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The Daoist Consecration of the Renwei Temple (Guangzhou):
From a Village Shrine to a Daoist Temple

Lai Chi Tim

Abstract

Local Chinese temples are places for the village community not only to
worship their popular gods and ancestors but also to hold large scale sacrificial
ceremonies for the deities” birthdays, organize various activities like plays and
shows to thanks the deities, and processions and circumambulations of the
deities’ statues around the village. Above all they contribute to community life
and the manifestation of a local culture, functioning to assemble and rally the
people.

Due to the rapid growth and expansion of urban areas as well as the fast
economic development of China, only two organized forms of traditional
worship now survive in Chinese rural areas.

While one form of worship is organized by the patriarchal clans at their
ancestors’ shrines, while the other is related to the popular temple of the area.
Both types of worship activity have suffered to different degrees from the
transformations that have affected contemporary China, and the integration
of the worship activities of the patriarchal clan into rural communities has
weakened.

On the other hand, since the Ming and Qing dynasty, the worship of
the Northern Emperor Beidi (also called the True Warrior or the Mysterious
Celestial Emperor) has spread far and wide in popular village temples. In the
Pearl River Delta region, the worship of the Northern Emperor was one of the
most important beliefs during the Ming and Qing dynasty. Many scholarly
historical studies have been published on the Pearl River Delta during this period
and the development of local temples dedicated to the worship of the Northern
Emperor.

Those studies demonstrated that the dissemination of the worship of the
Northern emperor in rural areas was related to the fact that the government
considered this deity as belonging to the list of orthodox deities. This recognition
thus helped forge a local cultural tradition centered on the deity.

The present article, however, argues that further inquiries need to be done
in order to determine the factors involved into the wide spread of worship of
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the Northern Emperor. Is the accreditation of the Northern Emperor by the
government as an orthodox deity the strongest reason that contributed to its
development? How was the deity accepted and transformed into a popular god
by the local communities? Does the worship of the Northern Emperor represent
a regional characteristic of popular religion of the Pearl River Delta region?

The worship of the Northern Emperor in the Guangzhou area does contain
the characteristics of an important popular belief. Furthermore, independently
from the influence of an orthodoxy of worship promulgated by the government,
the local culture also had a strong impact on the dissemination of this belief
system. As a consequence, the development of this worship was influenced by
Daoist talismanic and incantatory practices, which spread around the worship of
the Northern Emperor.

The present article takes as example the case of the Renwei temple (formerly
called the True Warrior temple or Northern Emperor temple) in Pantang village
in the Lizhi district of Guangzhou. The study focuses on the historical process
involved in the transformation of this rural popular temple into a Daoist temple
of the city of Guangzhou.The analysis of the history of this temple clearly
demonstrates that, in pace with the rapid transformation of China’s rural areas,
worship at popular temples integrates with the communities around them and
adapts to changes and urbanization.

Since 2003, the Renwei temple’s status has changed from that of a village
temple into an officially registered location for Daoist activities under the
jurisdiction of the Guangzhou Daoist association; the temple is now supervised
by the Daoist abbot who was trained in the Sanyuan gong, who manages all the
affairs of the temple as well as ritual activities of worship. Originally managed
by the local old people’s association who were in charge of internal affairs and
organization of popular festivals for the deity’s birthday, the temple is now
directed by the city’s Daoist association.

Keywords: Daoism in Guangzhou, Beidi (Northern Emperor), Renwei temple,
Pantang village, urbanized Daoism, Contemporary regional Daoism



