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The Concern of Lin Chao-en for Life

Cheng Chih Ming

Professor, Dept. of Religious Studies, Fu Jen Catholic University

Abstract

As the founder of a folk religious movement in the Ming dynasty, Lin Chao-en had a
rather complicated background. He was once a hopeful candidate to become a statesman, yet,
having been deeply influenced by the Song-Ming School of Principle, he claimed to be a
Confucian scholar, inheriting the teaching of Confucius and Mencius. Later he advocated the
union of the Confucian, Buddhist and Daoist religions, launching the so called San-Yi Jiao
Three-in-One Teaching (= — %), transforming his scholarly community into a religious
organization. Although Lin Chao-en himself claimed to be the head of the San-Yi Jiao, his doctrine
and method still adhered to those of the heart/mind, carrying on the Daoist internal alchemist
approach. His “Ken-bei method” (R%2), being a nine-way Confucian art of the heart/mind,
seeks to be conscious of the “true self”, regarding the latter as eternally co-existent with heaven
and earth, the whole universe. It is an art which helps the heart to contemplate the divine principle
of all that exists, as well as the spiritual life in one’s union with Heaven, humanity and objects.
Such a religious proclivity is built on one’s ultimate concern for life, being perfected by the
continuous diligent cultivation of the heart and moral virtues throughout life. Due to its syncretism,
it is difficult for Lin Chao-en’s systematic thought to be acknowledged by scholars. In fact, his
thinking has been treated as unorthodox and heretical. However, insofar as folk religion is
concerned, he is a rare thinker, transmitting the wisdom of being to the living of one’s life,
popularizing traditional philosophical doctrines for ordinary folk, as well as deploying concrete
arts and methods in the direction of one’s concern for and perfection of life. Indeed, this kind of
tradition and culture-based religious tendency possesses its special social function and value.

Concretely, it succeeds in transposing the major tradition of life and order to the minor tradition of
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the experience of life and the nature of the heart.

Keywords: Ming dynasty, Lin Chao-en, San-Yi Jiao Three-in-One Teaching,
“Nine order” (JLF), concern for life, Song-Ming School of Principle



