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Becoming “Non-familial” Daoist Priests: The Learning
Journey of Three Young Daoist Priests and the Social
Network of Daoist Priests in Northern Taiwan

WANG Chao-Li
PhD Student, Department of Religious Studies, Fu Jen Catholic University

Abstract

The practice and legacy of the Zhengyi Daoist priests, a religious group in
Northern Taiwan, have traditionally been passed down primarily through family
lineages, with non-familial disciples serving in a supportive role. Previous scholars
have observed the distinct professional characteristics of the Zhengyi Daoist
community, highlighting their self-contained societal role and marked tendencies
towards exclusivity and secrecy. These traits contribute to the challenges faced by
outsiders who aspire to transition from laypersons to qualified Daoist priests.

This study explores the difficulties encountered by three such outsiders, or
'non-familial', young Daoist priests in Northern Taiwan, as they navigate their
learning journey. These difficulties range from opposition from their biological
families to potential ruptures caused by disagreements with their teachers, and their
struggle to integrate into the Daoist community. For these “non-familial” Daoist
priests, learning how to enter the social network of Daoist priests in Northern Taiwan
is a significant challenge.

Drawing on the learning experiences of these young Daoist priests, the author
has identified four stages that a non-familial Daoist priest may typically undergo:
“Finding the Dao in the Temple”, “Separating from the Teacher and Choosing a
Different Path”, “Returning to the Dao with the Help of Others”, and finally
“Promoting Dao with a Group”. This underscores that, to become a qualified
Zhengyi Daoist priest in Taiwan, mastering Daoist liturgical rites and integrating into
the Daoist community are equally important.

In the case of these three ‘non-familial’ young priests, we also observe the
impact of two different training methods on their development, namely, the modern
classroom teaching system and the traditional master-disciple mode of instruction.
According to the cases examined in this study, they tend to affirm the traditional
teaching methods. However, the potential for development and impact of modern
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Daoist teaching methods certainly warrants our attention in the times ahead.

Keywords: Zhengyi School, non-familial transmission, young Daoist priest, social
network of Daoist priests
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