been pub-
lished in Beijing, but early anecdotal reports indicate that not all scholars
are happy with the result of editing and punctuating the texts. Neverthe-
less, having a punctuated text is an enormous advantage over a non-
punctuated text and takes away much of the labor that is required in gen-
erating a reading of the text. Even with some of this labor already under-
taken, the task of translating a text into English still requires consider-
able effort. This is true for Highest Clarity Daoist texts perhaps more
than any other branch of Daoist texts because they were held in such
high esoteric regard and display high literary value. The texts are valuable
not simply for the instructions they convey about how to reach the
heaven of Highest Clarity, but because they were considered to be writ-
ten manifestations of the Dao itself and thus they were powerful and
valuable simply in their own right. The result is that the texts are particu-
larly obscure, containing a vast complexity of religious meaning within a
few characters.’

* As an example of the polysemous character of Highest Clarity texts it is worth-
while recalling Edward Schafer’s discussion of the Three Primes, or intermediary
deities who take up residence in the body. He writes: “Three Primes (san yian) is a
multivalent term, but because of the belief in correspondences—the doctrine that
phenomena conceal identities or harmonized alter-egos—the various ‘meanings’
given to the expression do not exclude each other. Primarily they are three astral
deities, who may project themselves into the three great ‘palaces’ of the human body”
(1978: 394). Here Schafer indicates that a text that refers to the Three Primes may
simultaneously be indicating the three deities, the three fields of the body in which
they reside, or other natural phenomena with which they might be in correspondent
relation.
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In order to make these texts more accessible to scholars and the general
public I have chosen to present a punctuated edition of these texts along
with a parallel English translation. First, a word about punctuation. The
first task for the translator is to choose how to punctuate the text, decid-
ing where sentences begin and end. As an example of the choices re-
quired in punctuating the text, it is instructive to compare my translation
of the preface to the Perfected Scripture of the Great Grotto with a small
fragment that appears in Isabelle Robinet’s Taoist Meditation (1993: 16).
Robinet’s translation runs as follows: “The Ta-zung ... causes a propitious
Wind to blow and guides the dance within the void. Suddenly (4x) the
respiration disperses the form of the ten thousand things... .” My trans-
lation reads: “... whirling an auspicious wind, drumming and dancing. In
midst of nothing, suddenly there is breathing in and out, which scatters
the myriad spirits on their way.” The basic difference between the two
translations comes from how to punctuate the text. Robinet chose to end
the first sentence after the words “within the void” (wu zhong EH1). 1, on
the other hand, chose to end the sentence immediately before those two
characters. I did so because I considered that those two characters ought
to be paired with the next four characters “suddenly there is breathing in
and out” (xu you huxi WA WFUL) to form a single phrase “In the midst of
nothing, suddenly there is breathing in and out” (wu zhong xu you huxi
S BCA PFIL). However, it is highly likely that a good case could be
made for either of these ways of punctuating the text and, consequently,
the specific translations that ensue therefrom.

'The reader will inevitably discover that I have sacrificed much poetry on
the altar of meaning, and the result is probably a mediocre version that is
neither as poetic as the original, yet at times both infuriatingly literal and
maddeningly imprecise. I have opted for this unsatisfying middle ground
because the reader who has some knowledge of classical Chinese will be
able to see how I have made the choices that I have made. My goal here
is that these translations will not serve as the last word on Highest Clar-
ity Daoism but will allow the student of classical Chinese to embark on
the journey towards reading Highest Clarity Daoist texts. By showing
how I have translated and interpreted these texts, I hope that other
scholars will be tempted to produce more and better versions of these and
other texts. In this way, the field will gain a valuable advanced pedagogi-
cal tool and, in the long run, scientific knowledge about Highest Clarity
Daoism will be advanced.
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A word about the translation of some key terms: the term Highest Clar-
ity (Shangqing i) may be familiar to some readers as Highest Purity
or Supreme Purity. I find the term “purity” unsatisfying because it con-
notes a whole wealth of meanings in the English language that derive
from Biblical concepts of purity and holiness. The concept of purity is
furthermore a well-developed category in anthropology and relates to
concepts of contagion and disease. None of these meanings are clearly
present in Highest Clarity Daoism. Although there are occasional refer-
ences to the adept’s purifying himself from the turbidity of the world, the
sense here is that this turbidity does not constitute a moral contamina-
tion that is preventing his ascension to heaven, but rather that the tur-
bidity of the world clouds the adept’s vision. In fact, the adept relies on
the penetrating clarity of his faculty of inner vision in order to ascend to
heaven. Thus it seems more accurate to translate the Chinese term ging
{& as “clarity” rather than “purity.” The second advantage here is that the
English word “pure” is now freed up to translate the Chinese character su
3 without fear of confusion. A common translation for this latter term
is usually “simple,” but this does not always have a positive meaning in
English and the alternative translation of “unadorned” is perhaps too
unwieldy for frequent use.

From this the reader will also learn that I have taken the approach of
translating as much as possible in a straightforward English style even
though the texts themselves do not readily lend themselves to this type of
translation. In fact a very strong argument could be made for translating
obscure Chinese characters with obscure English words in order to con-
vey something of the feeling that the text might have even to someone
who reads Classical Chinese. Indeed this is a major approach to transla-
tion that has been taken in Daoist Studies. Its chief exponent was the
late Edward Schafer, who employed a rich and florid vocabulary of poly-
syllabic words to convey, quite brilliantly, the flavor of the Chinese origi-
nal.3 I, however, have chosen a different tactic. In the translations them-

* See, for example, his translation of the glorious description of Lady Wei that
appears in her hagiography: “Empyreal phosphor, glistening high; / Round eye-
lenses doubly lit; / Phoenix frame and dragon bone; / Brain colored as jewel-
planetoids; / Five viscera of purple webbings; / Heart holding feathered scripts.” (4
Bag of Pearls from the Three Grottos Sandong zhu'nang =¥RHE 8. 22b; trans.
Schafer 1977: 230). The use of obscure words such as “empyreal,” “viscera,” or
“planetoids” gives a wonderfully archaic and poetic feel to the text.
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selves, I have attempted to forge a slightly more concrete and down-to-
earth vocabulary because my overall view of Highest Clarity Daoism is
that it is a tradition rooted in concrete bodily experience rather than
vague mysticism or abstract theology.* It would, indeed, be a mistake to
take the high literary value of its texts as indicating some sort of intellec-
tualism. Rather, in Highest Clarity Daoism, the phrases are obscure and
complex because they are attempting to convey something of the highly
complex somatic experience. It should never be forgotten that this is a
tradition that revolved concretely around the bodies of its followers.

I have, however, supplemented the translations with footnotes and com-
mentary expanding and, perhaps, complicating the translations, perhaps
even to the extent of making something that appears straightforward on
the surface more obscure in the commentary. Indeed the complex and
often paradoxical relationship between obscurity and clarity is one of the
chief philosophical concerns that underlie the revelations, a theme dis-
cussed more extensively in chapter four.

The titles of Chinese texts are generally given in English. The first time a
text is mentioned, the Hanyu pinyin and Chinese characters are also
given. The titles of texts from the Daoist Canon generally follow the
standard translations established in Schipper and Verellen (2004). A
complete list of texts from the Daoist Canon, with Chinese characters
and Hanyu pinyin transliteration, can be found in the bibliography.

Readers who are not interested in the details of translating classical Chi-
nese, will, I trust, benefit from these translations too, because they will be
able to see the raw materials, at least in English version, upon which I
have based my analysis and drawn my conclusions. None of these texts
has been translated into English before. Only the first has been translated
into a Western language, but it is published in a book not easily available.
Without such translations, knowledge of Daoism will remain the prov-
ince of a small handful of elite scholars who have been fortunate enough
to spend many years of their life learning classical Chinese. Daoism is a
vast, prodigious, yet obscure religion, and it requires an army of scholars

“For this reason I have chosen to translate Dadong zhenjing KA EAL as the
Perfect Scripture of the Great Grotto, rather than the Scripture of Great Profundity. Both
are equally valid, with “grotto” emphasizing the concrete, locative character of the
text, and “profundity” expressing the abstract, mystical character of the text. See also
footnote 6 on page 37.
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to decode it. Such scholars will not be produced unless there is a more
widespread public appetite for learning about it and until there are more
students wishing to enroll in college courses about Chinese religions.
'This will only come about when more texts are translated into English.

'The one ethical dilemma here is that all of the texts translated in this
book are esoteric texts that were never supposed to have been published
beyond the circuit of initiates. The texts contain explicit warnings that
they should not be widely circulated nor, presumably, translated into
English. The fact that these are historical texts—collected and published
in China for five hundred years yet not the sacred preserve of a living
sect—gives the contemporary translator some license in this regard: I do
not believe that I am causing offense to any extant religious group by di-
vulging these texts here. On the other hand, my regard for the texts be-
hooves me to disclaim responsibility for any misfortune that may befall
those who take up this book. The translations here have been provided
for intellectual rather than practical, purposes, and I do not advise anyone
to take up Daoist practices of any kind except under the supervision of an
experienced Daoist master. Gentle reader, you have been warned.



1. The Way of Highest
Clarity

'The Way of Highest Clarity flourished for a thousand years in medieval
China from the fourth to the fourteenth centuries. It was a distinct
branch of the Daoist religion formed around its own scriptural revelation
transmitted under the authority of a lineage of forty-five patriarchs. Al-
though it no longer exists in any overt institutional form, its practices
were absorbed into the mainstream Daoist traditions that continue to
this day. It thus constitutes an important link between the earliest orga-
nized religious traditions that emerged in the latter Han (25-220) and
the modern forms of Daoism that were developed from the Yuan dynasty

(1279-1368) onwards.

It originated in a series of revelations from a variety of “perfected per-
sons,” former human beings who had been transfigured into powerful
celestial gods. The revelations from these gods were written down in texts
which describe lush celestial paradises inhabited by a vast panoply of di-
vine personages served by “jade maidens” and “lads,” and who live a life
of sumptuous luxury and ease. The texts also explain that the way to this
Heaven of Highest Clarity consists in repeating the process by which
these perfected beings were revealed in the first place: namely, by men-
tally visualizing their descent from heaven and their entry into the body
of the individual. This can occur at the specific times and places when the
vast and obscure operations of the cosmos make this contact possible.

‘Through this process of visualization, the transformative powers of the
gods are once again revealed, and the body of the adept is transfigured
into the same type of perfected being who revealed these celestial worlds
in the first place. The adept’s body then avoids death completely and,
while still alive but in a transfigured state, ascends to heaven in broad
daylight, leaving behind no earthly token. Those who do not manage to
achieve this transfiguration die but, through the intervention of perfected
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beings, may be reborn in paradise as “immortals.”” Such persons obtain a
position within the celestial hierarchy inferior to that of the perfected
beings, but nonetheless avoid much of the trauma experienced by those
condemned to a post-mortem existence in the underworld. Those unfor-
tunates are tortured, tried and punished by sadistic officials in the three
bureaux of heaven, earth and water in order to work off the accumulated
guilt of their misdeeds, and they are separated from their friends and
family. Such a fate is to be avoided at all costs.’

HISTORY

By the time the Way of Highest Clarity reached the beginning of its full
flourishing in the 5™ century, it had already had a long, but relatively ob-
scure history. The person responsible for bringing the Way of Highest
Clarity out of this obscurity was Tao Hongjing P54 5t (456-536), the
ninth patriarch of the tradition. He was principally responsible for gath-
ering together the various scriptures that had been revealed by the High-
est Clarity perfected beings and compiling some of them, probably in
499, into a text known as the Declarations of the Perfected (Zhen'gao B,
DZ 1016).?

In that text he states: “The scriptures of Highest Clarity appeared in 364
in the East Jin dynasty. Lady Wei of Southern Sacred Mountain, known
as the Purple Vacuity Primal Lord, descended from Heaven and be-
stowed these texts upon Yang Xi [330-386], a secretary in the household
of Situ Wang. Yang Xi wrote down these scriptures in the Li script. He
later gave them to Officer Xu Mi [303-373] and Xu’s son, Hui [341—ca.

! The precise meaning of the term immortal (xian %) is widely contested among
different movements and historical periods within the Daoist tradition. In the High-
est Clarity texts under discussion in this book, the term has a specific meaning in
terms of the ranking of various classes of “immortals” within the celestial realms, and
is always considered inferior to the “perfected person” (zhenren B \).

* Unlike the Celestial Masters tradition, which specified in great detail the func-
tioning of the underworld, many Highest Clarity texts do not tend to focus on this,
preferring instead to emphasize the benefits of a life in paradise (see Robinet 1984:
1.66). A detailed discussion of the evolution of ideas concerning the afterlife in early
medieval China, and their relationship to Buddhist concepts of death and rebirth,
can be found in Bokenkamp (2007).

*Two excellent discussions of the Zhen'gao can be found in Strickmann (1977)
and Bokenkamp (2007).
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370]” (Yu 2000: 306). The first order of business is thus to explain this

chain of transmission.

According to the Biography of Lady Wei of the Southern Sacred Mountain
(Nanyue furen zhuan FE5AEL R N\ {8; Robinet 1984: 2. C11) Wei Huacun
BLEESF (252-334) was born in Shandong province and was initiated into
the Way of the Celestial Masters at the age of 48, eventually attaining
the rank of libationer (jijiu Z5{8). Her teachers instructed her in the
methods of becoming a perfected being but at first she was unable to do
so, only achieving the rank of earth immortal, having undergone a
“corpse liberation” leaving behind a sword as a token of her body. As an
earthly immortal, however, she practiced the methods of the Perfect
Scripture of the Great Grotto and eventually ascended into heaven as a ce-
lestial immortal (Robinet 2000). She was granted the rank and title of
Lady Wei of the Southern Sacred Mountain, Mt. Heng f#7[l] in Hunan
province, which subsequently became an important pilgrimage site where
she was venerated (see Schafer 1977). She also came to be regarded as
the first patriarch or, more correctly, matriarch, of the Highest Clarity
lineage.

In the time following her death and before her first appearance to Yang
Xi #5%¢ (330-386) in 364, other perfected beings began appearing in
visions to other Daoist adepts. Hua Qiao H#E{f, for instance, was said to
have received a visit from the perfected beings Lord Pei 3£ and Lord
Zhou [&, the result of which was the Esoferic Biography of the Purple Per-
fected Yang. One Yang Quan =M, moreover, received a visit from a
goddess in 359 who recited the poems that open Tao Hongjing’s Dec/a-
rations of the Perfected (Robinet 1984: 1.110). Just as Lady Wei was not
the first person to attain perfection, so also Yang Xi was not the first per-
son to receive a revelation from perfected beings. Nevertheless, the
Highest Clarity revelations were in large number derived from the ap-

pearances of Lady Wei to Yang Xi in the mid 360s.

Yang Xi was a retainer in the wealthy Xu #F household which had
moved from the north of China to the south around 185. Yang was, in
essence, a religious visionary—someone with the ability to gain access to
the celestial realms and have audiences with perfected deities (Robinet
1984: 1.108). He recorded what he saw and heard in these visions and
received texts from perfected beings, which constituted the core of the
Highest Clarity revelations. He is regarded as the second patriarch of the
way of Highest Clarity.
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Xu Mi #F## collected Yang’s revelations and kept them largely within
the Xu family. He is also regarded as a patriarch of the tradition, the
third.* Some time before his death in 373, his short-lived son Xu Hui &
#ll (341-370) became the fourth patriarch. Xu Hui retired to Mt. Mao
2] close to present-day Nanjing, which became the operational base
and, later, center of pilgrimage of the Highest Clarity tradition.” By the
year 400, Yang Xi’s revelations had become more widespread and it was
possible, for the first time, to speak of Highest Clarity as a tradition that
was more than simply a family affair.

In terms of the social setting of this early religious movement, we know
that the development of the Way of Highest Clarity was tied to impor-
tant political questions. After the fall of Luoyang {&F% in 311, families
from the north of China moved south bringing with them the faith of
the Celestial Masters. They regarded the spirit cults of southern China as
a kind of common or “profane” religion (Strickmann 1977: 7). Religious
strife accompanied the new political reality and, by converting to Dao-
ism, the Xu family allied themselves with the Imperial faction. As the
tradition developed it achieved a synthesis of practices derived from
southern Chinese spirit mediums and the theology of northern Chinese
Daoism. The religious tradition that emerged from this synthesis was to
“transcend and transform both the indigenous and imported traditions”
(Strickmann 1977: 9). 'The Biography of Perfected Purple Yang reveals how
this process of “transcending and transforming” the various extant tradi-
tions took place.

By the 5" century of the Common Era, therefore, the Way of Highest
Clarity became what we could legitimately call a fully-fledged religious
tradition. Xu Huangmin #F# R (361-429), grandson of the third patri-
arch, moved to Zhejiang province and transmitted the texts to the Ma /&
and Du #1: families. However, his son and one Wang Lingqi T & also

* At this early stage the title of patriarch, retrospectively applied to Xu Mi,
should not be taken to indicate that he was in charge of a large religious institution.
In Highest Clarity ecclesiology the essential element of being the patriarch was to be
the guardian of the scriptures, which in the time of Xu Mi did not circulate beyond
the Xu family. Nevertheless because of the extended nature of the Chinese family, it
is possible that these scriptures received a wider following that might be imagined by
the English concept of a “family tradition.”

* For this reason, the Highest Clarity tradition is sometimes known as the
Maoshan, or Mt. Mao, tradition.
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obtained the texts and made money by crafting forgeries and selling them
to others. By now the reputation of the scriptures had become more
widespread throughout southern China. The problem was that some of
the scriptures were authentic and others forgeries. From an institutional
perspective the integrity of the tradition depended on being able to es-
tablish the authenticity of the texts. The patriarch, as guardian of the
scriptures, held authority only insofar as the scriptures were regarded as
authentic.

The task of the subsequent patriarchs was thus to ensure their authority
by compiling the authentic revelations and distinguishing them from the
forgeries. Lu Xiujing [£{Zi§# (406-477) the seventh patriarch established
the Monastery of Venerating Emptiness (Chongxu guan 52 #{) where
he collected Highest Clarity scriptures. Around the same time, Gu Huan
RN (420/8-483/91) attempted to distinguish the authentic texts from
the forgeries and compiled them into a compendium called 7races of the
Perfected (Zhenji jing BE#E), which no longer exists (Robinet 1984:
1.110). Only the ninth patriarch, Tao Hongjing, compiled Yang Xi’s
revelations into the scriptures that exist today. Although Tao had been
destined for a career in government, he retired to Mt. Mao in 492, where
he oversaw the operations of the monastery and compiled the Declara-
tions of the Perfected, his “official record” of Highest Clarity texts. There is
no doubt that later scholars edited and elaborated Tao’s versions of the
Highest Clarity texts, while other texts also came to be regarded as im-
portant Highest Clarity scriptures. Still, the lineage coalesced and pros-
pered around his version of Yang Xi’s recordings. In that regard, al-
though he officially is the ninth patriarch, he was really the first patriarch
of the tradition as it became widespread and influential across China.

Once this was done or at least accepted, under Tao Hongjing, Highest
Clarity entered the mainstream of Daoist society. Although proscribed at
times during the sixth century due to Buddhist influence at the imperial
court, Daoism flourished overall. Under the Tang dynasty (618-906), the
imperial court witnessed the flourishing of a number of Highest Clarity
Daoists, including the eleventh patriarch, Sima Chengzhen ]/ 2K1H
(647-735) who was eulogized by Empress Wu /5 (625-705; Kirkland
1986).° By this point, Highest Clarity Daoists developed new texts, in-

¢ Sima Chengzhen’s magnum opus, “Sitting in Oblivion” (Zuowang lun M- 53)

has been translated by Livia Kohn (1987).
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cluding systematic theologies, alchemical works and even poetry. Influ-
enced by the original revelations and maintaining theological and institu-
tional unity with them, these texts operated in a social world far removed
from that of Yang Xi. Other patriarchs continued to be influential at
court, such as Zhu Ziying, the 23" patriarch and author of the preface to
the Perfect Scripture of the Great Grotto translated below. The last patriarch
was the 45th patriarch Liu Dabin 2|K# (. 1317-1328).

ANTHROPOLOGY

Medieval Daoists relied on a conception of the human body that was
closely related to the traditions of medicine and alchemy as they emerged
in the latter Han dynasty. Beyond that their view of the body goes back
to early ideas of vital force (gi %) and seminal fluid (jing #&). The basic
model here is that life consists of the circulation of vital forces through
the body. These circuits include breathing, the flow of blood through ar-
teries and veins and the passage of ¢i through meridians and organs. So
long as these fundamental fluids continue to circulate, the body is
healthy.” Whenever the flow is blocked or destabilized, disease and
symptoms result. Disease comes about through the penetration of nox-
ious forces into the body, either the result of natural phenomena, the
work of demons, or eating too much or too little of the wrong kind of

food.

This view of the body as a self-regulating cybernetic system also func-
tioned as a template for understanding other parallel systems. Early Chi-
nese political theorists, for instance, understood the operations of the
state by analogy with the body. Just as the health of the body depends on
the free flow of the various fluids, so also the health of the state depends
on the free circulation of power and knowledge among the various ranks
of government. Such a view is revealed in the 3™ century document

known as the Springs and Autumns of Mr. Lii (Liishi chungiu & RFEFK):

Human beings have 360 joints, nine bodily openings and five yin
and six yang systems of function. In the flesh tightness is desir-
able; in the blood vessels free flow is desirable; in the sinews and

7 Fluid mechanics distinguishes between two types of material: fluids, which re-
sponse to stress by flowing; and solids, which respond to stress by being deformed.
In this technical sense, therefore, the body is a combination of solid and fluid mate-
rials. Health is maintained when the fluids (including air, blood and ¢i) can flow,
and the solids (bones and flesh) can remain free from deformity.
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bones solidity is desirable; in the operations of the heart and mind
harmony is desirable; in the essential Qi regular motion is desir-
able. When [these desiderata] are realized, illness has nowhere to
abide, and there is nothing from which pathology can develop.
When illness lasts and pathology develops, it is because the essen-
tial Qi has become static. ...

States too have their stases. When the ruler’s virtue does not flow
freely [i.e., if he does not appoint good officials to keep him and
his subjects in touch] and the wishes of his people do not reach
him, a hundred pathologies arise in concert and a myriad catas-
trophes swarm in. The cruelty of those above and those below to-
ward each other arises from this. The reason that the sage kings
valued heroic retainers and faithful ministers is that they dared to

speak directly, breaking through such stases. (Sivin 1995: 6).

'The author thus argues that the “virtue” of the ruler is, in a sense, a type
of fluid that circulates throughout the state. The term “virtue” (de 1)
here connotes both a moral force and a charismatic power. The practical
implication is that it is not sufficient for the emperor to remain detached
from the people, virtuous though he might be. Rather his “virtue” needs
to flow so it can be sufficiently “virtuous.” This means the deployment of
officials throughout the empire, who are able to carry the emperor’s
moral authority to the people and feed back the responses of the people
to the court. Of these two directions, the latter is the harder one to get
right. The sage kings of old employed retainers unafraid to speak the
truth who conveyed the necessary feedback to the political center. In this
way the cycle would be complete and the emperor could remain in
power. The paradox at the heart of this is that maintaining the status quo
depends upon an inner dynamism. When stasis sets in, decay is inevita-
ble. This is as true for the state as it is for the body.

'The analogy between body and state developed in ever more complex and
sophisticated theories. Further “systems theories” of the body appeared,
examining all the possible correspondences between diet, climate and the
functioning of the internal organs. These new theories did not dispense
with the earlier analogy between the state and the body but in fact built
upon it. But whereas previously the body had been the analogy for the
understanding of the state, now the state became the analogy for under-
standing the body. The classic expression of this is to be found in the Ye/-
low Emperor’s Internal Classic, Simple Questions (Huangdi neijing suwen B

17 NS SRD):
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The cardiac system is the office of the monarch: consciousness is-
sues from it. The pulmonary system is the office of the minister-
mentors; oversight and supervision issue from it. The hepatic sys-
tem is the office of the General; planning issues from it. The gall
bladder system is the office of the rectifiers; decisions issue from it
... [and so on for the twelve systems of body functions associated
with internal organs]. It will not do for these twelve offices to lose
their coordination. (Sivin 1995: 7)

In this view each organ of the body is a microsystem in charge of one
aspect of the overall functioning; each microsystem is understood in
analogy with the various offices of the state. Health, moreover, results
from the smooth coordination between all these various systems.

Layered over this analogical worldview is a belief in the principle of cor-
respondence, or reciprocity (ganying J&JE), between various dimensions
of the cosmos. In the analogical imagination, cause and effect can be ex-
plained by analogy with other comparable systems: just as blocked arter-
ies lead to a heart attack, so also a lack of feedback destabilizes the power
center of the state. In the correspondence worldview, however, the rela-
tionship between A and B is connected to the relationship between X
and Y via a synchronic correspondence. The result is that a transforma-
tion in the A-B sequence entails a corresponding transformation in the
X-Y sequence. Bodies and other systems are not merely analogies for
understanding each other but also connected in a relationship of cause
and effect. If the emperor is not doing a good job, this will be manifest in
earthquakes, rare astrological phenomena or illness. Correspondingly,
sickness in the body may be the result of some transformation in the sur-
rounding environment.”

'This principle of correlativity between cosmic phenomena is important
for Highest Clarity Daoism because Highest Clarity takes as a presuppo-
sition that the various systems of the body have ideally to be synchro-
nized with those of the cosmos, especially the cycles of the sun and the
moon. This worldview is manifested most commonly in terms of the “five

¥ Nowadays many people believe that environment is a factor in the health of the
body, but this is notoriously hard to prove in the cold scientific terms of cause and
effect. Often the best understanding that can be achieved is a statistical correlation
that indicates a high degree of probability in favor of some kind of cause and effect
relationship, but without being able to explain exactly how or why. Systems theory is
an attempt to overcome this deficiency in linear models of causality.
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phase” theory, in which the generative cycle of the five elements (earth
generates wood, which generates fire, which generates metal, which gen-
erates water) are correlated with five directions, five seasons, five colors,
five organs of the body and many more categories. In such a correlative
worldview the various categories (directions, or seasons) are correlated
with each other in a single inter-related cosmos. Thus spring is correlated
with the color green, the phase wood and the direction east: all these in-
dicate the beginning of life, or the possibility of flourishing. Conversely,
winter is correlated with the color black, the phase water and to the di-
rection north: all these indicated death, or the end of a cycle.

'This correlative cosmology leads to the possibility of a religious imagina-
tion quite different from the one that developed in the West. The West-
ern religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are essentially analogical
religions: their scriptures provide the myths, the parables and the stories
that are analogies for understanding human life. Their religious imagina-
tion is a narrative imagination, with the various stories performed in ritu-
als and expounded in sermons, providing meaning for the narrative of
individual lives. Conversely, the religion of Highest Clarity is essentially
a correlative religion: its scriptures provide the clues as to the correspon-
dences between the heavens, the earth and the human body. It does not
aim to explain the “meaning of life” but rather aims to transform life by
exploiting the various correspondences between the systems of the body,
the earth and the heavens.’

By this point, it should be clear that from the Chinese perspective the
body can be understood as a system of dynamic fluids that operate in cor-
relation with the cycles of the seasons, the sun and the moon. This is, in
fact, the standard anthropology of the body that operates in traditional
Chinese medicine. What is different in Daoist religion is that a theologi-
cal layer is added to these various cycles by incorporating gods into the
understanding of how the body functions. The Jocus classicus for this theo-
logical view of the body is the Scripture of the Yellow Court (Huangting
Jjing EIERK), a key document that helped pave the way for the Way of

’ This is not to suggest that West Asian religions are devoid of correlative
imagination, or that Highest Clarity Daoism is devoid of the analogical imagination.
Rather it is to suggest that these two traditions have their own distinct emphases
when it comes to the function of the religious imagination.
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Highest Clarity." Just as in the Ye/low Emperor’s Internal Classic the heart
is to be understood as the office of the monarch, in this text, the various
organs of the body are to be understood as courts, that is, official resi-
dences. These official residences are not the residences of ordinary mor-
tals but of deities, body-gods envisioned through the power of the body’s
inner light.

Consider, for example, how the Yellow Court Scripture of Inner Luminance
(Huangting neijing jing % FEPI 5 4%; DZ 331) discusses the heart:

The palace of the heart system is a lotus canopy
Under which the lad, from the family of Cinnabar Prime,

Governs and presides over cold and heat and harmonizes the

healthy circulation [of blood].

He wears flying robes of cinnabar brocade and cloaks himself in
jade gauze.

With a golden hand bell and a pearly sash he dwells in tranquility,
Regulating blood and managing destiny [so that] my body will

not wither.

In this view the heart presides over the circulation of the blood in the
body. This is similar to the earlier notion in the Yellow Emperor’s Internal
Classic that “the cardiac system is the office of the monarch: conscious-
ness issues from it.” The key difference here is that presiding over the
circulation of the blood is not simply an abstract “analogical monarch”
but in fact a very specific deity, namely, the “lad from the family of Cin-
nabar Prime.” He ensures that the “cold” and “hot” (yin and yang, systolic
and diastolic) process of circulating blood is harmonious and healthy. By
dint of the inner luminance of the body, moreover, this lad can be visual-
ized wearing court dress and carrying symbols of authority (the bell and

' The text exists in two versions, a more detailed and complex inner (esoteric)
version, the Supreme Yellow Court Jade Scripture of Inner Luminance KEFEREARE
#& (DZ 331), and a simpler, shorter outer (exoteric) version, the Supreme Yellow
Court Jade Scripture of Outer Luminance K EFHEINE ER (DZ 332). Scholars have
debated the relationship of these two versions to each other. Robinet (1993: 56)
suggests that the outer version may have been an edited version for non-initiates.
Schipper (1975a) suggests that the inner version represents a complexification of the
earlier outer version. The present discussion makes reference to the inner version
because it more closely resembles the output of the Highest Clarity movement than
the more popular and simple text of the outer version.
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the sash). To the existing Chinese medical anthropology, the Scriprure of
the Yellow Court thus adds a specifically religious dimension, that of un-
derstanding the functioning of the body in terms of the activity of spe-
cific gods who inhabit the various organs. This is important because
through this link to the gods Highest Clarity Daoists are able to forge
connections between human life and the cosmic power of the Dao. This
link is not simply an analogical link but a correlative link. Just as the
functioning of the body transforms in correlation with the various
rhythms of the earth, so also the functioning of the body can be trans-
tormed by correspondence with the heavens. This opened up a whole
new wealth of possibilities within the “biospirituality” of Chinese Dao-
ism. To see how this works it is helpful to begin from the opposite end of
the problem, for the key to understanding how the body is connected to
the gods lies in understanding the specific nature of the gods within the
theology of Highest Clarity.

THEOLOGY

In Highest Clarity theology," it is possible to distinguish three realms
and three classes of persons within the vast and mysterious operations of
the Dao: the earth, populated by humans, terrestrial immortals, demons,
ghosts and spirits; the underworld, populated by the earthly (yin) spirits
of the departed; and the heavens, populated by high gods and various
classes of transcendent beings. These three realms, moreover, are inter-
connected and have somewhat permeable boundaries. The function of
Highest Clarity religion is basically to negotiate these boundaries for the
benefit of the individual.

" The term “theology” is always controversial when applied beyond the bounda-
ries of the Abrahamic religious traditions. If theology is construed as a body of intel-
lectual discourse about the nature of gods, then there is little evidence of theological
activity amongst Highest Clarity Daoists. Mostly their writings concerned the prac-
tice of their religion rather than intellectual reflection upon it. Despite this, Highest
Clarity Daoists clearly had a theology, understood as a worldview in which gods and
other constellations of spiritual power play key roles. The aim of this book is, in part,
to discover what that theology was, that is to say, to expose and clarify the ideas that
Highest Clarity Daoists held about the nature and function of spiritual beings. This
requires excavating beneath the surface of the texts to discover the absolute theologi-
cal presuppositions that ground the discourse and the practices of the Way of High-
est Clarity.
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These negotiations can be understood as transactions within an overall
economy of cosmic power. Each transaction brings about a change
within the various dispositions of power in the cosmos. When ghosts and
demons travel on earth bringing chaos and havoc in their wake, they can
be exorcised by recourse to the superior power of celestial deities. When
humans die they are at the mercy of officials in the underworld who con-
duct elaborate inquisitions to determine the appropriate punishment for
sins committed during their lifetime. Such officials can be overruled by
recourse to the superior power of celestial deities, a chief concern docu-
mented in the Declarations of the Perfected (see Bokenkamp 2007). Living
humans are spiritual beings whose vitality depends upon the power of
life-giving forces within the body over deathly, maleficent forces, both of
which are endowed at conception and developed in the womb. Such vital
power can, once again, be ensured by recourse to the superior power of
celestial deities. Even better, the body can be radically transfigured into a
vehicle of light capable of ascending to the stars and living on high in the
celestial realms. Such a transfiguration can also be engineered by recourse
to the superior power of celestial deities. One’s social status in such a
transfigured state depends also on the fate of one’s ancestors and relatives
some of whom could be languishing in the underworld. They may be lib-
erated from there and reborn as heavenly immortals. Such a transaction
may likewise be achieved by recourse to those same higher powers. In all
these cases, the religion of Highest Clarity functions as a transaction or
an exchange of power designed to achieve the adept’s ends by reconfigur-
ing the operations of the cosmos.

It should be noted, however, that these ends are not the petty goals of
ordinary men and women: fame, wealth and social status. Nor are they
the ethical goals of “civilized” Confucian society: ensuring the prosperity
of the community, the maintenance of patriarchal order and the fertility
of animals and crops. They are, rather, wholly spiritual goals, focused on
the ultimate concern of human existence: life itself, as well as how to en-
sure life, the fullness of life and the eternity of life for oneself and one’s
family.

This description of the religious goals of Highest Clarity Daoism may
well have parallels in many other religious traditions. What makes High-
est Clarity a thoroughly Daoist tradition, however, is that life is defined
as the potential for transformation. Life does not mean the preservation
of the status quo, or “immortality,” understood as deathlessness. Life



24 The Way of Highest Clarity

means the relentless possibility for radical creativity, a concept articulated
in chapter 25 of The Way and Its Power (Daodejmg JBTERR) in the phrase
“The Dao follows its own spontaneity” (dao fa ziran iB1EHIR). This
chapter of the foundational scripture of Daoism articulates a basic Daoist
cosmology and cryptically explains the relationship between humans,
earth and heaven as follows: “Humans follow the earth / the earth fol-
lows the heavens / the heavens follow the Dao / the Dao follows its own
spontaneity.” Unlike the other dimensions of the cosmos, the Dao itself
does not have any external guiding principle. The Dao is boundless, crea-
tive, spontaneous, and free simply to become whatever it becomes. The
corollary to this abstract cosmic principle is the concept of de &, nor-
mally translated as “virtue” or “power,” and which represents the force of
the Dao when concretely embodied in the individual. One filled with
such “cosmic power” is described like a child, full of raw potential, capa-
ble of anything and impervious to injury (ch. 55). Such a child contains
within himself the full wealth of unrealized possibilities that an old man
can only dream of.

The inner chapters of the Zhuangzi (3" c. B.C.E.) develop a different
vocabulary to imagine a life free of circumscription. The first chapter of
the Zhuangzi speaks of “free and easy wandering,” of fish that turn into
birds, of Liezi who “rode the wind” but who could have achieved so
much more if only he had “wandered through the boundless.” With this
symbolism Zhuangzi links together the life of the individual with the
transformative powers of the cosmos, daring the individual to transcend
the conventional strictures of routine society and to explore the boundless
possibility that freedom can entail. Such a freedom is not only denomi-
nated positively (free to travel) but also negatively (freedom from conven-
tion). This negative emphasis is summed up as follows: “The perfected
person has no self; the holy man has no merit; the sage has no fame” (ch.
1). In each of these three cases, the concepts of self (or ego), merit and
fame are viewed negatively because of their dampening effect on the in-
ner life of the Daoist. When people concern themselves with the preser-
vation of some external concept of their self, or some external goal such
as merit or reputation, this inevitably entails a corresponding diminution
in the creative possibilities available to the inner life.

'The Highest Clarity tradition, therefore, goes back to the tradition of
Laozi and Zhuangzi and like them focuses on the concept of “potential”
or “cosmic power.” Like the Zhuangzi, moreover, it images this power in



The Way of Highest Clarity 25

concrete ways related to travel: Highest Clarity texts speak of journeying
up the mountains, through secret networks of caves, riding up into the
heavens, circling through the stars, or traveling through the immense
“inner space” of one’s own body. The goal is to return to the root of the
Dao, to embrace cosmic power and to become a radically transfigured
being. In true Daoist fashion, moreover, adepts reach this goal elliptically
through indirect transactions with intermediaries, the perfected. Thus the
perfected beings whom the tradition came to glorify were not those who
simply disappeared from earth never to be seen again but ones whose
transfigured state enabled them to be a constant medium between heaven
and earth, conduits of transformative power, appearing, disappearing,
shifting and shaping themselves.

In order to understand more concretely how this fundamental theological
framework appears in Highest Clarity, it is necessary to examine some of
the Chinese vocabulary used within its scriptures. This vocabulary needs
to be explained carefully because the English terms that are convention-
ally used in translation carry nuances of meaning that are not always pre-
sent in the Chinese.

The first concept that needs to be explained is that of /ing & which is
conventionally translated as “numen” or “numinous power.” “Numen” is a
term that derives from the Latin numen (plural numina) whose root
meaning is “a nod of the head.” The term was used to mean a manifesta-
tion of the power of a god. In Roman times the word numen thus never
appeared on its own and only with the accompanying name of a divinity,
such as “the numen of Jupiter” (Schilling 2005: 6753). However, scholars
in the nineteenth century began to use numen in a slightly different way,
relating it semantically to the Polynesian term mana, defined as “an
autonomous impersonal force.” According to Schilling (2005) this recon-
ceptualization of the term was not linguistically justified. Nonetheless,
the term numen has conventionally been used to translated the Chinese
term /ing in this sense.

In the Highest Clarity scriptures numen never refers to a personal deity or
g p p

a specific force within the cosmos.'” Rather it remains always elusive car-

rying with it the meaning of “undifferentiated cosmic power” or “the raw

2 Unlike the Latin term, which was usually in the form of a noun and accompa-
nied by a name (the numen of X), the Chinese term most frequently appears as an
adjective, referring to the “numinous” or “mystical” quality of something else.
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capacity for transformation.” Such a power must, by definition, be myste-
rious (xuan ¥.) because it does not have any specific form or shape.
Highest Clarity religion, as noted above, is built around transactions of
this fundamental cosmic power. The problem is that so long as this
power remains infinite and indefinable, it is by definition inaccessible to
human beings. Something is therefore necessary to bridge the finitude of
the human condition with the infinite depth of the numinous power of
the Dao itself. Such a bridge is to be found in the spiritual realm, the
realm in which the transactions of cosmic power concretely take place.

Shen fHl, a term conventionally translated as “spirit” or “spirits,” is the
essential concept for understanding the transactions of cosmic power.
Shen relates to an intermediary realm between the human body and the
unfathomable cosmic forces of the Dao. Spirits are never “ultimate reali-
ties” for Highest Clarity Daoists, only intermediaries between the person
and the cosmos. As such the spiritual realm comprises two aspects,
namely, the gods in the heavens and the spirits in the body. The basic
“spiritual” content of the Highest Clarity revelations is how the various
religious transactions forge effective connections between these two di-
mensions.

Broadly speaking, the term shen is used to refer to a specific configuration
of cosmic power. Thus whereas numen is used to refer to undifferentiated
and therefore mysterious power, “spirit” is used to refer to a configuration
or specific form of cosmic power that may be named and made accessible
to human beings. Such configurations of power are known basically as
“spirits” (shen) and are envisaged as being located in specific places within
the heavens or in the body, the various “grottos” which are understood
simultaneously as grotto heavens in the sky, mountain grottos on earth
and grotto chambers within the body. Spirits are thus the principal in-
termediaries between the Highest Clarity adept and the cosmic power of
transformation, traveling freely between these various dimensions of exis-
tence.

To make matters slightly complicated, however, Highest Clarity texts
generally restrict the term shen to the aspect of the spirits that resides in
the body. Conversely, spirits who are basically envisaged as maintaining
their principal residence in the heavens are most frequently referred to by
their titles as “Imperial Lords” (Dijun 77 #), which indicates that they
have a specific power or ability in a specific area, or authority over a spe-
cific domain in the cosmos. Generally, this book refers to such beings as
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“gods.” The point of the Highest Clarity revelations, however, is that the
“gods” of the heavens can become the “spirits” in the body, and it would
be wrong to try to create some fundamental distinction between “gods”
and “spirits.” Both are part and parcel of the same spiritual realm, which
is understood as a realm of communicative transaction between the body
and the Dao. Of these various Imperial Lords, perhaps the most sig-
nificant is the Imperial Lord of Great Subtlety (Taiwei dijun K7 &),
who dwells in the Palace of Great Subtlety (Taiwei gong K= ) and
has the power to confer upon the Highest Clarity adept the title of “per-
fected person.”

'The second aspect of this “spiritual realm” is, then, the various groups of
spirits who are visualized as having the power to transform the body from
within. These spirits are the Three Primes (Sanyuan —7JT), the Five Spir-
its (Wushen F1fl), the Eight Effulgences (Bajing /\5) and the Nine
Perfected (Jiuzhen JLE). Each Highest Clarity text stresses a different
scheme for relating the body to the heavens, and in the texts examined in
this book all four of these schemes are in evidence. The Three Primes are
visualized in the grotto-chamber in the brain; they are also each coordi-
nated with the three cinnabar fields (dantian F}+H) of the body. The Five
Spirits are coordinated with the five directions (the four cardinal points
plus the center) and the three cinnabar fields, plus the left and right of
the body. The Eight Effulgences are correlated with the eight nodes of
the solar year (the two equinoxes, two solstices and the intermediary
points). They are also replicated three times, each associated with the
three cinnabar fields, producing a group of twenty-four spirits. The Nine
Perfected are associated with the nine months of gestation and the nine
vital areas of the body. The net effect is that the revelations of Highest
Clarity developed a complex pantheon with various schemes for relating
these gods to the body.

In addition to this basic array of deities, there is one more class of
“spirit.” These are the gods who were already known about in Chinese
religions and who were incorporated into the Highest Clarity. These in-

clude the Queen Mother of the West (Xiwang mu P £ £}),"* who rules

“ In the Highest Clarity pantheon, the Queen Mother of the West was given a
new and exalted title: Primal Mistress and Grand Realized One of the Nine Numina
of the Tortoise Platform of White Jade (Baiyu guitai jiuling taizhen yuanjun = %58
BB RKESRITE; Schafer 1978: 390).



28 The Way of Highest Clarity

over an immortal paradise to the west of China; the Controller of Desti-
nies (Siming A]#7) who fixes the times of people’s deaths; and the Jade
Sovereign (Yuhuang F &) who presides over the various realms of
heaven. In addition to these deities we can also list two hypostases of the
abstract cosmic processes of yin and yang. These are the Mystery Mother
(Xuanmu 2.£}) and the Primordial Father (Yuanfu JT), the ancient
progenitors of human life (Robinet 1984: 1.129).

Since the point of this complex pantheon and its various correlations
with the body easily gets lost in the details, it is perhaps worth reiterating
that the goal of all of the Highest Clarity revelations is to give the adept
a deeper, fuller and richer grasp of the transformative powers of the cos-
mos. This is envisaged as ascending into heaven in broad daylight as a
perfected immortal, the ultimate transaction of cosmic power between
the adept and the Dao. This is achieved by enabling the deities to trans-
figure the vital processes of the body of the adept. The goal is life: a spiri-
tual, embodied life open to the possibility of constant transformation.

RELIGION

Given these contours of Highest Clarity theology and anthropology it is
inevitable that the themes of travel and vision should rise to the fore in
the various methods and practices that constitute the religious practice of
the Highest Clarity Daoists. The overall goal of the religion is to com-
municate: to interpenetrate and knit together the celestial spirit world
with the inner body world. This is achieved by effectively fusing together
the motifs of travel and vision into a form of meditation that bears a
strong resemblance to the practices of spirit mediums. Within the broad
category of spirit mediums in Chinese religions, it is possible to distin-
guish two separate movements. One is where the spirit enters into the
body of the human, taking over his voice, and communicating through
him either orally or through the use of a planchette or other writing de-
vice. The other is where the human’s spirit leaves his body and goes on an
ecstatic flight into the spirit world and communicates with the spirits
there." Both of these elements are present within the Highest Clarity

" The classic exposition of this latter form of spiritual communication is in the
Songs of Chu (Chuci %5, a region in southern China, attributed to Qu Yuan JRR
(ca. 340278 B.C .E ; see Hawkes 1959). Of particular interest here is the poem en-
titled Zhe Far-Off Journey (Yuanyou 3%§%), which describes the journey of the adept
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tradition. In the former case, spirits are envisioned as descending from
the sky to enter into the body; in the latter case, the adept visualizes him-
self ascending into the sky in the company of the spirits. Unlike the usual
tradition of spirit mediums, however, the product of this encounter is not
an ad-hoc message from the spirit world about a specific topic, but rather
a religious scripture to be copied down and transmitted to those qualified
to receive it.

For those living after the original Highest Clarity revelations, the goal of
the meditations is not to be a medium for new revelations. Yang Xi’s
revelations provide a wealth of material to help the adept forge connec-
tions with the spirit world, with the goal of transfiguring his body and
ascending to the stars. Yang Xi thus reveals a path, or pathways, to the
heavens, and that task of the adept is to follow in his footsteps. The ad-
epts are not, it seems, expected to record what they see and experience in
the way that Yang Xi did. Rather the experience alone of encountering
the gods through inner vision is in and of itself sufficient to begin the
process of transformation. In fact, merely having a copy of one of Yang
Xi’s texts goes some way to starting that process, one reason why the
texts were jealously guarded. It seems that the very act of visualizing and
engaging the celestial world contains within itself the possibility for
transformation, because the spirits are by definition configurations of
cosmic power.

But because the powers of spirits are configured in specific ways, not all
spirits can be expected to be effective in all circumstances. Thus the texts
reveal not simply the mechanism for visualizing the deities but also the
dates and times that the visualization can take place and the place within
the body that the encounter will focus on. When the systems of the body,
its organs and gods, as well as the cycles of the seasons and the orbit of
the stars and the planets are all brought into alignment, then and only
then can the visualization have the transformative power that the texts
promise. The Highest Clarity adept thus seeks out the specific configura-
tions of the various dimensions of the cosmos that will enable the specific
configurations of the cosmic power vested in the gods to be unlocked.
The religion is about communication, and communication is the key to
transfiguration.

up into the heavens. As he journeys towards the stars his body undergoes a spiritual
transformation.



2. Nature

Of the three categories under discussion in these opening chapters, only
the present one requires some prior justification. The reason for this is
that whereas the topics of vision and revelation are explicitly addressed in
the Highest Clarity texts themselves, the topic of nature is not. Highest
Clarity Daoists did not write lengthy disquisitions extolling the virtues of
nature, nor was Highest Clarity Daoism a type of “pagan” tradition that
venerated streams and mountains as gods." Nor were Highest Clarity
Daoists “environmentalists,” or people who cared about nature as a prob-
lem ethical or otherwise.

The topic of nature, then, is not explicitly significant within Highest
Clarity texts, and nearly everything that is discussed in the present chap-
ter has to be more or less inferred from the texts rather than directly ana-
lyzed within them. In spite of this, the Highest Clarity concept of nature
is vitally significant for the contemporary person who is attempting to
interpret those texts. The reason for this is that the underlying concept of
nature in Highest Clarity texts is so different from the modern scientific
view that it would be impossible for the modern person to understand
properly the religious concepts of vision and revelation without first
grasping the underlying framework of nature that they depend upon. Al-
though the compilers of Highest Clarity texts did not spend any time
explaining what nature was and how it functioned, this was not because
it was unimportant. Rather, they could assume that their audience under-
stood and shared their basic presuppositions about the ordering of the
natural world. Moreover, the specific revelations only make sense in the
context of that shared presupposition. Thus before we get to discussing

! In fact Highest Clarity Daoists seem to have avoided incorporating any of the
traditional nature gods into their pantheon. Since Highest Clarity Daoism emerged
in the milieu of the Southern Celestial Masters tradition, it is only to be expected
that it should reflect some of the anti-nature concepts of this apocalyptic tradition.
This anti-nature stance is most revealed in the Demon Statutes of Niiging (Niiging
guilii HHIE; DZ 790), which viewed the natural world as harboring a wealth of
evil spirits such as sprites associated with hills, trees, rocks, tigers, snakes and foxes

(see Nickerson 2000).
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what specifically these texts have to say, it is necessary to have some un-
derstanding of the shared background that the texts presuppose in their
audience.

There is a second, related, reason why it is important to start by looking
at nature. This is because the vocabulary used to translate the key con-
cepts of Highest Clarity theology into English is, of necessity, a religious
vocabulary that has developed within the Christian tradition. The con-
cepts of meditation, vision, gods and revelation are not of themselves
neutral terms but carry with them deep sediments of meaning from two
millennia of Christian (and post-Christian) history. In fact, when trans-
lated into English, the picture painted by the Highest Clarity scriptures
bears some remarkable similarities to Western religious traditions.

Yet, in order to be clear about what similarities and comparisons are le-
gitimate when the texts speak of gods and revelations it is necessary first
of all to understand that the fundamental background to these concepts
in the Highest Clarity tradition is radically different than anything that
emerged in the Abrahamic religious traditions. Already from the basic
discussion of gods and spirits in the previous chapter, it will be clear to
the student of comparative religions that the gods and spirits discussed in
Highest Clarity texts fulfill quite distinct roles when compared to divine
beings in other religious traditions. Similarly, although this book has al-
ready broached the concept of revelation, it will be clear to anyone with a
passing familiarity with Islam that this is not the same process as the
revelation of the Koran. Now although these types of comparisons are
very interesting, comparison is not the focus of this book. But in order to
make sure that these terms are being interpreted by the reader within the
same kind of context and framework in which they were created in me-
dieval China, it is important first of all to have that context and frame-
work firmly in place.

'The way to do so is to focus on a concept not explicitly thematized as
being of religious significance in the texts yet which is at the same time
vital for them. Such a concept is nature. Nature, one might say, is the
background to religion. To be precise, the shared web of understanding
of how the natural world operates functions as the backdrop on top of
which and in dialogue with which, religions layer their concepts of the
supernatural and the afterlife. Those religious concepts can only make
sense in the context of a shared cultural understanding of how nature and
natural life function. Religions differ from each other precisely insofar as
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their concepts of nature differ, for each religion must respond to the hu-
man experience of nature as it is expressed in that particular culture.
When that cultural view changes, as has happened in modernity with the
development of science, so also has the modern understanding of religion
changed.” Thus in order to reduce the possibility of eliding the Western
religious connotations of gods and revelations with those of medieval
China, it is helpful to focus first of all on the Highest Clarity concept of

nature.

NATURAL SPACES

Highest Clarity Daoism reveals a confidence in the absolutely formal and
regular nature of nature, that is, a faith in the Dao itself as a single gen-
erative principle within the cosmos. This principle of the singular Dao
guarantees the ultimate unity of the universe, ensuring that the whole of
nature conforms to a singular overarching pattern, envisaged as the bi-
nary cadence of yin and yang. But along with this principle of unity,
Highest Clarity Daoism also points towards the multiplicity within na-
ture. Here one can discern the idea of hierarchies of power within the
natural order. For although there is a singular dao, one underlying
rhythmic pattern to which the cosmos dances, there are a multiplicity of
powers within the cosmos.

'The Highest Clarity view of nature builds on earlier alchemical under-
standings of nature in which the earth was seen as harboring rare sub-
stances and minerals that could aid the adept in his quest for immortal-
ity. Highest Clarity texts do nothing to reject this view, but argue that
focusing on the properties of rare natural substances can only lead to the
prolongation of one’s ordinary life, a state known as “earthly immortality”
(dixian HI{l]). The Highest Clarity adept, however, wished to transcend
this earthbound state and be transformed at the very least into a “flying

> When people say that religion and science are opposed to each other, what they
in fact mean is that religion and science, insofar as they understand these concepts,
present opposing views of the natural world. Many people, rightly or wrongly, un-
derstand science as proposing a view of nature that by definition precludes the possi-
bility of any being transcending nature. For this reason they regard science and theo-
logical belief to be incompatible. On the other hand, since “spirituality” is a more
elusive concept than “god,” and does not so readily clash with the scientific view of
nature, moderns are content to accept the possibility of “spirituality” as compatible
with their overall understanding of nature.
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immortal” (feixian TR{IL) and, ideally, a “perfected person” (zhenren B

N).

One important pedagogical function of the Esoteric Biography of Perfected
Purple Yang is thus to indicate the relationship between these various
classes of perfection and the corresponding values of nature. Early in his
spiritual journey, Zhou Ziyang & 255 (Perfected Purple Yang), meets a
certain Huang Tai ¥ %%, who turns out to be the Immortal of the South-
ern Sacred Mountain. Huang Tai teaches Zhou about the arts of longev-
ity and provides him with a secret recipe to help destroy the three death-
bringers (sanchong — &), worms that live in the body disturbing the vital
organs. The recipe involves seven ingredients compounded and concocted
in an elaborate process. After receiving this method, however, Huang Tai
goes on to warn Zhou as follows:

My Daoist arts can only be taught to an Earth Immortal who is
delivered from his corpse, but they are not what a [future] per-
fected person such as yourself should study. I, however, am only a
Middle Rank Immortal and not worthy to be your teacher. (p.
126)°

'The message is clear. While the earth is infused with rare substances that
can, with suitable training, be concocted into marvelous elixirs of immor-
tality, they will never bring about the more radical transfiguration of the
body for which Zhou Ziyang was destined. Such a transfiguration cannot
take place on the basis of the ordinary (though rare) material substances
that are to be found within the earth, but only on the basis of a corre-
spondence with the celestial realms. Such a correspondence requires
Zhou Ziyang to enter into a wholly different mode of spiritual training,
one that is focused on encounters with divine powers in the hidden
spaces of the earth and the body.

In fact the ordinary world turns out to be full of such hidden places, and
Zhou’s increasingly intense spiritual engagement with the transformative
powers of the cosmos is thematized most clearly in terms of the various
spaces, that is to say, empty spaces, which he visits throughout his quest
for transformation. Although Zhou’s hagiography begins as a conven-
tional narration of someone’s life, as it progresses, it transforms in style
from a spiritual narrative more towards what could be called a “cartogra-

* Excerpts from texts translated in chapters five to seven are referenced by the
page number in this book. See there for details of the original text and quotation.
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phy of cultivation.” Zhou’s progress is peripatetic: it involves travel
through China’s sacred mountains. For example, in the central section of
the text, he visits a series of twenty-four mountains (see pp. 131 ff.). In
each location he receives a new teaching and makes progress along the
Way. The text details each location, the master he encounters and the
text he receives:

Next he climbed Mt. Taihua. He met Master Redpine of the
Southern Sacred Mountain and received the Book of the Highest
Mystery Perfected Lord.

Next he climbed Mt. Taiming. He met the Lord of the City of
the Nine Elder Immortals and received the Four Methods of Per-
Section of [Absorbing] Yellow Water and Moon Blossom.

Next he went to Mt. Heli. He met the Sovereign Person and re-
ceived the Perfect Scripture of the Eight Pure Ones [also known as
the] Supreme High Hidden Book. (p. 143)

'The importance of mountains as locations of the sacred is well known
throughout the Daoist tradition. Zhang Daoling, the founder of the Way
of the Celestial Masters (Tianshi dao KAM3E), the first formalized Dao-

ist religious movement) received his first Daoist revelation on MLt.

Heming #&M5 (1] in present-day Sichuan province, in 142 C.E.

He heard that the people of Shu were very pure and generous and
could easily be taught; moreover there were many famous moun-
tains in Shu. So he entered Shu with his disciples and dwelt on
Mt. Heming where he composed twenty-four volumes of Daoist
writings. He then concentrated his spirit and refined his will and
suddenly there were heavenly beings descending with a thousand
chariots, ten thousand riders and golden carriages with feathery
canopies drawn by countless dragons on the outside and tigers on
the inside. One was called the Archivist; another, the Child of the
Eastern Sea. They then gave Ling the newly emerged Way of the
Covenant of Orthodox Unity. (“Biography of Zhang Daoling” in
Biograpbhies of Spirit Immortals; see Campany 2002: 350)

From this revelation on Mt. Heming began the organized religious
movement that we know today as Daoism.

As the tradition developed, it began to formalize the relationship be-
tween mountains and the revelation of sacred texts. The Daoist literatus

Ge Hong (283-343) explained that

all noted mountains and the Five Marchmounts [the Five Sacred
Mountains] harbor books of this sort, but they are hidden in
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stone chambers and inaccessible places. When one who is fit to
receive the Dao enters the mountain and meditates on them with
utmost sincerity, the mountain spirits will respond by opening the
mountain, allowing him to see them. (Zhe Master who Embraces
Simplicity, Inner Chapters; Baopuzi neipian WHNFAE 19/336
quoted in Campany 2001: 134)

Mountains are important because they are the residences of spirits and
libraries of scriptures.* Consequently, many of these mountains are the
locations for Daoist temples (guan i) or altars (zan ), or serve as
homes for recluses and hermits. This is consistent across the Daoist tradi-
tion and a common feature of many religious traditions.’

In Daoist traditions in general, mountains are important in the context
of the overall geography of the natural world. The earth functions as a
supportive, biological matrix that delivers water, the vital biological fluid,
so as to support life. Water is created in the mountains and distributed
through the rivers. When water flows evenly and steadily, this is condu-
cive to life. When water flows too much or too little, this is conducive to
death. The landscape (in Chinese, literally, “mountains and streams”
shanshui |117K) stores processes and distributes water through the net-
work of mountains and streams.

'This understanding of the function of mountains within the “ecosystem”
of the landscape closely parallels the Daoist understanding of the body in
which, like mountains, the various organs store and process vital force,

*The association between mountain grottos and sacred libraries was formalized
when the Daoist scriptures first came to be compiled by Lu Xiujing (406-77). Lu
arranged them into three subdivisions that he termed grottos: the Grotto of Mystery,
the Grotto of Perfection and the Grotto of Spirit. These grottos were “grotto heav-
ens,” the repositories of the original texts, presided over by deities, who had trans-
mitted them to earth at various times and places. These three grottos were located in
the three major heavens, Jade Clarity, Highest Clarity and Great Clarity, each di-
vided into twelve sub-heavens, making thirty-six in total.

* From the perspective of the comparative study of religion, various explanations
for this have been offered, ranging from the mountain being the source of rivers, and
therefore fertility, to the mountain functioning as a sacred center, or axis mundi con-
necting the mundane world to the sacred world (see Eliade 1969). Even for the non-
initiate, mountains can be the sites of important spiritual experiences. As Diana Eck
(2005: 6213) writes, “For the pilgrim who is not an adept, a shaman, or an initiate,
the mountaintop still affords ecstatic vision. In the words of the great Chinese
mountain poet Hanshan, ‘High, high from the summit of the peak, / Whatever way
I look, no limit in sight” (Hanshan 1970: 46).
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which is distributed via the meridians. In Highest Clarity Daoism it be-
comes readily apparent that mountains are significant not for their majes-
tic size, or from the view one could get from the top, but because of their
analogy with the vital organs of the body. In fact the religious sig-
nificance of mountains derives from the empty spaces inside them,
known in Chinese as grottos or caverns (dong ilfl). Thomas Hahn offers a
wonderfully vivid description of mountain caves which connects them to

the workings of the body:

Despite a singular solidity, their physical permeability in terms of
air- and water-flow reflects the inner workings of the human
body. Blood equals water; air equals breath. Spermatic liquids
form pools; walls constitute shapes like inner organs or viscera.

(Hahn 2000: 695)

A further connection between mountain grottos and body spaces can be
seen in the term “grotto-chamber” (dongfang A7), which, in Highest
Clarity Daoism refers to one of the nine “palaces” or residences of gods
within the brain, in this case the residence of three deities, the White
Prime Lord, Lord Wuying and the Yellow Venerable Lord (Robinet
1993: 128). They are the three deities responsible for Zhou Ziyang’s as-
cension to the rank of Perfected Person, whom he successfully envisions
internally at the culmination of his tour of China’s sacred mountains.
Zhou’s biography thus links together the grottos of the sacred mountains
with the grottos inside his head.

'The Esoteric Biography of Perfected Purple Yang thus reveals a steady inte-
riorization of the spiritual journey. Zhou starts out with recipes for elixirs
of immortality, then moves to travel through mountains, then finally at-
tains the rank of perfected person when he realizes the internal visualiza-
tion of gods within the grotto-spaces of his own body.

'This emphasis on the traveling through the internal “grottos” of the body
is explicitly revealed in the Central Scripture of the Nine Perfected. Here
the focus is not on traveling to different geographic locations to meet
gods, but rather on visualizing different gods residing in different “grot-
tos” within the body, in accordance with specific “temporal locations”
marked by the conjunction of the various cyclical rhythms of the stars,
the sun and the moon. Take for example number three of the Methods of
the Nine Perfected:

In the fourth month, on your fate day and in the fourth month on
the jiawu and dingmao days, at the si hours (9 a.m. to 11 a.m.),



Nature 37

the Five Spirits, the Imperial Lord and Supreme Unity combine
and generate a great spirit. (p. 179)

In this case the particular conjunction of lunar time (the month), the so-
lar time (the hour of the day) and the sexagenary cycle of ten heavenly
stems and twelve earthly branches combine to indicate a specific hour in
which the various spiritual powers merge and enter the body.

A similar emphasis can be seen in the Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao also
contained in the same scripture. The first of these saying begins as fol-
lows: “On the first day of spring and the jiazi and yichou days of the first
month, in the early morning look to the north” (p. 201). The techniques
here are based firstly on the cycle of the earth around the sun, which in
the Chinese calendar is divided into eight solar nodes, corresponding to
the two solstices, two equinoxes and the four mid-points between them.
The text combines this solar calendar with the lunar calendar, the sexage-
nary cycle and the time of day, to indicate a specific moment when the
adept is to face in a specific direction and visualize a specific deity.

In these two examples, the particular conjunction of natural cycles indi-
cates, in effect, the temporal equivalent of Zhou Ziyang’s geographic
wanderings. Whereas Zhou Ziyang locates specific mountain grottos to
visualize the gods, here the adept is to locate specific temporal spaces.
Similarly these visualizations occur not in mountain grottos, but in the
spaces within the body.

'This points to another significant characteristic of grottos (whether in the
head or in mountains): the fact that the term dong {[fl, meaning grotto,
functions in much Highest Clarity Daoist literature as a substitute term
for its close homophone fong i, which means to connect, penetrate or
pervade.® Grottos are thus “connections” or empty spaces where the
heavenly world and the earthly world come into correspondence.” High-
est Clarity Daoists thus take the conventional Chinese view of mountains

¢ For this reason the Perfect Scripture of the Great Grotto (Dadong zhenjing Kl &
%) might equally be translated as the Perfect Scripture of Great Pervasion, or even
Book of Great Profundity (Robinet 1993: 97).

7 At the beginning of her monograph on Highest Clarity Daoism, Isabelle Robi-
net quotes a poem of Gaston Bachelard, the French philosopher of science, the
opening line of which is “Immensity is within ourselves” (Gaston Bachelard, La poé-
tique de lespace, trans. Maria Jolas; quoted in Robinet 1993: v). This sentiment is one
with which Highest Clarity Daoists would clearly have concurred.
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and grottos as sources of life-giving water and extend it to view moun-
tains as sources of divine revelation. Similarly they take the conventional
Chinese medicine view of organs linking together the circuits of vital
force within the body and extended it to view the organs as conduits to
the divine forces of the heavenly spirits.

Grottos and organs are thus not simply conduits for the transmission of
the vital forces of the body and the landscape, but locations of correspon-
dence between the earthly and the heavenly realms. Take for example the
tollowing stanza from the first Method of the Nine Perfected. Here the
adept is making an invocation to the Lord of Celestial Essence whom he
has visualized coming to sit in his heart. With the visualization in place,
the adept prays:

May your mouth spit out purple blossom,

To nourish my heart and concentrate my spirit.

As my crimson organ spontaneously becomes alive,
May I become a soaring immortal. (p. 173)

What is apparent here is that the communication between the god and
the adept is a kind of liquid penetration. The god is pouring out purple
saliva which is flowing around the adept’s heart. 'This communication,
effected via fluids, forms the basis of the adept’s prayer to become an
immortal. The visualization is thus not so much about the specific nature
of the god, or even the nature of the “purple blossom” but about enabling
a transaction of divine power in the form of purple saliva from the mouth
of the god into the heart of the adept. In effect the adept’s visualization
has opened a channel for the communication of divine force.

The correlation of external geological space and internal physiological
space is typical of the Daoist approach to nature in which natural images
are replicated and reformulated across a multitude of dimensions and
categories of life. Daoist hermeneutics seems capable of reaching across
seemingly disparate worlds and mapping layers of meaning over and
against and on top of each other. All this is with the aim of comprehend-
ing the multivalent, transfigurative character of the natural world, a
world of continuous transformation. The use of the term “grotto” for the
term “penetration” moreover indicates that there is nothing ultimately
discrete within the Daoist world. There exists within the natural world a
capacity for intense mutual penetration and correspondence. This capac-
ity, however, is hidden deep within the interiority of things. “The way to
ascend to the heavens in broad daylight” is paradoxically to be attained
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through the practice of internal meditation in darkness and shadow. The
grotto, that is to say, the interior space, is the location for transformative
communication between the earthly and celestial realms. The grotto is
dark and mysterious, but paradoxically a repository of revelations and
enlightenments. Grottos, both occipital and speleological, form the
spaces for transfigurative communication symbolized in encounters with
perfected beings and their sacred texts.

Yet although the natural world seems ripe with potential for spiritual
encounters, the reality is that such places and moments are extremely
rare. My argument here is that the rarity of these phenomena does not
mean for the Highest Clarity Daoist that they are in any way unnatural,
just unusual. This is a fine but important difference; a failure to grasp the
difference frequently is a stumbling block for those who have difhiculty
understanding the connection between so-called religious Daoism and
philosophical Daoism. Such people view philosophical Daoism as sup-
porting a kind of natural philosophy, whereas, to them, religious Daoism
seems to support a kind of magical philosophy, a world of unnatural
transformations. ‘This is nowhere more in evidence than in the attitude
towards death. Whereas Zhuangzi, for instance, seems to take the mysti-
cal high ground in the face of his wife’s death, “religious” Daoists seem to
want to cheat death, or change life into something “unnatural.” This
chapter has already made the argument that Highest Clarity Daoism
supports a faith in the fundamentals of natural law. Yet if this is the case,
how could it be that seemingly “unnatural” acts such as ascension and
transfiguration should be the object of the religious quest?

The answer to these questions lies in understanding the Daoist philoso-
phy of nature as both spontaneously transforming and also hierarchical.
'This is an unusual combination of views. The easier of these two elements
to grasp is the concept of spontaneous transformation (ziran H9X). Per-
haps one of the most famous examples of this is in the story in the
Zhuangzi of Ziyu, who in his old age, became so hunched over that his
abdomen was higher than his head.

“Do you resent it?” asked Master Ssu.

“Why no, what would I resent? If the process continues, perhaps
in time he’ll transform my left arm into a rooster. In that case I'll
keep watch on the night. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my
right arm into a crossbow pellet and T'll shoot down an owl for
roasting. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my buttocks into
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cartwheels. Then, with my spirit for a horse, I'll climb up and go
for a ride. What need will I ever have for a carriage again?

“I received life because the time had come; I will lose it because
the order of things passes on. Be content with this time and dwell
in this order and then neither sorrow nor joy can touch you. In
ancient times this was called the ‘freeing of the bound.” There are
those who cannot free themselves, because they are bound by
things. But nothing can ever win against Heaven—that’s the way

it’s always been. What would I have to resent?” (Trans. Watson
1996: 80-81)

It is tempting to read this story as advocating a kind of stoic response to
the vicissitudes of fate, focusing on Ziyu’s statement that “neither sorrow
nor joy can touch you.” But the story is saying far more than this. It is
not simply advocating detachment in the face of transformation; rather it
is celebrating the fact that transformation is the underlying principle of
nature. To live in accordance with the Dao means to live in accord with
the transformation of things, and to recognize that the very possibility of
life is also the very possibility of radical change. This is different from the
stoic who remains detached in the face of not being able to obtain what
he desires. Although the stoic has every reason to dislike change, he
manages to rise above it. But when Zisu asks, “Do you dislike it?” Ziyu
replies, “No, why should I?” The Daoist is thus different from the stoic
because he does not desire things to stay the same. Rather he positively
recognizes and celebrates the mutability of things.

'This view of nature as constant transformation links together the early
Daoist texts, the development of alchemy and Highest Clarity Daoism.
'The essential difference to be found in Highest Clarity Daoism is that its
practitioners focus on what they view as the particularly rare and unusual
instances of transformation. Moreover they have faith that the revela-
tions from the heaven of Highest Clarity constitute “true” or “perfect”
methods for achieving these seemingly impossible transformations. But it
would be a mistake to see these revelations as in some way “unnatural”
for they share in the same philosophy of nature as the raw power of
transformation as we find in the Zhuangzi and also The Way and Its
Power. 'The gods, and the methods they reveal, are not “supernatural” in
the sense of existing beyond the laws of nature. Rather they are to be un-
derstood as embodying even more powerfully and perfectly the same
transformative capacities that Daoists such as Zhuangzi saw latent
throughout the natural world. What is different is that the Highest Clar-
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ity gods and methods are secret and rare. The revelations from the gods
are abnormal, in the sense of being rare occurrences that not everyone
gets to see or understand. But their rarity does not make them unnatural.
Rather, in the view of the tradition, it makes them marvelous.

This then points toward another key element in the Highest Clarity un-
derstanding of nature. Nature is not thought of as “democratic” or “flat”
but rather as consisting of hierarchies of power arranged in a pyramid, so
that the most powerful entities and processes are also the rarest. Many
things in nature are common and ordinary, but some things in nature are
rare and marvelous. Both partake in the same creative possibilities for
transformation, but they partake in it unevenly. This is why there is
difference within the creative order of the natural world.

'This also explains why Highest Clarity Daoism is an esoteric tradition,
preserving as much as possible the details of its revelations within the
narrow circle of initiates. The methods must be kept secret, because na-
ture itself is secretive, keeping hidden the details of its creative spaces and
profound connections in the interiority of its mountain grottos and bod-
ily cavities. This element of secrecy and its connection to the revelation of
sacred texts is explained in further detail in chapter four. For now, how-
ever, it is important to see this emphasis on esotericism as a consequence
of the hidden possibilities for transformation that are contained within
the uneven, hierarchical distribution of power within the natural world.
No power within the Highest Clarity universe is “supernatural.” Cosmic
powers may be invisible, hidden, or celestial, but they do not stand out-
side of the ordinary creative processes with which we are familiar in eve-
ryday life. They are simply rarer and more marvelous.

At the top of this natural hierarchy, literally and figuratively, are the
heavens stretched out like a canopy rotating around a central axis. This
axis is known as the supreme ridgepole (zaiji K#%), an axis mundi con-
necting the cosmic zenith located at the pole star, all the way down to
the underworld, envisaged as somewhere underground in the north. The
heavens are conceived as the residences of gods, that is, the stars of the
night sky, or constellated patterns of cosmic power. These stars, along
with the sun and the moon, are connected to the earthly world in that
they mark out the time and the seasons through their various interlock-
ing revolutions. They are also connected to the human world through fate
(ming i), understood as the particular dispositions of cosmic power that
govern one’s birth and death. At the moment and place of birth the stars,
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that is to say the cosmic gods, are aligned in a certain way, thus disposing
the cosmos in a certain way toward that individual. Although the heav-
enly bodies move in a constant way, the seemingly infinite complexity of
their interactions produces the infinite variety of particularity and differ-
ence in terms of human life on earth. There is no evidence that Highest
Clarity Daoists ever viewed the infinite variety of life as the result of
chance. It is always the natural product of the regular, but complex, in-
teraction of the various systems of cosmic power.

'The Way of Highest Clarity thus regards humans as living in a space be-
tween the biological process of earth and the constellated spiritual powers
of the heavens. Within the hierarchy of the cosmos, humans rank above
the animal world, but below the heavenly world. But because natural law
is understood as a law of transformation, Highest Clarity Daoists believe
that it is possible to change one’s fundamental nature in an act of cosmic
transfiguration and, as it were, metamorphose from one’s earthly status to
that of a celestial being. Again it is important to understand that al-
though this involves transcending the ordinary givenness of human life in
a literal and metaphorical ascension to the stars, this is not, strictly
speaking, a supernatural process, because the heavens are governed by the
same laws of nature as every other part of the created order. Bodily as-
cension, though rare and wondrous, is understood as a wholly natural
transformation of the body that is open to anyone who had been initiated
into the scriptures and who has the dedication to pursue the methods
they detail.

NATURAL GODS

To understand more precisely how the tradition regarded the celestial
realm of gods and spirits as the part of the natural, rather than super-
natural, realm, it is necessary to examine the theology of Highest Clarity
in more detail. The key point here is that whereas in the Western tradi-
tions, the world of gods and heavens is understood as being supernatural,
that is to say, beyond the normal operation of the laws of nature, in
Highest Clarity Daoism, this is not the case: both gods and humans are
subject to the same universal law, the pattern of the Dao. In the classical
Abrahamic faiths, the reverse is the case. God is transcendent. Nature
exists in the way that it does because of God, whether nature is under-
stood as the divine “Word” of the Torah, the /ogos of Johannine theology,
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or in terms of the natural philosophy of Islamic scholasticism. In Dao-
ism, the opposite is true.

Nature, or to be more precise, human observation of natural processes,
provides the template for the theological imagination. Consequently
there can be no absolute disjunction between the processes of earth and
the processes of the heavens. The gods are significant because they em-
body the fundamental abstractions of natural processes even better than
human beings.*

But the second consequence of this (to Western thought) inverted view
of the relationship between theology and nature, is that personality is not
a strong feature of Highest Clarity Daoist gods. Although the tradition
has many anthropomorphic gods, these gods are not to be explained in
terms of their histories and actions, as are the various gods of the Hebrew
scriptures or Greek mythology. In the European and West Asian relig-
ious traditions what becomes important about the various gods is their
(all-too-human) characteristics: gods are important precisely for the per-
sonal qualities that they embody. Gods are loving, just, merciful, wise,
faithful, jealous, capricious, powerful, or treacherous. In short they are
analogous to human beings, and though they may have superhuman
powers they retain entirely human personalities. But in Highest Clarity
Daoism, my argument is that gods are important not because of their
analogy to humans but because of their analogy to nature. In particular,
the impersonality and impassivity of nature are the gods’ most powerful
attributes, and the higher up the pantheon, the more abstract, impassive
and inhuman the gods become. Gods are important not because they are
loving or kind, but because, as instantiations of the Dao, they are com-

¥ This helps explain why Daoism never developed a strong creation narrative
similar to the narratives of Genesis or Gilgamesh. There was no need to explain how
the gods created the natural world, because it was impossible to conceive of the gods
as existing outside or beyond those natural processes. For this reason many people
speak of the Dao, that is to say, the ultimate creative process of the cosmos, as being
an immanent, rather than a transcendent process, and offer a sharp contrast with the
transcendent deity of the Western traditions. Strictly speaking, however, the lan-
guage of transcendence and immanence cannot be applied to the Daoist cosmos
because such a language automatically implies the possibility of something existing
outside or beyond the natural world. Even to say that the Dao is immanent in nature
implies necessarily the difference between the Dao and nature, and such a view could
never be entertained within the conceptual vocabulary of Daoism.
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pelled to follow inexorably the fundamental laws or patterns of the cos-
mos.

To explain this argument requires investigating the connection between
religious ritual and natural law in Highest Clarity Daoism. Here it is im-
portant to distinguish two distinct religious strains that are evident in the
tradition: that of the bureaucratic theological tradition and that of the
personal religious encounter. Highest Clarity Daoism combines these
two emphases. The initial revelations of gods as described by Yang Xi are
often described in intimate terms like that of a marriage. However, as the
tradition developed, the influence of the bureaucratic tradition of formal
encounters with the gods came to the fore. The Highest Clarity texts dis-
cussed in this book clearly imagine ritual encounters with their gods as
formal, bureaucratic encounters, rather than personal, intimate unions.
Here is a typical example from the Yellow Venerable Lord of the Center’s
Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao:

On the day Spring Begins and the jia/zi] and yifchou] days of the
first month, in the early morning look to the north. There will be
purple, green and white clouds, which are the Three Pure Feath-
ered Clouds of the Supreme Three Pure Ladies. At this time the
Three Primes take the eight-bearer chariot, ascending to visit the
Supreme Emperor of Heaven. Following them you will see the
three-colored clouds. At this time you must visualize in your
mind knocking your head to the floor and striking yourself. Visu-
alize in your mind making four double bows, [then] present your-

self and beg as follows:

“A certain great-grandson has a degree of love for the Way and its
Power and has cultivated the [Way of] the Nine Perfected, puri-
fied his five spirits and has also brought about the perception of
the Imperial Lord of Heaven. Let it be recorded today that he has
had an auspicious encounter with the Three Prime Lords while
out on their travels and pleads to be granted the service of a char-
iot. He prays for the satisfaction of his desires.”

If you see the carriages of the Prime Lords three times, then you
will ascend to immortality in broad daylight and will have no fur-
ther need of visual meditation. Whatever [you desire] will be
granted. Practicing the Eight [Secret Sayings of the] Dao’s words
of blessing and obeisance are also like this. This is what is known
as the Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao. Only those who possess
an immortal register should hear about it. (p. 201)
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There are many interesting elements in this passage that are commented
on in detail in the translation, but for the present purposes it is important
to focus on the parallels with courtly ritual. The ultimate goal of this en-
counter is ascending to immortality in broad daylight. This is achieved by
being sent a “chariot” of clouds from heaven which will take the adept
back into the skies. The chariot is sent after a visual encounter with a
high-ranking deity who has the power to send the clouds. It involves
submitting before him, making a petition couched in formal court lan-
guage and having the details of the encounter officially recorded. Many
passages in the Highest Clarity Daoist texts evoke similar courtly themes
to this. Daoist adepts present petitions to the gods as one might do to an
emperor. The gods are addressed respectfully by their titles, as one might
address an official from whom one sought a favor. The gods are imagined
wearing courtly dress, living in luxurious palaces, waited on by servant
boys and girls. Highest Clarity Daoists also symbolize immortality in
terms of being ennobled by the court and presented with letters of title to
that effect.

From this analysis it might seem more obvious to interpret the heaven of
Highest Clarity by analogy with the imperial court, the gods by analogy
with emperors, and the religious ritual by analogy with courtly ritual. If
all this were true, then it would make more sense to say that the world of
Highest Clarity is an eminently human world, a personal and social
world, rather than a world of natural law and cosmic forces. In fact this is
precisely the stumbling block that many interpreters of Daoism have had
to deal with in attempting to see the connection between the natural phi-
losophy of 7he Way and Its Power and the bureaucratic, legalistic and
godly world of Daoist religion. In my analysis, what is at stake in this
question is how one understands the gods. If the gods are like human
beings, and the religious communications like personal correspondence,
then it is indeed difficult to connect Highest Clarity Daoism with the
natural philosophy of 7he Way and Its Power. However, it is my argument
here that Highest Clarity Daoism is indeed directly linked to the natural
philosophy of 7he Way and Its Power through the Daoist bureaucratic
theological tradition and that, as the tradition matured and developed
beyond the original revelations in southern China, the gods came to be
understood more by analogy with natural forces than human personali-
ties.
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'This is not to discount the absolutely significant role played by intimate
encounters with personal gods, such as those described in the Declara-
tions of the Perfected. Clearly such personal encounters aided in the ad-
vancing of individual causes with regards to the afterlife and can be un-
derstood proximately in social and personal terms. However, my argu-
ment here is that an equally important strand of Highest Clarity practices
envisages encounters with gods in an impersonal way that is concerned
with bringing about the full flourishing of the cosmos. In the practices
detailed in the texts in this book, the thoroughly personal and social rela-
tionships established between humans and the gods serve an altogether
metaphysical and cosmic purpose that transcends the mundane concerns
of the living and the dead.’

Consider, first of all, the purpose of the ritual, namely being assumed
bodily into heaven. This is conceived as an act within the realm of the
natural world, though it involves a radical transfiguration of nature, that
is to say reconfiguring nature so as to achieve some ultimate transforma-
tion. This process of natural transfiguration bears a close connection to
the alchemical tradition, which sought physical immortality through the
refining and ingestion of natural substances. Note further that ascension
is not a reward for moral activity: heaven is not a place where the good
are rewarded for their virtuous actions.

Ascension here is granted as a result of engaging and petitioning the
gods of heaven who live in the starry sky above to be admitted into their
fold. In short the text couches the transfiguration of nature in the form
and language of the court. To put it another way, the process of ascen-
sion should not be understood as a “natural” metaphor for some trans-
formation within the social realm. That would be a thoroughly modern
Durkheimian misreading of what the Highest Clarity adepts envisage
they are doing.'’ Rather, for the Highest Clarity adept, the courtly im-

’ Readers who are interested to learn more about the social world of Highest
Clarity religion should consult Bokenkamp (2007).

' To explain this concept further it might also be useful to make a distinction
between Daoist and Confucian ritual. The ritual of the Confucian court is bound up
in the importance of convention. For Confucian ritual theorists, such as Xunzi, what
is important about the world of human civilization is its pure conventionality. Hu-
mans manage their interactions through language and culture in ways that are wholly
arbitrary and independent of their natural forces and inclinations. Xunzi most clearly
argued this when he observed that rain falls independently of whether humans pray
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agery is the metaphorical element in this ritual; the deeper reality to
which it points is the transfiguration of nature. Nature is not a symbol for
some deeper social or spiritual reality; rather the courtly imagery is the
symbolic vehicle for the transformation of natural reality."!

'Thus while Highest Clarity ritual is proximately concerned with the so-
cial, legal and political ordering of the conventional world, it also aims
towards a higher religiosity. This higher religiosity is based on engaging
the seemingly implacable forces of nature that govern the fundamental
horizons of human existence, namely the processes of birth and death.
And while the ritual formulas for engaging with these processes bear a
strong resemblance to the court ritual of the Confucian state, the ulti-
mate goal is clearly Daoist, rather than Confucian, for the whole panoply
of ritual is directed towards human interaction with the powers of nature.

Secondly, it is necessary to consider more carefully the courtly way in
which the gods are described. Although the description of the gods can
be quite detailed—riding chariots, trailing clouds and wearing various
brocade vestments—nothing of this description is in any way personal.
Rather, it all related to official function: these gods are not personalities
but bureaucrats. Similarly the courtly ritual is not a personal encounter
but rather a form of official correspondence. Gods are not addressed by
their name, nor do they have any personal dwelling or personal charac-
teristics. They are addressed by their title, in their official residence, wear-
ing official vestments, about matters to do with their official function. It
matters not in the slightest who they actually are, if indeed these gods

for it or not. That is to say, the world of religion and ritual are, in his view, absolutely
distinct from the laws of nature. In this regard his views are similar to the Deists of
early modern Europe who argued that the providence and goodness of deity lies not
in the biblical god’s intervention in human salvation history, but in his providential
ordering of the laws of the universe so as to facilitate the overall flourishing of the
human enterprise. In Xunzi’s view, therefore, religious and courtly ritual is important
not because it influences the heavens to be more disposed to the specific needs of
human beings, but because of its effect in knitting together human societies in ways
that are, overall, productive. In this regard, his view may be compared to that of
Durkheim, for whom the ultimate object of religion is not any putative god or gods
but rather society itself.

" The supplementary question that this raises is why did the practitioners of
Highest Clarity deem it necessary to construct and imagine their ultimate religious
goal in these terms? The answer must be sought in the social-historical reality of the

world of Highest Clarity practitioners.
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have any individuality to them. The only thing that matters is their
official capacity.

Here the connection to nature becomes even more evident, for what dis-
tinguishes the function of someone in an official capacity and someone in
a personal capacity is that the bureaucrat is compelled by his official na-
ture to function in accord with the laws of the bureaucratic system of
which he is an element. Without the system he has no official capacity at
all; in such a case he would simply be an “ordinary person.” But what
gives the bureaucrat his power is that that he is not acting as an “ordinary
person” but rather he subsumes his personality within his official func-
tion, thus becoming ideally “faceless.”

Highest Clarity adepts do not generally call on the gods by their personal
names, or pray to them as one’s “heavenly father,” but address them by
their official title: “Imperial Lord” or “Supreme Unity.” Whereas an im-
portant element of devotional religions is the intimate encounter between
the adept and the god, calling the god by name, seeing his or her face
and entering into a relationship based on love, this is precisely the oppo-
site of what this bureaucratic aspect of Highest Clarity religion desires.
'The last thing that an adept wants is for the gods to exercise their power
as a result of personal grace and favor. Should the gods start acting on
the basis of whim or individual personality, the universe would become
entirely capricious, and the religion would be indistinguishable from
popular Chinese religion where people pray for good fortune in the gam-
bling house. Yes, the gods are imagined as superhuman beings, but they
are largely understood as impersonal, faceless and dispassionate super-
human beings who, unlike the wholly personal Buddhist bodhisattvas, do
not operate on the basis of sympathy or compassion with the suffering of
mortal humans.

Consider more closely the way in which the adept in this passage prays
for the “satisfaction of his desires.” He does not ask the god for mercy or
for some kind of special treatment. He simply asks the god to recognize
that he has done what is required of him. He has cultivated his person,
purified his spirit and visualized the gods. The basis of his request is thus
that he is officially qualified and legally entitled to achieve immortality.
'The purpose of the petition is thus not to beg the god for mercy, but to
recognize and validate the legitimacy of the petitioner’s actions. The god
has no choice in this matter inasmuch as he is discharging his official
function as a celestial bureaucrat. He has to comply with the request be-
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cause it is made in accordance with what is legally required. But unlike
the earthly bureaucrat who is carrying out the law that is the expressed
will of the sovereign or, in a democracy, the expressed will of the people,
the celestial bureaucrat is carrying out the law of the Dao. 'This law is not
the expression of divine will but simply the law of nature, understood as
the economy of cosmic power that governs the transactions between
Daoist adepts and the heavens.

This points to another fundamental distinction between Chinese and
West Asian theology. In the West Asian theological system, the god of
the Bible and the Koran expresses his divine power through his will. In
the Torah, the Biblical god chooses to be the god of the Israelites just
because he decides to choose them and not others, and issues laws that
the Israelites have to comply with in return for being the chosen people.
In the Koran, similarly, humans must submit to the divine will as ex-
pressed in the revelation to the Prophet precisely because it is the expres-
sion of the divine will. There appears, however, to be no such possibility
for voluntarism in Highest Clarity Daoist theology.'? There is a law, but
no lawgiver; and there is a creation, but no creator. Thus in such a sys-
tem, although gods may have the appearance of humans and may act in
ways that bear a formal correspondence to human actions, the underlying
principle that governs these gods is not personality or humanity but
rather impersonality and the natural law of the cosmic economy.

As already noted, this “impersonality” does not describe the whole range
of human-divine encounters within the Highest Clarity tradition. "
Highest Clarity Daoism emerged as a synthesis of southern Chinese
spirit-medium religion with Daoist visions of nature and bureaucracy and
thus incorporates many different kinds of theological approaches. How-
ever, in this historical religious synthesis the impersonal bureaucratic tra-
dition played the dominant role, and the intimate encounters of spirit-

" Indeed, if possessing a personal will is a requirement for the definition of god-
hood, then in Highest Clarity Daoism we are not dealing with gods at all, and the
word “theology” cannot apply. However, this strongly personalist and voluntarist
reading of deity is not the only way to read gods in general, or the Abrahamic god in
particular. The difference, however, is that while voluntarism is a legitimate theologi-
cal option in West Asian theologies, it is not at all in Highest Clarity Daoist theol-
ogy.
B For a discussion of Highest Clarity spirituality that more clearly falls within
the rubric of intimate spiritual encounters, see Kroll (1996) and Bokenkamp (1996).
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mediums such as Yang Xi with Highest Clarity goddesses were not spiri-
tual ends in themselves. By the time of Zhu Ziying’s preface to the Per-
fect Scripture of the Great Grotto, the tradition had become firmly located
within the impersonal metaphysics of the Dao.

Highest Clarity Daoists thus employ the rich web of courtly ritual and
legalistic language in order to address themselves to and effect some
transfiguration within, the vital power of the cosmos. To do so requires
first of all conceiving of the vital power of the cosmos as functioning ac-
cording to some law or principle and, secondly, that that principle must
contain within itself the notion of correspondence or reciprocity between
the human world and the cosmos. The latter principle establishes the
possibility of effective engagement with the ultimate forces of the uni-
verse—that they are in some way disposed to respond to human activity.
'The former principle establishes the possibility of some kind of formulaic,
systematic engagement with these forces of the cosmos, rather than the
ad hoc activities of unstructured popular religion.

These two principles form the condition for the possibility of Highest
Clarity religious ritual, that is to say, universal formulas for effective cor-
respondence with the divine. Ritual prescribes the basic formula or tem-
plate for correspondence between the adept and the god, a correspon-
dence conceived as a formal encounter. The formality, or formulaic na-
ture, of ritual is key because it ensures that the personality of the individ-
ual and, indeed, the personality of the god are entirely irrelevant to the
process of spiritual transformation. Again, this is exactly the opposite of
the “personal spirituality” of the modern West, in which the personal
beliefs and moral feelings of the individual are key to the successful relig-
ious life. But in Highest Clarity Daoism, individual belief and feeling are
subsumed under the systematic, equalizing power of ritual formulas. The
precise nature of these rituals is considered in the next chapters, but for
now the focus is on what this reveals about the concept of nature.

'The Highest Clarity view of “natural ritual” points towards a view of na-
ture not as a collection of objects, but rather as a collection of powers
who extended their influence through a variety of pathways or “daos.” To
return to the earlier discussion of fluids and solids, Daoists generally hold
fluids to be the foundation of nature, which operates according to the
binary rhythm of yiz and yang, a view that goes back to the Zhou dynasty
Book of Changes (Zhouyi J&15)). The basic principle of yin and yang is that

of an eternal, immutable correspondence, which is exactly the same pre-
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supposition for imagining religious rituals as pathways of fluid communi-
cation between the various elements of the cosmos. But how exactly are
yin and yang understood as key phases within the fluidity of nature? A
treatise on yin and yang in the Yellow Emperor’s Internal Classic, Simple
Questions helps to explain these categories:

Heaven arose out of the accumulation of yang; the earth arose out
of the accumulation of yin. Yin is tranquility, yang is agitation;
yang creates, yin stimulates development; yang kills, yin stores.
Yang transforms influences, yin completes form. (Unschuld 1985:

283)

'This extract demonstrates that yin and yang are not understood either as
objects, or, indeed, as forces, but as modes of activity. When the text de-
scribes yang as “agitation,” and yin as “tranquility” it means that when
considering the dynamics of action there are always two modes: activity,
which means extending influence or power outwards; and tranquility,
which means receiving external influences and absorbing them internally.
Tranquility here does not mean that nothing is going on; rather it means
that no external projection of force is happening. When something is in
its yin mode it is “completing form,” which means it is absorbing and
processing the external influence that it has received.

When a stone is thrown into a pond, the water first exhibits activity as it
responds to the stone with waves. This is yang. As time passes, however,
turbulence subsides and the water gradually returns to its normal state.
This is yin. Another way of thinking about this is in terms of breathing.
Yang is exhaling, or expiration; yiz is in inhaling, or inspiration. The na-
ture of yang (expiration) is thus to transform something else, whereas the
nature of yin (inspiration) is to receive and store form. When yang and
yin are put together then we begin to see nature as a dynamic process in
which influence or power is constantly being extended outwards and ab-
sorbed internally. The result of this constant processing or exchanging of
power is what we call nature, that is, the fluid world of change. Nature is
thus conceived as correspondence and transformation, just like the ritual
exchanges of bureaucratic Daoism.

Since nature is thus the visible result of the constant dynamic of ex-
change, this immediately makes it clear why correspondence is so impor-
tant in the Highest Clarity Daoist world. Without correspondence—the
mechanism of extending influence and being influenced—there can be
no dynamism; without dynamism, there can be no life. And from this
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definition it follows that life can only be understood as transformation,
the constant exercise of power between correspondent “entities” and the
transformation of those “entities” by this process of correspondence.

Furthermore, for the Highest Clarity adept, the significance of nature
does not lie in any particular form that it has achieved, that is to say, any
particular “entity” but rather in the spaces in between forms, that is to say
the channels of influence and media of exchange that make the dyna-
mism of nature possible. In other words, the spaces between things make
this correspondence and transformation possible. Without space, there
would simply be inert matter, or “dead stuff.” With space, there can be
the possibility of correspondence, interaction and transformation.

ABSENT NATURE

Investigating the philosophy of nature in Highest Clarity Daoism thus
takes us from the ordinary phenomenal world through the hidden con-
duits of communication to the heart of the transformative power of the
cosmos, to the Way itself. A theme repeated throughout the texts of
Highest Clarity is the importance of emptiness, or empty space, as the
location of creative transformation. Take, for example, the sermon that
Zhou preached when he received his title:

The [part of] heaven [where there is] nothing is called space. The
[part of] the mountain [where there is] nothing is called a grotto.
The [part of the] human [body where there is] nothing is called a
[grotto] chamber. The empty spaces in the mountains and organs
of the body are called grotto courts. The empty spaces in human
heads are called grotto chambers. This is how the perfected take
up residence in the heavens, the mountains and human beings.
When they enter the place of nothingness, a grain of rice could
contain Mt. Penglai and embrace the sixfold harmony [of the
cosmos], yet heaven and earth would not be able to contain them.

(p. 152)

'This sermon demonstrates that the nature of space and the relationship
between nothingness and emptiness constitute the chief pre-occupation
of the newly perfected person. Whereas Buddhist metaphysics conceives
of emptiness in terms of ontology and psychology, it is clear that this
Daoist metaphysical teaching dwells on the existential, locative nature of
space. The spaces of the heavens, the mountains and the body are all
alike. They partake in the same character of nothingness (wu ) which is
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precisely what enables them to be places of residence (chu Jiz) for the per-
fected.

Zhou Ziyang’s progress along the Way, therefore, is an encounter with
nothingness, which takes place in emptiness. The spaces in the moun-
tains enable him to encounter the teachers who reveal texts to him. The
spaces in the body enable him to visualize the gods of his body. The na-
ture of this Daoist nothingness or empty space is that it transcends all
place, or as the text puts it, “a grain of rice could contain Mt. Penglai and
embrace the six harmonies, yet heaven and earth would not be able to
contain it.” Empty space is thus a space of connection, enabling the
communicative reciprocity between the various dimensions of the uni-
verse and consequently the transformation of things.

'This understanding of the creative significance of empty space is corrobo-
rated in the Preface to the Perfect Scripture of the Great Grotto. Although
the majority of this text can be read as a philosophical reflection on the
correlation between the Way and the revelation of scriptures, the open-
ing stanzas begin by considering the significance of absence and nonbe-
ing:

Now, the Way is born from nonbeing, secretly harboring a multi-

tude of numinous powers, which no-one can fathom. Spirits con-

dense in the void, marvelously transforming in myriad ways with-

out bounds. In the darkest depths, there is an essence, serene and

stable, which shines out light. This great mystery is infinite,

reaching across the void, preserving stillness. This is called the

“Great Grotto.” (p. 213)

Zhu Ziying, the Highest Clarity patriarch who composed this preface,
here defines the Way in terms of three key elements: nonbeing (wu ),
emptiness (xu i) and mystery (xuan 2%). It is important to understand
these key images. All three refer in some way to the idea of absence that
Zhu Ziying holds to be at the center of things.

The concept of the absence of being is familiar throughout Daoism and
can be traced back as far as The Way and Its Power. Chapter eleven offers
the most familiar and fullest description of this nonbeing:

Thirty spokes are united in one hub.

It is in its [space of] emptiness,

where the usefulness of the cart is.

Clay is heated and a pot is made.



54 Nature

It is in its [space of] emptiness,
where the usefulness of the pot is.

Doors and windows are chiseled out.
It is in its [spaces of] emptiness,

where the usefulness of a room is. (Moeller 2007: 27)

These images all point to a relationship between the empty space and its
enclosing object. The object depends on the empty space for its form and,
thereby, its “usefulness.” 'The insight offered by Hans-Georg Moeller,
however, is that this “structural blueprint” depends on the concept of en-
closure, something that surrounds the emptiness. This then points us
figuratively towards the concept of rotation. The form surrounds, that is,
revolves metaphorically and literally around the empty space that it en-
closes. This concept is clearest in the image of the wheel, with its spoke
rotating around an “empty” hub, but it is also true in terms of the pot,
which one can imagine being spun on a potter’s wheel and also by exten-
sion the walls of the room “rotating” around the empty space.

Moeller is drawing on the insight of the Chinese scholar, Pang Pu [ f}
(1995), into the genesis of the cosmological term xuan 3 conventionally
translated as “mystery” or “darkness.” Pang argues that this term origi-
nally referred to a “whirling,” as one can see pictographically in the Chi-
nese character. This came subsequently to mean a “deep or dark mystery”
when it was used to describe the downward spiraling of water. Putting
these two insights together, we can begin to see that the root image of
the Dao is thus something like a downward swirling void, around which
things come into being.

Returning to Zhu Ziying’s metaphysical pronouncements, we can detect
this “swirling void” in three dimensions. Firstly, the Dao itself is under-
stood as the ontological predication of being on the swirling void of non-
being. All the beings that exist depend for the existence on the ontologi-
cal absence (wu fE) on which they are predicated.

Secondly, this ontological absence entails a locative emptiness (xu Jif),
that is to say, the concrete form of empty spaces throughout the universe.
In Highest Clarity Daoism these “empty spaces” are understood as con-
duits for spiritual powers. Spirits reside in these “vacuums,” which is to
say that the hidden powers of the cosmos exercise their transformative
capacity in these interstitial spaces, the various “emptinesses” of caverns
in nature and cavities in the brain. Without these empty spaces, spiritual
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transformation and creativity could not take place; there would simply be
inert matter.

Thirdly, this relationship between being and nonbeing, between presence
and absence, is understood as the “great mystery” (taixuan K3%) or “vast
cosmic swirling” of the Dao. This combination of stillness and splendor,
darkness and light, is, for Zhu Ziying, summed up in the term Great
Grotto or “Vast Pervasion.” The “vast pervasion” is the one no/thing that
unites all forms together: all beings are predicated on the same nonbeing;
all presences are predicated on the same absence; all forms are predicated
on the same emptiness. Emptiness pervades all beings, uniting them in
the one “great mystery,” the abysmal, swirling, metaphysical absence of
the Dao itself. This, then, is the hollow root of nature, the empty source
in which all beings partake, continuously communicating power and
effecting transformation among the myriad creatures of the cosmos.



3. Vision

'This chapter focuses on the religious significance of inner vision in High-
est Clarity Daoism. It examines the visualization techniques that are pre-
sented in the Esoteric Biography of Perfected Purple Yang and the Central
Scripture of the Nine Perfected.

'The Esoteric Biography of Purple Perfected Yang contains a spiritual quest,
in which the protagonist, Zhou Ziyang, eventually brings about a vision
of all three of the Prime Lords: the White Prime Lord, Lord Wuying
and the Yellow Venerable Lord. As a consequence he receives the title
and status of a Perfected Person. The previous chapter discussed this
quest in terms of Zhou’s progress through China’s mountains, eventually
arriving at the culminating vision in the “Empty Mountain” (Kongshan

ZE D).

Zhou’s spiritual journey, however, can also be analyzed in terms of the
mode of vision that he practices as much as the objects, or gods, that he
manages to visualize. As Zhou makes spiritual progress, he practices
more and more subtle techniques of visualization. While the Biography
does not explain in detail what those techniques were, it gives a fine pic-
ture of how they are effective in one person’s life. Conversely, the Central
Scripture of the Nine Perfected provides detailed instructions how to prac-
tice the visualizations, but does not give an overall picture of their effect
upon a person. By analyzing each text in terms of the other, we can de-
velop a fuller picture of the process of transformation in an ideal Highest
Clarity Daoist life. Together, the two texts demonstrate that practitio-
ners developed a repertoire of visualization techniques that rival the
(much later) practices of Tibetan Buddhism in their sophistication and
complexity. They integrate a bureaucratic view of the heavenly pantheon
with mystical experience, aesthetic beauty, metaphysical speculation and
the alchemy of the body into an overall experience of spiritual transfigu-
ration.



Vision 57

A HIERARCHY OF VISION

The chief spiritual innovation of Highest Clarity Daoists was to formu-
late a distinct hierarchy of various forms of visual meditation as religious
practice. This hierarchy operates along two tracks. The first track distin-
guishes between different modes of vision, ranging from dreams (meng
£7), to visual perception (jian ), inner sight (neishi PIfi) and finally
transfigurative visualization (cun f£). Each of these different modes of
vision matches, on the second parallel track, a different object of vision,
ranging from demons through Daoist immortals to the highest gods of
the pantheon. The more sophisticated the adept’s mode of vision, the
higher ranked within the pantheon its object. The assumption is that the
most powerful spiritual forces in the cosmos are the most obscure and
require the greatest subtlety to see.

Conversely, once the adept has managed to engage in a visual encounter
with one of these high-ranking deities, he is able to appropriate some of
the deity’s spiritual power and bring about a transfiguration of his own
body into that of a perfected being. A key feature of the Highest Clarity
revelations is to specify the precise details associated with becoming a
perfected person in terms of the technique known as transfigurative visu-
alization (cun 1%). Other modes of spiritual vision are valuable but only as
intermediate steps. This is amply demonstrated in the Esoteric Biography
of Perfected Purple Yang, which shows the various methods of visual medi-
tation in a hierarchical order, culminating with that of transfigurative
visualization. It is thus worthwhile reviewing the way the biography ar-
ranges the other types of spiritual vision into a hierarchy.

'The biography opens with a preface which aims to show how the text
came to be recorded by Hua Qiao #f&, a Daoist who served in the Xu
household but was eventually replaced by Yang Xi. His story begins with
a dream:

All of a sudden he saw in a dream a horde of demonic spirits. He
was wandering around with them, drinking and eating. Qiao got
completely drunk on the wine that the demons were drinking
with him. When he returned home he threw up everything that
he had drunk and eaten. (p. 107)

Through this unwanted vision, Hua Qiao comes increasingly under the
spell of the demons. This first encounter is clearly disturbing enough,
entailing a violent physiological reaction, but as time progresses, the de-
mons compel Qiao to introduce them to more and more talented people.
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The reason for this is that they want to obtain power over these people,
thus gaining their insight and wisdom; however this has the dreadful
consequence of causing some of these people to die.

This story sets the stage for the subsequent Esoteric Biography because it
raises the possibility that dreams, or alternate modes of vision, function
as a kind of interface between the spirit world and the human world. In
this case, Hua Qiao’s first dream is a literal inversion of the ideal. De-
mons from the underworld invade his consciousness, taking over his will
and commanding him to work for them. Their arrival is sudden and un-
expected, suggesting that it could happen to anyone. As a result he is
effectively enslaved by the demons, which results in mayhem and death
around him. In contrast to this, the techniques of visualization revealed
in the Central Scripture of the Nine Perfected portray Highest Clarity visu-
alizations as a conscious, disciplined and timely fusion of the spirit and
human worlds, resulting in the orderly transformation of the body.

Eventually Hua Qiao seeks professional Daoist help and manages to get
out of the demons’ grasp. Later in life he has another dream, this time, of
the two Daoists Zhou and Pei, who instruct him in Daoist arts. The text
explains that Zhou wrote his own biography, but Pei did not finish his,
hence we have the biography of Zhou Ziyang (Perfected Purple Yang)
but not of Pei. This second dream is clearly a more positive story than the
first, in that Zhou and Pei instruct him in their life stories and in various
Daoist texts, but it is clearly not the highest or most ideal form of Daoist
vision. It mirrors the events of the earlier story in that Zhou and Pei ap-
pear unexpectedly to Hua Qiao. The latter seems not to be in control of
this situation either—there is no suggestion that he does something to
deliberately provoke the vision of Zhou and Pei. Nevertheless, in contrast
to the earlier wholly negative invasion of his mind by terrestrial demonic
powers, this time he is graced with the appearance of celestial beings and
receives positive teachings.

'This mini-biography presents dreams as a type of vision in which spiri-
tual forces command the attention of the individual. These spiritual
forces could be demonic or benign, but in either case the individual is at
the mercy of the spirits he sees. The cautionary aspect of the tale not only
explains how Hua Qiao came to record the biography of the Purple Per-
fected Yang, but also sets the stage for the main story of Zhou Ziyang’s
transformation. It suggests that in dreams, humans are not in charge of
their consciousness and are thus susceptible in a very normal sense to vis-
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ual encounters with alternate dimensions of reality within the cosmic
hierarchy. It suggests that these visual encounters are real, that they pos-
sess some kind of efficacy or power and can function positively or nega-
tively, depending on who gains access to the individual’s consciousness.
'The Highest Clarity revelations, by contrast, seek to place the individual
Daoist in the spiritual driving seat, so to speak. They seek to engender
visions of deities at specific times and places under the control of the
adept. Intentional vision is like a dream in that it opens up access to the
spiritual world with a concrete transformative effect upon the subject, but
is unlike a dream in that the subject is in control of the vision and does
not appear as a character in a sequence of events under the direction of a

third party.

'The Esoteric Biography of Perfected Purple Yang then presents Zhou'’s grad-
ual steps towards sharpening his power of effective, intentional vision.
The first step lies in recognizing hidden signs within the ordinary world.
For Zhou this involves learning to recognize his first teacher, Huang Thai,
through the appearance of his eyes:

Each time that Lord Zhou had heard of methods of immortals,
he had been told that immortals’ pupils were square; though
Huang Tai’s external appearance was threadbare, his eyes were

square and his face bright. (p. 114)

Before going into the specific details, it is possible to make a general ob-
servation that those who achieve any level of success along the Way of
Highest Clarity have in some way to disguise what they have achieved.
Huang Tai does not look like a distinguished person in terms of his
clothing or his status, yet Zhou Ziyang learns to look beyond these to
discern some unadvertised spiritual quality. Note however, that this spiri-
tual quality is not totally internal. Highest Clarity Daoists do not believe
that spirituality is wholly an inner, intangible, non-material reality.
Rather, Huang Tai’s spirituality can be physically observed in his shining
face and square eyes.

Moreover, as Zhou Ziyang makes progress along his Daoist path, he too
changes his physical appearance, even to the point of rendering visible his
internal organs. Though it would be correct to say that Highest Clarity
Daoist transformation is an internal transformation, this does not mean
that it has no external consequences. Rather it seems to mean that the
external consequences have to be disguised. The biography of the Central
Yellow Venerable Lord at the beginning of the Central Scripture of the
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Nine Perfected makes a similar comment in a more abstract way: “He was
disguised by purity and hidden by subtlety.” This suggests that his pure or
simple appearance (sz %) functions as a kind of cloak that kept him hid-
den, or at least prevented his being recognized by ordinary people.

The consequence of this Highest Clarity principle is that the first step
along the path of visualization is to learn how to see the things that are
spiritually significant and how to avoid being distracted by things that are
not. This theme of learning to discriminate should not be confused with
classical Indian theories of discrimination between phenomenal existence
and ultimate reality. The Daoist goal is not to disclose the full glory of
essential reality that lies somehow hidden beneath the veil of surface ap-
pearances, but rather the recognition that perfection and subtlety are ine-
luctably linked together. It is thus in the nature of gods, sages and per-
fected beings to be unobvious.

The social consequences of this view are clear. Daoists who focus increas-
ingly upon the subtle and the hidden do not fit into conventional society
organized around the public manifestation of propriety in social relation-
ships. To the consternation of his father, the young Zhou got up early in
the morning to absorb the dawn g¢i. The text says:

His father considered this strange and asked him what kind of ac-
tivity he practiced. Lord Zhou remained kneeling for a long time,
then replied: “I, Yishan, deep in my heart love the splendor of the
sunlight and its eternal radiance. This is the only reason why I
worship it. (p. 111)

Even worse than this strange activity, the young Zhou disdains the visit
of an important official who is said to have some knowledge of Daoism.
To have a high official visit one’s house would be a great honor for the
family, but Zhou does not come out to meet the man. Finally his father
forces him to greet the distinguished visitor, but when he attempts to
engage Zhou in conversation about the Dao, the latter refuses to partici-
pate in a dialogue. This implies that the high official is not a genuine
seeker of the Dao. He is someone who has achieved high distinction ac-
cording to the conventional way of viewing things—but from Zhou’s
perspective he is not even worth speaking to.

'The third type of unconventional behavior is that Zhou distributes alms
to the poor anonymously. As the text puts it, he “privately accumulated
good merit and bestowed acts of loving kindness” on the local popula-
tion. The emphasis on virtue in the early stages of Zhou’s career is sig-
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nificant precisely because it is irrelevant in the later stages of his career. It
seems that a moral disposition is regarded as an essential foundation for
an aspiring Daoist, but only so long as he is an aspirant. This can be ex-
plained by considering that the concept of morality on view here is one
that disdains the outward display of wealth. Thus Zhou is not so much
being a virtuous person as being a secretive person. To be more precise,
his virtue lies in his secrecy: he refuses to talk to the high official; and he
refuses to let people know that he was distributing his wealth. In these
latter two cases, Zhou is developing his powers of secrecy, learning to
deprecate the outward appearance of others and, conversely, to disguise
his outward appearance. By learning to “disappear,” he makes his first
steps towards seeing Daoist teachers.

'The “virtue” practiced by the young Daoist is thus not the conventional
virtue associated with Confucian China or official society, based on the
reciprocal relationships between the various ranks of society. Rather he is
practicing the Daoist virtues of secrecy and subtlety. This relationship
between external appearance and internal meditation is made clear in the
tollowing summary of his behavior: “He had no truck with fame, but en-
gaged in subtle meditations” (p. 111). Here the text construes fame or
reputation (ming 44) as the opposite of subtlety (wei ). The difference
between the two is that former makes clear its significance on the out-
side, whereas the latter keeps its significance hidden on the inside. Pro-
gress along the Highest Clarity hierarchy of vision requires a decreasing
emphasis on the outward reputation and an increasing focus on the inner

subtlety.

In the Esoteric Biography of Purple Perfected Yang, this involves visiting
various mountain grottos, meeting gods and receiving texts. The term
used is the standard Chinese word meaning “see” or “perceive” (jian F.).
By emphasizing this act of perception, the text implicitly acknowledges a
fundamental aspect of gods and other spiritual beings, namely that they
are normally invisible. While this aspect of the spirits might seem obvi-
ous and shared by most religious traditions, Highest Clarity Daoists take
it to be not simply an interesting characteristic of deity but a defining
mark. There is a deep theological reason why the spirit realm should also
be an invisible realm: the inverse relationship between power and visibil-
ity. “The more powerful, the less visible,” is clearly a fundamental axiom
or absolute presupposition of Highest Clarity theology.
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Consequently Highest Clarity spirituality has everything to do with the
immensely difficult task of making gods visible. As Zhou travels through
mountains he manages to seek out and perceive various gods. At each
stage he receives some Daoist text, a symbol of his successful “revelation”
or “discovery” of the god. But as the text makes clear, even though Zhou
is able to “perceive” these various gods, this is insufficient to bring about
his transformation into a perfected person. The final stage of his journey
requires a higher form of vision, a paradoxical form known as inner vi-

sion (neishi N1R).

Inner vision refers to the visual perception of the inner workings of one’s
body. It is the hallmark of Highest Clarity meditation techniques and
fuses together the visual perception of invisible deities with the alchemi-
cal tradition and the bureaucratic tradition. The basic premise is that
gods may be visualized inhabiting the internal “grotto chambers” of the
brain. The effect of this visual perception is either explained alchemically,
in terms of stimulating a corresponding transformation within the organs
of the body, or bureaucratically, in terms of elevating the rank of the
adept within the celestial pantheon. In either case the result is the same:
the adept’s body is transfigured, and he ascends to heaven as a perfected
person. Below, this chapter examines in detail the methods of visualiza-
tion and the alchemical and the bureaucratic forms of ascension. First,
however, it is important to explain the general characteristics of this type
of “inner vision.”

At the culmination of his journey, Zhou is advised to “go back and look
inside [his] own grotto chamber” (p. 148). This formula expresses a sig-
nificant contrast with the type of visualization that he engaged in earlier.
Previously he was traveling through mountains and viewing gods in the
“grotto chambers” inside mountains. Now he is supposed to “return” and
look within his own grotto chamber. This indicates a change in focus
from some kind of external visual perception to something that requires
returning within oneself and focusing on what is internal rather than ex-
ternal. Zhou heeds these instructions and “closed his eyes and looked
inside himself for a good while long” (p. 148). Clearly this type of inner
observation does not occur through the eyes. It is an imaginative observa-
tion, akin to dreaming in that it takes place within oneself rather than
externally, but in which the adept is fully conscious and fully in com-
mand of his faculties.
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'The Highest Clarity scriptures, in particular the Central Scripture of the
Nine Perfected, detail various techniques for this type of inner vision of
gods within the grotto chambers of the brain. They also introduce a tech-
nical term for this inner vision, which needs to be carefully explained.
The term is “transfigurative visualization” (cun {£)." In the scriptures that
are being discussed in this book, this term makes an early appearance in
the Esoteric Biography of Perfected Purple Yang in the following sentence:
“He had no truck with fame, but engaged in subtle meditations and in-
evitably stimulated [the gods] he visualized” (p. 111).

The final phrase indicates an important characteristic of “visualization”
that sets it apart from the other types of perception that have already
been discussed. Visualization does not simply record an observation of
something, but rather brings it about. It intentionally causes the object of
vision to appear before the mind’s eye. The consequence, in this particu-
lar case, is that Zhou “inevitably stimulated” (i gan /&) whatever he
visualized, which means that he not only brought the god into vision but
also had some sensible effect upon it. The Chinese term “stimulate” or
“affect” (gan J&) is part of the binome ganying & which indicates rela-
tionship of stimulus and response or correspondence between two things.
Zhou is not only successful in bringing about the vision of the god but
also in entering into a relationship of correspondence or cause and effect
with the god.

'In the translations, this term is simply translated as “visualize.” However, as
Schafer (1978: 387) notes: “Here #sun [cun] is used as a transitive verb, taking the
divine being whose appearance is desired as its object. It would be inadequate to
translate this word as ‘visualize™: the adept’s efforts produce more than a mental pic-
ture. The word means ‘to make sensibly present,” ‘to give existence to'—almost ‘to
materialize.” Schafer generally translates the term as “actualize,” emphasizing the
concrete quality of the visualization. Although Schafer is absolutely right to recog-
nize the inadequacy of the word “visualize” to translate the technical term, I have
chosen to retain the word because it emphasizes the visual nature of Highest Clarity
meditation in a way that “actualize” cannot. Moreover, the term “actualize” give the
impression that the power to cause gods to appear lies entirely within the will of the
individual adept whereas the texts under discussion here indicate that this power
arises as a result of the particular disposition of the cosmos. The adept cannot simply
bring about the visualization of the gods whenever he or she chooses. Rather, this
can only take place at certain times or facing certain directions.
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Why should visualization entail an effect beyond the act of observation
itself? A clue to this can be found later in the same text. In the story of
Huang Tai, there is a discussion of the technique of visualizing the Three
Ones, also known as the Three Primes, at the eight nodes of the solar
year. This technique is explained in detail in the Eight Secret Sayings of the
Dao in the Central Scripture of the Nine Perfected. In the Esoteric Biography
of Perfected Purple Yang, however, the technique is simply summarized in
the following sentence: “At each of the eight nodes of the solar year,
visualize them [i.e., the Three Ones]. On the one hand you will then
eliminate myriad harms; on the other hand your body will be indestructi-

ble” (p. 117).

'This sentence indicates in greater detail the consequences of visualization
(cun 17),? namely, to protect the body from harm and make it indestruc-
tible. Visualization is thus something more than the mere perception of
subtle phenomena. It is, in fact, an act that brings about a specific conse-
quence or effect. Visualization does not simply observe; it involves the
practitioner in a relationship of cause and effect or stimulus and response
with the object visualized. Since in this case the object of vision is a spirit
or god, that is to say, a specific configuration of cosmic power, the act of
visualization is more than simple passive observation, but rather engages
the god in a creative relationship. Visualizing the deity is thus not the
same thing as observing or perceiving it. It is a transaction within the
economy of cosmic power, the success of which may be confirmed by the
experience of transformation within the body.

TRANSFIGURATIVE VISION

'The type of vision advocated in the Highest Clarity texts can thus be de-
fined as “transfigurative visualization.” The term “transfiguration” denotes
the transformation of the appearance of something into a higher or more
spiritual state. It is a cross-cultural phenomenon and is an appropriate
category for describing the process of transformation brought about by
Highest Clarity visualization. This section aims to analyze the nature of
transfiguration in the texts under examination and to provide a theoreti-

*Its root meaning is something like “to be located” or “to be present” in some
specific place. In modern Chinese it commonly appears in the binome cunzai F1E
which means “to exist.”
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cal understanding of why visualization is thought to entail the transfigu-
rations described in these texts.

'The specific form of transfiguration that is of interest to Highest Clarity
Daoists is the transfiguration that entails the ascension of the adept into
the heaven of Highest Clarity. Such an ascension is thought to be possi-
ble only for the adept who is in a transfigured state. Before examining the
details, it is helpful to place the concept of transfiguration within the
broader theme of transformation, which is a hallmark of Daoist cultiva-
tion in general. Daoist hagiographies are in general replete with such
moments of transformation as the adept makes progress along the way.
'The Esoteric Biography of Perfected Purple Yang is no different. Early in his
life, before attaining the transfigured state of a perfected person, Zhou
began to experience various changes in his body. The first type of change
falls generally within the category of “superhuman” powers:

Within five years he could see beyond a thousand %, his body be-
came so light that he could [jump] over ten zdang and walk five
hundred /i per day. He could make himself visible or invisible,
present when seated and disappeared when standing. (p. 130)

The type of transformation in the first sentence is relatively mundane.
Having telescopic vision and being able to travel vast distances in a short
space of time is basically an extension of the ordinary capacities of human
beings and does not constitute a fundamental violation of the laws of na-
ture. On the other hand, making oneself invisible appears to be a more
serious violation of the general conditions of human existence. In High-
est Clarity Daoism, however, visibility and invisibility are not such
straightforward categories. The hallmark of the tradition seems to be that
these categories are in fact fluid, or at the very least susceptible to ma-
nipulation by the seasoned adept.

Zhou is becoming experienced in the manipulation of these categories,
shifting the way others perceive him and the way he is able to perceive
others. Although from a modern Western perspective there seems to be a
fundamental difference between having extra-powerful vision on the one
hand and being able to make oneself invisible on the other, this is not
apparently the case for the Highest Clarity Daoist. Both types of activity
represent Zhou’s gradual diffusion of the conventional boundaries that
separate humans from their environment.
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In effect, Zhou is becoming a more “translucent” being, someone with
less rigid boundaries between self and world. In a more “dissolved” state,
it would be simple for Zhou to see or travel across vast distances. Zhou’s
superhuman powers thus do not represent a total violation of the funda-
mental ontology of the Highest Clarity universe; they are emphatically
not regarded as “magic.” Rather they are an indication that the assump-
tions made by human beings about the fundamental ontology of nature
are in fact directly correlated to their visual capacities. Whereas Western
theologians debate the existence of gods, Highest Clarity Daoists debate
their appearance: where, when, how and to whom they became visible.

'This intriguing emphasis on translucence is even woven into the alchemi-
cal tradition as it appears in Zhou’s biography. When he follows an al-
chemical recipe designed to kill the three death-bringing worms in the
body, the practical result is that his skin becomes less opaque and more
transparent: “He swallowed the shu-herbs for five years and his body pro-
duced a glossy sheen so that it was possible to see right through to his
five organs” (p. 123). 'This story further emphasizes light and vision in the
fact that the herbs have to be dried in sunlight, and Zhou has to face the
rising sun when he takes the pills that he has concocted. Although this
story is more clearly reminiscent of Ge Hong’s Biographies of Spirit Im-
mortals who seek immortality and transcendence via natural products, the
emphasis on sunlight makes it clearly valuable to Highest Clarity Dao-
ists. From these early episodes in Zhou’s life, therefore, it is clear that the
tradition values connections between transfiguration, light and vision.

'This connection is more fully revealed in Zhou’s biography when he be-
comes a more advanced practitioner and sets his sights not merely on
physical immortality, but rather on the transfiguration of his body and
his ascension to the rank of perfected person. This indicates a correlation
between the hierarchy of vision and the hierarchy of transformation:

If you see the White Prime Lord then you will manage to become
a Lower Perfected of three thousand years. If you are able to see
Lord Wuying then you will become a ten thousand year old mid-
dle perfected. If you are able to see the Yellow Venerable Lord
then you will reach toward equality with heaven and become an
upper perfected whose name is listed in the Golden Terrace. (p.

148)

'This passage indicates that the rank that the adept can expect to achieve
in the heaven of Highest Clarity is directly related to the title of the dei-
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ties that he is able to perceive. It assumes that the very act of perceiving a
higher-ranking deity entails a higher degree of transformation and thus a
higher status within the heavenly realm. Ordinary mortals who are un-
able to see these deities will be excluded from a majestic afterlife. Those
who manage to see these gods will be rewarded with a higher status, such
as “upper perfected” rather than “middle perfected,” and also a longer life
of “ten thousand years” rather than “three thousand years.” This indicates
that the transformation envisaged in Highest Clarity Daoism is not sim-
ply about status within the heavenly realm. Status is also accompanied by
material benefits, here described as the length of years that one could
expect.’

VISUAL DETAIL

Being able to see the gods is evidently the key to bringing about an expe-
rience of transfiguration in Highest Clarity Daoism. From this principle
it follows that the scriptures are, in part, be devoted to describing what
these gods look like so that the adept can be sure of recognizing them.
Here is a typical description of a god from the Esoteric Biography of Purple
Perfected Yang:

The White Prime Lord was dressed in a brocade of cinnabar and
jade and a padded cloak of cloud-like gauze. He radiated white
light, vermilion inside, [like] streams of radiance reaching into the
sky. He projected his glorious spirits as mystical yellow [light]
pervading the void. On his waist he wore the Badge of Supreme
Numinous Essence; he was girded with the Writ of Mystery
Prime for Scattering Demons; on his head he wore the Creation

Headdress for Summoning Dragons. (p. 147)

This description emphasizes in poetic language the luxury of the White
Prime Lord’s vestments together with the symbols of his office. The
overall impression is that the White Prime Lord is a high official dressed
in rich fabrics, a powerful being who has all the symbols appropriate to
his status. However, it is also important to understand the distinctive
characteristics of this description. First of all, one must note the empha-
sis on light. If Zhou Ziyang manages to achieve the translucence of his

* Note also that this is further evidence that the transfigured state of the Daoist
perfected is not a total negation of the natural world. The perfected person is not, in
fact, eternally immortal. Rather he is described as existing in a rarefied state for a
very, very long time. Nothing, it seems, can transcend the Dao.
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skin, the White Prime Lord is clearly in a far higher category of being.
'The passage describes him as someone who was not merely transparent,
but also positively luminous, radiating light upward to the sky and
downward to the spirits in the body. He is a god whose luminescent be-
ing pervades the void, connecting the heavens and the body. His radiance
also demonstrates his connectivity. Just as light has the quality of being
emitted from one place towards another, so also this god seems to extend
his being to connect with the various dimensions of the cosmos.

Accompanying this emphasis on light is a description of various colors.
'The Highest Clarity world is a polychromatic world, where the colors
serve not only as embellishments to the visions, adding a quality of rich-
ness to the emphasis on light, but also as distinguishing markers. Various
gods are associated with various colors and this aids in their recognition.
Of the texts examined in this book, the Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao,
part of the Central Scripture of the Nine Perfected is perhaps the most em-
phatic about colors associated with various deities who are envisaged at
different times of the year. Here is an example, from the Fourth Secret
Saying:

There will be red, white and azure clouds, which are the three

Pure Clouds of the Fusang Imperial Lord. At this time the

Fusang Imperial Lord rides the carriage of the shining eightfold
path, ascending to visit the Palace of Supreme Subtlety. (p. 204)

Here the three colors of the clouds serve to mark the appearance of the
Fusang Imperial Lord. On other occasions, different colored clouds are
associated with different gods. The colors thus help to identify the god in
question and serve to teach the adept what to look for, as well as, pre-
sumably, to confirm to the adept that he is being successful in his vision.

‘Thirdly, it is worth noting that the luxury of the gods’ vestments is de-
scribed in ways that are visually compelling and refer to light. One could
take the phrase “a brocade of cinnabar and jade” simply to mean a cloth
that is rare and precious, but that would be to ignore the particular quali-
ties of cinnabar and jade. Cinnabar is precious not simply because it is
one of the base materials for concocting an elixir of immorality, but also
because of its distinctive deep red color. Similarly, jade is precious not
only because it is rare, but because of its hue and luster. The brocade
cloth that the White Prime Lord is wearing is thus luxurious because of
its sheen and its color, which again are important as visual clues for the
adept. None of these descriptions conveys the sense of smell or touch.
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Rarely do they mention sound. These descriptions are principally visual
descriptions, both the result of visions and thus the guide to successful
future visions.

METHODS OF VISUALIZATION

Having surveyed some general characteristics of Highest Clarity visuali-
zation, it is necessary to examine in detail the methods of visualization
contained in the Central Scripture of the Nine Perfected. The text contains
two complementary methods, the Method of Nine Perfected and the Eight
Secret Sayings of the Dao. The objective of both these methods is the
transfiguration of the body into that of a perfected person. The overall
program of these methods is the sequential visualization of deities over
the period of a year.

The texts indicate when and how to see the deities, describing their ap-
pearance and title. But the texts have one basic difterence. The Method of
the Nine Perfected explains the effects of seeing the deity in alchemical
terms: visualizing the deity causes a transformation to occur within the
various organs of the body. The consequence at the end of the series of
nine “perfections” is that either the adept will have already ascended into
heaven, or upon death he will suffer no trauma in the underworld and
instead be reborn as a perfected person. The Eight Secret Sayings of the
Dao, by contrast, explains the effect of visualization in more courtly
terms. The god who is visualized is in fact an intermediary deity who
takes the adept to see a more senior deity. While in the presence of the
senior deity, the adept is able to make a formal petition to be trans-
formed into a perfected person. When the adept has made all the correct
petitions, his case is approved and the title granted. At this point a char-
iot appears take him into heaven.

One important feature of both these methods is that of following the
correct sequence, which entails coordinating with the calendar. A key
element of the methods lies in revealing on which days and at which
times the adept should perform the visualization and, in the case of the
Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao, which direction the adept should be facing
to visualize the deity. The significant cycles are the solar and lunar cycles.
The methods make reference to specific days within particular months,
which in the Chinese calendar, involves corresponding with the actual
waxing and waning of the moon. The methods also make reference to the
twenty-four nodes of the year, which is a different cycle altogether, based
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on the solar calendar. By calculating and coordinating these various cy-
cles the adept thus arrives at the particular temporal conjunctions that
enable the visualization to take place. This emphasis on coordinating
with the calendar suggests once again that the visualization is a technique
that involves harmony with the cycles of the natural world. The gods to
be visualized do not completely transcend the processes of the material
world, existing in some thoroughly abstract eternity, but rather operate
synchronously with it.

'The importance of coordinating the various cycles and directions gives a
clue as to the way that visualization functions. Visualization is not just
about the singular effort of the adept: the adept cannot compel the deity
to appear simply by intending him in his mind’s eye. Rather it seems that
when the various cycles of the cosmos are in alignment the adept has a
rare window of opportunity to visualize the deity, and when he does so
the deity cooperates by performing whatever actions are necessary to help
the adept achieve his goal of perfection. This is reminiscent of the discus-
sion in the previous chapter, which argued that the Daoist universe could
not be divided into “natural” and “supernatural” but rather “common”
and “uncommon.” In this case also, the act of visualizing the deities is
clearly something special, but not transcendent or supernatural. It may
happen in the ordinary course of events but only when the various cycles
of the cosmos fully cooperate and the adept sincerely intends it. At such
moments the adept has the opportunity in effect to make a request and at
such moments the cosmos is disposed to reciprocate.

The two tables on the following pages summarize the correlations that
are specified in the Method of the Nine Perfected and the Eight Secret Say-
ings of the Dao.
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Table of Correlations for the Method of the Nine Perfected

Month  Day* Time Organ Title Qi color
Jiazi, Great Lord of
1 d Heart Purpl
Jiaxu awn e Celestial Essence e
3 Binosh -9 Joint Great Lord of Whit
ingshen a.m. oints Enduring Jade ite
Bingwu, Great Lord of
4 9-11a.m.  Fluid Yell
Dingmao am e Primordial Birth erow
; 3 t Lord of
6 ]mc/yf:n noon Liver Great Lor . © Green
Wuyin Green Radiance
Great Lord of
Three,
7 G 9-11 am.  Spleen Nourishing Green
engwu
& Radiance
Fifteen, Great Lord of Five-
8 3-5 p.m. Lungs .
Gengshen Upper Prime colored
Ninet Great Lord of
9 reteen 5-7 p.m. Kidneys reat Hore o Blue
Wuxu Mystery Yang
0 Twenty- Gall ng}rea\.t Lord Five-
tvsfo, . noon bladder ean.ng colored
Xinsi Luminescence
T _
.wenty Ancestral Lord of
11 eight, 9-11a.m. Head . Purple
o Imperial Glory
Bingzi

*The dates are generally, though not always, given according to the sexagenary
cycle designated by the binomial combination known as the heavenly stems and
earthly branches.
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Table of Correlations for the Eight Secret Sayings of the Dao

Date, Time Direction  Colors Intermediary Deity Final Deity
Spri'ng Purple Supreme
Begins p p
E gl ’ North Green Three Primes Emperor of
. White Heaven
Morning
‘l;etlr;il()x Northeast glz 1211‘: Heavenly Lord of Great  Highest Jade
I\/E]idnigh’t Yellow Subtlety Emperor
Perfected Person of the
Summer Purple Inner Palace attached to Purple Subtle
Begins, Northwest  Azure the Lord of Highest PalaIL)ce v
Dawn Yellow Perfection in the
Supreme Ultimate
Summer Red Supreme
]S)o:‘s;;ce, Southeast X\;};‘tj Fusang Imperial Lord Subtlety Palace
. . High Perfected
Autumn White Lzl Ui Lo One of the
. attached to the
Begins, West Red S Mystery
upreme Perfected .
Dawn Purple Emperor in the
Person
Jade Heaven
Highest Imperial Red
Autumn Purple Lord attached to the Lady of the
Equinox, South Red Highest Perfected Nine Numinous
Dawn Yellow Person of the South Powers
Pole
Winter Green Lt(:rdhhg}zeril P;Itin;rdtl Jade Emperor of
Begins, Southwest  Purple Elac. © P Of : d ST the Highest
Dawn Azure arity Fertecte Nine Heavens
Person
Highest Perfected
Winter Vermilion  Person of Great Vacuity Great Subtle
Solstice, East Turquoise  attached to the Jade Heavenl Lo?(]i
Dawn Yellow Concubine of the Great Y

Empyrean
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'The Highest Clarity visualization practices build on the ancient Chinese
theoretical foundation of correlation and reciprocity. The act of visualiza-
tion at the right time and in the right place functions as a kind of stimu-
lus (gan /&) to which there is corresponding response (ying ). In this
way the visualization is a two-way process or, in fact, a reciprocal transac-
tion between the adept and the deity. The adept does not just “see” the
god who is simply sitting there waiting to be seen, but rather the adept
visually actualizes (cun %) the specific correspondence that the cycles of
the cosmos make possible at those specific moments. The act of visualiza-
tion takes advantage of the possibilities for reciprocal communication
(tong 38) that seem to be opened up when, like the combination lock of a
safe, all the cycles come into marvelous alignment with each other.

Considered in this light, visualization is thus about unity, rather than
difference. While the complex cycles of the natural order produce the
stunning variety of difference and transformation within the cosmos, it is
also the very same cycles that offer the possibility of connecting the vari-
ous dimensions within the natural realm. At such moments of connec-
tion the adept can see, that is, be visually united with, the higher dimen-
sions of the cosmos that are normally hidden from him.

The Method of the Nine Perfected

'The Method of the Nine Perfected is a sequence of nine visualizations that
takes place over a year and is a classic method of Highest Clarity Dao-
ism. Each of the nine sequences is roughly similar to each other and be-
gins by explaining the date and time on which the visualization is to oc-
cur. At this specific time, “the Five Spirits, the Imperial Lord and Su-
preme Unity merge into one great spir