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A Disciple in His Quest for the Way: The Everyday
Life of the Religious Practitioner in
Zhoushi Mingtong Ji

Liu Yuan-ju"

Normally considered as a record of a young boy on his way to
discovering immortality, Zhoushi mingtong ji S =iEsC (Record of Master
Zhou's Communications with the Unseen) has been employed to research
narratives on the comings of immortals and the recording of dreams. This
article for the first time, however, focuses on its depictions of daily religious
life. This research examines the everyday life of Zhou Ziliang &1 B
(496-515), disciple of Tao Hongjing [&5/5 (456-536), during his process
of cultivating immortality from the perspective of Tao’s recollections. Based
on his own religious knowledge, Zao reinterprets the words of Zhou from his
lifetime, and by editing and compiling, not only reconstructs the living world
of a young man on his quest for immortality, but also considers the diverse
social networks of the time. In other words, this article views the numinous
experiences of the religious practitioner in regards to his social network as “an
action,” analyzing personalized religious practices and the networks of
religious interaction. Through the recollection and compilation of both the
everyday and the supernatural, this experience represents one’s contact and
connection with, as well as acknowledgement of, the realm of spirits, forming
a communication network with the “living” experience of the believer.

From a literary point of view, Zhoushi mingtong ji encompasses

numerous genres, and is the first day-by-day record of the revelations of

*  Liu Yuan-ju, Research Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia
Sinica.
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immortals. Annotated and edited by combining biographies, announcements,
imperial decrees, and records by Tao Hongjing, the text is regarded as
complex with a mixture of voices both in conflict and becoming accustomed to
one another. Within the literary contexts of the Qi and Liang periods, when
writers were moving away from the spiritual or obscure in favor of a more
secular style, Zhoushi mingtong ji skillfully incorporates the genre of the
descension of immortals from the Jin and Liu Song dynasties onwards into
everyday narratives to increase the tension between the sacred and the secular.
This article re-examines the unique techniques of writing, and analyzes the
connection between the Biography of Zhou [E{# in chapter one and the genre
of mourning literature, viewing it as a local case of religion/literature, which

thus opens a new chapter in Taoist literature.

Keywords: Tao Hongjing [&5/ %, daily religious life, personal religious
practice, social network, mourning literature





