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The Transmission and Recital of the Daodejing
and the Daoist Priestly Hierarchy

CHANG Chao-Jan
Assistant Professor, Dept. of Religious Studies
Fu Jen Catholic University

Abstract

In the early period of its establishment in today’s Sichuan
Province, China, the confraternity of the Way of the Celestial Masters
(Tianshi Dao) followed the practice of having Daoist priests who
were engaged in imparting the teaching of Laozi’s Daodejing. As
early as ¢.220-265 AD, the Xiang’er Commentary, the Celestial
Masters’ interpretation of the Laozi, had been written down. However,
the fledgling Celestial Masters’ Way set both the sequence of a Daoist
priest receiving teachings of the Dao and the hierarchy of priests
based on the Daoist registers (Zhengyi mengwei falu). The Daodejing
was not adopted to determine the hierarchy. Even when the Fengdao
kejie yingshi was created during the Sui Dynasty, no transmission of
the Daodejing or related commentaries was found that spoke about
the position of the Zhengyi priest.

Nevertheless, around 502 AD when the system of Seven
Volumes of Daoist Scriptures was adopted, the Daodejing and its
commentaries, instructions, and rituals were organized in the
scripture series in the Great Mystery (Taixuan) Volume and the
conferring of the scripture was linked with the position of the Priest
of Eminent Mystery (Gaoxuan Fashi). This study focuses on the
transmission and recitation of the Daodejing and finds that Xiangong
Lingbao Scriptures played a key role in popularizing the Daodejing
from the time of the Celestial Masters’ imparting its teachings to the
establishment of the Great Mystery Volume. The Taiji Zhenren
Fulingbaozhaijie Weiyi Zhujing Yaojue helped determine the
guidelines for the recital of scripture in Lingbao School rituals and
incorporated the Daodejing into the practice of recital, thereby
ensuring its prominent status in the Lingbao School’s teaching and
practice. The Taiji Yinzhu Yujing Baojue further established the
transmission, opening, and reading of the Daodejing, making recital
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of the scripture more feasible. Furthermore, for those who set up an
altar or studied Daoist teachings at home, the Lingbao School
Daodejing reader was created with the Laozi Daodejing Xujue, based
on the aforesaid two scriptures, appended.

Keywords: Daodejing, Wugian wen, Lingbao School rituals,
scripture recital, Taixuan \Volume, Daoist priestly
hierarchy
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