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10 Between Science and Supernatural Power: Tea and

Buddhist Communities in Taiwan 
Kai Shmushko

This chapter explores tea and its role in the lives and practices of Chinese Buddhist practitioners within

Taiwan. The general framework of inquiry treats materials as essential actors in lived Buddhism,

inquiring into the ways that Buddhist actors interact, affect, and are affected by materials, taking tea as an

example. The chapter begins by discussing the genealogy of tea and its intrinsic historical relationship

with Buddhism in China. The following sections present several contemporary case studies of Buddhist

communities engaging with tea in Taiwan. Analyzing these examples in light of the speci�c sociopolitical

context of Buddhism in Taiwan, the chapter concludes by situating tea-related practices in Buddhism on a

scale with two poles: a scienti�c approach to tea and a supernatural one.

Introduction: The Material Turn

When discussing communities of Buddhist devotees, Dan Smyer Yü describes the relationship between the

center—the teacher—and its communities in urban China as “star constellations.” Referencing the work of

Emile Durkheim, he contends that the relationship between the center and its communities resembles the

relationship between the whole and the parts of the sacred: “They are quantitatively different in scale but

qualitatively the same in principle” (2012: 46).
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Re�ecting on Yü’s analogy, I wish to ask: What are the “rules of physics” in Buddhist constellations? Is it a

necessity that in the center of such systems, a human actor (e.g., the practitioner or the teacher) or a divine

entity (e.g., Buddha or a Bodhisattva) is situated? Or could inanimate objects (materials) be situated in the

center of Buddhist networks of relationships? Historically, Buddhism has had an immense impact on the

development of material culture in China (Kieschnick 2003), but what is revealed about lived Buddhism when

materials are seen as the center of attention, as the stars, and not the decoration?

To what do I refer to when I use the word “materials”? Materials in lived Buddhist communities can refer to

religious utensils, such as rosaries, mandalas, and statues, as discussed in Kendall Marksman’s chapter in this

volume, or to food, as seen within Emily Wu’s chapter. But materials can also include the consumption of

goods, and to that end, this chapter focuses on tea as an object that inspires, interacts, and contributes to

meaning making within the dynamics of lay Buddhism in Taiwan.

A serious move toward taking “the material” into account in humanistic and social scienti�c scholarship began

in the 1980s, calling for more sustained academic consideration of the cultural dynamics surrounding material

objects. As a �eld of academic inquiry, religious studies have begun to be marked by this material turn

(Pintchman 2016). This movement emphasizes the importance of objects, sensation, and commodi�cation in

religious subjects and societies (Houtman and Meyer 2012: 4).

p. 174

Material culture is a fruitful way to understand how religion works since many scholars have come to regard

belief as a shifting set of practices, as what people do, rather than only or primarily the doctrines or texts they

observe. These objects can be altered, replaced, and even destroyed, yet through focusing on them, we have the

opportunity to see material culture at work (Morgan 2008).

In this chapter I aim to unfold the theoretical framework leading to the emphasis on materials in lived

Buddhism and show that some materials are prominent within the Buddhist constellations and crucial to the

understanding of contemporary Buddhist con�gurations (Ammerman 2021). I focus here on tracing the

genealogy and entanglements of one material that seemingly is not a religious good but an everyday drink: tea.

For that aim, I will trace the development of tea as a ritualistic, social, and political material, presenting new

turns in contemporary tea culture, focusing on several case studies from the Republic of China (hereafter ROC

or Taiwan).
1

Case Study: Tea

In the present day, tea is a common consumable product in many areas of the world. Its history has been

studied in varied geographic areas, by diverse disciplines, and from multiple perspectives. In Asia, asserts Uri

Kaplan, there exists a phenomenon of “fetishizing” tea (Kaplan 2017). Kakuzō Okakura claimed that the

fetishization of tea drinking was shared globally more than a century earlier. He wrote, “Humanity has so far

met in the teacup. It is the only Asiatic ceremonial that commands universal esteem” ([1906] 1964: 9). However,

much earlier, before the common fetish for tea described by Okakura took place globally, tea’s roots could be

traced back to Asia. The historical birthplace of the tea plant Camellia sinensis (or Asamica sinensis) is South

China.

The habit of tea drinking seems to have begun in medieval China at Buddhist monasteries, later spreading to

the literati and elite, and then, probably quite rapidly, to the broader population (Benn 2005; Hinsch 2016). In

the eighteenth century, British merchants helped popularize tea as a global commodity, making it the most

consumed commercial beverage today (Liu 2020).
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Tea and Buddhism in China

Various fables, stories, legends, and sayings about tea and Buddhism circulate within Chan (or Zen in Japanese)

literature and culture.  According to the legend, tea, the drink of wakefulness, sprang from the sleepy eyelids of

the Buddhist holy man Bodhidharma (Puti damo菩提達摩), a semi-mythological �gure in the early history of

Chinese Buddhism (Mair and Hoh 2009). Another example is from the thirteenth-century Japanese Zen

Master, Dōgen Zenji, who wrote:

2

p. 175

In the domain of Buddha ancestors, drinking tea and eating rice is every-day activity. This having tea

and rice has been transmitted over many years and is present right now. Thus, the Buddha ancestors’

vital activity of having tea and rice comes to us. (Dōgen tran. Tanahashi et al. 1985: 124)

More particularly, there exists an af�nity between tea and some elements of the Chan school (Li 2012). Texts

about tea, such as the most famous, “The Classic of Tea” (chajing 茶經), written by Lu Yu (陸羽), echoed the

frugal simplicity (jianpu 簡樸) central to Chan Buddhism (Hinsch 2016). This modest simplicity was a spiritual

ideal in�uenced by the Buddhist aspiration for renunciation. Other elements linking this school and the

modern connection to tea will be discussed later in this chapter.

During the pivotal age of the Tang and Song dynasties, Buddhist culture �ourished and impacted society in

various ways. Within this atmosphere, Buddhists were responsible for spreading the convention of tea drinking

throughout the empire (Benn 2005). Monks saw it as a potential self-re�nement tool. They pioneered tea

culture and initiated the promotion of tea drinking as a lofty pursuit. There is evidence that Chinese Buddhist

monastics used tea for wakefulness during meditation, as a medicinal herb, and as a sacri�cial offering, as early

as the eighth century (Hinsch 2016; Ludwig 1981). James Benn has suggested that Buddhist monks

disseminated tea from the south toward central China during the �rst centuries of the Common Era to

popularize the beverage so that the drink could be shared with the literati during formal political banquets

(Benn 2005).

Most visibly, emperors employed tea during religious rituals, such as sacri�ces to the gods and ancestors,

replacing alcohol, which had previously been a symbol of the sacred since distant antiquity. Considering the

political importance, this substitution had profound implications, elevating the new drink to the position of an

essential tool for sanctifying the highest reaches of political power. And thus, tea gradually became the drink of

different courtly festivities, occasions, and celebrations (Hinsch 2016). However, in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, just before tea production in China was at its peak, monasteries were still in charge of a

large part of the production (Liu 2020).

Tea in Contemporary Buddhism

In recent decades, the economic reforms in the People’s Republic of China (hereafter PRC) allowed Chinese tea

again to play a signi�cant role in global tea consumption.  Consumer trends within China and globally have

also varied and have in�uenced the tea industry. One example is the renewed demand of Yunnan tea, especially

Pu’er, which has become extremely popular only in recent decades (Hung 2015), or that of Oolong tea in

Taiwan, which has gained popularity across the world.

3

Strikingly, the connection described earlier between Buddhism and tea remains strong in contemporary China,

as in the rest of Asia, where tea has become inextricably associated with Buddhist identities and memories

(Kaplan 2017). However, this chapter suggests that the relationship between tea and Buddhism in China in the

twenty-�rst century is taking new turns.

p. 176
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One ally of exploration takes place in the PRC, where increasingly, tea houses and stores serve as spaces for

Buddhist worship and practice groups. Creating these spaces, outside the sphere of institutionalized Buddhism,

is motivated by various structural and spiritual needs (Fisher 2020; Shmushko 2022b). Furthermore, the

trajectory of tea houses used for Buddhist worship and practice groups has been linked to the restrictions and

limitations on religious practice in the Xi Jinping era (Shmushko 2022a, 2023).

More generally, as Li Wenjie puts it, the Buddhist cultural sphere (fojiao wenhua佛教文化) is merging into the

Buddhist industry (fojiao chanye佛教產業), creating a “Buddhist Tea Culture Industry” (fojiao chawen chanye佛教

茶文化產業) (2012: 14). This development of a culturally inspired industry is also a re�ection of what Li refers to,

very generally, as a “social development.”

In an attempt to enrich this argument, I hold that this “Buddhist Tea Culture Industry” entails various modes

related to the social and personal needs, and spiritual and material aspirations, of Chinese people, who are

reconnecting with the historical af�nity between tea and Buddhism, while carving a new path to this union.

Tea as an Institutionalized Commodity of Exchange

In a historically continuous manner, the centrality of tea can be seen in some present-day monasteries, which

contain spacious tea halls or include tea as a valuable tool for self-cultivation (Shmushko 2022c). A signi�cant

force of lay Buddhism in Taiwan is associated with the activities, physical facilities, and teachings of four major

monasteries, which are colloquially referred to as the Four Great Mountains of Taiwan (Taiwan fojiao si da

mingshan台灣佛教四大名山). These are the largest and most prominent organizations of Chinese Buddhism in

Taiwan. The term derives its name from the Four Sacred Mountains of China (on the mainland), each of which

has served as a pilgrimage site for over a millennium (Naquin and Yu 1992).

The four monasteries’ founders are collectively called the “Four Heavenly Kings” of Taiwanese Buddhism.

Originally, in Buddhist mythology, the term referred to four guardian deities (Si Datianwang 四大天王). In

Taiwan, somewhat facetiously, the term came to denote four prominent Buddhist teachers. Each of the Four

Heavenly Kings corresponds to one cardinal direction, based on where their organization is located in Taiwan.

The institutions that make up the “Four Great Mountains” of Taiwanese Buddhism are North (Jinshan):

Dharma Drum Mountain (法鼓山), founded by Master Sheng-yen (聖嚴, d. 2009); South (Dashu): Buddha Light

Mountain Monastery (Fo Guang Shan 佛光山), founded by Master Hsing Yun (星雲, d. 2023); East (Hualien): Tzu

Chi Foundation (慈濟基金會), founded by the Esteemed Nun Cheng Yen (證嚴); and West (Nantou): Chung Tai

Shan Monastery (Zhong tai shan中台山), founded by Master Wei Chueh (惟覺, d. 2016). With the exception of Tzu

Chi, all of these belong to the Linji school of Chan Buddhism.

p. 177

These dominant Buddhist organizations engage in “Humanistic Buddhism” that provides education, care for

the sick, and spiritual guidance (Madsen 2008; Huang 2009; Reinke 2017). In contemporary Taiwan, there exist

associations (hui 會), foundations (jijin hui 基金會), societies (xiehui 協會), and research institutes (xuehui 學會)

that claim to represent the Buddhist tradition and possess considerable resources and exercise signi�cant

in�uence in society (Laliberté 2014).

I have learned that three of these four Buddhist centers use tea and engage in tea-related practices, primarily

embedded in the activities offered to laypeople. The �rst is Dharma Drum Mountain Monastery (Fagu shan法鼓

山) in northern Taiwan, which hosts tea meditation sessions (chachan 茶禪) operated by monastics who

specialize in tea (cha zhuren茶主人), guiding laypeople in tea meditation.

In 2018, I participated in such an event in the Dharma Drum Mountain Monastery. I, alongside approximately

eighty other people, who were unfamiliar with meditation or tea rituals, was invited to engage in a one-hour

meditation session. During this session, we were divided into groups of four and seated on the �oor, forming a
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circle around a tea master from a monastic tradition. The tea master skillfully poured several servings of tea

into our cups, instructing us to close our eyes and direct our focus inward, as guided by the session’s leader,

who addressed us through a microphone. In the setting of nonpractitioners, some of whom were being

introduced to meditation for the �rst time, tea seemed to be used as a tangible, approachable means to connect

the unexperienced crowd with an unfamiliar activity.

Another notable monastery, the Buddha Light Mountain (Fo-Guang Shan佛光山), aims to foster unity and

disseminate the fundamental principles of Buddhist teachings in Taiwan and worldwide through the practice

of tea ceremonies. In 2013, the International Translation Center (Foguang Shan guoji fanyi zhingxin佛光山國際翻

譯中心) published a concise book, authored by Master Hsing Yun, elucidating the connection between

Buddhism and the art of tea for laypersons.

Tea meditations have also played a signi�cant role in fostering a transnational community centered on the

Buddha Light Mountain and its international branches. An illustrative example of this is an online tea

meditation session organized by the Buddha Light Mountain Malaysia and led by Master Zhihan (知涵). Such

sessions provide a platform for individuals from different locations to come together virtually and engage in

the practice of tea meditation. Through these virtual gatherings, a sense of community is cultivated,

transcending geographical boundaries and allowing participants to connect and share in the transformative

experience of tea meditation (pjfjs.org 2023; see Figures 10.1 and 10.2).p. 178

p. 179
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Figure 10.1.  Tea ceremony given by the monks in Dharma Drum Mountain Monastery.

Photo by author, Taiwan, 2018.

Figure 10.2.  Online tea ceremony held by Buddha Light Mountain Malaysia and led by Master Zhihan (知涵) in 2021.

Screenshot by author, 2023.
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Tzu Chiʼs “Four Jing” Tea

By far the most elaborate example of tea’s relationship with the four mountains is that of the Buddhist Tzu Chi

Charity Foundation (Fojiao ciji cishan shiye ji jin hui 佛教慈濟慈善事業基金會). Tzu Chi was founded by a nun, the

Venerable Cheng Yen (證嚴), who can be distinguished from the founders of the other three large organizations

by not being a scholar or author of Buddhology. Her writings are applications of Buddhist morality to everyday

life, rather than scholarly treatises on Buddhism (Schak and Hsiao 2005). As such, the organization that she

established is a Buddhist-run nongovernmental organization, with a comprehensive social and environmental

outreach in Taiwan, other East Asian Chinese communities, and beyond (Lee and Ling 2015). Tzu Chi facilitates

an extensive network of social, scienti�c, and religious institutions. Tea-related activities are among the

organization’s repertoire.

The focal point of these endeavors unfolds within Abodes of Tranquility and Essence (Jing si jing she 靜思精舍),

located in Huanlian (花蓮). This hub of Tzu Chi orchestrates tea ceremonies and educational activities within

dedicated tea rooms. It provides lay devotees and the wider community with a series of �fteen immersive

seminars known as “Quiet/Tranquil thought tea rituals” (Jingsi chadao 靜思茶道), aimed at delving into the

realms of humanity, personal growth, and the dharma. Through these sessions, participants engage in the

practice of dharma by following the principles encapsulated in the “Five jings” (Tzu Chi World Wide

Community, accessed July 3, 2023).p. 180

Figure 10.3.  Jing thought tea rituals course at Tzu Chi facilities.

Photo courtesy of Guo Baiyi, collected in 2021.

These values encompass a vocabulary deeply intertwined with the essence of tea drinking in the context of

Buddhism. They consist of the following: “Purity (jing淨), Silence (jing靜), Respect (jing敬), Mirror/re�ection

(jing鏡), and Realm (jing境).” The sessions are facilitated by tea professionals, primarily dedicated lay Buddhists

who possess a profound expertise in the art of tea tasting and tea rituals.

In the vision of Tzu Chi, tea has bene�cial attributes beyond its role in ritualism and spiritual cultivation. At the

end of 2020, Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital developed Jing Si Herbal Tea for health and wellness (Liao 2023). Taipei

Tzu Chi Hospital produced and provided Jing Si Herbal Tea to COVID-19 patients on a daily basis during the

months of pandemic breakouts. Clinical �ndings showed patients’ virus count and in�ammation index had

gradually decreased, as published by a study made by researchers at the hospital (Hsieh et al. 2022). The special
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tea was not sold commercially but was used to treat patients in the Tzu Chi–owned hospital in Taiwan (see

Figures 10.3 and 10.4).

In the summer of 2023, I visited Sanyi Tea Plantation (Sanyi chayuan 三義茶園). Aptly named after the

neighboring village, it is a picturesque expanse of rolling hills, owned by Tzu Chi, and adorned with eight acres

of �ourishing organic tea trees. These trees are exclusively cultivated for the Jingsi tea facility in Hualian,

mentioned earlier.

Sister Zhihua (Zhihua shizi志樺師姊),  one of the Tzu Chi personnel, picked me up in Miaoli. As we drove along

the lush, green road up to the plantation, we passed the entrance gate, and next to it on a board were

instructions regarding the terrain. Usually, on this kind of board, one would expect to �nd rules regarding

trespassing or restrictions on lighting �res. On the Sanyi Plantation, the instructions entailed no drinking of

alcohol or smoking and maintaining respect for nature and religious beliefs.

4

p. 181

Figure 10.4.  Jing thought tea rituals course at Tzu Chi facilities.

Photo courtesy of Guo Baiyi, collected in 2021.

In the rest shed of the serene tea plantation located in Miaoli County, Taiwan, I met Chen Huijue (陳惠玨, thirty-

�ve) and her father, Chen Zhonghou (陳忠厚, sixty-nine). Both father and daughter were working members of

the Tzu Chi Jingsi tea community. Ms. Chen served as a tea specialist and consultant, while her father utilized

his expertise as an agricultural specialist responsible for growing and producing tea.

After a few minutes of Mr. Chen sharing his trajectory and how he came to grow tea for Tzu Chi, Ms. Chen

brought in a tray for tea tasting and barged into the conversation. She made the division of roles very clear.

Some are responsible for growing the tea, and some are for preparing (literally soaking) (pao泡) the

tea. This is what I do; I have dedicated the past decades to studying with many teachers and schools …

the growing tea is very important; it is cultivating compassion. That’s what my father does. And what

we do in the tearoom is cultivating the body.

Ms. Chen had an impressive volume of knowledge, which she enthusiastically shared throughout the day.

However, apart from technical terms and explanations about the tea industry, she was a devout tea lover with a

�rm conviction about the utility of tea rituals for personal and spiritual cultivation. She said, “You know what

they say: ‘The tea door is like the Buddhist door’ (chain women 茶門佛門).”

p. 182
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She casually referred to historical sources regarding tea, both related to Buddhism and, at times, Daoism.

Interestingly, she explained that in the past several decades, the preferred method currently popular among

ritualistic tea-drinking circles, especially Chan tea (chachan 茶禪), is the dry soaking method (Gganpaofa乾泡

法), as opposed to the wet soaking method (Shipaofa濕泡法).

This distinction referred to the tools and methods of extracting the �avor from the tea leaves. According to her,

this method has been widely used among Chan tea masters in Taiwan during the past decades and is

particularly suitable for the cultivation of the mind:

This is a new invention. It only existed in Taiwan in the past, say, forty years or so. Moreover, it is

re�ned, looks into details, and is therefore nurturing. You know to develop the mind, but also equally

important is to care for the body. When it comes to the wet soaking method used traditionally in

Guangdong, anyone can make tea. The whole process is not esthetic; it is messy. You know, casual

(suibian 隨便). The dry soaking method is a perfected version and more ritualistic, gentle, and soft

(wenrou 溫柔).

For Ms. Chen, the making of tea mirrored the body of the person making it. Cultivating the body and mind is

aligned with the learning of tea mastery. So the development of the Bodhisattva in you is through developing

tea skills. “The teapot is your hand (ni de cha hu shi ni de shou你的茶壺是你的手),” she said.

While Ms. Chen was much inspired by Buddhist principles in her practice and vision, historical classical

notions, and research, her father’s approach was quite different. Mr. Chen was more practical and down to

earth. At a certain point in the interview, Mr. Chen interrupted his daughter with a smile and said: “Tea and

Buddhism have nothing to do with each other. Organic (youji 有機) tea and Buddhism have much to do with

each other!”

Ms. Chen smiled in agreement and said, “Yes, you know, he does not read the sutras. I read them, and also

Daoist texts.” As father and daughter, they felt comfortable teasing each other in front of me in a lighthearted,

competitive manner. Mr. Chen smiled and, later in our talk, took the opportunity to tease his daughter in

return, mentioning that she did not maintain a fully vegetarian diet (chi quansu 吃全素) as he did, which he

disapproved of.

Mr. Chen did not read the sutras but saw himself as a Buddhist, so he had happily agreed to take the position at

Tzu Chi two decades earlier. He accepted the offer to join Tzu Chi at the beginning of the 2000s, to establish the

tea plantation on land that the foundation had purchased after the 1999 Nantou earthquake, which caused,

what he described as, meager land prices:

p. 183

I had been growing papaya (mugua木瓜) for years before this. And you know, growing papaya is a

very complicated process. So, I thought, ok, growing tea is easy, and I decided to go for it.

I asked whether growing organic tea was harder, and he replied, “Growing tea is not hard, selling tea is hard.”

The tea from the Sanayi farm had yet to be sold anywhere. According to Mr. Chen, it is tough to make a pro�t

from organic tea because the crop is too low. The tea is not stimulated by arti�cial fertilizer, so it grows slowly.

Mr. Chen had the luxury of not having to worry about selling tea, just growing a pure product that he described

as healthier and tastier than ordinary tea.

We stepped out of the shed and into the tea �elds. Mr. Chen excitedly talked about his approach to organic

agriculture, which expresses distinct environmental and animal-friendly elements:

The idea is that we do not use pesticides, in order to not change nature; it is straightforward, there are

animals there. Just like me! … To be compassionate, to have a heart of compassion (beixin 悲心), is to

love the soil and to love the environment (ai tu di ai huanjing 愛土地愛環境).
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While differing in attitude, both father and daughter strikingly had a clear perception of the place of tea in

Buddhist tradition. Ms. Chen, with her deep and extensive knowledge about the �avors, methods, and history

of tea, was in fact a scholar of tea who carefully analyzed how the aesthetic element of extracting the best �avor

from the plant was compatible with emotional and physical states. Referring back to the sign at the entrance to

the plantation requesting respect for religious beliefs, in her case, it was as if the belief had nothing to do with

tea or with Buddhism. It was a calculated mean for concentration on �avor extracts, and respect for the

activities surrounding tea, which led to the perfection of body and mind.

Her father, Mr. Chen, had the tone and style of an environmental activist. For him, compassion did not come

from belief per se, and he did not once utter a word related to the Buddha or to Buddhist teachings. Compassion

was ecological awareness, and that was the greater lesson he took from his master, referring to the Tzu Chi

master and establisher of the Tzu Chi foundation, the Esteemed Nun Cheng Yen.

Remarkably, both of them, father and daughter, through their own personal convictions, styles, �elds of

expertise, and generational tendencies, had expressed a message related to Humanistic Buddhism, which

dominates the approach of Taiwanese Buddhist organizations, as mentioned earlier. This strengthens the fact

that, formally, Tzu Chi is a charitable, not a Buddhist, organization, and its activities focus on service activities.

This is not to say that it disregards the more traditional self-cultivation activities, but it would perhaps be safe

to say that it leaves it up to the believers themselves to engage in them. For Tzu Chi members,

compassionate service to others is the principal way to cultivate the self (Schak and Hsiao 2005). The common

ground between Mr. and Ms. Chen was Buddhist cultivation, which is in the “here and now,” socially grounded,

and environmentally responsible though the cultivation of tea (see Figures 10.5–10.7 ).

p. 184

p. 185
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Figure 10.5.  The organic plantation with the background of Miaoli district mountains.

Photo by author, Sanyi, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.6.  Meeting with the Chen family in Sanyi tea plantation.

Photo by author, Sanyi, Taiwan, 2023.

Figure 10.7.  The sign with instructions to visitors.

Photo by author, Sanyi, Taiwan, 2023.
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Chan Practice in the Shanwaishan Organic Tea Farmp. 186

Beyond the Four Great Taiwanese Mountains, a bountiful number of other Buddhist temples, monasteries, and

associations exist in Taiwan, with a signi�cantly smaller scale of activity. One of these is the Shanwaishan

Organic Ecological Tea Farm (shan waishan youji shengtai chayuan nongchan山外山有機生態茶園農場), which is

located in the mountainous Pinglin (坪林) district of Taipei.  Like most of the mountainous areas of Taiwan, the

area is famous for its regional specialization in tea cultivation and production. In Pinglin, the focus is

Baozhong tea (包種茶), and more than 80 percent of the district residents are tea growers or are involved in the

tea business (Focus Taiwan 2023).

5

Shanwaishan farm was established in 1996 by Chan Master Yicha (一茶, born 1949) as part of a network

including three sister farms (in Hualian, Taizhong, and Gaoxiong), with the �rst farm (Hualian) being

established in 1982. Mater Yicha was the student of Master Wuming (釋悟明 1910–2011), from which he

particularly initiated the Guanyin Boddhisatva teaching.
6

The farms can be generally described as hybrid organizations. They produce tea for local and international

commercial demand. They also facilitate a communal daily life for a lay and monastic network, for whom the

physical farms serve as worship halls for rituals and special gatherings. The farms employ salaried

dayworkers. However, a signi�cant portion of the labor and responsibilities are shared between Buddhist lay

practitioners and volunteers (yigong 義工), some of whom live and work permanently on the farm. In addition

to the core groups who are intensely involved in operating the farm, a larger circle of lay practitioners comes

daily for casual visits and teaching, and for scripture-reading gatherings.

The farms and the communities they facilitate have set a goal to promote Chan tea culture (chacha wenhua禪茶

文化) and organic agriculture. In my meeting with Master Yicha in the summer of 2023, he said that the idea

behind the farms and the communities was to establish a “pure land on earth (renjian jing 人間淨土).” Similar to

Tzu Chi, Yicha reverently referred to the concept of Humanistic Buddhism (renjian fo jiao 人間佛教).

Master Yicha was born in Taizhong, in 1952. He lived a secular family life until the age of thirty, when he started

practicing Buddhism, and he was ordained as a monk at the age of forty-two, when he also began establishing

the �rst farm in Hualien. Over the years, the organization grew, and the communities have expanded, with

many practitioners joining, taking Master Yicha as their teacher. Master Yicha proudly shared with me some

experiences of his travels to the PRC, where he lectured about Buddhism and represented Taiwan’s tea.
7

Based on the quality of the various kinds of teas grown, the farm has won several local and

international awards since the turn of the millennium. The Shanwaishan farm is also an

acknowledged philanthropic association (shanwaihsan cishan hui 山外山慈善會) and has donated

parts of its pro�ts to different social causes, such as the recent donation of 200 thousand yuan for

building a rehabilitation training base. (Gengsheng xinwen wang; accessed June 1, 2023)

p. 187

On my �rst visit to the Shanwaishan tea farm, I traveled with Mr. Huang (eighty-seven), a lay practitioner who

had been participating in farm activities for several years. Mr. Huang mainly joined in the dharma sessions and

occasionally came to do some light volunteer work sorting the tea leaves in the low season. He also prepared

and drank tea regularly, which he viewed as his primary Buddhist practice.

During one of our meetings before visiting the farm, Mr. Huang asked me proudly, “Do you even know what

Gongfu Tea (gongfu cha功夫茶) is?” “What does ‘Gongfu’ stand for?” he asked. I thought it was concerned skill,

but I humbly mumbled that I was unsure. Mr. Huang laughed. “No, no, no,” he said, “that is a common mistake.

It’s about time! It has to do with time, taking time.” He further told me proudly about his Fujianse roots,

explaining that the way we drink tea in China was invented in Fujian.  “It’s about the feeling and the time.”
8 9
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Driving up to the farm on the hilly, curvy road path, we passed numerous acres of tea �elds and estates in the

Pinling district mountains before we �nally arrived. From about two hundred meters from the farm, I noticed

meter-high statues of Bodhidharma, in different positions and expressions, at the side of the road, as if

signifying to the people taking that road that there is more to this particular farm than just tea.

We parked the car in front of a big red-and-yellow-colored farmhouse. Outside was a small, well-tended garden

with a pond and two Bodhisattva Guanyin statues overlooking the landscape. Interestingly, the courtyard

structure, which was strikingly like a modern farmhouse entrance, was also similar to contemporary temple

structures in Taiwan, which, because of the high amount of rain, are often capped with similar style roofs.

Entering the farmhouse, we were greeted by several of the volunteers who lived there. Mr. Huang �rst paid

tribute to the altar under the welcome sign, featuring Bodhisattva Guanyin and Maitreya Buddha, and

decorated with local orchids. The ample space, essentially a warehouse, was used for various functions. On the

left side was a casual tea serving table, in the body of the room was a ling table used for dining, and other parts

of this space were used interchangeably for storage, bookkeeping, and leaf sorting (see Figures 10.8–10.10 ).

We then sat at a table where we drank tea for several hours, made by Sister (shizi 師姊 65).  In fact, in the low

season, when there is less picking and processing, sitting around that table in the main hall, or taking long

walks around the �elds, are the main activities of the day, alongside smaller maintenance tasks, communal

meals, and three scripture recitation sessions per day.

10

I visited the farm several times after that, and usually stayed the whole day, eating the daily three vegetarian

meals with the community, talking with the practitioners and the monks about their practice, attending their

practice gatherings, and learning about their farm. Most of the people I met had a lot to say about many aspects

of the farm. What was striking was their passion for their deep engagement with the cultivation of tea

plants. Most of the volunteers had a lot of knowledge, and many stories and observations about tea, which gave

the impression that their lives revolved around this plant and the practice it entailed (see Figure 10.11).

p. 188

p. 189
p. 190
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Figure 10.8.  Empty tea drying trays in the entrance to Shanwaishan farm.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.9.  A shrine in the main multipurpose hall at the farmhouse.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.10.  A sister brewing tea.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

Community Structure

At the time of my research, in 2023, two monks and six full-time practitioner-volunteers were living on the

farm, and several more came every day from the Taipei area to drink or work. Additionally, at the practice

assembly that I joined, which takes place once every few weeks and is led by Master Yicha, a further two dozen

practitioners arrived to practice reading and chanting. The other farms are twice as big (both in terms of tea

production and of people living in the farm), such as the one I visited in Ruisui, Hualian (瑞穗) (see Figures

10.12–10.14 ).

The various tasks on the farms were divided between the laypeople and the monastics. They worked together,

ate together, and practiced scripture during their breaks either individually or together in assemblies. However,

their most central practice was that of community life revolving around the cultivation of tea: working the land,

tending to the seeds and the trees, planting, cleaning, harvesting, drying, fermenting, and all the other steps

related to working on the farm. They perceived this aspect as the practice of Chan (禪sk. dhyana), which can be

translated to a single-pointed concentration or intense contemplation.p. 191
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Figure 10.11.  Harvest season at Shanwaishan farm.

Photo courtesy of Shanwaishan farm, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2021.

Although the group revered Master Yicha as the esteemed Grand Master, his physical presence at the farm was

not constant as he traveled between different farms across Taiwan. Additionally, he ful�lled multiple

organizational responsibilities within cultural associations that promoted tea culture and conducted research.

On special occasions and gatherings, Master Yicha typically made an appearance to partake in meals and talk

to the laypeople.

Combining Scripture Reading in the Daily Farm Routine

The farmhouse’s second �oor was thoughtfully partitioned into three sections. One section served as a

residential area for female practitioners, while another section was designated for male practitioners. The

central portion housed a spacious practice hall, which boasted a balcony providing a scenic view of the

surrounding tea �elds. Within this hall, practitioners convened for both group and individual practices. It was

adorned with Buddhist scripture reading manuals, meditation cushions, and a prominent shrine adorned with

Buddha statues, as well as additional smaller deities and decorative elements. Similar to the lower �oor of the

farmhouse, the walls of this level showcased exquisite calligraphy works crafted by Master Yicha. Most of these

calligraphic masterpieces featured couplets or longer phrases that extolled the virtues of tea.p. 192
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Figure 10.12.  A picture of Master Yicha in 1990 situated in the practice hall.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

The text used for the practice gatherings was a standard Buddhist manual, which is used across Taiwan by lay

Chan Buddhists, called the essential Buddhist recitation book (Fomen bibei ke song ben 佛門必備課誦本). It

includes sutras and mantras designated for morning reading practice (Zao kebi song早課必誦), such as the

Shurangama Mantra (Leng yan zhou楞嚴咒), Great Compassion Dhāraṇı̄  (ch.: Da bei zhou 大悲咒sk. Nı̄ lakaṇṭha

Dhāraṇı̄ ), the Heart Sutra (Xin jing 心經), and a selection of sutras to read in evening practice (Wan ke bi song 晚課

必誦), such as the Amitabha Sutra (Amituofo jing阿彌陀經), and the Amitabha Rebirth in the Pure Land Dhāraṇı̄

(Wangsheng zhou往生咒).

p. 193

p. 194
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Figure 10.13.  Examples of tea praising calligraphy.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.14.  Examples of tea praising calligraphy.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

The manual also includes the texts for recitation during chanting assemblies (Nianfo tangre念佛堂日). As we will

see later, this community has unique approaches toward Chan practice. However, the manual is relatively

standard, including texts often associated with Chan Buddhist practitioners. Thus, alongside the references to

Humanistic Buddhism, we can see that the core textual basis and values align with general mainstream

Buddhism in Taiwan.

p. 195
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Figure 10.15.  Dharma assembly at Shanwaishan farm.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

Every few weeks, larger dharma gatherings (fa hui 法會) are held on the bottom �oor, the large space at the

entrance. On these days, apart from the permanent community who live on the farm, about twenty-�ve to

thirty more practitioners from the area of Taipei join the gathering. Such days usually begin in the morning for

setting up paper offerings, food offerings, and prayer cards for the different Bodhisattvas and other

preparations. At noon, a large, purely vegetarian meal is served, and the practice continues after that, lasting a

few hours until dinner, which most practitioners also attend. The session agenda includes chanting of sutras,

escorted by light drums, blessings on the offerings made by one of the monks, and burning of the offerings and

the prayer cards (see Figures 10.15–10.17 ).

Tea as More Than a Material

As previously mentioned, signi�cant historical connections exist between the Chan tradition and tea. In

addition to this traditional connection, the practitioners of Sanwaishan believe that tea is more than a

material that human beings consume and can be used for rituals and meditation. As Master Deqing (德慶), one

of the monks in Shanwaishan, explains: “When we drink the tea, we drink this spirit (jingshen 精神) of the tea,

and we have no control over what it will do.” According to him, each tea is different, and it has a personality, a

character (xing 性).

p. 196

p. 197
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Figure 10.16.  Dharma assembly at Shanwaishan farm.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.17.  The second floor of the farm, the practice hall.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

This notion that plants possess a spirit is not an innovation solely articulated by Master Deqing. The question

of the possibility that, according to the Buddhist worldview, plants also possess a Buddha nature (foxing 佛性),

has been discussed before. Scholars argue that according to early scriptures, it is possible that rocks and plants

can have sentiency and reach enlightenment (Schmithausen 2009). The subject matter at hand is a

contentious one, yet within the framework of this group, the question of whether such a belief can be derived

from texts attributed to the Buddha holds less signi�cance. Instead, the focus lies on the shared belief within

the organization that tea possesses a spirit. This belief, related to the group’s overarching philosophy, serves as

a driving force behind their commitment to ecological and environmentally friendly practices.

p. 198

Moreover, Master Deqing emphasizes the substantial distinctions among the six types of tea, namely Red,

Green, Yellow, White, Oolong (烏龍), and Pu’er (普洱). According to his teachings, the energy and impact of each

tea’s spirit vary based on the unique characteristics of the tea itself and the individual’s body who consumes it.

In this perspective, the interplay between the speci�c tea and the recipient’s bodily constitution plays a crucial

role in determining the resulting effects. This distinction stems out of the vision of Master Deqing’s teacher,

Master Yicha, who presents a similar perspective, recognizing six distinct tea spirits known as the “Six

Patriarchs of Taiwan Ancient Tea” (see Figures 10.18 and 10.19).
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During a tea-drinking session, Master Deqing employs a metal spiral object to assess the impact of a few small

cups of tea on the practitioner’s energy. The experiment (shiyan實驗) follows speci�c rules. The radius of the

circle formed by the metal spiral when placed near the practitioner’s body indicates the intensity of the energy

generated by the tea spirits upon interacting with the body. Additionally, Master Deqing provided further

explanation:

The spirit of Red tea for example can have a bene�cial effect on the heart and belly, whereas White tea

and Gaba tea are more in charge of taking care of the head.

Consequently, Master Deqing would position the metal spiral at various points around the body of the

individual consuming the tea, depending on the speci�c tea spirit he wished to examine. In my personal

experience, the experiment yielded the result that despite my strong af�nity for White tea, I already possess an

ample amount of its associated vitality and energy. Instead, it was determined that the spirits of Red tea would

be more bene�cial for strengthening my stomach and heart.

The other volunteers sitting at the table further elaborated on the notion that the spirit of organic tea holds

greater vitality and effectiveness compared with tea that is cultivated using pesticides or synthetic chemicals.

One of the distinctive characteristics that �lls the practitioners with pride is the organic and ecologically

sustainable cultivation methods employed in growing the teas. This commitment to organic practices

enhances the quality and value of the tea, aligning with their core beliefs and principles.

As Mr. Feng (practitioner, forty-�ve) explained to me as we were walking in the estate �elds, Buddhists are not

allowed to kill any animals, so they cannot use pesticides of any kind. This connects to the uncompromised

respect the practitioners have for all beings with spirits, including small insects and plants.

Taking a tour of the estate of the farm with Master Yicha further strengthened my impression of an animistic

element to the Buddhist religiosity of this community. As we traveled through the hills �lled with ancient

mountain tea trees, the Master stopped occasionally and gave time for the other practitioners who walked with

us to praise the trees. This material aspect of veneration of nature can be contextualized in various examples of

the modern localization of Buddhism in various cultures, where the philosophy of interconnectedness

between humans and plants is exempli�ed with relation to the local ecology (e.g., Ang 1988; Salguero 2007).

p. 199

p. 200
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Figures 10.18.  Master Yicha.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/56065/chapter/454438474 by U
niversiteit van Am

sterdam
 user on 02 January 2026



Figure 10.19.  Master Deqing.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

But it was the elements of miraculous occurrences, magic, and supernatural powers that caught my attention

and distinguished the group from the Four Great Mountains communities discussed in the previous sections.

These are elements that have been integrated into Buddhist beliefs and practices in China throughout the

centuries. However, during the republican period (1912–1949), these elements fell under the umbrella of

superstition (mixin 迷信) and were pushed out by the Chinese Buddhist modernists (Kiely and Brooks Jessup

2016). However, according to Justin Ritzinger, supernaturalism had never been completely eliminated from

orthodox modern Buddhist circles, and his recent study on other lay groups in Taiwan suggests that the pull of

supernatural power on practitioners in Taiwan remains strong today (2023).

p. 201

There is also a degree of �uidity and hybridity of practice in Buddhist communities in Taiwan, where quite

commonly groups can worship gods associated with Daoism, and Buddhism or folk religion. In this context,

groups and individuals often hold an eclectic repertoire of practices and beliefs which does not strictly align to

one Buddhist lineage or tradition. In fact, tea is also playing a role in non-Buddhist religious contexts in

Taiwan. In other temples visited in 2023, I encountered similar approaches, mostly presenting tea as a liquid

that can encapsulate the supernatural powers of distinguished masters. One example in Shengming temple in

Jiufen, north Taiwan (Jiufen Shengming Gong 九份聖明宮), dedicated to the Lord Guan (Guanggong 關公).  Lay

volunteers in the temple offer tea that was previously blessed by their master to the visitors, arguing that the

11
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tea holds strong powers. On my visit to the temple, as I talked to Ms. Wu, one of the volunteers poured me two

cups of the tea and even offered to �ll my water bottle with it so that I could share it with my family back home.

She lamented on the fact that her son does not come to pay worship in the temple and drink the tea, and she

also told me of a case of a disabled men who drank the tea a few years ago and was cured, retaining full walking

capacity.

The Practice of Tea—From the Ground Up

In 2022, Master Yicha, the establisher of the farms, self-published a short book called Dharma Talks from the Tea

Mountain (chashan fayu 茶山法語). In this book, he aspires to explain the core values for Chan cultivation

through organic farming (Youji nong chan famen有機農禪法門). He notes that these are core principles of the

teaching that urged him to establish the farms forty years earlier.

Organic farming is a movement that protects the earth, saves energy, and reduces carbon emissions, giving

people healthy and immediate access to “The Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss” (jingtu de jile淨土的極樂世界). In the

introduction to the book, the master describes a deterioration of our society and the planet, which leaves

people helpless and depressed in the circle of Samsara. He writes that in our modern world, “a good solution is

the following: to be closer to nature, to eat vegetarian food, chant every day, and drink organic tea and do

volunteer work.”

However, the book does not elaborate on the Master’s theories but is based on the words of his disciples, both

lay and monastics, the lay practitioners who have played a role on the farms during the past decades. Master

Yicha further described his years on the farms as consisting of working, drinking tea, and talking about the

Dharma, yet he views his language as simple and unsophisticated, which is why he wants to share the practice

through the voices of laypeople.

p. 202

This resonates with some of my conversations with Ms. Feng (lay volunteer) in Shanwaishan farm, who

described Master Yicha as unorthodox in that he is not interested in a hierarchy. Ms. Feng said that this was

one reason she always came back to practice and volunteer there. She felt that “the place is �exible and open,

and everyone is almost equal.”

Ms. Jun, another practitioner on the farm, said about Master Yicha when she organized my meeting with him:

“Our teacher is ‘very down to earth’ (pingyi jinren 平易近人), it’s very easy to understand him and to connect

with him. He doesn’t speak a high language … you have seen it, right? In the books. Our Buddhism is for

everyone.”

This respect exempli�ed by the master to his disciples, and the centrality he gives to their re�ection on their

practice, is evident when visiting the farm. I often felt that there was a task to ful�ll, which was the goal. No one

and nothing were more important or more valuable. Furthermore, I can attest from my own experience of

meeting with Master Yicha that their descriptions are quite accurate. His demeanor is strikingly unof�cial,

open, and simple. He speaks loudly and curiously, he enjoys joking and gossiping, and while he likes to share

his experience and achievements in a somewhat bragging manner, he does not strive to be at the center.

In line with these descriptions, the book encompasses a diverse range of practices, challenges faced by

practitioners, and words of advice. These are presented through numerous concise phrases, conversations, and

observations shared by the disciples. The content is thoughtfully organized around various themes. Some

sections delve into topics that are signi�cant to Buddhist practitioners, such as precepts and vows (chijie yu

yuanli 持戒與願力), compassion and tolerance (cibei yu kuanrong 慈悲與寬容), forbearance and restraint (renru yu

jiechen 忍辱與戒嗔), and so on.
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In addition to these sections, the book also includes sections more speci�c to the farm community and their

particular practice of cultivation. For example, relevant sections cover the relationship between work and

practice (gongzuo yu xiuxing 工作與修行), the Dharma of nature (daziran fofa大自然佛法), and the happiness of

Chan farming (nongchan wuqiong農禪樂無窮).

Several parts of the book drew my attention because they shed light on the speci�c motivations of the

practitioners to join the practice at the farm. One couplet reads: “learning Buddhism is to reduce af�ictions

(fannao煩惱), not to increase merit (gong de 功德),” showing that as opposed to many groups and individuals

who seek merit accumulation, as seen in examples discussed so far in this thesis, some practitioners �nd

this to be missing the point. The practice and study of Buddhism aim to diminish cravings, not support them.

p. 203

Another two passages read: “Work is a kind of practice, and practice also requires work,” and “Pulling weeds

and fertilizing is also Chan.” These passages, as many more in the book, connect the work of tea cultivation to

the Chan practice, stressing the religious-ethical framework of the community. This ethical framework is also

expressed, as mentioned, in the particular methods chosen for the growing of the tea trees, to which several

sections are dedicated. In a section titled “Organic and Vibrant” (youji yu shenji 有機與生機), several phrases

read: “Organic life means a happy life, no poison (du毒) in the heart, [one] enters the pure land (jingtu淨土).”

Lay Agency and Skillful Means

These re�ections detail the practice’s goals, considerations, and bene�cence, which, according to Master Yicha,

are articulated by Buddhist lay practitioners. Lay practitioners and monastics are situated at the center of the

farm and its essence. This shows that while monks and nuns participate in setting the guidelines for Buddhist

practice, lay practitioners have agency in the process.

In the modern landscape of Chinese lay Buddhism, some communities prefer to take the lead and responsibility

for their Buddhist practice rather than be led by religious professionals (Shmushko 2022a). However, in the

case of Shanwaishan, while monastic authority exists, it is not unlimited and does not overwhelm the agency

of lay practitioners.

The centrality of nature and the personi�cation of tea, as spirits to be worshiped, seem to encourage a more

profound sense of equality among the human members of this community, which can be credited to the tea

plant, regardless of whether one believes it to be a spirit or treats it conventionally, as a plant. Whether treated

as a spirit with its own will and vitality, or as a material to be cultivated for the sake of the practice, tea has a

central place in the lives of these practitioners.

I suggest that the cultivation of the tea plant is chosen by practitioners and the more professional religious

experts (the monk masters and the leader, Yicha) as a skillful/expedient means (ch. fangbian 方便 sk. Upaya), a

device, a method that suits not only the circumstances but also their personal needs and aspirations.

Furthermore, the emphasis on using the language of the practitioners to articulate the Dharma, as the essence

of the book Dharma Talks from the Tea Mountain (chashan fayu 茶山法語), also strengthens the responsibility and

agency that practitioners have at Shanwaishan Chan farm (see Figures 10.20–10.22 ).p. 204

p. 205
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Figures 10.20.  Entrance to Ruisui farm.

Photo by author, Hualian, Taiwan, 2023.

Figure 10.21.  Dharma talk at Master Yichaʼs Ruisui Farm.

Photo by author, Hualian, Taiwan, 2023.
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Figure 10.22.  The book written by Master Yicha, titled Tea Mountain Dharma.

Photo by author, Pinglin, Taiwan, 2023.

Conclusion—Between Science and Magicp. 206

The case studies here and examples from Buddhist communities in Taiwan reveal a striking af�nity between

tea and the modern practice of Chinese Buddhism. The people and practices described in this chapter show

diversity in the ways that tea drinking is practiced among different Buddhist actors. For example, while some

individuals view tea as a medicine infused with natural material powers, others view it as a drink infused with

magical (shenqi 神奇), godly powers.  Furthermore, variations arise regarding the motives behind the practice

of growing, producing, and drinking tea in Buddhist communities. In some cases, growing tea is a �nancial

practice, which helps to facilitate a space for worship and spiritual practice. Growing tea is also, in and of itself,

a practice of “living” Chan. Every activity related to growing and distributing tea can have a meditative value

and can allow the practitioner to be attuned and present in the moment. Organic tea growing is also an

application of Buddhist ethics, protecting both animals and the natural environment. Other actors view the

ethical cultivation of tea plants as an extension of a life of compassionate existence. By working on tea farms,

and selling organic tea, they are disseminating Buddhist values in society.

12
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In addition to these personalized differences between individuals and communities, I consider a more general

assessment regarding the placing of groups on a scale ranging from a scienti�c to a magical approach to tea.

Buddhist communities who engage in tea in various ways can be situated on this scale to different degrees,

shifting between the two poles. Generally, the scienti�c pole represents a way of thinking about tea that is

calculated and anchored in scienti�c facts—for example, using tea to stay awake during meditation, based on

the attributes of the caffeine produced by the plant. Somewhere in the middle of the scale, we can �nd

approaches to tea as a material that can be used within a social-ethical value system, for example, to practice

and promote ecological agriculture. At the other end of the scale, the magical pole represents views, beliefs, and

engagement with tea that are beyond human experience and hold elements of magic, or transcendental

attributes. Practitioners and groups leaning more to that end of the scale in their approach to tea would

attribute to tea a supernatural effect on their body or on reality. For example, this is done by viewing tea as a

god, or as an affective material beyond conventional scienti�c knowledge of the attributes of the tea plant.

This scale might correlate with a broader approach to Buddhism as a religion. As mentioned earlier, the

Taiwanese Four Great Mountains, contextualized in the broader landscape of Buddhism in Taiwan, have been

in�uenced, throughout the past decades, by the Buddhist reforms dating back to the beginning of the

twentieth century (Jones 1999). During this pivotal period, major shifts have in�uenced the development of

Buddhism in Taiwan to form scienti�cally oriented, socially engaged organizations that took up a signi�cant

place within Taiwanese religious life and in the presence of Buddhism on the island (Dessein 2020). Rituals

related to magic, metaphysical inquiries, and godly interventions were eliminated to clean the religion of

superstitious beliefs. Buddhist institutions were designated for social aid, and philanthropic and educational

endeavors, and for infrastructural contributions within Taiwanese society and abroad. Worship and the

religious practice of Buddhism have predominately aligned with this approach, especially among the

communities of the Four Great Mountains.

p. 207

However, from a closer look into the Shanwaishan communities, it seems that in smaller scale communities,

material manifestations of a belief in magic and supernatural power nevertheless thrive. It is hard to

determine, based on this case study, whether this is a new phenomenon, or if it represents an element of

Buddhism in Taiwan that has been overlooked in academic literature. More empirical data about smaller scale

Buddhist communities in Taiwan may shed light on this question in the future. For now, I would stress that we

need to acknowledge that Taiwanese Buddhism not only is socially engaged but also includes an array of

supernatural, magical beliefs and practices, as is seen in the material explorations of tea.
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Notes

1. Most examples of this chapter focus on the practices of lay Buddhists in the present-day Republic of China (Zhonghua
minguo中華民國, Taiwan, herea�er ROC). However, a few references also encompass groups and individuals residing in
the Peopleʼs Republic of China (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo中華人民共和國, herea�er PRC). This study is not dedicated
to comparing the two directly. Instead, my methodological approach recognizes that the sphere of Buddhism in China is
fluid and interconnected, transcending the divisions of “two Chinas.” I acknowledge the ROC as a distinct political entity
with its own self-governing system, which naturally gives rise to social di�erences, including the trajectory of Buddhism
among the laity. However, beyond these di�erences, I also acknowledge the shared cultural, religious, and traditional
identity that Buddhism holds within both societies.

2. Zen, also referred to as the Chan school (Chan zong, 禪宗), is an indigenous form of Chinese Buddhism that developed in
the sixth century CE, and subsequently spread to the rest of East Asia and Japan, as well as to Western societies.

3. In 1978, Deng Xiaoping assumed leadership of the Chinese Communist Party and instituted landmark economic reforms
that transformed China. From the religious perspective, this period represented a revival (fuxing 復興). Buddhism
reappeared amid modern manifestations of religious culture. With the revival of Buddhism came also innovation and the
adoption of new forms for “doing” Buddhism, both in monastic communities and among lay practitioners.

p. 208 4.  Shizi 師姊 is o�en used in Taiwan to refer to a lay Buddhist volunteering, working, or taking part in a sangha. It can be
freely translated as an older sister or a sister guide.

5. The phrase is taken from a song called 送別written by Buddhist monk and poet Master Hongyi 弘一) (common name Li
Shitong李叔同, 1880–1942). The full phrase is “The evening wind caressing willow trees, the sound of the flute piercing
the heart, sunset over mountains beyond mountains,” 長亭外，古道邊，芳草碧連天，晚風柳拂笛聲殘，夕陽山外山.

6. Master Wuming is a Taiwanese Buddhist monk, also known as Elder Wuming. He was born in Dali Village, Shangshui
County, Henan Province. He inherited the Linji Sect and devoted his life to promoting the Guanyin Method. A�er coming to
Taiwan, he initiated the Great Compassion Repentance in Taiwan, established the Haiming Temple, the Great Compassion
Temple, and the Guanyin Temple, among others. Elder Wuming served as the 11th–12th chairman and permanent
honorary chairman of the BAC, and the 5th–6th president and permanent honorary president of the World Buddhist
Sangha Association (Shijie fojiao sengjia hui世界佛教僧伽會).

7. The farm takes great pride in some of the tea assortment, which is produced from a local, subspecies of Camellia native to
Taiwan, acknowledged as Camellia sinensis Formosana (wild mountain tea tree). However, Master Yicha also
acknowledges with pride the Chinese heritage of tea and its Buddhist history related to the mainland.

8. Most Han Chinese Taiwanese citizens are decedents of immigrants from Fujian province in mainland China.

9. Gong Fu tea is a Chinese tea ceremony commonly believed to have originated in Fujian, around the eighteenth century.
The term refers to making the tea using a developed set of skills, maximizing the taste of the tea. For this aim, rules were
made regarding the number of tea leaves, the type of vessels used, and the temperature for brewing the tea leaves, as well
as a designated order of action.

10. Some of the volunteers on the farm said that they preferred to be called “Sister,” not by their real names. They referred to
all monks as Master (Shifu 師父), including Master Yicha, who established the farms. I later learned from one volunteer
that, unlike many other Chan communities, Master Yicha did not like hierarchies and believed that everyone in the
community should live equally. I will therefore refer to the sisters and brothers using numbers.

11. In Taiwan, temples are o�en not recognized as Buddhist, Daoist, or else, but by the main deity worshiped in the temple,
which in the case of Shengming temple is Lord Guan. Lord Guan or Guan Gong, also referred to as Guan Di, is a deity which
is based on the Han dynasty military general Guan Yu (關羽) and worshiped by many Chinese people today in Chinese folk
religion, popular Confucianism, Taoism, and Chinese Buddhism and Yiguandao.
According to Barend ter Haar, the Guan Yu cult has experienced a revival in the past decades shaped by the figure of Guan
Yu as the God of Wealth. (ter Haar 2017).

12. I refer to magic quite freely, as accounting for the historical notion of miracle occurrences in China, associated with deitiesʼ
religious specialists and the supernatural. Aside from that I also include in this term the contemporary appearance of the
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miraculous accuracies; acts of magic conducted by Buddhist agents or perceived as magic by Buddhist believers. More
specifically, in various communities in Taiwan, this was marked by the word magical, or miraculous (shenqi 神奇).
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