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Abstract 
In the religiously highly pluralistic society of post-martial law Taiwan, there is a general sense of 
peaceful coexistence between groups that worship different deities and religions with distinct 
truth claims. However, some situations give grounds for conflicts between religious groups; the 
boundary between the tolerable and intolerable is crossed. This border separates those 
practices and beliefs that are objected to but because of an acceptance component still can be 
tolerated, from those that are strictly rejected and should be acted upon. To investigate this 
border, this thesis searched for case studies of interreligious conflicts in modern Taiwan.  

Narratives of seven cases of conflicts show the objection and acceptance components 
throughout the conflict and how eventually a tolerable resolution was arrived at and which 
methods were used to pursue religious peace. The model of interreligious conflicts in modern 
Taiwan that I offer is based on these seven narratives. Five of these cases are described briefly, 
serving as a frame of reference. The remaining two cases are the Da’an Park Guanyin conflict 
and the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple. These are analysed in-depth through the 
evaluation of current news reports on topics including conflict development through objection 
and acceptance components as well as the contributing factors and participants, their power to 
interfere with the religious Other, and the context in which the conflicts are understood. 

Besides which practices and beliefs of the religious Other have been rejected to the extent 
that they caused conflict, the cases also show how a tolerable resolution was arrived at. The 
result is an evaluation of the level of interreligious tolerance in Taiwan by the description of 
cases of conflict. Still ongoing cases demonstrate the current level of (in)tolerance amongst 
religious organizations. First, however, this thesis discusses concepts such as “religious 
tolerance,” “religious peacebuilding,” and “power to interfere,” together with an analysis of the 
current religious environment in Taiwan, to identify useful guidelines and methods for 
evaluating religious tolerance in Taiwan. 
 
Keywords: tolerance; interreligious conflict; power to interfere; religious peacebuilding; Taiwan 

  

2 
 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.GIRS.008.2018.A03



 

摘要 
臺灣解嚴後，社會上的宗教朝向高度多元化發展，在此情形下，宗教團體之間通常是

維持和平共存的關係，各自祭祀不同神祇和宣稱不同的真理。但是，在某些情況下，也會

導致宗教團體之間發生衝突。也就是說，某種行為、信仰、或者實踐會跨越某宗教團體對

於其他宗教團體的可包容與無法包容之間的界線。這條界線是用來形容個體對於其他宗教

實踐與信仰的態度，一邊是他所拒絕但仍可接受的部分，所以會用包容的態度面對，而另

一邊則是那些被個體完全拒絕、無法包容，且會進一步採取反對行動的部分。因此，為了

瞭解在台灣社會的宗教團體對於其他信仰可包容與不可包容間的邊界，本研究是以現代台

灣社會中發生的跨宗教衝突事件來探討。 
本研究回顧七個宗教衝突事件發生過程的來龍去脈，從之中了解不同宗教團體對於其

他信仰會拒絕或是接受的因素，還有最終衝突如何被以一種可包容的方法解決，而當中成

功用來達到宗教和平的方法為何。本研究依此七個案例為基礎，建立一個現代臺灣跨宗教

衝突的分類模型。其中，以簡單扼要的方式描述五個案例的衝突發生情況，作為本研究的

參考架構。另外，大安森林公園觀音神像的爭議，及玉山岩香光寺的二一八事件，這兩個

案例則是做進一步深入地分析，以回顧事發當時的許多新聞報導為主。從中不僅分析宗教

團體之間拒絕與可接受彼此行為與信仰的程度，同時也探討會促成衝突發生的原因，與介

入衝突的人物在事件中是扮演哪些角色、有什麼權力可以去影響他人的宗教實踐與信仰，

此外，還將這些宗教衝突事件放在當時的社會背景脈絡中理解，以這些角度切入了解衝突

事件發展的情況。 
這些衝突事件除了可見宗教團體在發生衝突的當下，會拒絕他者宗教實踐與信仰的程

度，還可以顯現這些衝突事件最後是如何用包容的方法解決。本研究的成果是透過描述衝

突事件發生的情形，評估台灣宗教團體之間對彼此的包容程度。有些目前仍在發生的衝突

事件，可以彰顯宗教團體之間實際對彼此的包容程度。然而，本研究首先將如「宗教包

容」、「建構宗教和平」，和「權力介入」等概念提出來討論，並與台灣當代的宗教環境

一起做分析，以提供後續研究一種可以有效評估台灣跨宗教之間包容程度的準則與方法。 
 
關鍵字：包容、跨宗教衝突、權力介入、建構宗教和平、臺灣 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

1.1 Study background & motivation  
This thesis is grounded in the assumption that everyone who worships a deity (or deities) and follows a 
religion thinks that theirs is the best. That would mean that the existence and adoration of other deities 

and religions, especially when they hold different claims on the world, challenge the success or even the 
existence of their own deity and religion. Religious beliefs and practices that one does not agree with, 

require a certain amount of tolerance. Inherent to religious tolerance is a negative validation of the 
other; tolerance merely asks for “the conditional acceptance of or non-interference” with beliefs or 

practices that one considers being wrong but not too wrong, such that “they should not be prohibited or 
constrained” (Forst, 2017). However, when this aspect of tolerance is applied to lived cases, it seems 

nearly impossible to find such acts of non-interference or non-disapproval and much easier to see acts 
that restrict the actions of the other. This thesis, therefore, investigates those restrictive acts, to reveal 

the boundary between intolerable and tolerable religious beliefs and practices.  
A religious organization’s theological message will decide for them whether they potentially can 

accept other religious traditions with distinct practices and truth claims, thereby sanctifying the 
rejection of certain beliefs and behaviors. Religious teachings can likewise demand one to pursue 
dialogue or cooperation with the religious Other—while the capital letter already shows a perceived 

decive difference between the groups. In the religiously highly pluralistic Taiwanese society (Pew 
Research Center, 2014), there is a general sense of peaceful coexistence (Pew Research Center, 2016: 

53). There is a variety of religions, with each one believing and practicing their own. However, the 
moments at which conflicts between religions do arise, and how these situations are resolved, show the 

actual level of tolerance between religious groups in Taiwan. 
 

In post-martial law Taiwan (from 1987 onward), which operates under a separatist model of state–
religion relations, religious freedom increasingly consolidated (Kuo, 2013). Because of the 

aforementioned generally peaceful situation—interreligious violence is a rarity in modern Taiwan—this 
thesis adopts a broad perspective on “religious conflicts,” including any disputes, critiques, and other 

actions that have publicly challenged the religious Other. This thesis focuses on cases of conflict 
between groups from different traditions, including mainstream religions such as Buddhism, Daoism, 

and folk religion, and smaller religions such as Yiguandao, Christianity, and Islam, which are equally 
intrinsic parts of the religious composition of Taiwan. Hence, the interreligious approach avoids religions’ 
internal conflicts.  

This thesis, furthermore, does not examine hostility from religious organizations toward the secular 
government or secular society an sich. However, what does fall within the scope of interreligious 

6 
 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.GIRS.008.2018.A03



conflicts is when a religious organization feels that the government has taken the side of another 
religion since that would indicate that the government does not keep to its own standards, namely non-

discrimination, no excessive entanglement, and assisting religious organizations according to 
proportionality. Also interesting are situations wherein the government has created circumstances that 

put the religions on unequal footing, thereby creating grounds for conflict. In recent years, the 
Taiwanese society has seen religious groups participating in debates on secular issues, such as 

environmental policies and marriage rights. However, these debates were not directed at opposing 
views between religious traditions, so the seemingly religious conflicts are merely a by-product of these 

societal issues.   
The research question in this thesis is: what is the level of tolerance and peace between religious 

organizations in modern Taiwan, as seen from several cases of interreligious conflicts? More concretely, 
this thesis analyzes which practices and beliefs of other religious groups have been rejected to the 

extent that they have caused conflict. The narratives of seven cases of conflicts show the objection and 
acceptance components throughout the conflict and how eventually a tolerable resolution was arrived 

at and which methods were used to pursue religious peace. Five of these cases are described briefly, 
serving as a frame of reference, on which I base my model of interreligious conflicts in modern Taiwan. 
The remaining two cases are the Da’an Park Guanyin conflict and the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary 

Temple. These are analyzed in-depth through the evaluation of current news reports on topics including 
conflict development through objection and acceptance components as well as the contributing factors 

and participants, their power to interfere with the religious Other, and the context in which the conflicts 
are understood. First, however, this thesis discusses relevant concepts such as “religious tolerance,” 

“religious peacebuilding,” and “power to interfere,” together with an analysis of the current religious 
environment in Taiwan, to identify useful guidelines and methods for evaluating religious tolerance in 

Taiwan. 
 

My motivation for this thesis is strengthened by the observation that this topic has not received much 
attention yet. When searching for case studies on topics such as “religious tolerance” and “religious 

conflicts,” I found there was a noticeable lack of academic literature on Taiwan. More concretely, within 
the English and Mandarin literature on case studies of religious conflicts around the world, region wise 

the focus is primarily on the West, followed by the Arab world and a few specific countries that are 
notorious for violating religious freedom, such as mainland China. Other areas that have been covered 
include the nearby states of Singapore, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Japan. No material focusing 

on religious conflicts or tolerance in Taiwan has been published to date.  
As for religion, Christianity has gathered the most attention in the literature, followed by (and often 

discussed in relation to) Judaism and Islam. Additionally, there is some literature on Theravada 
Buddhism and Chinese religions (as a minority religion in Indonesia and Singapore), but not on conflicts 

with Mahayana Buddhism and Daoism, two major religions in Taiwan. This underscores that such a topic 
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and approach—taking the abstract concept of “religious tolerance” and using it in concrete situations—
is novel within Taiwanese religious studies or in research on Taiwan. As a result, this thesis raises more 

questions than it answers and primarily functions as an exploration of how to apply the foreign 
literature and concepts behind interreligious tolerance to the unique situation of Taiwan. 

 

1.2 Literature review 
This section reviews concepts and theories in the literature. After establishing a conception of tolerance 

and its components and borders, we will then dive into the process of how religious groups move across 
the borders of tolerance and start and end conflicts. We will thereby find some useful approaches for 

determining the level and methods of toleration in the case studies in Taiwan. 
 

The concept of tolerance 
It is within the Christian tradition, which has been highly intolerant of any perceived unbelievers and 
perhaps was the most in need of an argument to act otherwise, that the principle of “tolerance” was 

developed.1 Political philosopher John Locke presents an early, classical defense of religious tolerance in 
A Letter Concerning Tolerance. His main reasons for tolerance are twofold: the theological argument of 

the limited human knowledge of God, and a pragmatic prevention of battles between the plurality of 
religions and opinions. Locke thus proposes the separation of religion and politics, since civil interests 

demand laws and penalties, while the salvation of the soul only works through personal deliberation 
(2010 [1689]). Rex Ahdar and Ian Leigh (2013) demonstrate that his arguments are still widely influential. 

In their analysis of contemporary guiding motifs for religious freedom in Western societies, half of these 
notions are based upon Lockean arguments.2 

Locke’s “natural right” to religious freedom seems liberal. However, Richard Ashcraft shows how 

deeply Locke’s rights of tolerance are grounded into his religious beliefs, not only as a justification but 
also as “a necessary condition for the existential exercise of such rights” (2011 [1996]: 43). Thus, people 

who deny God are not to be tolerated, for promises and oaths (in God’s name) have no meaning for 
them (Locke, 2010 [1689]: 32). Moreover, as Ashcraft indicates, this separation of religion and politics 

was formulated in a strong anti-Catholic political climate in which the Anglican clergy claimed political 
control and would not tolerate many Protestant churches (2011 [1996]: 51-52). This is visible in two 

other limits of Locke’s toleration: first, churches loyal to foreign monarchs, such as the Catholics are to 
the Pope (2010 [1689]: 31-32); and second, churches claiming temporal dominion, as the Anglicans did 

at the time (14-15, 31). 

1 For example, see Beck (2010: 110-115) or Ahdar and Leigh (2013: 24-34), the latter on the historical changes of 
the ideas of religious liberty and (mostly lack of) religious tolerance throughout the development of Christianity. 
2 These are the principle of voluntariness, persecution injunction, fallibility, and eschatological or providential 
confidence. In addition, Ahdar and Leigh recognize four more leading motifs, namely the dual authority principle, 
Christological injunction, universal principle, and unrestricted conscience (34-50). 
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The final limit to Lockean toleration is doctrines that go against civil society and moral order (30-31). 
With Locke’s conception of religion being that of an inward faith (17), Ulrich Beck criticizes this last limit 

for demanding a society with a Protestant and secularized conception of God at the core. He argues that 
this is actually intolerant against any religions that “seek to maintain their religious claims even in the 

seemingly ‘insignificant externals’ of religious faith” (2010: 115-117). Here, Beck raises the examples of 
orthodox Sabbath rest and specific food requirements; another example is the processions around the 

district as required by local gods in Taiwanese folk religion. Locke not only took important steps toward 
religious tolerance but simultaneously also showed that this tolerance has clear limitations. 

Going one step further than these specific conceptions of tolerance and their limitations, political 

scientist Preston King analyzes the components of toleration, forming the basis of philosopher Rainer 
Forst’s analysis of the general concept of toleration and its boundaries. 

King focuses on the interplay of objection and acceptance components that creates tolerance. He 
looks at morally charged “items,” that is, actions, beliefs, or practices (the use of any of these terms, 

hereafter, refers to this category) one is not indifferent toward, and assumes that a genuinely held 
objection is acted upon through a counter-action with relevant effects, such as removing the 
objectionable item (1976: 25-29). When evaluating the other’s practice, you could (1) primarily find 

reasons to like or approve of it (“acceptance”), which generally leads to agreement; or (2) primarily find 
reasons to dislike or disapprove of it (“objection”), which tends to leads to rejection; or (3) initially find 

reasons to object, but then also find reasons to accept; or (4) initially find reasons to accept, but then 
also find reasons to object. The latter two cases could result in tolerance because they involve both 

acceptance and objection components. Therefore, when reaching tolerance, the objection component is 
in no way diminished, but merely seen as a relative concern. In other words, the disapproval of the 

tolerated object is less important than one’s disapproval of some other object (44-54). The acceptance 
component can then be very minimal, such as in the example raised by King: one “may oppose a 

different group less than he opposes the idea of demeaning or destroying that group – it being taken
perhaps as an equally legitimate part of God’s creation” (27). 

Figure 1. The assesment of normative actions, beliefs, or practices (as proposed by King, 1976)
[when assessing an action, belief, or practice]  

acceptance ←― subscription ←――┘ └――→ objection ―→ rejection 

└――――――→  (reasons to object) (reasons to accept) ←┘ 

└→ tolerance  ←┘ 

King here speaks of the inclination of “dislike” and more rational “disapproval,” not as equal, but as 

both belonging to the category of “objections” (42). Originally, “approval” and “like” were bracketed 
together as “subscriptions,” which could ultimately lead to “acceptance” (42). However, since King’s use 

of the word “acceptance” in this second scenario seems inconsistent with his more minimal use of 
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“acceptance” in the third and fourth scenarios of tolerance, I propose to stick to the use of “acceptance” 
in the minimal form (thereby also replacing “subscription”), in the sense of “I accept your opinion, even 

though I do not agree with it.” Consequently, I propose to replace the stronger “acceptance” with 
“agreement,” which then also becomes more consistent with Forst’s analysis, as we will see shortly. The 

differences are mapped out in Figure 1 and the upper part of Figure 2. 

Figure 2. The assesment of normative actions, beliefs, or practices divided by the boundaries of tolerance (largely 
based on Forst, 2012; and King, 1976) 

[when assessing an action, belief, or practice]  

agreement ← acceptance ←――┘ └――→ objection → rejection 

└→  (reasons to object) (reasons to accept) ←┘ 

└→ tolerance  ←┘ 

Practices and beliefs one 
agrees with; there is nothing 

to object to. 

Practices and beliefs that one 
finds wrong, but for some 

reason can still tolerate. 

Intolerable practices; the 
reasons for rejection outweigh 

the reasons for acceptance. 

Boundary  1  ←┘ (religious) tolerance └→  Boundary 2 

Related to these components, Forst identifies three realms of practices that are morally charged (2012). 

Of interest here are the two borders that separate these spheres and so determine toleration (Figure 2). 
The first boundary lies between the realms of nominal acceptance and of tolerance and distinguishes 

what needs to be tolerated from what is a non-issue (Forst, 2012). An interesting way to explore this in 
the context of religious organizations in Taiwan would be by examining the potential for interreligious 

cooperation. Which aspects of the other religion are accepted, in such a way that it can lead to a 
partnership? The first border becomes visible when this cooperation expires; what is the extent of this 

mutual validation, and what reasons are given for ending the partnership? This seems a more positive 
way to find the limits of interreligious tolerance in Taiwan by examining how the reach of agreements
between religious organizations. It also demonstrates the role of the objection component in cases of 

opposing values or actions. The latter situation requires tolerance of some sort to keep the peace. 
Because of practical constraints to the scope of this study, this topic will be left for future research. 

The second boundary lies between the realms of the intolerable and the tolerable. It separates 
practices and beliefs that are wrong but still can be tolerated from those that are strictly rejected and 

should be acted against (ibid.). This can be illustrated by situations that lead to conflicts between 
religious groups or, when there is government entanglement with religious business, between a 

religious group and the government. For each dispute it is important to not only consider the intensity 
of the conflict, in order to understand which practices and beliefs cross the line and are strictly rejected, 

but also to recognize what it took to solve the problem and reach a point where the situation was 
tolerable for both sides. Therefore, this focus on conflicts may seem negative, but also shows 
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possibilities for peacebuilding. Still ongoing cases demonstrate the actual level of (in)tolerance amongst 
religious organizations in contemporary Taiwan. 

Sociologists Mark Juergensmeyer and Sharon Erickson Nepstad analyze cases that cross this second 
border. While Juergensmeyer (2003) focuses on the sanctification of violence, Nepstad (2004) 

recognizes these same traits in radical peaceful religious movements. However, Nepstad also found 
what sets peaceful religious movements apart in their mentality toward conflict resolution, 

distinguishing three practices for pursuing interreligious peace. The first is a belief in an individual 
capacity for both good and evil (versus group divisions of unchangeable good and evil), which urges 

peacemakers to “intentionally traverse group boundaries to have dialogue and develop relationships 
with their opponents” (299). The second is the vision of a shared quest to a higher truth (versus claiming 

to possess the only one truth), which also requires a nonattachment to the religion’s own ideas so as to 
stay open to persuasion by others toward a higher truth. Lastly, religion is viewed as a means to an end 

(versus as an end in itself), which opens up the possibility to use different religions as equal means to 
guide individuals and society toward spiritual fulfillment (298-301).  

All three of these practices for seeking genuinely peaceful resolutions require an active stance 
toward other religions. Especially the idea of nonattachment to ideas seems to demand a high level of 
adjustment to the religious Other. Just as with the concept of tolerance, this goes further than mere 

indifference, such as conflict resolution through the separation of the groups and asking each to stay in 
their own territory. If these practices are rigorously followed, would that still involve tolerance, or cross 

over in to agreement? However, we have seen that toleration requires acceptance of the other’s beliefs 
and practices to a certain extent, to balance the objection. This thesis does not aim to prescribe these 

practices to religious organizations in Taiwan, but to evaluate if and how much of this rhetoric is used in 
creating and solving religious conflicts. In this way, the typically peaceful situation among religions in 

Taiwan provides an excellent opportunity to examine all the facets of the concept of religious tolerance. 
 

A final key point is that tolerance should be practiced voluntarily; that is, it should be a choice as to 
whether to tolerate the objectionable practice (Forst, 2012). Otherwise, it would simply be a situation of 

endurance, wherein your actions would be ineffective. “Tolerance […] requires some form of self-
restraint by the tolerator” (King, 1976: 22). In a different way than the practices identified by Nepstad, it 

does involve an active stance toward the religious other—different, because toleration asks for an 
action of non-interference. 

For King, the level of power is crucial for tolerance to happen. A person only can tolerate when 

holding the power to interfere; they must be in a position that enables them to view an act or belief and 
either accept or perform a counter-action with relevant effects (1976: 21-25). Forst uses conceptions of 

majority and minority to understand these differences in power (2012). However, in the Taiwanese 
context of religious plurality, this power to interfere is less clearly defined.  I, therefore, propose to look 

at the place of each religious organization and tradition in Taiwan. Their amount of power is 
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demonstrated, first by the sheer scale of religions in Taiwan, which indicates to what extent they are a 
majority or minority group. The second aspect is tradition, such as the historical dimension of when and 

how each religion was established in Taiwan, as well as how it was developed vis-à-vis Taiwanese culture; 
enabling an understanding of how much the religious tradition is considered to be part of the normative 

culture. The last aspect is the relationship of religions with the government. We will see next that, 
especially for conflict situations before 2000, this is important for determining the amount of influence 

the government has over these organizations and the influence of religious organizations on politicians. 
Moreover, as philosopher Bernard Williams argues, toleration is a matter of attitude towards those 

who are objected to. “A group or a creed can rightly be said to be ‘intolerant’ if it would like to suppress 
or drive out others even if, as a matter of fact, it has no power to do so” (1996, 19). In other words, 

when you are in a minority position, promoting tolerance is necessary to ensure that those in power 
tolerate you, but that does not necessarily mean that you would keep this attitude when obtaining 

power yourself. However, it is also possible to maintain tolerant attitudes regardless of your degree of 
power. In the case of religious groups, I suggest that this is more concretely put forward in their 

theologies on the existence of religions with other practices than their own. Different theologies will 
decide for a religious organization whether they can accept other religious traditions with distinct 
practices and truth claims. Moreover, it offers a sacred basis for the attitude that is held toward other 

religions. Besides the idea that your own god and religion is the most suitable for you, the reality of 
Taiwanese religious plurality is that a manifold of gods are claimed to exist and are worshipped.  

One way to identify this attitude is by differentiating the theisms that religions are based upon. At 
one end of the spectrum is polytheism, acknowledging the existence of multiple deities, each with (part 

of) a truth and thus worthy of being worshipped. Monolatrism and henotheism worship one deity, with 
the former believing in and the latter not denying the existence of other deities who could be equally 

valuable. At the opposite end is monotheism, which recognizes only one god and denounces the 
existence of other deities. The only theism that makes a claim about “truth” and “false” religions is 

monotheism—the other theisms accept to a greater or lesser extent the presence of religions with 
different truth claims that are not necessarily less true than those of one’s own religious teachings.3 

Based on the premise of a personal god, this approach is limited when considering some of the main 
religious traditions in Taiwan. For example, Buddhist doctrine entails many gods, but since none can 

bring personal enlightenment, it ultimately is nontheistic. Yiguandao presents itself to be polytheist by 
incorporating all gods of major religions. However, with putting the Venerable Mother as the highest 
deity, it seems to be more monolatrist in its practice. Another limitation is that this method looks at 

religions in general, without regard to the reality that different groups within the same tradition possess 
different rhetoric and strategies.  

3 Baumgartner, Christoph. Class Ethics, Human Rights, and Religious Tolerance (February 2011). 
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Responding to this last question, Knitter divides the various theological visions on other religions 
into four models (2004). Knitter’s analysis is focused on the different visions among Christian 

denominations, but it seems to fit other religious traditions as well. The models show the extent to 
which other religions can be accepted or objected to as the equal sources of religious truth. The 

replacement model holds the religion’s own prophet either as the only or as the ultimate path to the 
truth, thereby insisting on the uniqueness and importance of their own religious teachings and 

consequently denying equal values to other religions. Second, the fulfillment model argues that the 
truth is greater than one’s own religion and that other religious teachings could also offer some valuable 

lessons, although their own religion teaches the normative, best message. This reminds us that the 
religion or deity in question has the highest claim to truth, but simultaneously patronizes other religious 

teachings as being less valuable. 
Next, the mutuality model discovers truth also in other religions and suggests that all religions have 

limitations, and therefore that religious diversity should be protected. In granting equal value to all 
religions while making it possible to insist on the uniqueness of a specific religion’s teachings, this model 

also pushes for a Western conception of religion. The acceptance model, finally, welcomes the diversity 
of religions and their truths and goals, because it views religions as comparable to different languages or 
cultures. However, it thereby overemphasizes the unbridgeable gap between languages and cultures, 

for which religions exactly can be a unifying factor. This method recognizes the reality of religious 
plurality, even within larger religious traditions, and requires that these theological bases be identified 

in the teachings of specific religious organizations in Taiwan. We then can use the limits of these models 
to see the extent of their ability to possibly object to or accept other religions and their practices or 

beliefs. Knitter thus offers a method to evaluate religions’ sanctification of their attitudes toward the 
religious Other. 

 

Religions’ power to interfere in modern Taiwan 
To appreciate the current status of relations among religious organizations and between these 

organizations and the government, we first need to understand the development of the modern 
Taiwanese religious environment. This shows in part how the traditions at large developed their “power 

to interfere,” as analyzed by the political and religious scientist Kuo Cheng-tian (2013). Taiwan was left 
relatively free of central control during the imperial dynasties, as long it did not threaten social stability 

or the power of the emperor. After the establishment of the Republic of China (ROC) in 1911, the state 
tried to assert control over religion, such as with the 1929 and still-valid Law Regulating Temples and 

Shrines (LRTS; 監督寺廟條理, Jiandu Simiao Tiaoli) of traditional Chinese religions—Christians and folk 

religionists were the major exception of this law (2013: 10). During these early years of the ROC, the 

island of Taiwan was under Japanese colonial rule. The rulers attempted a Japanification of the island by 
replacing local (Daoist) temples with Japanese Buddhist shrines and shortly before the war, temporarily, 
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expelled foreign Christian missionaries. However, after the island was returned to the Republic of China 
in 1945, religiosity bloomed once more.  

However, tensions rose again and 1949 saw the Nationalist ROC regime flee to Taiwan, together 
with other mainland Chinese (including many religionists, most noticeably the practitioners of 

Yiguandao, Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism), and subsequently the start of the martial law era. During 
this period, the state proved capable of controlling religion. In addition to the LRTS, only a few national 

umbrella religious associations were allowed to represent the clergy and believers of Buddhism, Daoism, 
and Catholicism, as will be expanded upon below. As Kuo puts it, “the state was able to influence the 

management of religious organizations and the theological debates that went on within them. It also 
restricted the behavior of religious believers outside religious organizations by means of various martial-

law-based regulations” (19-20). The authoritarian regime viewed religion as a functional method to urge 
people to do good and thus expected religious groups to use their teachings for the improvement of the 

atmosphere in the Taiwanese society. Most religious organizations took either a submissive or a 
separationist attitude toward the state; of which the Presbyterian Church of Taiwan was the most 

noiticable exception.  
The early 1980s saw the weakening of martial law and in 1987 it was abolished. This major change 

brought a separatist model of state–religion relations with new laws that also guaranteed the freedom 

of association and movement. The government let go of the idea of religion functioning to improve 
society and ended their interference with religious doctrines. Some religious organizations that had 

been growing during the later decades of martial law were legalized (such as Yiguandao) and other new 
religious groups also quickly expanded. Religious organizations gained increasing political autonomy; 

some leaders embraced this chance, while many others kept a more separationist position at first. The 
state’s negative intervention in religion was reduced, but its positive assistance remained the same. 

Finally, Kuo argues that from 2000 onwards a new mode of state–religion relations with check and 
balances was developed. Politicians have been more actively promoting religious knowledge and 

activities, and religious organizations have found their voices on social and political issues. The results 
are a consolidation of religious freedom and a generally mutual respect among religious organizations 

and between them and the government (24-31). Part of this is the 2004 “landmark decision” by the 
Council of Grand Justices that the LRTS violates religious equality and state neutrality. A new Law on 

Religious Groups (宗教團體法, Zongjiao Tuanti Fa) is in the making to eventually replace the LRTS (2008: 

26-27). However, the different opinions on the contents have so far prevented it from being legalized. 

Because of the major differences between the periods before and after the lifting of martial law, the 
rest of this thesis will primarily focus on the period after 1987, hereafter referred to as “modern Taiwan.” 
Although these last decades have seen important political, cultural and religious developments, there 

are clear common grounds as well: the state has avoided negative intervention in religious business and 
gradually increased its support. The latter happens by means of finances, promoting courses related to 

religion in schools, supporting public religious activities, politicians participating in religious ceremonies 
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et cetera—but always without discrimination or excessive entanglement, and based on proportionality 
(e.g., larger activities can receive more funding) (2013: 26). 

 
Merging the preceding theoretical framework and cultural political background, we can now form a 

cohesive picture of religious traditions in Taiwan. This will serve as a background for the specific 
organizations that are involved in the conflicts in the case studies. However, how tolerance is acted out 

ultimately depends on the specific religious organizations and how their teachings are interpreted and 
lived. 

First, we examine the size of each tradition in Taiwan. The number of people following each 
tradition shows one side of their perceived authority, namely how much of a majority or minority 

position they have. Based on a global research (2012), the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 
estimated that in 2010 the largest religions in Taiwan were folk religion (44.2%), Buddhism (21.3%) and 

“other” (16.2%), with the latter including the third major religion in Taiwan, Daoism. This shows that the 
“international” vision on religion does not fit this area, as does the failure of the leading Christian 

conception of religion to map onto the primary modes of worship in the Taiwanese religious landscape. 
Therefore, for an indication of the size of the religions, we need to look at local surveys. The Taiwanese 
government does not keep separate official statistics on religious affiliation, except for their estimate 

that, since 2005, around 35% of the population has identified as Buddhist and 33% as Taoist.4 The 
religious organizations themselves might count everyone who once joined the group, but not subtract 

those who have since left, and so publish numbers that exceed those who in reality consider themselves 
affiliated with the organization.  

For these reasons, the leading figures used in this analysis are derived from the Religious Experience 
Survey, conducted in Taiwan between 2008 and 2009. This survey focused on the religious experiences 

of Taiwanese people, but also included questions on which religion they considered themselves to 
belong to and which religious community they currently participated in (Tsai Yen-zen, 2013: 302-303, 

332-333). Because respondents were allowed to identify themselves with only one religion (or none), 
the survey provides a snapshot of the religious composition of the island at the time. This fits better, 

since among Taiwanese it is relatively common to change between religions (19-20). The survey shows 
that the three “traditional Chinese” religions, namely Buddhism (18.6%), Daoism (13.2%), and folk 

religion (38.3%), make up the majority of believers. To this might be added the 5.1% of people who 
identified with a syncretic and more personal belief in Buddho-Daoism. Moreover, the differentiation 
between Daoism and folk religion is not very clear-cut, since folk religious festivals often involve Daoist 

4 According to the yearly conducted report by the U.S. Department of State on the status of religions and religious 
freedom, the Religious Section of the Ministry of the Interior (MOI) of Taiwan last tracked population data on 
religious groups in 2005. Since then, the MOI has stated this estimate remains largely unchanged (U.S. Department 
of State, 2016: 1). This is confirmed by the numbers that are available in the statistical yearbook of the MOI and 
are collected by the city and county governments. However, after 2013, this only included the temples from 
traditional Chinese religions (Taiwan Ministry of the Interior, 2016). 
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priests to conduct the rituals. Yiguandao (2.4%), Christianity (5.0%), and Islam (<1%) are small but 
intrinsic parts of the religious composition of Taiwan.5 From these statistics, it appears that the 

definitions of the major religions and who belongs to them is not very clear, especially the more loosely 
defined folk religion, which can include Buddhist and Daoist deities. Nevertheless, the religions in 

Taiwan can roughly be divided between the three main traditions (Buddhism, Daoism, and folk religion) 
and other minority religions (including Yiguandao, Christianity, and Islam). 

Second, we follow the development of religions in Taiwan. This tells us whether a religion is 
generally considered to be part of the normative culture. All of the aforementioned religions originated 

from foreign places and were brought to Taiwan by migration or missionaries. Except for Yiguandao, all 
have their origins in Taiwan in the 17th century (late Ming dynasty). Guanyin, Wangye and Mazu images 

used in folk religion and Daoist priests have migrated from China to Taiwan since that time. There has 
been a Buddhist presence in Taiwan since before the Qing dynasty, but the current Buddhist traditions 

mostly have migrated from China since 1949. Likewise, Islam has migrated from China since the 17th 
century, although the current Islamic community largely descends from the companions of the 

Nationalists who arrived in Taiwan after 1949. The various denominations of Christianity have been 
brought by missionaries to Taiwan since the 17th century, first mainly by foreigners, and later also by 
Chinese Christians. The youngest religion in this scope, Yiguandao, was introduced by missionaries from 

China after 1949. From this perspective, we can, for example, argue that Christianity and Islam are just 
as much part of the traditional Taiwanese religious landscape as traditions like Buddhism and Daoism, 

although this ultimately depends on the different religious organizations. 
Here, we must also consider how the religions have been developed vis-à-vis Taiwanese culture. This 

includes how much each religion has indigenized and became a religion not only “in Taiwan” but also “of 
Taiwan.” Some folk religious rituals are considered to be at the core of Taiwanese culture, and Daoist 

and Buddhist ritual masters play important roles in these rituals. Yiguandao, after being considered an 
“evil sect” throughout the first decennia, acquired greater recognition after the lifting of martial law. 

The different denominations of Christianity have various levels of indigenization. For example, ancestor 
worship is denounced by all groups, but Presbyterians and Catholics have opened up to some shamanic 

practices among indigenous people and so adapted to their animistic beliefs. Islam has also been 
adapted to Taiwanese culture (for example, in dress), but the precept to not eat pork does set Muslims 

apart from other Taiwanese. Here we see that Christianity and Islam have been adapted to some 
Taiwanese customs, but also have kept some characteristics that distinguish them from the normative 
culture. Furthermore, we could expect Buddhism, Daoism, and folk religion to be highly accepted by the 

normative culture vice versa. 

5 The small number of Muslims is partly because this option fell in the category “other,” and partly because the 
Islamic community consists for a large part of foreign workers from Muslim countries. The US State Department 
estimates that some 606,000 foreign workers have a religion that differs from the general population, primarily 
Muslims and Roman Catholics (2016:2). This would add around 4% of religious believers to the total population. 

16 
 

                                                           

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.GIRS.008.2018.A03



Next, we turn to the theologies of the aforementioned religions. The theology of a religious group 
determines to what extent they potentially can accept other religious traditions with distinct practices. 

Since Taiwanese religions typically refrain from publicly declaring their theological perspective on other 
religions, in the next stage of this research, I will analyze what the representatives of the major religious 

organizations in Taiwan have published in spoken or written form on the existence of their own religions 
and on how to treat the existence and practices of other religions. However, I do not expect to 

encounter statements from actually exclusivist believers, because of the prevailing moral ethics against 
excluding other religions.6 Therefore, it is probable that only Knitter’s last three models (fulfillment, 

mutuality, or acceptance) can be used in the Taiwanese environment. The standard response when 
encountering other religions is likely to be along the lines of that Taiwan is a democratic and tolerant 

pluralist society.7 Moreover, with the presence of gods recognized by the majority of the Taiwanese 
society, the theological question is less about a profession of the right faith and more about right 

practice. Statues of all deities, especially, are at the least highly respected by most people and 
worshipped by many. It is the practices to pay that respect that is the point of discussion. This makes it 

all the more interesting to investigate, based on the following case studies, the actual level of religious 
tolerance in Taiwan. In the next parts, we will look at the specific positions of the religious groups 
involved with conflicts and discuss what practices give sufficient reason to go beyond a tolerant position. 

 
The final aspect of the religions’ power to interfere is the place of the religious organizations within 

the traditions used to be largely related to their relationships with the government. As touched upon 
above, the national umbrella religious associations that some religions were required to form under 

martial law were not only useful tools for the government to interfere with religious matters, but also 
necessary for the religious groups to communicate with the government. The Buddhist Association of 

the Republic of China (BAROC; 中國佛教會, Zhongguo Fojiao Hui), under martial law, had the exclusive 

right to ordain monks and nuns and thus virtually all Buddhist monastics were connected to the BAROC. 

After the lifting of martial law, multiple new national Buddhist associations were established that 
challenged the sole authority of the BAROC, an example that will be mentioned in the later case studies 

is the Chinese Buddhist Temple Association (CBTA; 中華佛寺協會, Zhonghua Fosi Xiehui). Moreover, 

“the monopoly of the BAROC was shattered by the four largest Buddhist organizations,” which are 

commonly referred to as the “Four Mountains” of Taiwanese Buddhism: Fo Guang Shan (佛光山), Chung 

Tai Shan (中台山, Zhong Tai Shan), Tzu Chi Foundation (Tzu Chi; 慈濟基金會, Ciji Jijinhui), and Dharma 

Drum Mountain (DDM; 法鼓山, Fa Gu Shan) (Kuo, 2008: 19-20). Apart from these major organizations, 

there are a variety of other Buddhist temples and groups found in Taiwan.  

6 Professor Tsai Yuan-lin, personal communication (5 January, 2018). 
7 Ibid. 
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In contrast, the Daoist Association of the Republic of China (DARC; 中華民國道教會, Zhonghua 

Minguo Daojiao Hui) has no power to ordain Daoist priests. The DARC is also challenged in their 
authority, not only by similar Daoist associations, but also by the fact that some major Daoist temples 
are no members of the DARC (Kuo, 2008: 63-64). The various folk religious groups are not organized in a 

government recognized group, which reflects the group’s individualistic internal structure. Therefore, 
both for Daoism and folk religion, the major temples are a more suitable way to look at the influential 

organizations. In both traditions, ritual masters have little authority outside their ceremonial function, as 

the local temple management committee (管理委員會, guanli weiyuanhui) is in charge of decisions 

regarding the specific temple and often also hold positions in the local power structure. Yiguandao was 
repressed under martial law and not allowed to establish an official umbrella religious association. After 

the lifting of martial law, Yiguandao soon established the National Association of Yiguandao (NAYGD; 一

貫道總會, Yiguandao Zonghui) as their collective representation. However, the practical power is 

divided over nineteen independent branches in total with a well established strict hierarchical system 
within each branch (ibid, 71-72). 

Christianity is similar to Buddhism in that it is divided into numerous denominations and 
organizations, their relationships with the government inevitably also vary much. Under martial law, the 

Catholics were united in the umbrella Chinese Regional Bishops’ Conference (CRBC; 天主教會臺灣地區

主教團, Tianzhujiao Zhongguo Jiaotuan). Still, the political and religious ties to the Vatican make the 

Catholic community much valued by the government (ibid, 54). However, there was no umbrella 
association for the Protestants. One of the reasons, Cheng-tian Kuo argues, is that the Nationalist 

government valued the foreign connections and political lobby of the missionaries (ibid, 10). Moreover, 
Christians were well represented within the nationalist government. There were separate national 

associations for most Protestant denominations, including the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan (臺灣基督

長老敎會, Taiwan Jiduj Zhanglao Jiaohui) and the Chinese Baptist Convention (CBC; 中華基督教浸信會

聯會, Zhonghua Jidujiao Jinxinhui Lianhui). For Islam, the Chinese Muslim Association serves as “a quasi-

official organization,” representing Taiwanese Muslims towards the government as well as offering links 

to the Muslim countries, so offering mutual support (Lin, 2014). 
Besides on the structure within the religious traditions and organizations, the relationship with the 

government also depends on which governmental section is involved with specific religious matters. The 
latter will also influence the concept of religion and view on religious matters that informs the decisions 

made by different divisions and people within the overall government. As mentioned above, there is a 
clear development of the view on religion and the handling of religious matters over time, most notably 

different between the authoritarian and democratic regimes before and after the lifting of martial law. 
Next, it depends on the level of government, with differences in the issues, interests and strategies 

between the local and national governments. Responsibilities and hence strategies towards religious 
matters differ between the legislative and administrative organs as well as between the administrative 
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and judicial organs. Analyzing the variety of views on religion and religions throughout the government 
would carry this thesis away from interactions between religious groups to interactions between religion 

and the state. However, the roles and faces of the governmental units involved with the conflicts have 
to be noted throughout the case studies.  

 
 

1.3 Research methods 
In this thesis, I describe a collection of concrete cases of conflict in order to analyze how the religious 

groups involved have moved across the border between tolerance and rejection. At the center are two 
case studies that each investigate one interreligious dispute in-depth: the Da’an Park Guanyin Statue 

conflict and the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple. For each case, there is a need for 
triangulation between different types of sources on the same events, to achieve a more balanced 

picture of the different perspectives on the conflict.  
The primary research data includes cultural texts and academic literature. Cultural texts include any 

texts where “one can ‘read’ some meanings into the phenomena” (Walliman, 2011: 82). Firstly, this is 
the “official” information as published by institutions that interpret religious conflicts. To start with, I 
read reports from international organizations that focus on religious freedom and conflicts. It appears 

that the human rights organizations Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have not published 
a single article on the religious situation in Taiwan, which means they have not identified any issues in 

that area. Moreover, the annual Religious Freedom Report by the U.S. Department of State consistently 
applauds the level of religious freedom in Taiwan. The issues that are mentioned in these reports have 

arisen either within a religious tradition or between the secular government and religion in general.  
Continuing my search for interreligious conflicts in Taiwan, I first conducted several interviews with 

scholars of religious studies in Taiwan. The main reason for this was that although this topic has not 
been researched in this way before, the individual cases have caught the attention of these scholars. 

Second, I gathered materials published by the religious organizations involved (e.g., on their websites), 
including statements from these organizations’ leaders. Because Taiwanese religionists usually follow 

their leaders’ words, the writings and spoken recordings of these leaders will show how each issue is 
perceived within their organizations. By contrast, blogs and other Internet publications can paint a 

different picture from official texts. Owing to freedom of expression, these articles are able to offer 
conflicting opinions. They can generally be expected to contest the officially published information, 
since the Internet is an excellent platform for such views, for better or for worse. Third, I conducted 

observations to record data on the activities or the nature or condition of objects. For example, some 
cases revolve around statues of deities. Even if a conflict has already ended, it is interesting to learn 

about the current conditions of these objects and how they are now worshipped and by whom. The 
results of this initial search are presented through brief descriptions of the conflicts in chapter two and 
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are the basis for the model of interreligious conflicts in modern Taiwan. The model differentiates 
between three types of conflicts, based on the reasons behind them: discrepancies in the worship 

practices of the same deity, unfair treatment by the government, and the syncretic use of orthodox 
teachings by New Religious Movements.  

During the next stage of the research, I searched for reports in leading Taiwanese newspapers to see 
which of the conflicts are deemed so intense that they are newsworthy. The two in-depth case studies in 

this thesis are first and foremost based on articles related to the disputes and their key actors that were 
published throughout the development of the conflicts in the newspapers. The case studies of the Da’an 

Park Guanyin conflict and the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple serve to further explore the 
different types of interreligious conflict, falling in the categories of unfair treatment by the government 

and discrepancies in the worship practices of the same deity, respectively. These two cases are selected 
based on the amount of news material available on each case. First of all, there were enough news 

reports to form a comprehensive understanding of the facets involved with the conflicts and the 
developments of the conflict over time. Moreover, these conflicts have ended, so that it is unlikely to 

encounter future plot twists. Consequently, this research method favors cases that have been in the 
public eye and with distinct incidents that make it newsworthy. The third type of conflicts, disputes over 
the syncretic use of orthodox teachings by New Religious Movements, tends to simmer along under the 

surface with less clear and open incidents. With the New Religious Movements that challenge the 
traditional beliefs tending to stay more underground, the news reporters are less able to interview them 

to provide the other side of the story in a well-rounded news article.8 As a result, this last category of 
interreligious conflicts is not represented by an in-depth case study of news reports but would ask for a 

sociological approach. 

The leading Taiwanese newspapers used in this thesis are, first, the Central News Agency (中央社, 

Zhongyang She), a state-owned news agency that was founded in 1924 by the Nationalist Party 
(Kuomintang) but after the lifting of martial law transitioned into a non-affiliated organization that is still 

the official news agency of Taiwan. Second is the China Times (中國時報, Zhongguo Shibao), which was 

established in 1950 and originally maintained close relations with the Nationalist government, but since 

the 1980s has become more liberal and more often supportive of the opposition parties. Third and 

fourth are the United Daily News (聯合報, Lianhe Bao) and its related evening newspaper the United 

Evening News (聯合晚報 , Lianhe Wanbao). An aspect of Taiwanese newspapers that merits 

consideration is their affiliation with and often strong support of the main political parties through the 

blue-green division between the Nationalists and the Democratic Progressive Party. However, with 
regard to the religious issues presented in the case studies here, political affiliation appears to be less 

important and news reports are fairly neutral in this aspect. Nevertheless, this combination of 
newspapers offers a variety of viewpoints and thereby gives a balanced overview. I have gathered a 

8 Professor Tsai Yuan-lin, personal communication (2018-06-13). 
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total of 155 news articles related to the Da’an Guanyin dispute and 51 news articles related to the 218 
Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple, as well as several tens of news articles for the five other cases of 

conflicts. These articles consist of both momentary depictions throughout the disputes and several 
longer reports with overviews and reflections, as well as some scholarly contributions. 

There is no scholarly research available that specifically applies the abstract concept of “religious 
tolerance” in concrete situations in Taiwan. A more extensive search on the two in-depth case studies 

indicated that academic research on the Da’an Guanyin conflict is limited to a collection of master’s 
theses. The two master’s theses most closely related to the approach that this thesis employs are by 

Xiao Zi Jun (1995) and Liao Bi-De (2009). Xiao’s thesis in particular has been helpful in that it presents 
more historical background through a combination of news articles and interviews with key actors, 

which gives an overview of the dispute on which Liao Bi-De later based his thesis. However, both theses 
are primarily written from a political science perspective, with the latter focused on grassroots pressure 

from the Buddhist side of the dispute and the former on the influence of the contemporary 
administration on the religious groups and their political activism. This is a different focus than the 

interaction between religious groups that is analyzed in this thesis. Other theses that also mention the 
Da’an Park Guanyin conflict are written from the perspectives of either artistic value or public space. 
One interesting master’s thesis in the latter category, by Liao Shu-ting, gives an alternative version of the 

dispute through an interview with the then-Taipei City Mayor Huang Ta-chou (黃大洲) (2002: 100-103). 

Other than these sources, few publicly accessible or university resources have been published by any of 

the key actors and written solely from their own point of view. From the Christian side, there have been 

some articles published in the Christian Tribune (基督教論壇, Jidujiao Luntan) that mention or reflect on 

the issue, but this is a private medium. Other later publications from key actors are a collection of 

distinctly Buddhist reflections by Venerable Chao Hwei (釋昭慧法師)9 and a book with contemplations 

on the dispute by Mayor Huang Ta-chou,10 but these are beyond the scope of this master’s thesis. 
For the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple, the main sources are also articles from the 

aforementioned newspapers, including scholarly analyses by Lee Feng-mao (李豐楙) and Lin Pen-Hsuan 

(林本炫). There is a small amount of other academic writing on this temple, which is clearly divided by 

the two groups involved in the dispute. Research on the Luminary Buddhists is focused on their gender 
and the influence of this fairly unique all-female nunnery on feminism in Buddhism (Lin, 2010; Devido, 

2010) and on their education, both their own exceptionally high educational levels as well as their 
engagement with society and the spread of the dharma through public education (Yü, 2010). In contrast, 

the literature on the Yu Shan Yan folk religionists mainly revolves around the local Hakka cultural 
identity and is related to the geographic area, with a focus on the yearly pilgrimage temple festival (Chyr 

and Xie, 2012; Liu, 2010). The 218 conflict is mentioned only briefly, if at all, and (with the exception of 

9 Shih Chao Hwei. 1994. Compassionate Guanyin (Ciqing Guanyin, 慈情觀音). Taipei: Dharma Drum Publishing. 
10 Huang Ta-chou. 2001. Transformation: The Birth of Da’an Forest Park (Tuibian: Da’an Senlin Gongyuan de 
Dansheng, 蛻變：大安森林公園的誕生). New Taipei City: Cheng Chung Bookstore. 
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Yeong-Shin Chyr) is largely based on information published by the Luminary nuns on their website and in 
their magazine. Nevertheless, they offer some interesting findings that have contributed to the 

understanding of the 218 Event, but primarily reflect back on the issue from over a decade later. Most 
importantly, during fieldwork for his master’s thesis in the 1990s, Chyr was able to record the legend 

behind the original establishment of the temple as told by the village elders, which was later published 
in the magazine of the Luminary Buddhists. I found that this latter publication eventually found its way 

back to the newer generations of villagers (the exact same story is reprinted in Chyr and Xie, 2012). The 
religious groups themselves have made a small number of additional contributions. The Luminary nuns 

have primarily done so through their website and the Glorious Buddhism Magazine published through 
their temple, including the March 1997 theme issue that reflects on the dispute.11 The Yu Shan Yan folk 

religionists have primarily contributed through their Facebook page.12 
Since the main data involves both written and spoken words, a two-pronged method is required for 

the evaluation of these texts and the messages that they communicate on how the religious groups 
involved have developed and solved conflicts. First, a narrative analysis will serve to extract themes and 

structures from the accounts of the disputes. This will mainly involve examining what is said and how it 
is said, but equally interesting is what is not said and how parts of the story are circumvented. Moreover, 
a rhetorical analysis will focus on the techniques used to persuade the listener or reader. This method 

involves vocabulary, structure, and arguments that “may appeal to, and engender belief, in the target 
audience, but is likely to repel and undermine the confidence of others” (Walliman, 2011: 141-142). 

Both during the development of each conflict and after it is resolved, how the events are reflected upon 
by all sides will show which party is thought of as “more right” than the other. This is especially 

interesting considering the aforementioned Taiwanese ethical standard. Walliman states that credibility 
markers “indicate the ‘rightness’ of the author and the ‘wrongness’ of others, such as assertions about 

the ‘correct’ moral position, claims or privileged understanding and dismissing alternatives as 
unbelievable” (142). Religious leaders, in particular, might use these markers to instruct their followers, 

and government and other “official” sources will likely also want to ensure that their interpretation of 
events is accepted by the public. 

 

1.4 Framework for the cases of conflicts 
The next chapter introduces all the cases of conflicts that I have been able to find throughout my initial 
search for conflicts, so as to provide an overview of interreligious conflicts in post-martial law Taiwan. 
The total of seven cases of conflicts is the basis for the model of interreligious conflicts in modern 

11 Glorious Buddhism Magazine 香光莊嚴, issue 49 (March 1997). Accessible through 
http://www.gayamagazine.org/periodical/detail/147.  
12 Bai Qi Liao Yu Shan Yan Guanyin Fozu (白杞寮玉山岩觀音佛祖). Accessible through 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1445813572300908/. 
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Taiwan, as discussed at the end of chapter two. The model differentiates between three types of 
conflicts, based on the reasons behind them: discrepancies in the worship practices of the same deity, 

an unfair treatment by the government, and the syncretic use of orthodox teachings by New Religious 
Movements. 

Moreover, chapter two offers brief characterizations of the five conflicts from the initial stage of my 
research. Subsequently, chapters three and four each explore one case study in-depth, as further 

explorations of the different types of interreligious conflicts. Some of the same themes and concepts 
play a role in both disputes, but in such different ways that separate chapters do more justice to each 

case. The chapters start with an introduction to the meaning behind the object, which in both cases is a 
statue, and its location. This is followed by a brief description of the history leading up to the actual 

conflict, with special emphasis on how it was picked up by the newspapers: both what made it 
noticeable for such a public medium to report on it, as well as how the conflict was first introduced. This 

will then show which religious organizations and figures were involved from the start. Others who 
eventually joined the conflict are introduced throughout the narrative.  

Next, the narrative sketches how the conflict developed over time, based on acceptance and 
objection components as experienced by the disputing parties and how these informed their future 
interactions. The focus here is on newsworthy events that intensified (such as provocations and 

ultimatums) or resolved the issue (such as calls for concessions), with special attention paid to violating 
actions to determine the extent of religious conflicts in Taiwan. It is interesting to see how certain words 

and actions are reported later on; only as the narrative unfolds in the public eye can either the actors or 
reporters deem some earlier statements and actions important enough to bring up – I attempt to follow 

the timeline, but also describe the later situation that legitimizes the publication of these facts. The 
narrative starts by identifying the issues that had begun to simmer before the conflict and the trigger 

that started the opposition. Then it shows how both sides dragged out the conflict with provocations 
and unsuccessful attempts to solve it, and how this prompted an intensification of the conflict to the 

extent of violence. Eventually, an agreement was reached to end the conflict, but that did not 
necessarily mean that the bickering had entirely ended. 

After this whodunit is presented, some themes are discussed. This part starts with references to 
similar issues, by reporters or by the actors themselves, which show the bigger picture in which the 

conflict has been understood. Next, are the remaining factors of the “power to interfere” that have not 
yet been adequately discussed. The first that must be considered is the role of the government, as a 
powerful and potentially important factor in decision making, including related laws, the involvement of 

the police and various governmental levels and departments, as well as political parties and figures who 
(aim to) influence public opinion. The second is positions that key religious organizations and figures 

hold in the wider religious tradition and how much they are accepted by other organizations within the 
same religion. This involves revisiting the development of support and denouncement by other 
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organizations, as well as noting which influential organizations do not support their fellow religionists, 
with special attention paid to the umbrella religious associations identified in the literature review.  

The third is the definition of “Us” versus “Them” and the methods employed to make the distinction 
between religious groups and possibly judge the own and the Other’s level of morality. This then relates 

to what is really at stake, regarding the religious convictions. The disputes revolve around how both 
individuals and the larger society benefit from the religious object, which is connected to the position of 

the deity and the related deeper meaning of the statue at stake. The theological models of Knitter are 
useful for identifying the extent to which the other religion’s meaning and practice around the deity is 

accepted. Fourth and finally, peacebuilding methods are evaluated. This part examines who calls for 
resolutions and in which situations, with attention paid to their current power to interfere, and closes 

with a discussion of who is willing to accommodate the Other by means of Nepstad’s practices for 
peacebuilding. 

 

Note on transcription and translation of Chinese 
Taiwan has known many different romanization systems that have been clouded by political influences 

and are used inconsistently. For proper names, whenever possible I have followed the conventional 
transcription or an individual’s personal preference whenever possible, and have otherwise used the 

standard rules of the Hanyu Pinyin romanization system. The names of organizations or concepts that I 
have translated into English to the best of my ability are followed by their original Chinese name. If the 
English translation is not typically used, I have introduced the romanized name and added a literal 

translation in quotation marks to indicate its meaning. For example: Yu Shan Yan (玉山岩, “Rock of 

Mount Yu”). Person names are written with the family name before the given name. Ultimately, people, 

organizations, and concepts are identified by their Chinese characters, so I have included these in 
traditional characters the first time they are mentioned. At the end is a list of important names for 

further reference.  
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CHAPTER 2: Overview of interreligious conflicts in modern Taiwan 
This chapter offers an overview of all the interreligious conflicts in post-martial law Taiwan that I have 

been able to find. These cases describe the extent of religious tolerance by demonstrating what is no 
longer tolerable and how situations are created that are tolerable to both sides in a conflict. Because of 

the aforementioned rarity of interreligious violence in modern Taiwan, I adopt a broad perspective on 
“religious conflicts.” These include any disputes, critiques, and other actions that have publicly 

challenged the religious Other and potentially influenced the status of these religions in Taiwanese 
society. The following paragraphs provide introductions to the five disputes and one non-conflict case of 

interreligious tolerance, to which are added the Da’an Park Guanyin conflict and the 218 Event at Yu 
Shan Yan Luminary Temple that are further explored in the next two chapters. The interreligious 
approach means that I will avoid analyzing religions’ internal conflicts. For example, the ongoing media 

campaigns of the True Enlightenment Education Foundation (TEEF; 正覺教育基金會, Zhengjue Jiaoyu 

Jijinhui) attacking and blackmailing Tibetan Buddhist leaders and other esoteric or humanistic Buddhist 

practitioners would be immensely interesting but fall within the larger Buddhist tradition.  
Looking at conflicts between religions also means that I will not examine hostile actions by religious 

organizations against the secular government an sich, although this type of government can create 
circumstances for religions to rebel against and so give rise to religious violence (Juergensmeyer, 228-

232). Moreover, in many conflicts between religious groups, the secular government will act as a third 
party through legislation, thereby using certain ideologies to differentiate between “sacred” and 

“secular” business and to define humanism, liberalism, religious freedom et cetera. However, what does 
fall within the scope of interreligious conflicts is when a religious organization feels that the government 

has taken the side of another religion, since that would indicate that the Taiwanese government has not 
kept to its own standards of prohibiting discrimination or excessive entanglement and allocating support 

for religious organizations on the basis of proportionality. Also of interest are conflicts wherein the 
government has created circumstances that put the religions on unequal footing. Furthermore, 

throughout each of the in-depth studies, there will be special attention paid to the role of the 
government and to when and how the government influenced each conflict. Nevertheless, the main 
focus will remain on interactions between religions. 

A related matter is the tension between religions and secular society. In recent years, some major 
religious conflicts in Taiwan have occurred between religious organizations and secular trends in society. 

One example is the issue of marriage equality and the fierce protests against it that came from the 

“Alliance to Protect the Family” (Hu Jia Meng, 護家盟) formed by several Protestant, Catholic, Daoist, 

Buddhist, Yiguandao, and Tiandiist organizations. Another example is the promotion of environmental 
protection, including bans on burning of incense and ghost money. Folk religion temples that have been 
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prohibited to use these methods have criticized local governments and specifically Christians, based on 
their understanding that Christians oppose this kind of idolatry and will inform the police when incense 

and ghost money are being burned.13 Nevertheless, these debates were not directed at opposing views 
between religious traditions, so the seemingly religious conflicts are merely a by-product of these 

societal issues. Huang Ke-Hsien (黃克先) argues that this type of issue deeply influences Taiwanese 

people’s views on certain religions. Therefore, the topic of interreligious tolerance could be enhanced by 

including conflicts between religions and ideologies in secular society, such as atheism and non-
religion.14 The view that religion is not valued enough is an important issue to consider in modern 

Taiwanese society. This issue, however interesting, falls outside the scope of conflicts between religious 
organizations and therefore will not be discussed in greater depth here. What will be shown is whenever 

the (lack of) religiosity of society at large is believed to be at stake in the case studies. 
 

The subsequent brief descriptions are in no way complete representations of the issues and go only as 
far as I have been able to find, understand, and process relevant materials throughout my graduate 

studies. For most of these cases, this is the first time that they have been discussed extensively in 
English, and none of them has been studied in such a theoretic framework before. Therefore, the goal of 

this chapter is not to give conclusive analyses but rather to offer an overview of cases that could and 
deserve to be studied in much greater detail, and that can serve as a frame of reference for the 
subsequent in-depth case studies. 

 

2.1 Bantian Yan Ziyun Temple 
The earliest dispute found revolves around Ziyun Temple (紫雲寺, “Purple Mountain Temple”) located 

on the mountain Bantian Yan (半天岩, “Rock Halfway to Heaven”) in Minghe Village, Fanlu Township, 

Chiayi County. This temple is geographically very close to the Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple discussed in 
chapter four, and the history leading up to the actual conflict, as well as the conflict itself, are related, 

albeit with a few clear distinctions that will be clarified later. There are multiple versions of the legend 
about the establishment of this temple, but these all start in the early Qing dynasty and tell of a 

Buddhist monk who brought a Guanyin statue from China to Taiwan, a statue which remains at the 
center of temple worship.15 He was pointed by Guanyin to this spot and named the mountain after its 

height, since it almost touched the sky, and the temple after the purple clouds surrounding its location. 
After four generations of Buddhist monks had led the temple, there was no monastic successor, so in 

the late 18th century locals took over temple responsibilities. These local folk religionists also brought in 

13 Professor Lin Ching-chih (林敬智), personal communication: 2018-07-27. 
14 Professor Huang Ke-Hsien, personal communication: 2018-02-13. 
15 Yan Shang-wen and Ma You-cheng hold on to the earlier date of 1682 for the origination of the temple (2008: 
29), but the website of Ziyun Temple gives more credibility to the establishment tablet inside the temple that says 
1765 (Ziyunsi, 2018). 
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the statues of other deities to worship and over time the temple transformed into a folk religionist 

temple (commonly called 廟, miao) with only the name referring to its Buddhist origin (寺, si) (Yan and 

Ma, 2008; Ziyunsi, 2018).  
The temple slowly grew in importance, with not only a geographically wide reach in the folk 

religionist temple networks but also acknowledgement by the local government, including the Japanese 
administration. However, the 1941 earthquake heavily damaged Ziyun Temple, and because of 

economic and other restrictions, the deities were taken to local peoples’ homes to be worshipped there 
(Hualian Citian Gong, 2016). Major renovations were executed from 1947 until 1950, and it was also in 

this period that Tian Long Temple (天龍寺, Tianlong Si) in Chiayi City sent several monastics to Ziyun 

Temple to take care of temple responsibilities. The locals found this to be an ideal solution and let the 

monastics do so temporarily (Yan and Ma, 2008: 39-40). Then, in 1953, the folk religionist Ziyun Temple 

management committee invited Venerable Xinhua (釋心化法師) and other nuns to manage the temple. 

Under the leadership of her successor Venerable Tianyi  (釋天乙法師) some differences between the 

nuns’ own orthodox Buddhist practices and the folk religionist customs began to become apparent, such 

as that the folk religionists often invited Daoist masters and spirit mediums (乩童, jitong) to perform 

rituals as part of their worship. Ven. Tianyi was still able to solve such issues with her charisma, since she 

was respected by the locals (35-37).  

The opposition became fiercer under her successor Venerable Yichun (釋乙純法師) who attempted 

to transform Ziyun Temple into a “pure” orthodox temple. She banned the use of meat, rice and alcohol 
in offerings to the deities. This resulted in arguments between the Buddhist nuns and the folk religionist 

worshippers; eventually some deities were moved to other halls to be worshipped according to the local 
customs, but the nuns still laughed at what they perceived to be disrespectful methods of worship 

(Hualian Citian Gong, 2016). Two other controversies involved the worshippers’ meeting in 1979 
wherein Ven. Yichun, in order to eliminate the locals’ power, primarily invited outsiders and monastics 

to act as the worshippers; and the nuns’ 1981 building of a pagoda to generate more income for the 
temple, which the locals disagreed with out of fear, in accordance with the traditional belief that this 

would bring negative effects to the lives of the locals (Hualian Citian Gong, 2016; Yan and Ma, 2008: 37-
38). 

In 1980, the temple was recognized under the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act as a preserved 

Level Three Ancient Monument (三級古蹟, San Ji Gu Ji). But because of her intention to “purify” the 

temple, in 1986, Ven. Yichun applied to repeal this protected status. When this message appeared in the 
news media, there was a fierce response from the locals, who suspected the nuns of destroying Ziyun 
Temple and occupying the temple property. In 1990, at a new worshippers meeting, the traditional 

temple management committee was reestablished and the locals petitioned the nuns to return the 
temple management rights. Although legally the temple rights at that point were with the folk 

religionists’ temple management committee, the nuns declined negotiations about dual management of 
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the temple. Eventually, the locals raised a total of 3,000,000 NTD to buy out the nuns, who then left 
Ziyun Temple. Some of them moved to the Luminary nunnery. Afterwards, the temple was managed by 

the folk religionists and the conflict quieted down. When I visited Ziyun Temple at Bantianyan in 
February 2018, there was no trace to be found of the previous Buddhist “occupation.” 

 

2.2 Siaolin Village 
Another case of conflict occurred in Siaolin Village (小林村, Siaolin Cun), which is located in the 

mountainous area of Kaohsiung and historically home to the Rukai people (魯凱族, Lukai zu) and other 

Taiwanese indigenous groups. In the morning of August 9, 2009, the Typhoon Morakot caused a large 
landslide that would ultimately destroy the entire village. Besides a large number of deaths, hundreds of 

people were evicted to safety in lower areas. Tzu Chi Foundation was among the organizations that 
stepped in to help and was the first to start the construction of houses for some of the affected families. 

Tzu Chi, one of the four “Buddhist mountains” in Taiwan, centers its religious teachings around 
humanitarian service and is known for providing disaster relief. In February 2010, they finished over 

permanent 600 houses and the community’s major churches in the newly established Great Love 

Community (大愛小林社區, Da Ai Xiaolin Shequ) in the neighboring township, showing Tzu Chi’s mission 

to spread great love. The organization equipped the houses with all necessities and inscriptions from 

their leader Master Cheng Yen (證嚴法師) (Tzu Chi Foundation, 2010-02-15). Over the next year, both 

Tzu Chi and the local chapter of the Red Cross Society would establish more relief villages for the 
remainder of Morakot victims. 

While the Siaolin refugees were grateful for the fast and thorough assistance by Tzu Chi, voices 
started to come up that criticized Tzu Chi for its Buddhist influence on their lives. To start with, the 

houses were built according to a distinct “Tzu Chi style” of Buddhist architecture with the gray and 
solemn design similar to their temples. The design was very different from their original indigenous 
customs, which made the residents feel not at home in their own permanent homes (Tang, 2010-04-

11a). Another issue was the statues and other permanent objects with inscriptions to commemorate the 
charity and praise the Tzu Chi ideologies that were placed along the streets throughout the 

neighborhood. For example, although the refugees early on had expressed the wish for street names 
with an indigenous spirit, the final street names portrayed some strong Buddhist concepts. In a response, 

the spokesperson of Tzu Chi acknowledged this mistake (Tang, 2010-04-11a). And in spite of the fact 
that Tzu Chi had attempted to rebuild the major churches that the indigenous groups belonged to, in 

order to express their respect for the indigenous’ Christian religion, inscribed in the wall below the 
central cross inside the church were the Ten Precepts as formulated by Ven. Cheng Yen and practiced by 

her followers (Zhang, 2010-04-11). 
Moreover, through various channels, including the letter of commitment that the residents had to 

sign before moving into their new houses, Tzu Chi required all residents to practice the “three No’s”—
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abstention from tobacco, alcohol, and betel nut. Giving up these bad habits that the indigenous peoples 
were used to when living in the mountains would improve their health and lives (Lin and Tang, 2010-02-

12; Tzu Chi Foundation, 2010-02-02). However, the residents pointed out, this conflicts with the 
indigenous use of homebrew alcohol in their ancestor worship (Fan, n.d.). Another news report 

mentions that the letter of commitment also requires the residents to “not kill,” which in Buddhist 
practice also entails a vegetarian diet, while one of the primary customs during indigenous celebrations 

is to sacrifice a boar (Tang, 2010-04-11b). Thereupon, Tzu Chi announced that these requests were 
merely aimed to stimulate healthy practices, but would not be required of the residents (Zhou, 2010-08-

02). More concretely, although the Buddhists disapprove of killing animals, they will not interfere with 
this practice. However, they found it too difficult to construct the platform for these ritual sacrifices 

(Tang, 2010-04-11b). Nevertheless, the indigenous residents felt that the close presence of a large Tzu 
Chi temple and office next to the community and frequent visits by Tzu Chi volunteers to “kindly advise” 

people to stay away from alcohol, tobacco and the like, was exemplary of the continuous presence of 
Tzu Chi in this new phase of their lives (Zhong, n.d.; Zhang, 2010-04-11).  

Altogether, these factors were perceived as disrespecting the indigenous Christian religious customs 
and thus infringing their freedom of religion. A group of indigenous residents of the Great Love 
Community requested permission from the local government to establish another Siaolin community 

with self-build homes on the ground nearby the community. An update in a later news report mentions 
that the Kaohsiung government had not granted the necessary permission (Zhou, 2010-08-06). Another 

group of indigenous victims of Morakot for which Tzu Chi would subsequently build a permanent relief 
village also started to protest. They petitioned the local government for help, out of fear that the issues 

they witnessed in the Great Love Community would be repeated in their future community (Tang, 2010-
04-11a; 2010-04-11b). The solution for this relief village was that the Tzu Chi Foundation would build the 

homes, but the design of the rest of the community was coordinated by the local government with 
primary input from the future residents (Tang, 2010-04-11a). Moreover, the Red Cross Society offered to 

build houses for those unwilling or unable to move into the communities established by Tzu Chi (Tang, 
2010-04-11b). 

 

2.3 Critique of Yiguandao 
Yiguandao is a syncretic religion established in the late Ming dynasty. At first, it combined only the three 
traditional Chinese religions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. The last Great Master Zhang 
started including “divine revelations” from Jesus and Mohammad in 1938 and thereby integrated 

Christianity and Islam into the religion (Kuo, 2008: 113n22). During a field trip to Xing Yi Temple (興一聖

堂, Xingyi Shengtang), it was explained to me that the altar and rituals give space to virtually every 

religious figure or scripture, depending on the needs and wishes of the worshipper (November 11, 2015). 

The Venerable Mother (無極老母, Wuji Laomu) is the ancient mother goddess who is the creative origin 
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of the universe and holds the ultimate leadership role, standing at the center of Yiguandao worship and 
of the altar. Kuo Cheng-tian explains that the Venerable Mother is taken to be the same as the God of 

Christianity, the Allah of Islam, and the highest deities in other religions (2008: 66). However, in practice, 
the Venerable Mother stands higher than any other religious figures by being placed at the center of 

worship and of the altar. 
Kuo summarizes the political status of Yiguandao: “[s]ince its origin in the late Ming dynasty, it was 

ruthlessly suppressed by the Qing dynasty, the republican government, the Japanese occupation force, 
the communist regime, and the KMT government in Taiwan before 1987” (2008: 66). Yiguandao arrived 

in Taiwan in 1945 when its practitioners fled with the Nationalists from China. Although the 
authoritarian regime considered Yiguandao illegal and actively suppressed its activities and leaders, the 

religion rapidly expanded. Kuo argues that this sharp growth is what caused other major religions to 
publicly condemn Yiguandao as an evil cult. Yiguandao especially threatened the slowly developing 

institutional Buddhism by offering “a stronger social network and a greater variety of deities” (Kuo, 2008: 
76). As a result, Yiguandao was publicly condemned as an evil cult by Buddhists, Daoists, and the 

followers of other religions in documents published in the mid-1970s and 1980s by the BAROC, DARC 
and other major organizations (Kuo, 2008: 76).  

With the abolishment of martial law in 1987, Yiguandao was accepted as an official religious 

tradition and the public outcry ended. However, negative messages about Yiguandao still persist, as I 

witnessed during a visit to Grace Baptist Church (懷恩堂, Huai En Tang) in Taipei. The leading reverend 

first acknowledged the many visitors from outside the church who were attending the Christmas service. 
He then spent the main part of the sermon explaining how Yiguandao is wrongfully using the Christian 

Bible, including putting it on equal foot with the Quran, thereby ignoring the inconsistencies between 
the two scriptures (December 25, 2016). 

 

2.4 Critique of the True Buddha School 
Another New Religious Movement is the True Buddha School (真佛宗, Zhen Fo Zong), founded in the 

1980s by Master Lu Sheng-yen (盧勝彥). Previously a Christian, he later became a Daoist qigong master 

and in 1975 founded a qigong temple, after which he started to conduct spiritual travels to the Pure 
Land and in much the same fashion also inherited a Gelugpa Tibetan Buddhist lineage (Melton, 2010: 

2892-2893). He gathered a large international following who consider him a living Buddha, hence the 
name of the organization. Besides his travels to the Pure Land and studying with both a Daoist and 

various Buddhist masters, he also has personal connections with supernatural entities, such as various 
Daoist deities, other lamas in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, and Shakyamuni Buddha, commonly known 

as “the Buddha” (Tam, 2016: 311). Although it still employs its Daoist components and “its magical 
dimension of divination practices” (ibid.), Tam Wai Lun situates True Buddha School now primarily as a 

new Vajrayana school of Chinese Buddhism, to which it gradually transformed itself from a Daoist 
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divination movement (ibid.: 308-310). However, the religious scholar Li Yu-Zhen (李玉珍) argues that 

Ven. Lu Sheng-Yen first and foremost receives this religious authority from being an ordained qigong 
master, in which capacity he first received signs about the esoteric Buddhist aspects.16 

This syncretic use of various religious teachings and practices has instigated critiques from other 

religious organizations within and outside Taiwan. For example, Zen Master Hsuan Hua from the 

Dharma Realm Buddhist Association (法界佛教總會, Fajie Fuojiao Zonghui) has published an article in 

which he called Ven. Lu Sheng-Yen a demon (Chen: 1996). The Malaysian chapters of Foguangshan and 
Tzu Chi joined other Buddhist organizations in Malaysia in calling True Buddha School a heretic cult, for 

reasons including that Ven. Lu Sheng-Yen commits vulgar self-enrichment, his inheritance of Tibetan 
Buddhism is not accepted by other Tibetan Buddhist denominations, and that he says that he is a direct 

disciple of Sakyamuni Buddha without giving evidence. For these reasons, True Buddha School caused a 
vulgarization of Buddhism and misleads innocent people and other religions into misunderstanding the 

Buddhist institution (Sin Chew Daily, 2007-10-25). Melton notes that this same kind of critique also has 
been expressed by Taiwanese Zen and Pure Land Buddhist organizations (2010: 2893). 

 

2.5 Taichung Mazu Park 
The fifth conflict is the most recent of all cases that I found. The Taichung city government planned to 

create a Mazu theme park in the harbor of Da’an District, Taichung (大安港媽祖主題園區, Da’an Gang 

Mazu Zhuti Yuanqu), as part of the development of this coastal area. The park would include a cinema, 
shops, an eco hotel and a large building containing exposition areas, restaurants, museums, and other 

leisure and communal spaces (Taichung City Government, 2013-08-30). On top of this building, a large 
Mazu statue was planned; at 70 meters tall it would be the world’s highest statue for this deity (Hong, 
2014-02-18). The deity is believed to have lived in Fujian, where she was revered as a protector for 

seafarers. In this capacity, migrants carried Mazu statues for protection when they crossed the Strait 
and settled in Taiwan.  Now, the deity is widely worshipped throughout Taiwan, especially in the Central 

part, with the yearly folk religionists’ yearly pilgrimage events in Beigang (北港) and Dajia (大甲) being 

some of the most important festivals of Taiwan (Taichung City Government, 2013-08-30).  

Taichung Mayor Hu Chih-chiang (胡志強) explained the reason for this theme park as this area was 

strategically placed in a primarily Mazu worship area and close to the Jenn Lann Temple (鎮瀾宮, Zhen 

Lan Gong) at the center of the Dajia Mazu pilgrimage and worship. Development of the facilities in this 
area, combined with a Mazu themed park and statue would attract many tourists and generate much 

income for the region (ibid). The park plan was first presented in August 2013 and in December of the 
same year, the plan met with resistance from City Council members who suspected Mayor Hu Chih-

chiang of using this project to solicit for local votes in preparation for the upcoming mayoral election. 

16 Professor Li Yu-Zhen, personal communication (November 14, 2016). 
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Moreover, during this time there were some outside protests against the plan, namely against the eco-
hotel that was said to be a mere band-aid to the larger ecological problems of the area. However, a 

majority of city council members supported the mayor in this plan, because of the benefits for 
employment and tourism in this relatively underdeveloped area.  It was during this debate that it was 

suggested for the first time that local worshippers could sponsor the Mazu statue with government 
support only if fund raising proves unsuccessful (Zhang, 2013-12-07).  

The final plan was presented on February 17, 2014. This time, it was picked up by the media, who 
questioned whether the large sum of money involved with the project would be wasted and worried 

that the statue would not attract worshippers because its much shorter history than that of the Jenn 
Lann Temple in Dajia (Taichung City Government, 2014-02-18a). Mayor Hu Chih-chiang responded that it 

had been a strong wish of the locals and that the statue was granted because of the long history of the 
local Mazu culture and the business opportunities that this religious tourism would create (ibid, 2014-

02-18b). However, the protest grew through petition letters to the mayor and April saw the first protest 

mars in front of the city government. Rev. Wang Jincai (王進財) from the Presbyterian Church stressed 

that using government money to develop such a Mazu park would be unfair for other religions. Rev. Liao 

Jinhe (廖金河) from the Top City Transform Alliance (高點城市轉化聯盟, Gaodian Chengshi Zhuanhua 

Lianmeng), an action group consisting of three local Christian churches, underscored this viewpoint and 
concluded that, if this plan would be continued, the city government also would need to build the 

highest cross of South-East Asia (UCA News, 2014-04-23; Hong, 2014-04-18). A counter-protest came 
from local chiefs in the Da’an area who carried banners to the city government in order to raise support 
for the park plan, because of the need to develop the local economy (Hong, 2014-04-18). 

The city government responded to the Christian protests that such a cross could be discussed if it 
were in a region with a predominantly Christian culture, such as an area with indigenous peoples (Union 

of Catholic Asian News, 2014-04-23). Nevertheless, over the next months, the Christian churches 
continued to organize petition letter movements and protest events, in order to convince the city 

government of their unrighteous favoring of this folk religionist wish (Lin, 2014-11-06). In the meanwhile, 
the discussions in the Taichung city council also intensified. During the city council meeting on June 30, 

several council members verbally attacked the mayor for sticking to the park plan. Mayor Hu Chih-
chiang responded to the claim that the park and statue are not unconstitutional by arguing that they 

equally supported other religions in other ways and this project was aimed at bringing tourism and 
business opportunities to this underdeveloped area by cultural means. Moreover, “the city government 

does not plan to establish a temple, but to create a tourist attraction!” (Taichung City Government, 
2014-06-30). However, the mayor also expressed willingness to accept donations for the statue (Hong, 

2014-07-01). Soon after, it was decided that local worshippers would be responsible for raising the 

funds through the folk religionist organization Taiwan Mazu Fellowship (台灣媽祖聯誼會, Taiwan Mazu 

Lianyihui). After the statue is finished, it would be donated to the city government to be integrated into 
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the Mazu theme park. The city government would build a lotus flower serving as the base for the statue 
and develop the surrounding area.  

This end to government funding of the Mazu statue did not mean an immediate end to the protests. 
Petitioning and protest events continued and the Christian churches raised 4,000 signatures in 

opposition of the Mazu park and Rev. Wang Jincai threatened to file a lawsuit or continued protesting so 
that “the Lord will stop this scheme of evil men” (Lin, 2014-11-06). Protests seem to have ended only 

after Hu Chih-chiang lost mayoral re-election to Lin Chia-lung (林佳龍). After mayor Lin Chia-yun took 

over, the Taiwan Mazu Fellowship felt that city government had no intention to support the park and 

statue and therefore soon decided to discontinue raising funds for the statue. Eventually, they started to 
take donations again and were assured of a partial government subsidy (Yu and Song, 2015-09-12). 

However, the folk religionists were not successful in collecting enough funds for the statue and 
notwithstanding city government help to find another statue to fit the lotus flower base, the Mazu 

statue was ultimately canceled (Hei, 2018-01-19). 
As seen throughout the case studies, deity statues are treated with utmost and solemn respect. 

While emphasizing the cultural value of the park, Mayor Hu Chih-chiang refused to see the Mazu statue 
as less than a religious statue. When I discussed this issue with a local involved with many folk religionist 

activities, he mentioned some aspects that influence folk religionists’ support for a statue. One factor is 
the abovementioned fact that the subject was merely a statue, not a temple that would be a center of 
worship and therefore would be considered more meritorious to donate to. Another factor is that, to 

comply with government regulations, the donations had to be collected and registered through the 

Mazu Fellowship, so severely limiting the acceptance of the traditional “incense and oil money” (香油錢, 

xiangyouqian) as donated in large amounts at temples, for which the famous Jenn Lann Temple could 
have been especially instrumental.17 

 

2.6 Islamic graveyards 
This last case is one that I investigated early on in my research, but during the process of coming to a 
more strict definition of “interreligious conflicts,” this issue fell outside the scope of this term and into 

the category of conflicts between religion and the secular government. However, I will now briefly 
introduce this case not only because it is the only case that involves actions by the Muslim community 

but also because it shows a successful interreligious appeal for tolerating distinct religious practices that 
helped to solve a pressing problem. The group of Muslim businessmen and members of the military who 

had accompanied the Nationalist government from China to Taiwan had previously reached an 
agreement with local governments that there would be space reserved in public cemeteries for 

deceased Muslims so that their specific burial practices could be carried out.  

17 Yan Zhenyu (顏震宇), personal communication (March 10, 2018). 
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However, because of reasons such as the aging of the Taiwanese population and the overall scarcity 
of public land, there is a growing shortage of public burial grounds. As a result, the government has 

actively promoted practices as cremation, “burial in turn” (輪葬, lunzang), and placing the remains in 

pagodas to save space — with success, as these practices are now generally accepted and a part of 

Taiwanese customs. On the other hand, the growing Islamic population needed an increasing amount of 
space for graves. Following Islamic law, an important rule that is followed by Taiwanese Muslims is that 

the deceased has to be buried in the ground. Moreover, cremation is forbidden, and the bones cannot 
be removed after burial. Additional rules on burial practices for Muslims are related to the timing, the 

rituals that must be performed, and the direction of the grave.18 This gives Muslim graves distinct 
characteristics that set them apart from other Taiwanese graves, as Oliver Streiter et al. demonstrate in 

their spatial research on Muslim cemeteries in Taiwan (2017). 
The stress on burial space has became so great, that in November 2006, a representative of the 

Muslim community came to the Council for Religious Affairs to ask for help with the shortage. This 
council’s mission is to safeguard religious freedom and equality. It primarily consists of representatives 

of the various religious communities and scholars who specialize in religious studies, and discussions can 
become heated when topics are raised that carry considerable weight in different religious doctrines. 

However, when an issue is considered of not much influence on their own religious communities, the 
committee members are very willing to help the religious Other so that they can develop some goodwill 
in return.19 When the issue was first raised in 2006, the Islamic community had tried in multiple ways to 

acquire more burial grounds. They had little success, because private graveyards were too expensive for 
this small group and both private and public graveyards actively follow the aforementioned 

governmental directives to save space. They then went to the highest possible level, requesting the 
assistance of the national government with negotiations and possible financial support (Council for 

Religious Affairs, 2006-11-13).  
According to the principle of equality that the government upholds, this might cause a problem. 

Namely, it would require devoting considerable resources (both monetary and manpower) to support a 
small group of Muslims carrying out a religious practice that from a Taiwanese cultural perspective is not 

the most effective. For example, it is not a sustainable solution to the land shortage issue, and possible 
future land shortage might influence the burial opportunities of other Taiwanese religious groups in 

their opportunities to get buried. This solution could therefore be seen as an excessive entanglement of 
the government with the Islamic community. On the other hand, adding the reason that these are 

necessary and secular means that merely help to sustain the Islamic community and their freedom of 
belief (rather than helping to spread the religion) keeps these actions in line with the principle of 
proportionality. As a result, the committee members agreed to help (ibid.). This decision might have 

18 Information obtained from the Ministry of Interior reference material to help settle the problems around 
acquiring graveyards for domestic Muslims (2015). 
19 Interview with Chao Jian-Zhi from the Department of Civil Affairs at the Ministry of the Interior (15 May, 2017). 
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been influenced by the considerations that the Muslim community in Taiwan is small and has adapted to 
Taiwanese society and customs to a fairly large extent. 

Throughout the subsequent meetings, the consensus remained constant that the national 
government should help the Chinese Muslim Association, as the representative of the Islamic 

community, to negotiate with the local governments to acquire suitable designated areas in public 
graveyards. Kuo Chengtian, a member of the committee, recalled that the issue was brought up later in 

the Council for Religious Affairs. As far as the committee members go, the matter was quickly resolved 
with a renewed promise to help the Muslim community.20 With government help, the problem has been 

partly addressed, but a fully satisfactory result has not yet been achieved. This case demonstrates how a 
peaceful interreligious outreach tentatively settled an issue with a minority religion. On the other hand, 

a Muslim representative had to contact the highest governmental institution that could possibly help 
with this kind of specifically religious issue, as their own attempts to solve the problem were not 

successful.  
 

2.7 Model of interreligious conflicts in modern Taiwan 
The above cases of interreligious conflicts show that the religiously highly pluralistic society of Taiwan, 
people are generally able to coexist, without being bothered by the existence and adoration of other 

deities and religions with distinct truth claims. However, some situations give grounds for conflicts 
between religious groups; the boundary between the tolerable and intolerable is crossed. These cases 

differentiated three types of reasons for interreligious conflicts in Taiwan. The first type revolves around 
a mutual worship of the same deity statue but with different practices that are perceived to respect the 

deity. This is visible in two disputes between folk religion and Buddhism, namely the abovementioned 
conflict around Ziyun Temple on Bantian Yan and the later discussed case study on the 218 Event at Yu 

Shan Yan Luminary Temple. The differing view on orthopraxy is combined with past unequal 
government policies, most noticeably the elevated status of Buddhist groups under Japanese 

colonization, and a more recent discrepancy on the temple leadership role. These differentiations were 
increasingly integrated into the religious attitude and in modern times created oppositions, not only on 

practices that could be considered Buddhist, but also, especially, on those practices that folk religionists 
adopted from Daoist and local traditions. 

The second type is instigated by factors that are not necessarily religious at first. They are mainly 
related to the policies of the modern government that are perceived as unfair and which brought about 
an unequal situation between religious organizations—thereby going against the post-1987 separatist 

standard of the Taiwanese government—resulting in mutual protests between the religious groups. The 
three cases in this category are the dispute over the use of government funds for the Taichung Mazu 

statue and of public space for the subsequently discussed Guanyin statue in Da’an Park in Taipei, as well 

20 Professor Kuo Cheng-tian, personal communication (20 October, 2016). 
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as the partial use of government funds for disaster relief in Siaolin Village. This type of disputes is still 
inherently religious, because of the religious teachings informing their different views on the betterment 

of society. The third type is when a New Religious Movement is formed based on a syncretic use of the 
orthodox religions, as seen in the critiques on Yiguandao and the True Buddha School. The new religion 

is perceived as challenging the traditional religions and its combination of beliefs and practices from 
religious traditions is rejected. The New Religious Movements in this category have been criticized by 

orthodox groups from multiple religious traditions. However, these disputes are not easy to find in the 
traditional and in principle fact-checked news outlets and, as a consequence, this type of conflicts is not 

represented in the subsequent in-depth case studies based on news reports.  
Moreover, the religious scholar Tsai Yuan-lin suggests adding a fourth type to this model, one that is 

not reflected by the above cases.  This type of disputes is between the two “orthodox” religions that are 
involved with folk religion, Daoism and Buddhism. With an overlap in their market share of performing 

rituals that are part of the folk religionist worship, it is in their own advantage to convince the public 
what is wrong about the Other’s religion. Examples include their different standards for donations, the 

various practices that are part of the religious rituals, and whether the syncretic folk religionists could be 
counted as Buddhist or Daoists followers. It differs from the first-mentioned type, because over time, 
Daoism voiced their own “orthodox” practices and so opposed the Buddhist practices. However, these 

disputes have remained under the surface and have not (yet) grown into any concrete conflicts that 
have required the interference of governmental or legal bodies or other newsworthy topics in 

Taiwanese society.21 
From the overview of historical developments in the Taiwanese religious environment, we have 

seen that since the ending of post-martial law, Taiwan has seen a separatist model of state-religion 
relations. The main development since then has been the post-2000 mode of check and balances 

between the state and the religious groups which strengthened religious freedom. Time-wise, the seven 
identified conflicts are divided over this post-martial law period, with the first type primarily situated in 

the 1990s, but the second and third types stretching the entire period. It will be interesting to see how 
the future Law on Religious Groups, replacing the outdated Law Regulating Temples and Shrines, might 

influence the model of interreligious conflicts as presented here. 
  

21 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 3: Must Guanyin Leave or Stay in Da’an Park 

3.1 Background 
The origin of the statue at the center of this dispute lies in the vision that the lay Buddhist Qiu Huijun (邱

慧君) received in the wee hours of August 8, 1979. Bodhisattva Guanyin came to her in a dream with a 

message to go outside, leading her to a spot near the corner of Xinyi Road and Xinsheng South Road 
(Da’an District, Taipei City). Here, Qiu Huijun told the two persons who accompanied her, Guanyin 

instructed her “to build a temple on this open space, in order to purify the societal spirit” (as noted by 
Xiao, 1995: 75).22 Over the next eight years, Qiu Huijun obtained permission from the owner of this plot. 

In the meanwhile, her temple, the nearby Daxiong Abode (大雄精舍, Daxiong Jingshe), had decided that 

the vision would be realized in the form of a Guanyin statue.23 Later, the temple explained the four-fold 

purpose for erecting this statue as follows: to pray for the wellbeing of the president of Taiwan; to 
create a safe and peaceful society; to bring victory for the nation; and to release the souls of deceased 

soldiers from suffering (Yang, 1993-09-22).  
Permission for the Guanyin statue was obtained from the Taipei City government on September 3, 

1985. Since the location was part of city park development, the Daxiong Abode had to provide four 
guarantees: to not hinder the park plans; to only place a Guanyin statue, not temples or other 
constructions that would violate the land use objectives; during park construction, to follow the 

directives of the park plans without objection; and to only worship the statue with incense and without 
creating noise (Xiao, 1995: 76). This was the original agreement that would later serve as the main topic 

of discussion. The statue was officially consecrated on October 31 of the same year. Over the next few 
years, local residents used it for religious and leisure purposes and voluntarily maintained the area. 

Buddhist masters from the Daxiong Abode also regularly came to chant scriptures and hold events (Yang, 
1993-09-22). Around the same time, the city government was planning the construction of a central city 

park through the reconstruction and extension of Public Park No. 7, now known as Da’an Forest Park. 
The final plan for the park was presented in October 1989; following a public survey it would consist 

primarily of nature spaces and some leisure facilities (Lü, 1989-10-19). 
The park construction was a major project that received much political and media attention. In 1969, 

the first news articles were published about the city government’s plans for a large central park. 
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, this was a recurrent subject of discussion in the Taipei City Council 

22 The message literally said the purpose was to “purify hearts” (凈化人心, jinghua renxin), in which renxin can 
refer to either an individual’s heart or societal spirit. Throughout this dispute, both functions are projected on the 
statue, but it seems that the latter meaning is what is at stake. 
23 Xiao Zi Jun states that this compromise was a result of strong Christian opposition against the construction plans, 
even before it was erected (1995: 75-76), but this early opposition is not once mentioned in the newspapers. 
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and of outside protests and petitions, either related to the possible construction of a stadium or a 

memorial hall for former president Chiang Ching-kuo (蔣經國)—both plans were cancelled due to 

protests—or related to the necessary destruction of a large number of legal and illegal houses and other 
structures within the park area (for example, China Times, 1985-11-14). This destruction turned into a 

long-running political hot potato, starting in early 1986 when the preparation of compensation for the 
houses up for demolition met with homeowners’ protests against this demolition. The protests became 

increasingly intense and the city government gave in to some of the demands, such as by raising the 
amount of compensation, including for illegal squatters (China Times, 1990-04-23; Zhang, 1991-06-11). 

After the last demolition was finished on November 9, 1992, the protests slowly died out. 
Besides some voices against the park plans and related demolitions, an increasing number of 

comments from city council members were regarding inconsistent and unclear decision-making by the 
city government. An eventually widely shared criticism of the city government was that they had given 

in too much to the protests against demolition and in doing so had created the impression that the 
louder one yells, the more compensation one will receive (e.g., Cai, 1991-08-06; Dong, 1992-01-11). 

Though the focus here is not on the political debate, this sketches the context for the discussions on the 
Guanyin statue, where these same arguments will arise again. Among the council members who were 

actively involved in these discussions, only Lin Cheng-chieh (林正杰) and Zhou Baiya (周柏雅) were also 

invested in the later issue around the Guanyin statue (e.g., China Times, 1985-11-14; China Times, 1990-

04-23). Among the other people pushing these discussions through protests, petitions, letters et cetera, 
no one seems to be connected to those who were prominent in the Guanyin statue case. I have paid 
special attention to the people that will later be involved on the Christian side, because of their claims 

that they had helped solve earlier issues and were on the side of the government during the 
homeowners’ protests against destruction. None of them are mentioned in the newspapers as being 

publicly involved prior to the start of their opposition to the Guanyin statue. 
The dispute investigated here was first reported on May 28, 1993 in the United Evening News. The 

article tells of how Christian groups were uniting in their protest against the statue, under the leadership 

of Pastor Nathaniel Chow (周神助牧師) from the Bread of Life Christian Church in Taipei (BOLCC; 靈糧

堂, Ling Liang Tang) (Hong, 1993-05-28). Both this and the introductory article on September 21, 1993 in 

the China Times present the conflict as a both religious and political dispute that had been ongoing for 

some time already (Yang, 1993-09-21). Given the scale and intensity of earlier protests around the park, 
it initially might have been seen as just another protest in the larger demolition scheme and deemed not 

newsworthy enough. Moreover, these early news reports mention that the Taipei city government 
already had already been going back and forth on the issue. The Park and Street Lights Office (hereafter 

called “Parks Office”) under the Public Works Department issued an official document in September 
1992 to order the removal of the statue. However, in October of the same year, Taipei City Mayor 

Huang Ta-chou visited the statue together with the abbot of Daxiong Abode, Venerable Mingkuang (明
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光法師). The Mayor decided to preserve the statue, and even adjusted the park plan accordingly, 

including the creation of a bamboo forest area close by the Guanyin statue. Putting pressure on the city 
government had thus already been proven effective. 

The two key organizations have just been mentioned. On the one side stands the Daxiong Abode, a 

local Buddhist temple found in 1977 near the current Da’an Park on Xinyi Road in Da’an District, Taipei 
City. The temple is primarily dedicated to Bodhisattva Guanyin and is under the leadership of Ven. 

Mingguang.24 Ven. Mingguang is also a representative for the Nationalist Party in the Taiwan National 
Assembly. Having established and being primary responsible for the Guanyin statue, Ven. Mingguang 

and his followers and other Buddhist masters who later partnered up with him make up the core of the 
group here presented as the “Buddhists.” The axis of the opposing side is the BOLCC in Taipei, 

established in China in 1942 and brought to Taiwan in 1957. The headquarters of the church is located at 
Heping East Road, facing Da’an Park at the opposite end of the park from where the statue was 

established. At the time, Pastor Nathaniel Chow was the senior pastor and he held strong leader ship 
over the church (Kuo, 2008: 53). The BOLCC is presented as a charismatic Christian movement that 

strongly opposes idolatry (Yang, 1994-02-23). Pastors, followers, and others who assemble through this 
church are the force behind the “Christians” in this dispute, although they will be increasingly careful to 

present themselves as “concerned citizens” in order to make the opposition look less religious and more 
of a legal matter (e.g., Yang, 1993-09-21).  
 

3.2 Narrative 
The opposition originates from a different reading of the aforementioned original written agreement 

between Ven. Mingguang and the city government. Among other statements, he guaranteed that the 
statue plan would follow the directives of the Park Office during the process of park construction. 

However, Ven. Mingguang emphasized that the words of this agreement were not absolute and did not 
contain a concrete park plan, and that the mayor’s October 1992 decision to incorporate the statue into 

the park plan and add a bamboo forest park is an absolute statement and the city government should 
act accordingly (Hong, 1993-05-28; Zhuge, 1994-02-21b). Since it was well-maintained and had grown 

into a social hotspot for local residents, the city government decided to keep the statue on artistic and 
cultural grounds. Ven. Mingguang also voiced a willingness to comply with the administration’s demand 

to not worship the statue (Yang, 1993-09-22). Pastor Chow, on the other hand, stressed that the 
government had demolished all buildings on the park grounds, including churches and other statues. 

According to the principle of fairness, the Guanyin statue had to go, as well (Hong, 1993-05-28). Later on, 
an official from the Parks Office explained that the Christians had originally petitioned to preserve a 

24 There is almost no information to be found on the temple that is not directly related to this dispute. This brief 
introduction is found on the official Facebook page of Daxiong Jingshe (2018).  
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church within the park area, but the Park Office had refused on the basis of the impartial handling of all 
structures in the construction area (Yang, 1994-02-25). 

The same article indicates that the opposition started after the 1992 visit to the statue by Mayor 
Huang Ta-chou. This instigated the Christians’ protest, initiating a mass prayer event that lasted for 

twenty hours, a “one person one letter” movement, and petitions to put pressure on the city 
government to remove the statue. Due to a lack of success, Pastor Chow called upon the other churches 

nearby the park to support their protest. In addition to the fairness principle, he also stressed the 

religious meaning by stating that Xinsheng South Road consisted entirely of “foreign religions” (洋教, 

yangjiao) and that this type of folk religion did not fit in with them. The nearby churches that publicly 
backed the BOLCC were the Wesley Methodist Church, the Catholic Church, and the Seventh Day 

Adventist Church. Since Islam equally opposes this kind of idolatry, Pastor Chow said he also contacted 
the nearby mosque and he trusted that they would also support this protest (Hong, 1993-05-28). This 

paints a picture of large-scale cross-religious opposition, surpassing the boundaries of this specific 
church, Protestantism, and even a broader Christian affiliation, and developing into a full-blown 

monotheistic alliance that stressed their foreign origins. However, the mosque never publicly voiced its 
support and was thereafter not mentioned again. This article was also both the first and last time that 

these other churches were mentioned by name, until the end of the dispute. It seems that there were 
other churches that supported the BOLCC throughout the conflict, but members may have been 
involved in the background or as “concerned citizens,” not publicly or in the name of their church. 

Over the course of about one year, both sides staged increasingly intense petitions and other 
protest movements to put pressure on the city government. This was fueled by the responses of the city 

government, since their decision shifted in accordance with the different requests and petitions. The 
October 1992 visit to the statue by Ven. Mingguang and the mayor ensured the statue’s preservation, 

and the Christian “one person one letter” movement caused the city government to decide to remove it 
in June 1993 (Yang, 1993-09-21). In the early hours of June 3, 1993, the Guanyin statue was defiled by 

unknown people who sprinkled her with feces and sulfate. This was the second time the statue was 
smeared; the first time was with paint (ibid.). This was not reported directly after it happened. Moreover, 

it was only mentioned briefly in the September news article, framed merely as an extra reason to give in 
to the Buddhists, not as the main argument. Nevertheless, it seems that, together with the city 

government’s decision to remove the statue, this defilement provided grounds for the World Buddhists 

Sit-In Day (世界佛教徒靜坐日, Shijie Fojiaotu Jingzuo Ri), organized by Ven. Mingguang that same 

month, through which Venerable Jing-yao (凈耀法師) and other Buddhists made the planned removal 

known to the larger public.  

Within a few days after the World Buddhists Sit-In Day, 10,000 people signed a petition and many 
officials expressed their concerns regarding the removal (ibid.). In August, Ven. Mingguang brought this 

petition to the city government (Zhu, 1993-08-15) and showed his connections with the central 
government by stating that President Lee was also concerned with the preservation of the statue (Yang, 
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1993-09-21). As a result, the Public Works Department decided to preserve the statue as an art object in 
accordance with the previous plan, but this time explaining that the continued worship of the statue 

was what caused controversy among the Christian group. To resolve the issue and to prevent people 
from worshipping, so as to keep other religions from protesting, the cement in front of the statue would 

be removed and the statue would be surrounded by grass and trees (Yang, 1993-08-27). The public 
announcement by the city government on September 3, 1993, also forbade the use of incense or other 

religious rituals (Xie, 1994-03-15). The BOLCC then organized a petition event on September 19th, where 
3,000-4,000 believers signed to request the removal of the Guanyin statue.  

When the issue gained the attention of the China Times at the end of September 1993, the 
newspaper invited both religious leaders for a forum discussion on the statue. Ven. Mingguang here 

expressed willingness to refrain from worshipping the statue, which Pastor Chow thought was 
impossible; under religious freedom, no one can restrain people from using incense or bowing. Pastor 

Chow then urges city government to solve this problem, or else their protests will become louder (Yang, 
1993-09-22). During the next weeks, all related news articles mentioned the flood of phone calls and 

letters from citizens to related departments within the city government as well as to the news media. At 
the end of October, the city government decided to remove the statue, given the fierce protests from 
the members of other religions (Yang, 1993-10-24). This was the final decision and for the next months it 

seemed to be a done deal, regardless of later petitioning by Ven. Mingguang (Xie, 1993-12-07). In 
December, the city government announced that the statue had to be removed before the end of March 

1994 (Fan, 1993-12-27).  
With the arrival of the new year, the winds seem to change and Lin Cheng-chieh, an independent 

member of the Legislative Yuan, became involved in the dispute. On January 8, 1994, he held a press 
conference and pleaded not only to preserve the statue but also to let citizens provide for the bamboo 

forest meditation area that was previously promised by the mayor. He announced a series of events, 

including a “Guanyin Must Not Leave” (觀音不要走, Guanyin Bu Yao Zou) mass protest in the park on 

February 19 (Zeng, 1994-01-09). The previous head of BAROC, Elder Wuming (悟明長老), also joined 

this press conference in support of the statue. The city government seemed to become less determined 

in its decision on how to handle the situation (e.g., Qin, 1994-01-11). This instigated increasingly fierce 
discussions in the city council, with members voicing stronger opinions, such as Zhou Baiya’s increasingly 

angry requests for the removal of the statue (e.g., Zhu, 1994-01-18). Eventually, the city council decided 
to hold a public hearing to hopefully reach a consensus. 

A short news article reminding its readers of the earlier defilement of the Guanyin statue seems to 
be part of the reason for this change. The article repeated the happenings of June 3, 1993 when 

“unknown people” smeared the Guanyin statue with feces and sulfate as mentioned briefly in an earlier 
news article. This time, the news was a game changer. In preparing for the “Guanyin Must Not Leave” 

event, the Buddhists establish the No. 7 Public Park Bamboo Forest Meditation Area Association 

(hereafter “Bamboo Forest Association”; 七號公園竹林禪意區促進會, Qi Hao Gongyuan Zhulin 

41 
 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.GIRS.008.2018.A03



Chanyiqu Cujinhui). With Lin Cheng-chieh as the director, this association became the center from which 
future Buddhist protests would be organized (first introduced in Yang, 1994-02-17). At this point, the 

Christians said that they would still request that the statue be removed and threatened that they could 
also stage protest events at any time, through an alliance between Protestants and Catholics (Hong, 

1994-02-16). 
More and more Buddhist masters and organizations spoke out against the defilement of the 

Guanyin statue and in support of the protests for preservation. This included Venerable Hsing Yun (星雲

法師), who is the well-known founder of Fo Guang Shan, one of the four main Buddhist institutions of 

Taiwan (Qin, 1994-02-17). Respected Buddhist master Venerable Ching Liang (凈良法師) even called the 

situation a case of “religious persecution” (Hong, 1994-02-16). Venerable Chao Hwei, the director of the 

Life Conservationist Association, also started to publish statements in the media calling the defilement 
of the Guanyin statue a humiliation of Taiwanese local culture (Zhan, 1994-02-19). The city government 

spoke out more decisively again and even advanced the removal deadline to the end of February (Zeng, 
1994-02-17), going back to the original agreement and reminding Ven. Mingguang of his promise to 

follow the instructions of the Parks Office – thereby meaning he should remove the statue (Yang, 1994-
02-18). 

The Guanyin Must Not Leave event proceeded peacefully and “with a solemn Buddhist sound” and 
so it is seen as a successful move to show the city government how much the participants loved and 

wanted to preserve the statue (Zeng, 1994-02-20). The BAROC originally announced that they would co-
organize the event, but ultimately decided not to join (Qin et al., 1994-02-19). Another main Buddhist 

organization, Dharma Drum Mountain, also decided not to participate, so as not to create more 
problems for the city government (Lin, 1994-02-20). However, the aforementioned Buddhist masters all 

mobilized their disciples to join the event (Qin et al., 1994-02-19). Ven. Chao Hwei spoke out more 
fiercely and during a press conference demanded the preservation of the Guanyin statue; threatening 
that otherwise they would mobilize all Yiguandao, Daoists, folk religionists, and Buddhists to protest 

(Zhan, 1994-02-19). While the Buddhists united in their opposition, the Christians started to become less 
strong-worded in their protests (Qin et al., 1994-02-19). However, they remained determined in their 

wish for “righteousness,” which entailed the removal of the statue (e.g., Hong, 1994-02-18b) and 
threatened to mobilize petitions if the city government would not use its public power to remove the 

statue (Zhuge, 1994-02-21a). 
In the meantime, Ven. Hsing Yun tried to resolve the issue by reaching out to politicians and other 

religious leaders. This included a visit to the BOLCC to discuss the situation, but the result seems to have 
been unsatisfactory (Xie, 1994-02-20b; Zhuge, 1994-02-21a). Lin Cheng-chieh also called for a resolution 

by announcing that he would organize a “religious summit conference” to alleviate the antagonistic 
situation (Zhuge, 1994-02-20). With participants from Buddhism, Protestantism, Catholicism, Daoism, 

Islam, and Yiguandao, its goal would be to find a solution that would set a useful precedent for similar 
cases in the future. Originally, the Nationalist Party was a co-organizer, but to prevent the event from 
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becoming political, they decided not to attend (Qin, 1994-02-22). It remains unclear when this summit 
was actually held and what the outcome was, but this attempt seems to have been equally unfruitful. An 

alternative that was raised increasingly often by both Buddhists and outside spectators was to allow 
other religions to also place statues in the park. However, this would go against the park plan to create a 

nature and leisure space and would change it into a religious park. Ven. Mingguang argued that this 
would be a good thing, as it could display the religiosity of Taiwanese society (Zhuge, 1994-02-21b). 

Another attempt to reach a mutual agreement was a public hearing organized by the Taipei City 
Council on March 14. During the weeks leading up to it, the discussions continued but in words that 

were somewhat less fierce. The Bamboo Forest Association said that the Buddhists, for now, would not 
increase their fight (Wu, 1994-02-28). Even the city government was hopeful that the hearing would 

result in a consensus and was willing to adjust its decision accordingly (Qin, 1994-02-22). A few days 
before the hearing, tensions rose again with news reports on a new flood of letters and phone calls from 

concerned believers advocating the statue’s removal. This created a polarized atmosphere and concerns 
were raised that, during the public hearing, everyone would simply repeat their own opinions and no 

consensus would be reached (Zhuge, 1994-03-12; Xie and Lin, 1994-03-13). That is indeed what 

happened. Christian representative Lin Zhipin (林治平) pleaded for the restoration of public power 

through the removal of the statue. Lin Cheng-chieh, in turn, pleaded for the preservation of the statue 
and its surroundings and threatened to fight any decisions to remove the statue by appealing to the 
central government for a referendum. Ven. Mingguang was out of the country and was represented by 

Ven. Chao Hwei. She vilified both the opposition who influenced public opinion and those who defiled 
the statue and stated that she “definitely won’t let these tricksters have their way” (Xie, 1994-03-15; 

also see Luo, 1994-03-14a; Luo, 1994-03-14b). 
After the public hearing and in the absence of a mutually accepted solution, the city government 

decided to move forward with the plan to remove the statue and set the deadline as March 20 (Luo, 
1994-03-18b). Lin Cheng-chieh and Ven. Chao Hwei then announced the start of a “Sit-in Hunger Strike 

to Protect Guanyin” (靜坐絕食護觀音, Jingzuo Jueshi Hu Guanyin), from March 19 until the day of the 

opening of Da’an Park, which was scheduled for March 29. Ven. Chao Hwei stated that although the 

majority of voices at the public hearing favored keeping the statue, the city government did not respect 
them. Her goal was to denounce the city government’s attitude, as well as the BOLCC’s attitude that did 

not permit “dissidents,” or people of other religions (Qin, 1994-03-19). Lin Cheng-chieh added that there 
had been calls from other Buddhists to take more extreme measures, such as self-immolation, so the 

hunger strike was meant to prevent them from being forced into committing these more drastic acts 
(Hong, 1994-03-18; Luo, 1994-03-18a). Ven. Chao Hwei went on to say that she was determined to die 

with the statue. With the Guanyin statue on the brink of crisis, devout Buddhist disciples could not but 
see it as religious persecution and use extreme measures to defend their religion (Liang, 1994-03-19b).  

The hunger strike received support from the widely revered Master Yin Shun (印順長老), the 

teacher of Ven. Chao Hwei and other important Buddhist masters. Master Yin Shun called upon all 
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Buddhists to unite in support of preserving the Guanyin statue and spoke of a scheme wherein 
Christians were planning to expand their church area to the width of the park and therefore were using 

all sorts of methods to destroy the Guanyin statue. He stated too that Buddhist followers cannot but see 
that as religious persecution (Chen, 1994-03-19). This seems to have been another game changer and 

many Buddhist masters from various organizations mobilized their followers. Ven. Hsin Yun, among 
other Buddhists, expressed that this protest was becoming too extreme, but continued to support the 

preservation of the Guanyin statue and thus also frequently voiced his support for the hunger strike (Qin 
and Hong, 1994-03-19a; Liang, 1994-03-21).  

The Christian side, on the one hand, is reported to have “cooled down” from the fight. The BOLCC 

said that they would follow the decision of the city government. Reverent Daniel Rao (饒孝楫牧師) said 

that this religious dispute made him regret the protests, and from now on, to avoid causing a 
disturbance, Christians would not act anymore but would silently accept city government’s decision 

(Liang, 1994-03-19a). On the other hand, there are some reports of Christians shouting their 
disagreement at the hunger strike event (e.g., Zhuge and Qin, 1994-03-21; Luo, 1994-03-26b). From 

both sides, the stream of open letters also continued to increase. The Taipei city government upheld the 
plan to remove the Guanyin statue. Initially, they threatened that if the Buddhists did not do it 

themselves by March 20, the statue might be removed by the city government (Zeng, 1994-03-20). 
When the date passed, Mayor Huang Ta-chou allowed a margin for the still-inevitable removal (e.g., 
Zhuge and Qin, 1994-03-21; Luo, 1994-03-22a).  

The hunger strike sit-in went on day and night, with loudspeakers broadcasting Buddhist chanting 
(e.g., Qin, 1994-03-21). As the days passed, the support for it only grew. There were daily reports on the 

many supporters from all over the Buddhist world, both a variety of revered masters as well as large 
numbers of lay Buddhists joined the meditation sit-in and other supporters stepping up on the soapbox 

to share their religious and political views (e.g., Zeng, 1994-03-21). The Buddhists prepared more 

protests, including a large “10,000 People Protect Guanyin” event (萬人護觀音, Wan Ren Hu Guanyin) 

on the day of the planned park opening, March 29 (Lin, 1994-03-22). Ven. Mingguang was still out of the 
country, but declared that after his return on March 25, he would take over the hunger strike from Lin 

Cheng-chieh and Ven. Chao Hwei. Moreover, while abroad, he gained the official support of the 
American Dharma Realm Buddhist Association for the hunger strike (Qin, 1994-03-22). With Ven. Chao 

Hwei physically weakening, the news reports focused on the health concerns accompanying the hunger 
strike. Nevertheless, she found the strength to write a fierce open letter stressing the need for their 

protest and placing the removal of the statue in the context of the perceived long-term harming of 
Buddhism (Shih Chao Hwei, 1994-02-23). 

On the evening of March 24, Mayor Huang Ta-chou invited representatives of both sides to meet at 
his official residence and discuss the situation behind closed doors. These representatives included Ven. 

Hsing Yun and Reverend Chow Lien-hwa (周聯華牧師) (Luo, 1994-03-25b). Rev. Chow is a recognized 

Christian minister at Grace Baptist Church, the largest church in Taiwan, and is associated with the 
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Chinese Baptist Convention (CBC) as well as being the pastor of former president Chiang Kai-shek (Kuo, 
2008: 49). After a long discussion, just past midnight on March 25, they signed an agreement to follow 

the September 1993 agreement: the statue would be kept as an art object, but would be donated to the 
city government and all religious activities such as kneeling, praying, incense burning, or religious 

assemblies would end; moreover, the hunger strike and all petition activities would immediately end, as 
well (Song, 1994-03-25). The mayor later commented that the city government had consequently 

supported preserving the Guanyin statue as an art piece and only wanted to remove it because Ven. 
Mingguang did not agree to the conditions of donating the statue and ceasing religious worship. Now, 

an agreement had been reached, because the Buddhists had agreed to these requests (Qin and Zhuge, 
1994-03-25). 

In the early hours of March 25, Master Hsin Yun arrived at the location of the hunger strike sit-in to 
announce the preservation of the Guanyin statue to the protesters, who were ecstatic at the news. Lin 

Cheng-chieh and Ven. Chao Hwei slowly started eating again in the early morning. They also announced 
that the “10,000 People Protect Guanyin” event on March 27 would be changed to “10,000 People 

Revere Guanyin” (萬人瞻仰觀音, Wan Ren Zhanyang Guanyin), not in the least because of the 300 

touring cars full of supporters that had already planned to come from Fo Guang Shan in the south of 

Taiwan (Qin, 1994-03-25; Luo, 1994-03-25b). In the following days, both Ven. Mingguang and Lin Cheng-
chieh voiced additional requests to the city government, such as that the Bamboo Forest Association 
could adopt that part of the park and improve the area around the statue, so as to avoid future conflicts 

(e.g., Luo, 1994-03-26a). However, the mayor communicated with Ven. Mingguang that the donation 
would be unconditional (Luo, 1994-03-27). Afterward, the Buddhist side had no further public 

comments on the dispute or the agreement. On March 27, the donation ceremony was held with 
Master Hsin Yun and Ven. Mingguang officially donating the statue to Mayor Huang Ta-chou. Later that 

day, the “10,000 People Revere Guanyin” event was held as a final worship ceremony near the statue 
(Qin, 1994-03-27). 

Since the start of the hunger strike, the Christian side had mostly stayed silent. Later, Minister Chow 
Lien-hwa explained his support for the agreement through the Christian emphasis on love and how this 

agreement would contribute to a stable and peaceful society (Zeng, 1994-03-25). The BOLCC, however, 
declared that the opposition between Christianity and Buddhism was a misinterpretation, since it was a 

citizen opposition. To refute the critique that the BOLCC wanted Guanyin to leave in order to create an 
“open-air church,” Pastor Nathaniel Chow stressed every religion’s freedom to evangelize, including in 

the park, but that this did not extend to the permanent placement of religious symbols (Qin, 1994-03-
26). However, as to not agitate society, for now, they would refrain from launching more protests, so 
long as there would be no worshipping in front of the statue (Luo, 1994-03-25c). On March 27, 

representatives from 81 Protestant churches assembled in the Wesley Methodist Church, where pastors 
from the church and the BOLCC expressed their dissatisfaction and disappointment in the final 

agreement on the Guanyin statue. They invited the equally Christian mayor Huang Ta-chou for prayer 
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and discussion on the policymaking, including their request for a sign near the statue stating the ban on 
worship to keep everyone from breaking their promises. At that time, the mayor was unwilling to make 

such a promise (Yang and Guo, 1994-03-28). A week after the formal agreement is the end of any 
related news articles. 

 

3.3 References to similar issues 
Throughout the conflict, many similar cases were mentioned of altars and statues that had to make 

space for public projects. In an early reflection, journalist Yang Suo (楊索) mentioned the religious 

background of Taiwan, including the Chinese concept of “the gods are watching” (舉頭三尺有神明, 

jutou sanchi you shenming). This conception of gods being everywhere around us often led to protests 

against the removal of temples and other religious structures (Yang, 1993-09-21). Sometimes, the local 
or central administration was able to remove these structures anyway, but there have still been many 

exceptions. Yang mentions various examples of roadside altars and temples around the country, 
including a Daoist altar in Tucheng District in Taipei City that was located on a spot where a road was 

planned and also met with continuous preservation appeals from believers, thereby giving the 
government operational problems (ibid.). Throughout other news reports, the exceptions found in 

various Taipei parks were frequently referred to on both sides as examples either of religious structures 
being preserved for their historical and cultural value or of illegal structures being protected by an 

unclear and inconsistent government (e.g., Xie, 1994-02-20a; Zeng, 1993-10-24; Qi, 1994-03-01). 
Furthermore, in their threats of more intense protests, the Buddhists spoke of Mount Zion. This 

mountain in the south of Taiwan is regarded as holy by a Taiwanese Christian New Religious Movement 

and in 1979 the group started to build their commune on this mountain. The government soon disputed 
their land ownership and tried to remove the group from the mountain. After a long battle, in 1986, the 

group was allowed to return to the mountain, where they now still have their commune (Farrelly, 2012: 
187). Just before the February 19 “Guanyin Must Not Go” event, Ven. Chao Hwei showed her willingness 

to fight by threatening that they would mobilize all local religions and repeat the long and hard battle 
that has been fought over Mount Zion (Zhan, 1994-02-19). This reference was also used to point out the 

perceived unfair treatment by the government, because “the New Testament Church can keep their 
entire Mount Zion, why can’t the Buddhists keep one Buddhist statue?” (Hong, 1994-02-18a). 

 

3.4 Power to interfere 
As has been demonstrated throughout the narrative, the government played a large role in this conflict. 
First and foremost, decision-making for this public park was in the hands of the Taipei Mayor in 

conciliation with the City Council. The heads of the Parks Office and of the higher-level Public Works 
Department personally entered into the discussions, but they usually only repeated the directives from 
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the mayor and did not take personal stances. The City Council was strongly divided and unable to reach 
a consensus themselves, which the mayor would then have to follow. The mayor swung back and forth 

according to which party shouted the loudest, “to prevent it from turning into an even larger religious 
conflict” (Xie, 1993-12-07). In the end, it was also the mayor who, without consulting the city council, 

decided to keep the statue. There are many news articles on critiques from the council members 
regarding this method of decision-making, from earlier issues around the park and since the beginning 

of the dispute around the Guanyin statue (e.g., Yang, 1993-09-21) until after the ultimate agreement to 
keep the statue (Song, 1994-03-25; Qin and Zhuge, 1994-03-25).  

This going back and forth by the city government was denounced on the religious side, both by Ven. 
Mingguang and other Buddhists (e.g., Zeng, 1993-12-07) as well as by Pastor Nathaniel Chow and other 

Christians (e.g., Zhuge, 1994-02-21a; Yang and Guo, 1994-03-28). Nevertheless, both groups voiced their 
trust that the government would ultimately make the right decision, especially when their group had the 

winning hand. Otherwise, they would actively try to influence the government’s decision by swaying 
politicians and public support. The politicians not only received many phone calls and letters, especially 

stimulated by the Christian churches; the religious masters also used their personal connections with 
them, most openly seen when Master Hsin Yun reached out to the city government secretary and 
council members, and also when the Christian leaders reached out to a fellow Christian, Mayor Huang 

Ta-chou. At the start, both sides also appealed to the central government, which was given as a reason 
for the September 1993 agreement to preserve the statue. To influence public opinion, both sides 

organized protest events and their followers sent many letters to newspapers—at the beginning 
primarily from the Christians, but eventually from the followers of both religions. 

The political division seemed to evolve into a blue-green opposition between the leading parties 
when in February 1994, among the growing support for the Buddhists, the Nationalist Party announced 

that they would co-organize the “Guanyin Must Not Leave” event. This news report also stresses that 
Ven. Mingguang was a representative for the Nationalist Party in the National Assembly (Hong, 1994-02-

16). Soon after, the Nationalist Party decided not to join the event in order to prevent the issue from 
becoming political (Qin, 1994-02-22). This was the only time that political parties had been openly 

involved in the dispute. Moreover, Xiao Zi Jun shows that on either side of the dispute, political 
affiliation was complicated (1995: 91). The political division therefore does not seem to have been 

related to parties, but was primarily between religious affiliations. Many council members came out for 
their own religious beliefs and were loyal to their religious communities in wanting the Guanyin statue 
to be removed or preserved, with the Buddhist—though pro-removal—Chou Po-ya being a notable 

exception. This was most clearly the case with Buddhist council member Lin Cheng-chieh, but virtually 
all other politicians were also identified by their religious affiliation and whether their position on the 

statue was consistent with that side of the dispute. During the various events, there was consistent 
reporting on which council members came to support either religious group. 
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Lin Pen-Hsuan, researcher at the Institute for National Policy Research, was invited to the 
September 1993 forum discussion and has commented on the issue multiple times in newspaper articles. 

He put the conflict in the context of the recent shift from authoritarian rule, where the Taiwanese 
government interfered with religious ideologies, to a new democratic society with separation of church 

and state. So far, the government has taken a “benevolent neutrality” stance of separation, with neutral 
measures in support of all religions and refraining from helping one religion over the other. However, 

there was not yet a consistent policy for handling religious structures, which was especially urgent for 
the scarce public space inside the cities. With religion being deeply embedded in the Taiwanese people’s 

hearts and words, it was dissatisfying that there was no public space reserved in the cities for religions 
to develop themselves, so people started fighting over it (e.g., Yang, 1994-09-22; Lin, 1993-09-27). 

Related to this, Xiao Zi Jun sees this dispute as the first time that religious groups were able to mobilize 
political and social support for their own standpoints (1995: 97). Therefore, Lin Pen-Hsuan and Xiao Zi 

Jun both see the Guanyin statue as a test for the government as it develops its religious policy. 
Another part of the religions’ power to interfere is the position of the religious organizations and 

their key figures in the larger religious field, which can be determined by looking at the amount of 
support and criticism by other religious organizations and especially the umbrella associations. On the 
Christian side, the news reports started when the different denominations joined the BOLCC in the 

protests. Not only other Protestant churches such as the Methodists and Adventists but also the 
Catholic Church publicly supported the BOLCC—and so, from a Taiwanese point of view, crossing over 

the popular division between Protestantism and Catholicism. Soon after, the other churches went silent 
and it seems that only the BOLCC kept up the fight. The BOLCC is presented as a sizeable church, but not 

a noteworthy or influential one within the wider Christian world. After the end of the conflict, the BOLCC 
received support from a wide range of Protestant churches again. The Catholic umbrella religious 

association CBRC and the most influential protestant organization the Presbyterian Church did not 
publicly back the BOLCC. The BOLCC also did not receive public denouncements from any Christian 

organization, but Rev. Chow Lien-hua from the second-largest Protestant organization, the CBC, 
supported a more peaceful approach. 

At the start, Ven. Mingguang was presented as the Buddhist who was most invested in the Guanyin 
statue and was introduced as the abbot of the temple responsible for the statue. He seemed not 

particularly influential within the Buddhist world, except for how he, together with Ven. Jing-yao, 
managed to gather 10,000 signatures within a few days—suggesting a wide reach. Wider support was 
gained after Lin Cheng-chieh and later Ven. Chao Hwei joined the protest. Both were activists renowned 

for their strong opinions on various topics, though these views oftentimes were not shared or even 
straight-out denounced by other religious and political figures. Ven. Chao Hwei in particular was 

repeatedly deemed too critical or theatrical by many Buddhists (Kuo, 2008: 33-34). However, with their 
more extreme words and actions, they succeeded in attracting the attention of a larger Buddhist 

audience. Then, with the support of Elder Wuming, Ven. Hsin Yun, Master Yin Shun, Ven. Sheng Yen, and 
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many others, they drew a wide range of highly respected masters and organizations with considerable 
influence in the Buddhist world. Ven. Sheng Yen and Ven. Hsin Yun denounced the defilement of the 

statue and supported its preservation, but also disapproved of the extreme measures exploited by the 
activists. Ven. Hsin Yun tried to find alternative ways to solve to conflict through his many political 

connections, but when those efforts were unsuccessful, he also backed the hunger strike and mobilized 
support from his organization Foguangshan, one of the four most important Buddhist institutes of 

Taiwan. Both the umbrella organization BAROC and the other main organization Dharma Drum 
Mountain supported the statue and planned to join the protest, but eventually declined formal 

participation. The other two influential institutes, Tzu Chi and Chung Tai Shan, refrained from any public 
involvement.  

 

3.5 Morality among “Us” and “the Other” 
The dispute is generally characterized as “the Buddhist world” vis-à-vis “the Christian world.” Within 
both worlds, there are people with opposing opinions, but these are portrayed as minor voices by the 

news papers. For these more critical views, whether one is a good person is not entirely defined by 
one’s own religion. After the start of the hunger strike sit-in, more voices on the Buddhist side started to 
denounce the fierce protests. The aforementioned Buddhist masters Ven. Sheng Yen and Ven. Hsin Yun 

disapproved of such radical methods. A reader’s letter in the news paper also commented on the 
commotion created over a small issue, and suggested the solution of just adding other religious statues 

and so increasing the overall religious atmosphere (Shi Xiandao, 1994-03-12). Additionally, there are 
open letters from Buddhists who think the protesters are exaggerating this so-called religious 

persecution (Shi Huai, 1994-03-19; Liang, 1994-03-19a). However, the Buddhist argument was that since 
after democratic petitioning, the mayor had decided to preserve the statue, keeping the statue was the 

right thing to do. Ven. Mingguang stated that he was willing to reach out to the Christians, that is, those 
moral Christians who wanted to preserve the statue (Qin, 1994-02-17). 

Soon after the conflict became more public, the Christians started to emphasize that they were not 
acting as Christians and were not opposing the Buddhists per se, but were only acting as concerned 

citizens against illegal construction. This stance was also voiced in the more critical opinions on the 
dispute, such as by Pastor Nathaniel Chow (Yang, 1993-09-22) and by several letters: if their protest was 

directed against Buddhism, that would be unchristian, because they should not fight or harm other 
religions (e.g., Ren, 1994-03-24; Zhenzhen, 1994-03-22). However, these stances do ask for the removal 
of the statue, because that is the only lawful solution. The most dissenting judgment from within the 

Christian group is the letter saying that the statue will not harm them and should not be used as a 
punching bag (Yin, 1994-03-22). The Christian argument is that a good person abides by the law and 

does not seek privileges over others. The discussion within the religions thus is not on what is the right 
thing for us to do, but to what extent we should act to hold on to that morality. 
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Another way that a differentiation is made between the groups is by emphasizing the groups’ own 
traits. At the beginning, when the BOLCC attempted to create a monotheistic alliance with the other 

Christian groups, the area was presented as belonging to the “foreign religions” as a religious reason for 
why the Guanyin statue should not stay there (Hong, 1993-05-28). This refers to their previously very 

close relationship with the Nationalists under authoritarian rule, including an earlier ban on the erection 
of Buddhist or Daoist temples in this area until 1980, which had been imposed by Christian members of 

the government (Xiao Zi Jun, 1995: 72-75). However, later on, the Buddhists started to use the same 
mechanism to attract more allies by emphasizing that they were a part of “local culture” and the deity 

Guanyin is at the core of local religion. The defilement of the statue was re-introduced and Ven. Chao 
Hwei interpreted it as a humiliation of “our” Taiwanese culture. Then, the other “local” religions of 

Daoism and Yiguandao were also identified as the patrons of the deity. This might be related to Ven. 

Chao Hwei’s ongoing activism to “save Buddhism” (護教, hujiao) from the actions of other religions, as 

will be touched upon in the next chapter. It is interesting to note how this time, she clearly included the 
other local religions, whereas in the next conflict she set Buddhism apart from the other local religions. 

 
Moreover, the religious message in this dispute came down to how individuals and society will benefit, 

namely either through the Christian evangelization or through the Buddhist purification of society. We 
have seen that the charismatic BOLCC strongly opposed idolatry and used that Christian argument to 
remove the statue from the park. They stated that the park would be improved when citizens were not 

confronted with a consecrated statue of the deity Guanyin, which in Taiwanese culture is meant to be 
worshipped.  Another Christian reader’s letter argues that the statue is not a form of idolatry as long as 

it is not worshipped by Christians (Ren, 1994-03-24). However, it is not only those who already are 
Christians that the church is worried about, but also the wider society.  

In February 1994, the news broke that the BOLCC had published a message in the Christian 
Tribune emphasizing the future public park as an important location for evangelizing. The large amounts 

of people that would come to the park represented the souls to be convinced of the good news as a way 
to regenerate society (Yang, 1994-02-23). This need for a neutral place for evangelization was later also 

addressed by Pastor Nathaniel Chow (Qin, 1994-03-26). Where the BOLCC argument of an equal playing 
field for all religions fits in Knitter’s mutuality model, they are not out to protect religious diversity but 

instead to create an optimal situation wherein others would be more susceptible to their own religion. 
Since the church that originally was located in the park could not be rescued, the right thing to do was to 

create a neutral area. This need for evangelization and for Guanyin to leave this area shows a 
replacement model approach to Buddhism, with the presence of other deities potentially hindering the 
success of “our” deity in the battle with other truth claims (Knitter, 2002: 38). 

This is related to the perceived need to worship the statue. This was addressed early on during the 
forum discussion, when Ven. Mingguang expressed willingness not to worship the statue. This was not 

believed by the Christians; Pastor Nathaniel Chow stated that the statue would be prayed to anyway and 
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thus should be removed (Yang, 1993-09-22). These views are repeated throughout the dispute, but are 
based on the different interpretations of what worship entails. Christian prayer involves personal 

communication with God, whereas the Buddhist interpretation of worship is the use of kneeling and 
incense to show veneration. Apart from worship, there is also the Buddhist custom of meditation to 

purify the own heart, for which the physical image of Guanyin image is instrumental. The Buddhists 
were willing to halt their open worship, but, as mentioned by both religious leaders, personal prayer is 

protected under religious freedom and thus cannot be banned. 
This also shows the deeper meaning of the statue from a Buddhist point of view. In the first place, 

the statue serves to direct one’s thoughts and so assists a person to be mindful and meditate, leading to 
the purification of their own heart. The statue can help anyone by representing Guanyin’s “infinite 

compassion and mercy” (大慈大悲, daci dabei) and “help to the needy and distressed” (救苦救難, jiuku 

jiunan), directing one’s thoughts to those benevolent concepts, and so helping to purify society (Yang, 

1993-09-21; Yang, 1993-09-22). This is how the statue works towards its original goals of creating a safe 
and peaceful society and bringing victory to the nation. One does not have to believe in the deity to be 

influenced by her or worship the deity to be purified; the existence of the statue on its own already 
helps. When the idea was raised to add more statues of other religions and create a “religious square,” 

it was embraced by the Buddhists, as it would show the religiosity of society and would provide more 
images of holy figures to raise the people’s spirits. This fits a mutuality model in that all religions can 
have truth and offer unique teachings. However, the Guanyin deity needed to be respected—originally 

only by the Buddhists themselves. Later, the defilement was used to demand respect from everyone. 
One of the scriptures that were used to comment on the statue comes from the Diamond Sutra: “All 

appearances are false and unreal. If one sees all appearances as no appearances, then one sees the 

Tathagata” (凡所有相，皆是虛妄。 若見諸相非相， 則見如來, Fan suoyou xiang, jie shi xuwang. Ruo 

jian zhuxiang fei xiang, ze jian rulai). At first, Ven. Mingguang used this text to look further than the 
physical statue and even whether it was legal, and understand the deeper meaning behind the Guanyin 

statue (China Times, 1993-09-21). Later, it was used to criticize the Buddhists regarding their un-
Buddhist attachment to the statue. Since it was only an empty form, they should be able to consider the 

unrest created by the dispute and simply discard the statue (Gu, 1994-02-20; Ping, 1994-03-23). 
Eventually, another Buddhist master used the same text to counter this Christian critique, saying that 

they see more in the statue than the Buddhists themselves (Shi, 1994-03-20). The statue was nothing 
more and surely nothing less than a representation of Guanyin. 

 

3.6 Concessions 
Two of the three major initiatives to reach a joint agreement came from outside the religious arena. In 
the beginning, on September 21, 1993, the China Times invited Pastor Nathaniel Chow and Ven. 
Mingguang for a forum discussion to reach a mutual understanding. Eventually, on March 14, 1994, the 
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city council organized the aforementioned public hearing with representatives from both sides. Both 
times, each kept to their own standpoint and no agreement was reached. Lin Cheng-chieh organized the 

religious summit in March 1994 with representatives from all religions, but there is no report available 
on the outcome, suggesting a lack of mutually accepted solutions. Moreover, in February 1994, Master 

Hsin Yun visited the pastors of the BOLCC to discuss the situation and both Lin Cheng-chieh and Ven. 
Mingguang announced that they would reach out to people on the Christian side. However, in the latter 

case, Ven. Mingguang specifically called on Christians who supported the preservation of the Guanyin 
statue.  

Both the religious summit and the other forms of outreach coming from the Buddhist side took 
place when the Buddhists were on the losing end of the conflict. On the Christian side, there were no 

public calls for mutual concessions, either when they were on the winning side or on the losing side, and 
they did not reach out to the Buddhists but kept to their strategy of putting pressure on the government. 

In the end, it was the mayor who invited both parties to reach an agreement. It has been suggested that 
the religious summit would have been unable to solve the issue regardless, because it involved a public 

park and therefore the outcome of such a conflict could not only be decided by religions, or it would 
have turned into a separatism of government sources (Yang, 1994-02-23). Does that mean that it would 
not matter if the religious groups came closer to a resolution themselves? The mayor repeatedly said 

that if there would be a joint statement, he would respect and follow it (e.g., Yang, 1994-02-24). After all, 
that was the goal of the public hearing. Yet after the failure to provide a joint solution, the mayor chose 

the course that he originally had followed. 
In all cases, it seems that any discussions were primarily meant to repeat and clarify each side’s own 

views. Neither religious group initiated to step across their own boundaries and come closer together, 
but instead kept to their own standpoints. Opinions from the opposite side were only used if they 

supported the groups’ own views. The final agreement was also not easily accepted by either religious 
group; the Buddhists wanted to adjust the agreement in their own favor and the Christians publicly 

expressed their dissatisfaction and disappointment in the closing agreement. My own recent 
observation (2017) of the Guanyin statue is that eventually the mayor did comply with the Christian 

wish for a sign to clearly state that it is forbidden to worship. However, very frequently there are people 
praying in front of the statue and small offerings and flowers have been placed at the statue’s feet, out 

of sight but still effective for Guanyin. 
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CHAPTER 4: Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple 218 Event 

4.1 Background 
The main object of this case is the statue of Bodhisattva Guanyin (referred to as 觀音佛祖, Guanyin Fozu) 

in the Yu Shan Yan temple (玉山岩, “Rock of Mount Yu”) in Neipu Township, Chiayi County, who is also 

worshipped by the locals as Da Ma (大媽, “Great Mother”). In accordance with the short introductions 

provided throughout separate news articles, religious and cultural geographer Chyr Yeong-Shin offers a 

comprehensive overview of the historical and religious background of the temple (Chyr and Xie, 2012: 
233-235). The Guanyin statue was brought by an ancestor from the Li family at the beginning of the 

Qianlong emperor (乾隆, reigned 1736-1795 as part of the Qing dynasty) from Zhao’an (詔安) county in 

Fujian by ship to Taiwan. After they settled in this area, for a long time, the Guanyin statue was 

worshipped inside the Li house. However, because this worship was highly efficacious in bringing 
fortune and preventing disaster, people from the surrounding area, including other villages, came to 

worship her and the statue was circulated among the locals.  
Chyr Yeong-Shin notes that even before the establishment of the temple in 1875, the deity was 

revered by all thirteen neighboring hamlets (Chyr and Xie, 2012: 233).25 When they eventually built the 
temple, the legend goes that the location was chosen by the deity herself. As told by local elders, during 

the mythological trip of the Jiaqing Emperor (嘉慶, reigned 1796-1820) to Taiwan, he visited Chiayi and 

discovered this place which held a divine light. A geomancer then explained this was a rare xue (穴, 

“spot”) that would bring forth a future emperor. Afraid of competition, the Jiaqing Emperor wanted to 
wipe it off the map. At that moment, Guanyin appeared to stop him, because the people would build a 

temple there to install her golden statue. The emperor realized that this would mean no other person 

would possess the land, and thus he spared it. Later, this location was called the “Golden Seat” (金交椅, 

Jin Jiaoyi) (Chyr and Xie, 2012: 233-234). The villagers said that because the Guanyin statue was installed 
on this Golden Seat, she had protected the area for over a hundred years and provided good weather 

for their farmlands (Jiang, 1996-10-21; Jiang, 1997-02-18a). 
Through communal donation and building efforts, the temple was finished in 1876 and named Yu 

Shan Yan. The Guanyin statue was seated in the temple for all people from the area to worship. After 

earthquakes in 1906 and 1943, the temple was completely rebuilt on the same spot and renamed Jin 

Lan Temple (金蘭寺, Jin Lan Si). The news media refer to this name only once, as the “original name” 

25 The area affiliated with the Yu Shan Yan temple is collectively called Bai Qi Liao Five Villages and Thirteen 
Hamlets (白杞寮五村十三庄), which includes the five villages Neipu Village (內埔村), Shengping Village (昇平村), 
Taoyuan Village (昇平村), Baiqi Village (白杞村), Tangxing Village (塘興村) and the thirteen hamlets Wudi Tan (無
底潭), Jiushe (舊社), Taoyuan (桃源), Huangxin Liao (黃心寮), Shanzi Ding (山仔頂), Dingpu (頂埔), Neipu (內埔), 
Xizhou Zi (溪州仔), Tangxia Liao (塘下寮), Dingping (頂坪), Jingzi Tou (井仔頭), Xuezi (學仔) and Taozi Xie (桃仔斜). 
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(Liao, 1997-12-20). Because the locals were busy with farm work, in 1972 they invited the Buddhist nun 

Venerable Xinzhi (釋心志法師) to manage the temple. Under her leadership, the temple was registered 

as a monastery in 1973 and in 1975 the worshippers meeting (信徒大會, xintu dahui) agreed that the 

name would be changed to Luminary Temple (香光寺, Xiangguang Si). From 1976 onward, the Luminary 

nuns started to buy the land on which the temple sat—until then, the ground of the temple did not 

belong to the temple yet (Jiang, 1996-11-23). It is here that in 1983, the new leader Venerable Wu Yin 

(釋悟因 ) established the now nationwide nunnery Luminary Buddhist Institute (香光尼僧團 , 

Xiangguang Nisengtuan), now a nationwide nunnery which has become famous for its highly educated 
Buddhist masters (Jiang, 1997-02-18a). This fame is one of the reasons that the dispute was considered 

news worthy, with reports generally introducing the Luminary nuns by their extraordinarily high 
educational level and their geographically wide reach of followers. 

These name changes have led to different notions of affiliation with the temple. By the time the 

conflict was first reported in 1996, there were two main groups that associated themselves with the 
temple. On the one side, we find the Buddhists, which primarily refers to the Luminary nuns and their 

followers, with Venerable Ming-jia (釋明迦法師) as the abbess of the Luminary Temple and Venerable 

Jianlun (釋見侖法師) as the Luminary spokesperson. Here, terms such as “Buddhists” and “nuns” will be 

used nearly interchangeably, representing the adherents to orthodox or “pure” institutionalized 
Buddhism. The Luminary nuns put a strong focus on meditation and chanting in alignment with the Pure 

Land tradition (Chün-fang Yü, 2010: 207-208). On the other side are the folk religionists, which refers to 
the villagers who had created a local combination of Buddhist and Daoist worship with a strong link to 

their ancestral traditions. They had organized themselves in the re-established Yu Shan Yan temple 

management committee. The figures who most often represented this group were Ceng Chunhe (曾春

和) as the head of the committee and Lin Jiangxi (林江溪) as the bearer of the Bai Qi Liao Yu Shan Yan 

deity statue. These and other positions in the committee rotate yearly among eligible men of the 

villages, based on divination directed at Guanyin. 
The newspapers first reported on issues between these two groups when in October 1996 the folk 

religionists held an emergency meeting about the nuns’ changes to their temple. Here, the temple was 
introduced as the center of worship for the villagers. The inhabiting nuns had recently completed major 

renovations, including the building of a new temple hall in front of the older one that had originally been 
built by the villagers. Earlier changes by the nuns to the traditional folk religionist customs around the 

offering of animal sacrifices and the burning of ghost money had already created some discontent 
among the villagers.26 However, the nuns had recently announced a plan to move the Guanyin statue 

from the old hall to the new hall. From a folk religionist understanding, such a movement of Guanyin 

26 Besides the bans mentioned in the news articles, Liu Jiayun based on interviews with Yu Shan Yan folk 
religionists adds that the Luminary nuns additionally banned spirit mediums, bands, strippers as were previously 
used in their local folk tradition (Liu, 2010: 118-119). These are later sideways mentioned but are not presented as 
major issues when the dispute was unfolding. 
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away from her xue would impair the deity’s ability to protect the villagers and so destroy the original 
meaning with which their ancestors had created the temple. It was to reclaim their folk religionist rights 

over the temple and the Guanyin statue that the committee was established during this meeting (Kang, 
1996-10-21; Jiang, 1996-10-22). 

The long-simmering tensions can be divided into two categories. On the one hand, the two parties 
hold different visions as to how the deity should be worshipped; most importantly, whether the 

offerings to the deity should be vegetarian or meat, whether to burn ghost money, and where the 
deity’s statue should be located. The villagers saw the adaptation of their folk religionist worship to 

orthodox Buddhist worship methods as an oppression of their religious freedom. This points to the 
second underlying issue, namely their different visions on the “leadership” of the temple. There was a 

prevailing discontent among the villagers about the “master” role that the nuns had assumed since 
taking up the management of the temple. For example, this showed in the frustration that the changes 

to the temple and worship were completed without the locals’ agreement, which was not understood 
by the nuns. We will now first see how the different religious convictions underlying these tensions 

created acceptance and objection components throughout the development of the conflict, before 
relating it to similar cases with issues around the management of Buddhist and folk religionist temples 
and lastly focusing on both sides’ power to interfere. 

 

4.2 Narrative 
The ultimate trigger for the folk religionists to start this public opposition was the nuns’ plan to move 
the Guanyin statue, which would harm the deity’s protection over the villagers. Therefore, on October 

21, 1996, the villagers re-established the traditional temple management committee to claim property 
rights and demand the return of the executive rights over the temple (Kang, 1996-10-21; Jiang, 1996-10-

22). They appealed to the county police and government as well as the Luminary nuns. The next day, the 
nuns responded that the Guanyin statue could stay in the old hall if that was the villagers’ wish, but also 

that the Luminary Temple legally owned the ground and buildings, so the executive rights would not be 
illicitly transferred to these individuals (Jiang, 1996-10-22). A later reconstruction by the Luminary nuns 

stated that on October 4, 1995 the nuns and the folk religionists (including Ceng Chunhe and Lin Jiangxi) 
had together used the folk religionist practice of divination to ask Guanyin if the statue should be moved.  

The outcome of this divination was that the statue should be moved to the new hall (Shi Mingjia, 1997). 
However, this claim was not repeated in any news report. The county police and government both 
responded that this was a civil case and should be taken to court (Kang, 1996-11-06). 

In another two statements, the nuns turned down the possibility of negotiations with the folk 
religionists by emphasizing their legal status and the temple management committee’s illegal status 

(Jiang, 1996-11-19). Moreover, Buddhist deities were already worshipped at the temple and the nuns 
had only carried out the original agreement with the village elders to “promote Mahayana Buddhist 
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practice,” so they perceived this claim of a changed religious focus to be provocative nonsense (Jiang, 
1996-11-23). With regard to the offerings, Ven. Ming-jia expressed respect for the intention to honor 

the deities but explained that the reason why the folk religionists were requested to place their animal 
offerings outside of the temple hall was that these traditionally have been are used to reward warriors, 

whereas Guanyin should be honored with vegetarian offerings. Furthermore, the stove used to burn 
ghost money had unfortunately collapsed during the construction because of its old age and the 

Luminary Temple would certainly rebuild it to accommodate this local custom (Jiang, 1996-11-23). This 
shows that the nuns were willing to support the custom of offerings an sich, and while the burning of 

ghost money is not supported by orthodox Buddhist doctrine, it was recognized as important to the 
villagers and therefore accepted. However, using meat as an offering to Guanyin was an intolerable 

practice to the orthodox Buddhist nuns and their stance was that the folk religionists should adapt this 
to more proper Buddhist standards. 

Over the next few months, county council member Xiao Wenchuan (蕭文傳) and other government 

officials came to the temple to investigate if the Luminary Temple had illegal constructions. They 

concluded that it had all been legally registered under the Luminary organization’s name (Xu, 1997-01-
15b). However, a series of legal cases around the temple also began at this time. In January 1997, the 

Chiayi district public prosecutor first summoned both Xiao Wenchuan and Ceng Chunhe for investigation. 
It was only then that the news broke that Xiao Wenchuan had previously threatened the nuns verbally 
and by smashing a teacup and tray when the nuns were unwilling to write a statement that would 

guarantee that the Guanyin statue could be moved only with the agreement of the temple management 
committee. Xiao Wenchuan partially admitted to this accusation and explained that he had met with the 

nuns at the request of the folk religionists and that the nuns were not sincerely willing to solve the issue. 
He also called upon the villagers’ unity and support for this case, receiving the latter from over fifty 

villagers, including various village heads (Jiang, 1997-01-14; Xu, 1997-01-15a; 1997-01-15b). 
The event that intensified the conflict was the deadline for the return of the temple rights, set by 

the folk religionists as February 18, 1997—thereby providing the name for the 218 Event. Otherwise, 
they would stage a forceful take-over through a Daoist-style ceremony (Xu, 1997-01-18). The folk 

religionists began to take up stations at the temple the prior evening to prepare for the ceremony. The 
nuns responded that the ceremony was unlawful that some villagers had recently been spreading 

hurtful propaganda about the nuns and had regularly come to the monastery during the night to speed 
around the property, shout loudly, and consume alcohol and meat, thereby completely ignoring the 

Luminary customs of Buddhist purity (Jiang, 1997-02-18a). The nuns informed the police and prepared 
their own counter-protest (Jiang, 1997-02-18b). In the early hours of February 18, the folk religionists 
attempted to break, in accompanied by drums and gongs, lion and battle troupes, and other traditional 

temple fair displays. The Buddhists started a meditation sit-in, with some nuns and lay Buddhists 
meditating and reciting to block the villagers from entering the temple, while other nuns and lay people 
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stood in the doorway with banners bearing messages such as “All Luminary Nuns Protest Against Ceng 
Chunhe and Lin Jiangxi’s religious persecution” (Jiang  and Li, 1997-02-19). 

Ceng Chunhe repeatedly asked for negotiations and stated their conditions: the villagers would stop 
when the nuns would withdraw and let them pray inside the temple. But with Ven. Ming-jia not present 

and other nuns reluctant to negotiate and afraid that once they would withdraw from the hall, the 
villagers would achieve their vowed executive rights, the nuns rejected all requests from the folk 

religionists (Xu, 1997-02-19; Jiang  and Li, 1997-02-19). Failing at their break-in, the villagers started a 
noise attack through setting off firecrackers and hitting drums and gongs right next to the nuns’ ears. 

Moreover, some of them hurt the nuns by kicking their prayer cushions and placing tables on the nuns’ 
heads (Jiang, 1997-02-19; Jiang  and Li, 1997-02-19). The reciting nuns did not give in and continued 

their meditation sit-in, while other nuns outside the temple hall felt that this noise was against public 
order and used microphones to urge police involvement. This aroused an emotional response from the 

villagers, and both sides began shouting at each other (Jiang  and Li, 1997-02-19). 

This deadlock remained until Venerable Huiguang (會光法師) from the Chiayi City Buddhist 

Association and He Mingzhe (何明哲) from the neighboring Minsyong Township arrived around 10 

o’clock in the morning. These two outsiders initiated negotiations wherein Ceng Chunhe and Lin Jiangxi 

talked with Ven. Jianlun and Venerable Jian’an (見岸法師). They reached a temporary agreement, First, 

the nuns would end their meditation sit-in and let villagers enter the temple to worship until noon; 

second, the yearly temple fair that was scheduled to take place a few days later would go forward 
according to the original plan; and third and last, the negotiations would continue within a month after 

the temple fair (Kang, 1997-02-18; Kang, 1997-02-19). However, the folk religionists stayed longer than 
this agreement allowed them to and the nuns called the police again (Kang, 1997-02-19). In the 

afternoon, Ven. Jian-lun stated that the Luminary Buddhists would protect the Buddhist teachings until 
the end and would not cower (Kang, 1997-02-18). There is no information available about later 
discussions or a final agreement being reached between the two parties. 

Throughout the next few days, the newspapers published various reactions to the incident, primarily 
from the Buddhist side. The Chinese Buddhist Temple Association (CBTA), quickly announced support for 

the Luminary nuns through care for the wounded nuns, legal assistance, and a request for help from the 
central government (Luo, 1997-02-19). The latter refers to the local government, which responded that 

this civil case should be solved in court (Zhang and Chen, 1997-02-20; Kang, 1997-02-19). CBTA council 
member Ven. Ching Liang stated that the Buddhist doctrines of mercy, endurance, and courtesy, do not 

mean that other religions and “local criminals” should be allowed to destroy Buddhism entirely 
unopposed (Xie, 1997-02-19). The same Ven. Chao Hwei from the Da’an Park conflict now also 

supported the Luminary nuns by stressing their many concessions to the villagers’ deplorable customs 
(Shih, 1997-02-20). Another two open letters along similar lines came from lay Buddhists, each stating 

that the nuns had already made concessions to these loud and cruel folk religionist practices, with one 
praising how the nuns had saved the temple from evil spirits (Zhang, 1997-02-20) and the other arguing 
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that placing sacrifices outside of the hall is only a small request from the nuns to the villagers (Hao, 
1997-02-20). Eventually, the Luminary nuns express that they did not understand where the opposition 

was coming from (Jiang, 1997-04-04). 
The following months were marked by lawsuits going back and forth. The villagers filed a few 

complaints with the public prosecutor, as well as one private lawsuit. They brought out different 
arguments and evidence every time, but the bottom line was perceived “improper management” by the 

Luminary nuns of their local temple and therefore blasphemy against Guanyin and other deities (e.g., 
Liao, 1997-12-31). The Luminary nuns filed a case against the people who had repeatedly come to the 

monastery and disturbed the nuns’ practices (Jiang, 1997-08-21). The only reported outcome was the 
prosecution of Xiao Wen-chuan for the infringement of the nuns’ freedom (ibid.). The other lawsuits 

seemed to eventually end after both the public prosecutor and the trial judge of the local court found an 
insufficient lawful foundation on which to prosecute the nuns (Jiang, 1997-09-10; Feng, 1998-01-08). 

Throughout the following months, several ceremonies were organized at the temple. The folk 
religionist temple festival at the end of February was held without any issues (Jiang, 1997-02-22). Next, 

the Luminary nuns hosted some larger events that were met with varying responses from folk 
religionists. In April, the Luminary Temple held a religious assembly to dispel the then raging foot-and-
mouth disease and “to eliminate the air of massacre from society.” The assembly was held in the front 

hall and included scripture chanting and the offerings of flowers, incense, and so on. It was co-organized 
by groups such as BAROC and the Life Conservationist Association, and among the many attendees were 

Ven. Ching Liang and Ven. Huiguang. Simultaneously, over 100 villagers shared a free meal of noodles 
with pork knuckle in the back hall. They said this “eat pork to rescue Taiwan” event was in response to 

the government’s call to eat more pork. Moreover, the villagers invited drum and gong troupes and 
puppetry to create a lively atmosphere, which was clearly heard in the front hall (Xu, 1997-04-05; Lin: 

1997-04-03). This event demonstrated the different motivations and methods of expelling this 
devastating disease: the orthodox Buddhist peace and purity vis-à-vis the folk religionist support of the 

community. 
Another event was the Festival of Bathing Buddha in May 1997. This celebration of the birthday of 

the Buddha was organized by the Luminary nuns but met with new interreligious unrest. Beforehand, 
the villagers already obstructed one scheduled performance by demanding the troupe’s loyalty to the 

community. On the day itself, the villagers again attempted to break into the temple, although this was 
prevented by the police, and hindered another performance in order to force negotiations with the nuns; 
when the villagers were ordered to leave, they spread flyers to make their message known and 

influence public opinion (Jiang, 1997-05-19). These problems at events seem to have ended when the 
Luminary nuns built a new ghost money burner and hosted its consecration in July 1998. They invited 

the new bearer of the Bai Qi Liao Yu Shan Yan deity statue and other villagers and incorporated folk 
religionist practices into the celebration, such as eco-friendly firecrackers (Fang, 1998-07-31; Jiang, 

1998-08-01).  
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4.3 The bigger picture 
In their responses to the 218 Event, both the CBTA and Ven. Chao Hwei referred to the many other 
Buddhist monastics in Taiwan that met with opposition from “locals who wanted to turn Buddhist 

temples back into Daoist ones (Liang, 1997-02-19). Ven. Chao Hwei sees an ongoing pattern of “the 
heroic taking back of culture” in Taiwan. She describes a trilogy: it starts with un-Buddhist practices such 

as animal sacrifices to make things difficult for the monastics, with Buddhist opposition only trivializing 
the locals’ seizing of temple property; then, rumors are spread to stir up local or public disapproval; and 

finally, monastics are disturbed, threatened, or even beaten until they give up their lawful rights and 
flee. This has proven successful over and over again, but infringes on the Buddhists’ freedom of religion 

(Shih, 1997-02-20). For both, the problem seems to lie with the locals’ disrespectful and improper 
religious behavior. 

Another approach comes from two scholars who have also responded in the news papers. Lin Pen-
Hsuan distinguishes three kinds of disputes about “leadership” over a temple: (1) temples that are 

independently established by Buddhist monastics, but eventually local folk religionists try to change the 
belief structure and the property management through worshippers’ meetings; (2) the hall used to 
belong to a public temple and is later taken over by monastics; (3) the hall had been privately built and 

then donated to monastics, but eventually the descendants of the original owner want it back (Lin, 
1997-02-20). Both Lin Pen-Hsuan and Lee Feng-Mao agree that the Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple 

belongs to the second category, not in the least evidenced by the inclusion of Yan (“rock,” 岩) in the 

name of the temple, showing it is a giam a (the Taiwanese pronunciation of “meticulous rock;” 岩仔, 

yanzi). 
Unclear about the difference between their folk worship and orthodox Buddhism, the locals might 

invite a Buddhist master to lead the temple. The locals interpret this leadership role in a folk religionist 
style, in consultation with the temple management committee. However, the Buddhist monastics 

understand this leadership as their traditional master role with more expertise on both religious 
teachings and temple management, meaning that the followers should not concern themselves with 

either of these. The monastics then transform it into a more orthodox Buddhist temple, which at some 
points contradict traditional folk religionist practices. The locals then feel that they lost their local 

religious center where they could worship according to their traditional customs (most clearly expressed 
in Hao, 1997-02-20). This difference in expectations is what eventually results in an outraged call to 

“give back our temple” (Lin, 1997-02-20; Lee, 1997-02-19). Lee Feng-Mao suggests on the one hand for 
the nuns to allow such cultural and local traditions, but also for the locals to respect the doctrines of the 

nuns—after all, it is the villagers who invited them and overall they have managed the temple 
(especially the Buddhist education) very well (Lee, 1997-02-19). 
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More concretely, Lee Feng-Mao refers to the previous conflict around Ziyun Temple. Although the 
origination legends show different affiliations, with Ziyun Temple established and led by Buddhist monks 

and Yu Shan Yan by a more typical folk religionist method, both were later managed as primarily folk 
religion temples. Moreover, the name given by the Buddhist monk to the mountain, Bantian Yan, also 

contains the same character referring to its origin as a giam a. Therefore, Ziyun Temple fits in Lin Pen-
Hsuan’s second category of a local temple taken over by Buddhist monastics. Lee Feng-Mao then argues 

that the problem is that in both cases the Buddhist monastics went against the intention with which 
they were originally invited to manage the folk religionist temple (Lee, 1997-02-19). After the locals 

successfully forced the nuns to leave Ziyun Temple in 1990, some of them moved to the Luminary 
nunnery. Their experience likely informed the Luminary nuns’ moves to acquire and legally register the 

temple properties under the Luminary nuns’ name. Moreover, I have been told that the Luminary nuns 
were relieved that their conflict had not had the same result as that of the Ziyun nuns.27  

 

4.4 Power to interfere 
The section on religions’ power to interfere in Taiwan has described the positions of the religious 
traditions at large. After understanding the narrative around the 218 Event at Yu Shan Yan Luminary 
Temple, we will now focus on the different aspects with regards to the power to interfere in this specific 

case. Even though this case does not seem very political, each party’s relationship with the 
administration and the larger religious world shows the level of support from outside. Under Japanese 

colonial rule, the administration favored institutional Buddhism, as seen before in the section on 
religions’ power to interfere in Taiwan. For folk religionist temples, this meant that the temple manager 

became the temple representative, which especially elevated the position of the Buddhist monastics 
taking care of temples (Yan Shang-wen and Ma You-cheng, 2008: 27), which happened to the detriment 

of the folk religionist approach of a manager who carries out the decisions of the temple management 
committee. Under authoritarian rule, the centralized orthodox Buddhist organizations developed more 

connections with the government on the national level than the locally organized folk religion temples 
did. Institutionalization of the temples was carried out through the worshippers’ meetings, which is how 

some Buddhist temples became folk religionist (ibid.: 27; Lin, 1997-02-20), but the Luminary nuns 
showed this to be an effective way to legitimize the name change of “their” temple. 

To start with, both parties tried to appeal to local governmental institutions. The Buddhist side 
eventually petitioned the government and influenced public opinion, demanding the enforcement of 
their rights. In addition to the CBTA appeal to the national government, there were also open letters and 

statements, as well as the nuns yelling for law enforcement during the villagers’ attempt to take over 
the temple. This seemed to have been successful in the sense that, during the villagers’ second attempt 

to break in, the police actually stepped in. Except for that instance, time and again the appeals from 

27 Prof Tsai Yuan-Lin, personal communication: 2018-03-28. 
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both sides were met with the local public and administrative bodies stating that it was a civil case and 
therefore out of their power. Even when the most authoritative organization involved in this conflict, 

the CBTA, appealed to the national government in support of the Luminary nuns, the response was that 
it would be taken up by the local government.  

Yan Shang-wen and Ma You-cheng argue that on the folk religionist side, there are two levels to 
consider: on the one hand, the average worshipper who does not care much who manages the temple 

as long as their individual worshipping needs are met, and on the other hand, the elite who can acquire 
political power through temple power (2008: 28). The local administration was historically developed in 

close relation with Daoist and folk religionist temples. At the start, the folk religionists sent letters to the 
county police and administration in order to convince them to overturn the property rights. The goal 

seems to have been to influence public opinion that the nuns had acted against the natural 
understanding of the agreement; if both the government officials and the community would unite and 

follow the village chiefs in their support of the temple management committee, then the temple would 
be rightfully theirs again. The methods visible in this narrative were the villagers’ letters to the local 

administration, media outreach, and use of flyers and a propaganda car to spread the message, and 
demands of loyalty to make everyone follow the village heads and the temple management committee. 
Moreover, through support of council member and candidate for the Chuchi county magistrate Xiao 

Wen-chuan, the villagers could gain a stronger voice in the county administration. However, after his 
illegal behavior became public, he was no longer mentioned in the context of this conflict.  

Furthermore, both sides tried to prove their lawful rights in court. The folk religionists attempted to 
prove that not only had the property rights always been with the locals and had been forged by the 

Buddhists, but also that the executive rights needed to be returned to them because of changes and 
improper management by the nuns. Moreover, they needed to demonstrate that they had refrained 

from any illegal methods such as the alleged treat. The Luminary nuns, on the other hand, needed to 
show that they had legally bought and registered the temple properties, the executive rights were theirs, 

and the temple management committee was illegal. Moreover, they sought to prove that the folk 
religionists had used illicit methods to infringe on the Luminary nuns’ rights. The final result was that 

both the public prosecutor and private court judge showed that the Buddhists could prove their claims 
and rights and the folk religionists could not adequately prove theirs. The road to this point was not easy, 

as it appeared to be a complicated judgment. Lin Pen-Hsuan points out that the ground early on had 
been donated by a union of different villages as a complicating factor for determining the property 
rights (Lin, 1997-02-20). According to Lee Feng-Mao, this case actually shows the limitations of current 

religious laws, because they ask to both respect the local temple tradition as well as acknowledge the 
nuns’ labor and so cannot give a complete and fair judgment on the property dispute (Lee, 1997-02-19). 

Both folk religion and Buddhism have a long history in Taiwan and are two of the main traditions 
that have become an integral part of the normative culture. The position of the religious organizations 

and their key figures within the wider religious context indicate how much the two groups are actually 
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supported. Again, the folk religionists leaned on local support. The temple management committee and 
its leading figures Ceng Chunhe and Lin Jiangxi (and, in the beginning, Xiao Wenchuan) received wide 

support under the villagers. For events organized by the committee, hundreds of locals showed up, 
outnumbering the Buddhists, from the initial emergency meeting and the actual 218 event to the later 

event around foot-and-mouth disease (e.g., Jiang and Li, 1997-02-19; Jiang, 1997-04-05). This reflects 
the analysis of Yan and Ma that local worshippers are primarily concerned with whether their 

worshipping needs are met; when these are in danger, the locals support the local leaders en masse in 
their quest to take over temple support. It might have taken some pressure on the locals to ensure 

loyalty, but there was no public denouncement among the folk religionists of their actions. However, 
there also seems to have been little outside support, since the news papers did not mention any support 

from other religious associations. In the absence of an umbrella religious association, no larger temples 
or revered religious masters spoke out for the temple management committee. 

On the other hand, the Luminary nuns clearly have constructive relations with other Buddhist 
groups. For example, the Buddhist umbrella association BAROC and other influential organizations were 

co-organizers or present at the assembly for foot-and-mouth disease and so must have been aware of 
the dispute, considering the alternative event that was held by the folk religionists at the same time. 
However, most of these organizations did not publicly support the Luminary nuns at any point 

throughout the conflict. Only the CBTA announced their support and assistance during the 218 incident 
and Venerable Chao Hwei backed the nuns afterwards. Not mentioned in the news articles, but noticed 

by Chyr Yeong-Shin, is that Venerable Xin Zhi comes from the Fo Guang Shan monastic order (Chyr and 
Xie, 2012: 234). It seems though, that by the time of the incident, this relationship had weakened, since 

Fo Guang Shan did not express support or even join in the religious assembly for foot-and-mouth 
disease. Nevertheless, there were also no fellow Buddhists who denounced the nuns’ role in the conflict 

and their letters of support were written by Buddhist lay people. Just as with the Yu Shan Yan temple 
management committee, the Luminary nuns primarily had to find their supporters locally. 

 

4.5 Respecting “Us” and the “Other” 
Besides relations with the outside world, the self-perceived power to interfere is reflected in the 
presentation of the Self and the Other, which then shows what theologically is really at stake in a 

dispute. The historical development of the temple has been described above and the concurrent name 
changes are used by the different groups to express their distinct affiliations. Even though the legally 
registered name for the temple complex was Luminary Temple, the nuns consistently used what they 

regard as the ‘full name’ of Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple, to emphasize that the temple hall that was 
originally called Yu Shan Yan is part of their temple complex. The villagers made sure to use Bai Qi Liao 

Yu Shan Yan, not only referring to the villages around the temple to emphasize that the temple first and 
foremost is local, but also showing their primary concern was with the hall where the Guanyin statue 
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sats and not with the newly established hall. Related to this is the initially confusing naming of the 
temple halls: whenever the folk religionists talked about the “main hall,” they meant the old hall in the 

back of the temple complex, but the nuns use the same term to refer to the new temple hall in the front. 
This different focus is also visible in references to the groups. The Luminary nuns were usually 

described as “the monastery” or “the temple” (寺方, sifang), which alone already creates the impression 

that the nuns were in charge of all decisions around the temple complex. Next, the nuns referred to the 

folk religionists as “believers” and “worshippers,” thereby stressing that the villagers are their followers 
and the temple has always been Buddhist. This created an image of the dispute as a “conflict between 

clergy and laity” in articles speaking from a Buddhist point of view (e.g., Liang, 1997-02-19). Moreover, 
when referring to the villagers, the nuns usually tried to refrain from negative wordings and 

distinguished the ill-willed people lusting after the temple properties from the innocent followers with 
sincere hearts that had to be protected from the temple management committee’s illegal activities and 

taught how to worship properly by the Luminary nuns, for which the early statement by Ven. Ming-jia is 
a clear example (Jiang, 1996-11-23). Those articles that explicitly introduce the villagers as “Daoist” or 

“folk religionist” typically focus on which worship practices are incompatible with orthodox Buddhism. 
The previously discussed contrasting visions on leadership are also projected through group 

depictions. The Buddhists are a group following an expert leader and public statements are usually 
made in the name of “the monastery” or specifically by Ven. Ming-jia. This shows that Ven. Ming-jia was 
usually responsible for communication. When she was not available, it was initially difficult to find 

another nun willing to take over this responsibility, which was most apparent during the early hours of 
the 218 take-over when Ceng Chunhe called for negotiations (e.g., Kang, 1996-10-21). The exceptions 

were the few times that spokesperson Ven. Jianlun spoke out, such as at the end of the 218 event. The 
folk religionists were a more loosely formed group with more individual capacity to speak out. For clarity, 

in the preceding narrative I have only mentioned the few most important roles, but many locals have 
been individually mentioned in the news. There sometimes is mention of “normal villagers” who lack a 

specified place in the hierarchy, though usually their positions are clarified and happen to be related to 
various leadership roles. More specifically, these are the heads of the numerous villages, showing wide 

support throughout the geographical area for traditional worship, but mostly by the people in local 
power. 

What is really at stake in this dispute, regarding the religious convictions? When it comes down to 
how individuals and the larger society will benefit from the religious practices, the Luminary nuns 

perceive this to be through purity taboos and the Yu Shan Yan folk religionists perceive this to be 
through ancestral and communal respect. This is most vividly demonstrated in the different practices 
during the assembly for foot-and-mouth disease; the Buddhists aimed to lift the societal spirit by 

purifying souls (also noted by Devido, 2010), while the folk religionists created a lively atmosphere and 
concrete business for the suffering farmers (for more on this, see Liu, 2010); both groups so support 

society. It was mentioned multiple times that the Luminary nuns had created a “pure” Buddhist 
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monastery and in the temple complex the purity taboos needed to be respected. For example, this was 
an important argument in the lawsuit against the locals who had repeatedly come into the temple 

complex to drive around, eat meat, and drink alcohol and thereby ruin the nuns’ pure practices (e.g., 
Jiang, 1997-08-21), and was also a key element of the response to the actual 218 event (e.g., Xu, 1997-

02-19). By contrast, the folk religionists had created an auspicious communal place with a local 
combination of Buddhist, Daoist, and other traditions, through a strong linkage to their ancestors. This 

needed to be safeguarded for the community to be a successful part of a thriving society, as can be seen 
from their own arguments for “local temple management” (e.g., Jiang, 1996-10-22; Jiang, 1997-05-19) 

and from the importance of the yearly pilgrimage festival to endorse their religious and economic ties to 
temples from other communities. 

This brings us to the position of the deity, again a crucial aspect of the interreligious dispute. In this 
case, there is a strong, mutual need to respect the Guanyin statue and deity, or possibly a fear of being 

disrespectful. However, each group stresses the need to respect her according to their own religious 
standards. Guanyin fits in with the extensive Buddhist pantheon, but ultimately the highest goal is no 

deity; the highest goal is “purity.” Guanyin represents purity and so can be helpful in creating a pure 
mind. To put it in the framework provided by Knitter, the Luminary nuns follow a fulfillment model, with 
the truth being higher than their worship of this deity and other deities potentially also being able to 

help create a pure mind, but with their mode of worship being the best way to achieve it. For the 
Luminary nuns, the Guanyin statue represents purity and thus needs to be respected by all in a “pure” 

way. This links back to how the nuns see the villagers as their followers who they need to teach proper 
worship methods, which is unrelated to the specific location and can possibly include ghost money but 

absolutely cannot include offerings of animal sacrifices. 
The folk religionists also have an extensive pantheon with many gods who respond to a myriad of 

worship practices, which in principle should be protected, as fits with a mutuality model. The villagers’ 
invitation to Ven. Xinzhi and interaction with other temples and deities reflects the importance of a type 

of worship over which specific type of worship. It seems that the folk religionists do not want to prevent 
the Luminary nuns from their worshipping of Guanyin and the nuns do not need to be part of their 

“group.” However, since this statue represents how Guanyin blessed and protected them, they must be 
able to continue their worship for the deity to be successful to them. When their folk religionist worship 

is jeopardized, their protection and their community are in danger—this, then, justifies the villagers’ 
discontentment and actions against the Luminary nuns. 
 

4.6 Adjustments to keep the peace 
Throughout this conflict, all calls for resolutions as well as provocations came from the folk religionists, 

who maintained that their worship practices should not make any concessions to the nuns’. However, 
the Luminary nuns believed that, first, these so-called resolutions would imply that they should adjust to 
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the folk religionists; second, they already had made many concessions; and, last but not least, they did 
not understand where this opposition was coming from. Therefore, the nuns repeatedly turned down 

any requests for negotiations. With nothing published on the actual final agreement, my own 
observation approximately 20 years after the dispute is that both parties have made adjustments. Most 

importantly, the statue has not been moved from its original “spot,” as the nuns agreed to at the start of 
the dispute. Ghost money offerings were allowed and the nuns eventually provided a new burner that 

would met their eco-friendly standards. Animal sacrifices and the noise from fire crackers, drums and 
gongs, and lion dances, as well as other temple fair activities, were allowed on 3 days each year. Lastly, 

the nuns are in charge of the temple; the folk religionists need to pay a rental fee to use “their” Yu Shan 
Yan temple hall and to ensure the nuns’ cooperation during the temple fairs. 

There are few indicators of Nepstad’s practices for genuine peacebuilding. Even though the folk 
religionists have not articulated any discontent with the nuns’ worship methods, neither have they 

expressed that value of these orthodox Buddhist practices have any value. By contrast, through 
interviews during his fieldwork in 2008 and 2009, Liu Jiayun found that many villagers still felt either 

helpless or angry about the situation (Liu, 2010: 119, n. 287). In turn, the Luminary nuns have expressed 
that the folk religionists do their worship with a sincere heart, but need to be persuaded to use more 
proper worship methods. On the Buddhist side, Hua-Chen Jenny Lin observes that the conflict has not 

yet been fully settled to this day, with the nuns tolerating much of the villagers’ religious rituals while 
viewing them as unsuitable for their orthodox Buddhist setting. The solution to this dispute seems to be 

a form of “live and let live” to keep the peace. 
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusion 
The cases of interreligious conflicts studied in this thesis allow for a few observations on the level of 

religious peace and conflict in post-martial law Taiwan. To start with, I had to dig deep to find this small 
number of conflicts throughout the nation over the period of around 30 years. When talking about this 

topic to people that not have been directly involved with these disputes, many people seem to have 
heard about or been otherwise aware of these issues, but none has disrupted the Taiwanese society. 

The dispute with the most news coverage and influence on politics has been the following dispute on 
whether the Guanyin statue must stay or leave the Da’an Forest Park in Taipei. Moreover, from the 

preliminary results of my research, it seems that no person has been killed in the name of religion since 
the end of martial law, probably even since the end of the Second World War. Political and other 
reasons have given ground for violence and murder in this time period, but not interreligious disputes. 

Since the end of martial law, the interreligious conflict with the most violent extent is the 218 Event at 
Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple in Chiayi that ended in a physical and verbal fight. In the religiously highly 

pluralistic society of Taiwan, people are generally able to coexist, without being bothered by the 
existence and adoration of other deities and religious with distinct truth claims. This goes to show a high 

level of interreligious peace in Taiwan, which is a beacon of light amongst the many news reports of 
intense, even deadly, interreligious conflicts over the entire world. 

The seven interreligious conflicts in this thesis differentiate three types of reasons for interreligious 
conflicts in Taiwan. The first type revolves around a mutual worship of the same deity statue but with 

different practices that are perceived to respect the deity. This is combined with past unequal 
government policies and a more recent discrepancy on the temple leadership role. These 

differentiations were increasingly integrated into the religious attitude and in modern times created 
conflicts, as happened at Ziyun Temple on Bantian Yan and at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple. The second 

type is instigated by factors that are not necessarily religious at first. They seem to mainly be related to 
certain policies of the modern government that are perceived as unfair and which created an unequal 
situation between religious organizations, resulting in mutual protests between the religious groups. 

This is exemplified by the dispute over the Taichung Mazu statue, the Guanyin statue in Da’an Park in 
Taipei, and the disaster relief in Siaolin Village. However, these disputes are still inherently religious, 

because of the religious teachings informing their different views on the betterment of society. The third 
and last type is when a New Religious Movement is formed based on a syncretic use of the orthodox 

religions, as seen in the critiques on Yiguandao and the True Buddha School. The new religion is 
perceived as challenging the traditional religion and its beliefs and practices are rejected. 

Another way to divide these conflicts is based on what is objected against. Some religious groups 
object against the Other for not adhering to the orthodox practices needed to create a godly or “pure” 
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society. This corresponds to Knitter’s fulfillment model in that the group sees their own religious 
teachings as the normative, best message and serves for the betterment of the wider society.  In 

contrast, other religious groups object to the Other for being hindered in their own practice needed to 
uphold the divine status of their own community. In agreement to the mutuality model, this leaves 

room for other religions and merely asks for a limited space for your own religion, but reaches its limit 
when the Other enters that religious space. As expected, in these cases of conflicts, we have not 

encountered exclusivist voices as that would collide with the Taiwanese moral ethic against rejecting 
other religions per se. There are also no clear expressions along the lines of the acceptance model, but 

that is likely due to this thesis’ focus on religious conflicts.  
 

Regarding the other aspects of religious groups’ power to interfere with the religious Other, the size of 
the overall religious tradition in Taiwan does not seem a decisive factor. Among the majority religions 

Buddhism is especially expressive while Daoism is relatively silent, whereas among the smaller religions 
Christianity is particularly vocal. More important is the place of the religious organization within the 

overall religion. “Activist” groups that are considered in the relatively extreme wings of the tradition 
tend to be more vocal towards other religions, whereas the umbrella religious associations tend to keep 
a distance towards publicly speaking or acting out against the religious Other. The religious groups 

involved with conflicts generally “young” in the sense that the organizations are established or have 
arrived in Taiwan after the arrival of the nationalist regime in Taiwan.  

An equally twofold distinction can be made when considering the topic of the dispute. The majority 
of conflicts revolve around material objects, which, then, invariably are deity statues. The conflict 

around Siaolin Village is the exception in that it is not one statue that is the issue, but involves a 
combination of statues, inscriptions, and other visual objects. Deity statues are not only highly respected 

in the normative religious culture of Taiwan, as was most visibly a primary reason for opposition against 
the Guanyin statue in Da’an Park, but also are argued to have cultural significance—if deity statues are 

capable of only be seen as cultural objects without an inherent sacred spirit remains a topic for 
discussion. Involving concrete objects, these conflicts erupt at some point, after which interference by 

outsiders, most notably governmental or legal bodies, is needed to find a solution and create a modus 
vivendi. The remaining two conflicts involve doctrinal matters, as the relatively traditional groups 

disagree with the way the Other adopts and fuses their teachings into a syncretic “new” message. 
Remaining more below the surface without erupting in specific conflicts, therefore it is difficult to 
determine a start and end to these frictions. Moreover, in post-martial law Taiwan, the government 

keeps its distance to such theological issues and is not able to interfere with these frictions. 
 

Opportunities for future research include the following three directions. The first is the acquiring of 
additional information of the cases discussed in this thesis, in order to create an even deeper 

understanding than this thesis allowed for. When reading through the hundreds of news articles, nearly 
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every report showed a new factor, view point or emphasis that further complicated the story as it was 
experienced by the participants. For the two cases that have been studied in-depth, additional 

standpoints that have influenced the narrative could be found in the literature published later on by the 
participants themselves, to reflect on the issues. The other five cases of interreligious conflict of which I 

have only given a brief account deserve to be investigated more systematized. Interviews with the 
people that have been involved or observations on how the group now deals with the passed conflict 

could add more dimension to the more recent cases. However, for the disputes that happened a longer 
time ago, as with the two main case studies in this thesis, news articles and other sources from the time 

give the most comprehensive understanding possible. 
Another direction is to apply the concept of tolerance to other religious issues in the Taiwanese 

society. This includes conflicts between religious organizations and the secular government. I have 
noted the role of the government as the legislator in the conflicts between religious groups, but not 

necessarily how the government used their own secular or liberal ideology for the betterment of society 
and to interfere with religious groups and the response of these groups to the ideologies promoted by 

the government. This could also take into account the confrontation of religions with the wider secular 
society. I have mentioned some instances where religionists felt that religion is not valued enough in the 
wider society, but a remaining topic in the modern Taiwanese society is how the religious groups handle 

modern secular topics such as marriage equality and ideologies such as atheism and non-religion. 
Moreover, the different levels, sections, and roles of the government deserve to be investigated 

systematically. Throughout the case studies, a variety of roles acted and strategies followed by the 
government have been presented as they manifested themselves. A religion-state perspective on these 

cases of conflict provides more space for the views of the government on interreligious issues. 
The third way to explore interreligious tolerance in Taiwan is by examining what does not have to be 

tolerated, because it is accepted. This thesis was focused on the second border of religious tolerance, 
between rejection and tolerance, but of at least as much interest is the first border, between tolerance 

and agreement. An interesting way to explore this in the context of religious organizations in Taiwan 
would be by examining the potential for interreligious cooperation. Which aspects of the other religion 

are accepted, in such a way that it can lead to a partnership? The first border becomes visible when this 
cooperation expires; what is the extent of this mutual validation, and what reasons are given for ending 

the partnership? The latter situation requires tolerance of some sort to keep the peace. One example is 

the Taiwan Conference on Religion and Peace (中華民國宗教與和平協進會, Zhonghua Minguo 

Zongjiao yu Heping Xiejinhui). Besides symposia and other activities to strengthen the bonds between 
religious groups, this organization also organizes yearly interfaith camps for university students with the 
aim to combat misunderstandings about other religions and to nurture friendships between young 

people of different religious backgrounds. After seventeen camps, it would be interesting to see how 
these camps are organized and how these interfaith friendships are promoted, as well as the extent of 

this collaboration and what issues have given ground to the end of the friendships or cooperation. 
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However, such cases show that the boundaries between cooperation and conflicts are not always as 
clear. For instance, the dispute at Siaolin Village started as humanitarian service with the intention to 

respect the Other’s religion, although this is exactly what brought about a perceived disrespect for their 
religious practices and so an infringement of their religious freedom. The other way around, the conflict 

over the Guanyin statue at Yu Shan Yan Luminary Temple has given ground for the nuns to invest more 
in cultivating friendly relations with local religionists. Exactly because it is based on an interplay of 

reasons for the acceptance of and objection to the religious Other, interreligious tolerance is a complex 
matter though necessary for coexistence and interactions with people from religions distinct from the 

own. Through investigating cases of interreligious conflicts, this thesis has aimed to give a start for 
understanding the level of tolerance within the generally peaceful interreligious relations in Taiwan. 
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Glossary 
10,000 People Protect Guanyin; 萬人護觀音, Wan Ren Hu Guanyin 

10,000 People Revere Guanyin; 萬人瞻仰觀音, Wan Ren Zhanyang Guanyin 

Bantian Yan; 半天岩, “Rock Halfway to Heaven” 

Bread of Life Christian Church in Taipei (BOLCC); 靈糧堂, Ling Liang Tang 

Buddhist Association of the Republic of China (BAROC); 中國佛教會, Zhongguo Fojiao Hui 

Central News Agency; 中央社, Zhongyang She 

China Times; 中國時報, Zhongguo Shibao 

Chinese Baptist Convention (CBC); 中華基督教浸信會聯會, Zhonghua Jidujiao Jinxinhui Lianhui 

Chinese Buddhist Temple Association (CBTA); 中華佛寺協會, Zhonghua Fosi Xiehui 

Chinese Regional Bishops’ Conference (CRBC); 天主教會臺灣地區主教團, Tianzhujiao Zhongguo 

Jiaotuan 

Christian Tribune; 基督教論壇, Jidujiao Luntan 

Chung Tai Shan; 中台山, Zhong Tai Shan 

Da’an Harbor Mazu Theme Park; 大安港媽祖主題園區, Da’an Gang Mazu Zhuti Yuanqu 

Daoist Association of the Republic of China (DARC); 中華民國道教會, Zhonghua Minguo Daojiao Hui 

Daxiong Abode; 大雄精舍, Daxiong Jingshe 

Dharma Drum Mountain (DDM); 法鼓山, Fa Gu Shan 

Fo Guang Shan; 佛光山, “Buddha Light Mountain” 

giam a; 岩仔, yanzi 

Grace Baptist Church; 懷恩堂, Huai En Tang 

Great Love Community; 大愛小林社區, Da Ai Xiaolin Shequ 

Guanyin Must Not Leave; 觀音不要走, Guanyin Bu Yao Zou 

hu jiao; 護教, “save Buddhism” 

Jenn Lann Temple; 鎮瀾宮, Zhen Lan Gong 

Jin Jiaoyi; 金交椅, “Golden Seat” 

Law on Religious Groups; 宗教團體法, Zongjiao Tuanti Fa 

Law Regulating Temples and Shrines (LRTS); 監督寺廟條理, Jiandu Simiao Tiaoli 

Luminary Buddhist Institute; 香光尼僧團, Xiangguang Nisengtuan 

Luminary Temple; 香光寺, Xiangguang Si 

National Association of Yiguandao (NAYGD); 一貫道總會, Yiguandao Zonghui 
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No. 7 Public Park Bamboo Forest Meditation Area Association (Bamboo Forest Association); 七號公園竹

林禪意區促進會, Qi Hao Gongyuan Zhulin Chanyiqu Cujinhui 

Presbyterian Church in Taiwan; 臺灣基督長老敎會, Taiwan Jiduj Zhanglao Jiaohui 

Rukai people; 魯凱族, Lukai zu 

Siaolin Village; 小林村, Siaolin Cun 

Sit-in Hunger Strike to Protect Guanyin; 靜坐絕食護觀音, Jingzuo Jueshi Hu Guanyin 

spirit medium; 乩童, jitong 

Taiwan Mazu Fellowship; 台灣媽祖聯誼會, Taiwan Mazu Lianyihui 

temple management committee; 管理委員會, guanli weiyuanhui 

temple, Buddhist; 寺, si 

temple, folk religionist; 廟, miao 

Top City Transform Alliance; 高點城市轉化聯盟, Gaodian Chengshi Zhuanhua Lianmeng 

True Buddha School; 真佛宗, Zhen Fo Zong 

Tzu Chi Foundation (Tzu Chi); 慈濟基金會, Ciji Jijinhui 

United Daily News; 聯合報, Lianhe Bao 

United Evening News; 聯合晚報, Lianhe Wanbao 

Venerable Mother; 無極老母, Wuji Laomu 

World Buddhists Sit-In Day; 世界佛教徒靜坐日, Shijie Fojiaotu Jingzuo Ri 

worshippers meeting; 信徒大會, xintu dahui 

xue; 穴, “spot” 

Yu Shan Yan; 玉山岩, “Rock of Mount Yu” 

Ziyun Temple; 紫雲寺, “Purple Mountain Temple” 

 

People 
Ceng Chunhe (曾春和) 

Chao Hwei, Venerable (昭慧法師) 

Cheng Yen, Master (證嚴法師) 

Ching Liang, Venerable (凈良法師) 

Chow Lien-hwa, Reverend (周聯華牧師) 

Chow Nathaniel, Pastor (周神助牧師) 

He Mingzhe (何明哲) 

Hsing Yun, Venerable (星雲法師) 

Hu Chih-chiang (胡志強) 

Huang Ke-Hsien (黃克先) 
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Huang Ta-chou (黃大洲) 

Huiguang, Venerable (會光法師)  

Jian’an, Venerable (見岸法師) 

Jianlun, Venerable (見侖法師) 

Jing-yao, Venerable (凈耀法師) 

Lee Feng-mao (李豐楙) 

Lin Cheng-chieh (林正杰) 

Lin Chia-lung (林佳龍) 

Lin Jiangxi (林江溪) 

Lin Pen-Hsuan (林本炫) 

Lu Sheng-yen, Master (盧勝彥) 

Ming-jia, Venerable (明迦法師) 

Mingkuang, Venerable (明光法師) 

Qiu Huijun (邱慧君) 

Tianyi, Venerable (天乙法師) 

Tsai Yuan-lin (蔡源林) 

Wu Yin, Venerable (悟因法師) 

Wuming, Elder (悟明長老) 

Xiao Wenchuan (蕭文傳) 

Xinzhi, Venerable (心志法師) 

Yichun, Venerable (乙純法師) 

Zhou Baiya (周柏雅) 
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