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Living Redactions:
The Salvationist Roots of Daoist Practice
in Central Hunan*

David J. Mozina

Abstract

This article examines the nature of “secret instructions” (mizhi 8 / % &)
or “secret transmissions” (michuan FME /) %1% ) at the heart of many
local Daoist lineages. It shows that mizhi texts are not rigid codifications
of core liturgical knowledge preciously maintained down the generations
of a lineage, but are instead active processes of redaction—“living
redactions.” Mizhi texts are intertextual; they are like fabrics woven and
rewoven from various strands of cosmological theory and liturgical know-
how drawn from sometimes surprising sources. This article pulls on the
threads of a particular mizhi text used by a local Zhengyi Daoist lineage
currently practicing thunder rites in north-central Hunan. It discovers
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that their Daoist mizhi text is substantially rooted in a seventeenth-
century text likely related to Xiantiandao X% (Way of the Anterior
Heaven), a salvationist movement devoted to the unity of the Three
Teachings—Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. That seventeenth-
century text was later widely used in spirit-writing altars as it circulated
around south and east China. We shall see how certain cosmological
theories and inner-alchemical methods articulated by this text made their
way into the esoteric liturgical teachings of a Daoist lineage in rural
Hunan by means of a creative redaction of the lineage’s mizhi by one of
its nineteenth-century masters. And we shall see how the mizhi text he

created continues to be redacted today.
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