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                  Taiwan’s working class & religion


The 4 main religious influences in Taiwan’s working class society are Traditional Religions, Taoism, Buddhism and Confucianism. Certain Christian ideas have also crept in as well. The first thing we need to say though is that most Taiwanese working class, indeed most Taiwanese are not totally committed to following any one of these. Whilst it may be helpful to have learned about Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, Confucian and Taoist philosophy you are unlikely to find people who have studied them, and if they have you will probably find their understanding differs a lot from what you have read. None of these religions or philosophies has any clear systematic theology and they rarely demand exclusive commitment of their followers. As a result you will find followers of traditional religions (worshipping gods, ghosts and ancestors and believing in hell) who are also Buddhists (worshipping Buddha and believing in reincarnation). Some of these may also believe that the teachings of Christianity are also good. The contradictions that seem obvious in such a set of beliefs are not a huge problem to most Taiwanese.

An additional complication is that many Taiwanese will describe themselves as Buddhists but this is in fact a misleading description. They may actually have very few religious beliefs or follow a mixture of traditional religions. Most have never read a Buddhist scripture or gained even a simple understanding of Buddhism, though they may worship idols of the Buddha along with other gods. A real Buddhist in Taiwan will probably attend special Buddhist meeting and go on retreats to temples or retreat centers such as Buddha Light Mountain. People also describe traditional Taiwanese temples as Taoist. This also is misleading. People who worship at these temples are worshiping a whole hierarchy of traditional gods who may be mythological or historical figures or even rock and tree spirits. They rarely are interested in or know anything about the type of Taoist philosophy that has become trendy in the West and have probably never read Lao Tzu or the Tao Der Ching.

Let’s think then of some of the typical religious beliefs you might encounter:

 Family A: Not all that religious. Rarely talk about religion. Have lots of superstitious practices but can’t really explain what is behind them. They have an ancestor shelf with a Buddhist idol in the living room. They make daily offerings to their ancestors out of a sense that it is the right thing to do and expresses filial piety. To be honest they are not all that sure if the offerings do go to feed the dead ancestors. They will make offerings outside the house on certain special days (New Year, ghost month etc) and at their ancestors’ graves during the tomb sweeping festival. However, their motive for doing so may be to fit in with what neighbours and relatives are doing rather than out of a genuine belief in its necessity.

Family B: Very involved in the local temple around which their social life revolves. The family ancestor shrine in the living room may have an expensive idol that is regularly taken to the main temple to be blessed. They make offerings outside their house once a month and also on certain special days. They go to the temple to consult with a medium about important decisions and believe they need special protection against ghosts and other spiritual forces. Their whole life is ruled by a consideration of the spirit world.

Family C: Have a small ancestor shelf that they worship out of respect for tradition. They consider themselves to be Buddhist and do not eat meat. They regularly go on Buddhist retreats and meet weekly at a Buddhist center for teaching from the sutras. They have given up making offerings outside the house and never go to traditional temples. They have read some of the Bible as their Buddhist teacher has great respect for the teachings of Jesus.

These are just some of the possibilities, you will find a mixture of these beliefs in most Taiwanese families combined with a lot of other ideas which have come both from the West and from other Chinese superstitions such as fortune telling and Feng Shuei. 

Some points to note:

(i) Confucianism as a Philosophy is fairly negative about real belief in the gods but very positive about ritual and being filial. Due to this influence many Taiwanese who have no real commitment to religious belief will continue with ancestor worship and religious festival worship in order to express their commitment to their ancestors and express community with their neighbours. So don’t always see an ancestor shelf or burning paper money as a sign of real religious faith.

(ii) Taiwanese are very pragmatic when it comes to religion. The main issue for them is not, “Is it true?” but, “Does it work?” This is very close to the way people are now thinking in the West. As a result they have rarely analysed their religious beliefs to the point where they can explain how everything works. Don’t expect detailed answers to questions about how and why burned printed paper becomes money in the afterworld.  Don’t expect them to be fascinated by a detailed explanation of substitutionary atonement either. Talk about your personal experience of Christ and how He has helped you practically rather than about abstract truths.


