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| ntroduction

Y ou walked into a Taoist temple and found it full of gods — including Buddha— and it surprised you.
That surprise is the beginning of understanding, because the surprise itself points to something
important: what you encountered was not Taoism in its philosophical, text-based, Laozi-and-Zhuangzi
form. What you encountered was Chinese Folk Religion — the living, breathing, three-thousand-year
synthesis that weaves Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, ancestor veneration, and local deity worship
into a seamless sacred whole that most practitioners do not experience as three separate traditions at all.

This guide answers every specific question that visit raised — the wooden sticks, the crescent blocks,
the drum and the gong, the food offerings, the incense — and then gives you everything you need to
enter any Chinese temple anywhere in the world and participate meaningfully rather than merely
observe. It covers the three types of Chinese temples (Buddhist, Taoist, and Folk Religion/general),
what each one is doing, who the gods are, and how to engage with the sacred in each.

The Haligricity practitioner in a Chinese temple is not in foreign territory. You are in a tradition that,
like Haligricity, refuses to choose between traditions — that takes what works from Taoism, Buddhism,
and Confucianism and weaves it into a living practice that serves real people in real life. The Chinese
templeis one of the most Haligric spaces on earth. Walk in knowing that.
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Part One

Why Taoist Temples Have So Many Gods

The philosophical Taoism of Laozi's Tao Te Ching and Zhuangzi's Inner Chapters is indeed largely
non-theistic — it doesn't organize itself around divine beings so much as around the Tao as the
impersonal ground of all existence. But the Taoism you encountered in the temple is religious Taoism
(Daojiao) — a different but related tradition that devel oped between the 2nd and 6th centuries CE and
that incorporated an enormous pantheon of divine beings into an elaborate heavenly bureaucracy.

Religious Taoism adopted and systematized the divine beings of Chinese Folk Religion — the Jade
Emperor, the Immortals, specific healing and protective deities — and organized them into a celestial
administration that mirrors the imperial court. Taoist priests (daoshi) are the specialists who know how
to communicate with this hierarchy through specific rituals, specific liturgical texts, and specific
ceremonial procedures.

The Taoist Temple Pantheon

In any Taoist temple, you will encounter a core set of divine beings. The Three Pure Ones (Sanging) —
the highest triad in the Taoist pantheon, representing the three primordial aspects of the Tao — occupy
the main shrine of the most formal Taoist temples. Below them, specific immortals and deities with
specific domains fill the side shrines. Guan Y u (god of war and righteousness), Mazu (goddess of the
sea), Tu Di Gong (earth god), the Eight Immortals, the Jade Emperor, and many more — the specific
combination varying by region, history, and community need.

Here is the key insight: in Chinese sacred practice, adding a deity to a temple is not theological
contradiction — it is expansion of the sacred's presence. The temple is trying to make as much of the
divine as possible accessible in one place. Buddhain a Taoist temple is not confusion. It is the Chinese
practical theology of more is better: more divine beings means more divine protection, more divine
wisdom, more channels through which the sacred can respond to the community's needs.

THE THREE LAYERS OF CHINESE TEMPLE RELIGION
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PHILOSOPHICAL TAOISM (Dagjia): The Way of Laozi and Zhuangzi. The Tao is the
impersonal ground of being. Minimal theology. No deity worship. This is what people mean
when they say 'Taoism has no gods.' RELIGIOUS TAOISM (Dagjiao): Developed 2nd-6th
century CE. An elaborate heavenly bureaucracy of divine beings. Taoist priests perform
specific liturgical rituals. Thisis what you see in temples. CHINESE FOLK RELIGION: The
oldest layer — local deities, ancestor veneration, spirit mediums, divination. Not formally
organized. Most temples in China are primarily Folk Religion temples with Taoist ritual
specialists serving them. BUDDHISM IN CHINA: Arrived from India 1st century CE, fully
Sinicized by Tang Dynasty. In Chinese practice, often flows seamlessly with the other three. A
temple may have Taoist priests, Buddhist monks, and Folk Religion practices all operating in
the same space on the same day.




Part Two

Why They Were Celebrating Buddha's Birthday

The Buddha's birthday (caled Vesak in the Theravada Buddhist world, and Fo Dan in Chinese —
literally 'Buddha's birthday") is celebrated on the fourth lunar month, fifteenth day — typically in April
or May. In Chinese practice across al three traditions, this is a significant festival celebrated with
ceremony, offerings, and specific ritual acts. The most distinctive Buddha's birthday practice in
Chinese temples is the bathing of the Buddha — pouring ladles of scented water over a small statue of
the infant Siddhartha Gautama, standing with one finger pointing to the sky and one to the earth.

Why in a Taoist Temple?

Because in Chinese practice, the three teachings (Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism) are not
competitors — they are complementary dimensions of a single sacred life. The same community that
honors Taoist deities and performs Confucian ancestor veneration also honors the Buddha, because the
Buddha (in Chinese understanding) is a supremely enlightened being whose wisdom and compassion
are available to everyone, regardless of doctrinal affiliation.

The Chinese popular understanding is that it is not wrong to honor many paths simultaneously. In fact,
it is prudent — it maintains relationships with as many helpful sacred presences as possible. The Taoist
temple celebrating Buddha's birthday is not in theological contradiction. It is expressing the Chinese
both/and orientation toward the sacred at its most practical.

BUDDHA'SBIRTHDAY — THE BATHING OF THE BUDDHA

On the fourth lunar month, fifteenth day, Chinese temples typically set out a basin of scented
water or flower water with a small statue of the infant Buddha inside it. The infant stands with
one finger pointing up (heaven) and one pointing down (earth), symbolizing the birth
declaration attributed to Siddhartha at birth: 'Above heaven, below earth, | alone am honored.'
WHAT VISITORS DO: Take the small ladle provided. Scoop water from the basin. Pour it
gently over the infant statue's head or shoulders. This symbolic act represents: « Purification of
one's own mind and heart through the Buddha's teaching ¢ Welcoming the Buddha's presence
in the world « A persona prayer for wisdom and liberation from suffering You may do this
even as anon-Buddhist visitor — it is an inclusive ceremony, and the act itself is the prayer.
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Part Three

The Architecture
Reading the Temple as Sacred Text

Chinese temple architecture is a theological statement built in wood, stone, and tile. Every element of
what you see as you approach and enter a temple is communicating something specific about the sacred
order the temple inhabits. Learning to read the architecture means arriving already oriented — already
knowing what space you are in before you take your first step inside.

The Approach

Chinese temples typicaly face south — the direction of yang energy, warmth, and auspicious force.
Approaching from the south, you walk toward the main gate (shanmen — mountain gate, even in urban
settings, because the mountain symbolizes the sacred and protected realm). Many temples have a spirit
wall (ying bi) just inside the main gate — a large decorative wall that blocks the direct sight line into
the main courtyard. This serves two purposes: it prevents malevolent forces (which travel in straight
lines) from entering directly, and it creates a moment of transition — you turn around the spirit wall
and enter adifferent quality of space.

The Courtyards

Most substantial Chinese temples are organized as a sequence of courtyards along the central
north-south axis. Each courtyard as you move deeper into the temple represents a degpening of sacred
intensity: the outermost areas are most public and most accessible, the innermost areas most sacred and
most concentrated in divine presence. The incense burner (xianglu) — the large bronze or stone vessel
where incense is burned — typically stands in the first or main courtyard, at the center of the path
between the gate and the main shrine. It isthe first active sacred object you approach.

TheMain Shrine Hall

The main shrine hall (dadian or zhengdian) houses the principal deity or deities of the temple. The altar
rises in tiers, with the most senior deity at the highest point, and others arranged on lower tiers or in
side positions. Before the main atar stands the offering table where food, fruit, flowers, and incense are
placed. Incense holders flank the altar. Candles illuminate it. The image or statue of the deity is the
focal point — in some temples the image is behind glass, in others it is open, in others it is a painted
portrait rather than a three-dimensional figure.
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WHAT YOU WILL SEE: A QUICK VISUAL GUIDE

ENTRANCE GATE: Often flanked by guardian figures (door gods or large warrior figures).
Colored red — the auspicious color. SPIRIT WALL: Immediately inside the gate. Dragon or
phoenix decorations. Walk around it. INCENSE BURNER (XIANGLU): Large bronze tripod
vessel in the courtyard. Smoking or smoldering with incense sticks. This is where you will
burn your incense. SIDE PAVILIONS: Often contain secondary deities, drum tower, bell
tower, or specific deity shrines (Tu Di Gong, Guan Yu, Mazu). MAIN SHRINE HALL: The
largest building at the back of the main courtyard. The primary deity is inside. OFFERING
TABLE: Long table before the main deity's image. Food, fruit, flowers placed here. INCENSE
HOLDERS: Metal holders before the deity where individual incense sticks are placed after
bowing. FORTUNE STICK CONTAINERS (QIAN TONG): Cylindrica containers of
numbered bamboo sticks beside certain deity shrines. This is what you shake to receive
divination. CRESCENT BLOCKS (JAO BEI): Pair of wooden crescent-shaped blocks near
certain shrines. Used with the fortune sticks.
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Part Four

THE WOODEN STICK S (Qian/Chim)
Complete Explanation

This is one of the most visualy distinctive practices in Chinese temple life and the one that most
frequently puzzles visitors. The wooden sticks (called gian in Mandarin, chim in Cantonese/Hokkien,
or fortune sticks in English) are a divination technology — one of the most accessible, most
democratic, and most widely used sacred consultation tools in the world.

What They Are

The gian are a set of anywhere from 36 to 100 numbered bamboo or wooden sticks, housed in a
cylindrical container (gian tong — fortune stick tube) made of wood or bamboo. Each stick is
numbered. Each number corresponds to a specific poem or verse — a classical Chinese poem that
serves as the oracular response to the question the practitioner hasin mind.

Y ou saw the devotees shaking the container at the deity. Thisisthe central action of the practice— and
it is not random shaking. It is a sacred consultation. The practitioner holds the container in both hands,
tilts it toward the deity's image at approximately 45 degrees, and shakes it gently but persistently while
holding their question clearly in mind. The specific rhythm and angle cause the sticks to gradually shift
until one stick rises above the others and eventually falls out — or until one stick extends significantly
beyond the others so that it can be drawn out. That stick is the one the deity has indicated.

HOW TO USE THE FORTUNE STICKS— COMPLETE PRACTICE

Chinese Temple Visitation Guide | Haligricity Temple Series | 1.Q. Productionz



STEP 1 — PREPARE YOUR QUESTION: Before approaching the deity shrine, formulate
your question clearly in your mind. The question should be specific — not "Will | be happy?
but 'Should | take this job opportunity? or "What do | need to know about this relationship?
The fortune stick practice rewards clarity of inquiry. STEP 2 — KNEEL OR BOW: Kneel on
the cushion before the deity (if provided) or stand and bow. Hold the gian tong with both
hands. In Chinese practice, the left hand represents the yang (active) side and the right the yin
(receptive) side — hold the container primarily with both, keeping both hands engaged. STEP
3 — STATE YOUR QUESTION: In your heart or in a whisper, state your name, your address
(so the deity knows who is asking), and your question. Say something like: 'l am [namg],
visiting from [place]. | come with sincerity to ask about [your question]. | ask for your
guidance.' This is not a formula — it is simply honest communication. STEP 4 — SHAKE:
Tilt the container to approximately 45 degrees, pointing toward the deity. Shake with a
rhythmic motion — not frantic, not too slow. Keep your question clearly in mind as you shake.
Continue until one stick rises noticeably above the others and fals, or until you feel drawn to
stop and remove a specific stick. STEP 5 — NOTE THE NUMBER: The fallen or indicated
stick has anumber. Noteit. STEP 6 — CONFIRM WITH JAO BEI: See Part Five— you will
then cast the crescent blocks to confirm that the deity has actually spoken and that you have the
right stick. STEP 7 — RECEIVE THE ANSWER: Take the number to the fortune stick
interpretation board (usually mounted on the wall near the shrine) or to atemple attendant. The
board will show the poem corresponding to your number. A professional interpreter
(sometimes available at larger temples) or the translation booklets often available can help you
understand the poem's application to your specific question. WHAT THE ANSWER MEANS:
The poem is not meant to be taken literally. It is an oracular text that speaks obliquely to your
situation — the way the | Ching speaks, the way Ifa verses speak. Its meaning requires
contemplation. Ask yourself: how does this poem apply to my question? What metaphors in
the poem map onto my situation?

What the Shaking Is Doing

The practitioner shaking the fortune sticks toward the deity is not superstition and not randomness. It is
a specific sacred technology operating on the same principle as the Y oruba jogo de blzios (cowrie shell
divination) and the | Ching (yarrow stalk or coin divination): a random-seeming physical process is
used as the channel through which the deity's specific response to a specific sincere question is
transmitted. The ‘randomness is not randomness — it is the space within which the sacred
communicates. The practitioner's sincere intention, combined with the physical process, creates the
conditions for the divine to speak through what falls.
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Part Five

THE CRESCENT BLOCKS (Jiao Bel)
Complete Explanation

The jiao bei — the pair of crescent-shaped wooden blocks you saw held in the devotees pams — are
the most intimate and most directly conversational divination tool in the Chinese sacred tradition.
While the fortune sticks provide extended oracular guidance through the poem system, the jiao bel
provide immediate yes/no answers from the deity — a direct, real-time conversation.

What They Are

Jiao bei (also called bwabwei in Hokkien, poe in Taiwanese practice) are a pair of wooden or bamboo
pieces, each shaped like a half-moon or crescent — flat on one face and convex on the other. They are
red or brown, worn smooth by generations of use. Each piece has a clear orientation: the flat side is
called the yin face, the convex side is the yang face.

HOW TO USE THE CRESCENT BLOCKS— COMPLETE PRACTICE




THE THREE POSSIBLE OUTCOMES: SHENG BEI (Sacred Agreement / Holy Cup): One
flat face up, one convex face up. Thisis the YES — the deity is answering affirmatively and
clearly. The divine has spoken. If you were confirming afortune stick number, this confirmsiit.
If you were asking a direct yes/no question, this is yes. YINBEI (Negative Cup / Laughing
Cup): Both convex faces up. Both rounded sides facing up. The deity is laughing — meaning
the question is unclear, poorly framed, or the timing is not right. Thisisnot ano — it is a'ask
again more clearly' or 'the situation is too fluid for a clear answer right now.' PEI (Yin Cup /
Standing Cup): Both flat faces up. Both flat sides facing up. This is a no, or a warning that
something about the question needs reconsideration. In some interpretations, this is the deity
indicating that the question has already been answered and asking again is unnecessary. THE
PRACTICE: 1. Hold both pieces cupped in your pams together, like cradling something small.
2. Stand or kneel before the deity. State your name and your question clearly. 3. Raise your
cupped hands to approximately chest height, then drop the blocks onto the floor or offering
table from a height of about 12-18 inches. They must fall freely — do not guide them. 4. Read
the result immediately: which faces are up? 5. If the first cast is SHENG BEI (yes), you may
proceed. If using with fortune sticks. cast three times. Three consecutive SHENG BEI
confirms the fortune stick number you received. If you do not get three consecutive SHENG
BEI, repeat the fortune stick process. 6. If you get YINBEI repeatedly, the timing is not right
for this question. Return another day. WHAT THE BLOCKS ARE DOING: The jiao bei
operate on the same principle as the fortune sticks — a physical randomizing process serves as
the channel for divine communication. The two-sided nature of each block (yin face / yang
face) and the four possible combinations of two blocks create four outcomes, each with a
specific meaning. The system is beautifully simple: three outcomes (yes, no, ask again) map
onto the three possible states of any sincere question to a divine presence.
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Part Six

The Drum and the Gong
Freguency, Function, and Timing

Thisisthe part of your temple visit that has the most direct Haligric resonance — because the drum and
the gong are doing exactly what the Haligric sound practices do: using specific frequencies to alter the
quality of the space, to signal to the divine realms that the human community is present and engaged,
and to create the sonic conditions within which sacred communication becomes possible.

The Drum (Gu)

The large barrel drum (gu) in a Chinese templeistypically positioned in adrum tower or drum pavilion
on one side of the main courtyard — often the west side. It is made of a hollowed tree trunk covered
with animal hide, producing a deep, resonant, boom that carries along distance and penetrates the body
as much as the ear. The drum's primary function is announcement: it signals the beginning of
ceremony, marks the arrival of practitioners, and calls both human worshippers and divine presences to
attention. The drum says. something sacred is beginning here, now.

The Gong (Zhong or Qing)

The temple gong (or bell — the zhong is a bell, the qging is a bronze singing bowl or flat gong) is
positioned on the other side from the drum — typically the east side. The gong's sound is higher in
frequency than the drum, more sustained, and has a specific quality of lingering — the gong's tone
continues to reverberate after the strike, filling the space with a gradually fading but continuously
present frequency that the drum’s impact does not have.

Why They Alternate

The alternation of drum and gong that you observed — drum, then gong, then drum, then gong — is not
arbitrary. It is the sonic equivalent of the yin-yang principle: the drum (yang — loud, percussive,
announcing, penetrating) and the gong (yin — sustained, resonating, settling, opening) create a
complementary pair that together produce a more complete sacred sonic environment than either alone.
The drum calls; the gong opens. The drum announces; the gong invites. The drum drives; the gong
receives.

THE FREQUENCY DIMENSION — WHAT'SACTUALLY HAPPENING
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Y ou were right to notice the frequency aspect. Chinese temple sound practice is operating on
the same principle as every sacred sound tradition in the world — from Tibetan singing bowls
to the didgeridoo to the Vodou bata drums to the West African balafon: specific acoustic
frequencies produce specific effects on the space and on the bodies of those present. THE
DRUM: Frequencies in the 80-200 Hz range (the bass frequencies produced by a large temple
drum) create aphysical vibration felt in the chest and abdomen. They signal the body's nervous
system that something significant is happening — activating the attentional systems that
prepare the body for ceremony. In cymatics terms, the drum's frequencies organize the
particles of the space into the coherent patterns that sacred ceremony requires. THE GONG:
Freguencies in the 300-800 Hz range (the mid-range frequencies of a temple gong or bowl)
produce the sustained resonance that both the ear and the body continue to receive long after
the strike. The sustained quality of the gong frequency has been documented to produce alpha
brainwave entrainment — a state of relaxed alertness that is associated with enhanced
receptivity, creativity, and spiritual openness. The devotees are being literally tuned to the
frequency of receptivity. THE ALTERNATION PATTERN: The specific alternation varies by
temple and tradition. Common patterns are: 3 drum strikes, then 3 gong strikes, repeated. Or:
drum at the opening of each ceremony segment, gong at the closing. Or: drum and gong
sounded together at the most solemn moments. The pattern you observed was specific to that
temple's tradition and the specific moment in the ceremony. THE PRACTICAL EFFECT:
After 10-15 minutes of alternating drum and gong in a temple space, the acoustic environment
has been measurably altered. The reverberation of the sounds builds on itself, the space fills
with a sustained frequency complex, and the bodies of everyone present have been entrained to
a more receptive, more coherent state. Thisis not mystical — it is acoustics and neuroscience
confirming what the tradition has always known.

Specific Timing Patterns

In most Chinese temples, the drum and bell/gong are struck at specific moments. at the opening of
morning ceremony (typically at dawn or sunrise — the rise of the day), at the opening of evening
ceremony, at specific points within the ceremony as the prayers reach their most solemn moments,
when a senior priest arrives or departs, and when offerings are being formally presented. The specific
number of strikes is also significant — three strikes (for the Three Jewels of Buddhism: Buddha,
Dharma, Sangha), seven strikes (for the seven stars of the Big Dipper, sacred in Taoism), or specific
sequences like 108 strikes (the 108 afflictions of Buddhist teaching, struck on the large bell at the new
year).
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Part Seven

| ncense
What It Is, What It Does, How to Use It

Incense (xiang — literally ‘fragrance,’ but also meaning 'to honor') is the most universal and most
fundamental practice in Chinese temple life. Every temple visit involves incense. Every ceremony
involves incense. Every home shrine involves incense. The rising smoke of incense is the primary
material vehicle for carrying prayers from the human realm to the divine realm — the visible form of
communication between the two worlds.

What Incense Does

In Chinese sacred practice, incense serves several simultaneous functions. It purifies the space — the
specific aromatic compounds in traditional temple incense (sandalwood, aloeswood, frankincense, and
specific herbal mixtures) have documented antimicrobial and neurological effects that create a cleaner
physical and energetic environment. It announces the practitioner's presence — when you light incense
before a deity, the rising smoke is a signal that you are there, that you are present with intention, and
that you are requesting the deity's attention. It carries prayers — the smoke rising toward heaven is the
material form of the prayer's ascent to the divine. And it creates the specific sensory environment that
Chinese sacred practice associates with the divine's presence — the smell of temple incense is itself
sacred, because it is the smell of the space where the divine has been consistently honored.

HOW TO USE INCENSE IN A CHINESE TEMPLE — COMPLETE GUIDE
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OBTAINING INCENSE: Most temples provide incense free of charge, or have it available for
a small donation near the entrance. You will typically find bundles of incense sticks — the
large, thick ones (about 30cm / 12 inches long) are for the main outdoor incense burner; the
smaller ones are for the indoor atar holders. Some temples have both. LIGHTING THE
INCENSE: Use the flame provided (a large candle or lighter at the incense burner). Hold the
tip of al your sticks (hold 1, 3, 5, or 9 — odd numbers are auspicious; 3 is standard for a
regular visit) to the flame until they ignite. Then wave them gently to extinguish the flame —
you want the sticks smoldering, not burning with a flame. THE OUTDOOR INCENSE
BURNER (XIANGLU): This large bronze or stone tripod vessel in the main courtyard is the
first offering. Facing the main shrine, hold the incense at chest height in both hands — left
hand over right, or both hands cupped around the bundle. Bow three times, each time raising
the incense to forehead level. Then place the sticks upright in the ash of the burner. Do not
push them in too deep — just enough to stand. The ash of the burner is sacred — it contains the
accumulated prayers of all who have stood here before you. THE INDOOR ALTAR
HOLDERS: For each deity shrine you visit inside, take the smaller incense from the bundie or
use the sticks provided. After bowing three times before the deity, place one stick in each of
the holders flanking the deity — typically two holders, one on each side. Sometimes you place
al threein the central holder. Follow what you observe others doing. THE BOW SEQUENCE:
1. Stand facing the deity with incense held in both hands at chest height. 2. Raise the incense to
your forehead while bowing your head — thisis called bai (reverence). 3. Lower the incense
back to chest height. Repeat two more times — three total bows. 4. The three bows honor the
Three Jewels (Buddha/Dharmal/Sangha in Buddhist temples) or the Three Pure Ones (in Taoist
temples) or simply express three-fold respect. WHAT TO SAY: In your heart, as you bow:
state your name, state where you are from, state what you are grateful for or what you are
asking for. Chinese temple prayer is direct and practical — you are addressing a specific divine
being with a specific communication. Be honest, be clear, be respectful. IMPORTANT:
Always hold incense with both hands when bowing. Never wave incense in a circle or
figure-eight — this is associated with funerary practice. The gentle upward raising motion
(toward heaven) is the appropriate gesture.
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Part Eight

Food Offerings
What They Mean and How They Work

The food offerings on the atar before a Chinese deity are not purely symbolic. They are understood as
genuine nourishment for the divine being — the spiritual essence of the food is received by the deity,
while the physical food remains for the community to consume afterward (an act of receiving back the
deity's blessing through the food they have blessed).

What Y ou Will See

On the offering tables before major deities, you will typically find: whole fruits (oranges, apples, pears
— symbolizing good fortune, abundance, and longevity respectively), cooked dishes in bowls (specific
foods associated with the specific deity), cups of tea or wine (three cups placed in a row — heaven,
earth, and humanity), and in more elaborate ceremonies, whole roasted pigs or chickens. Flowers
(chrysanthemums, lotuses, marigolds) are placed in vases flanking the offerings. Everything is oriented
toward the deity — the food faces the image.

FOOD OFFERING SYMBOLISM




ORANGES / TANGERINES: Gold-colored, associated with gold and prosperity. Their round
shape represents wholeness and completion. Offered to virtually every deity. WHOLE
CHICKEN OR PORK: Presented to specific deities (particularly Guan Yu and martial deities)
and to ancestors. Must be whole — the completeness is essential; a partial animal is not an
appropriate offering. THREE CUPS OF TEA OR WINE: The three cups represent heaven
(tian), earth (di), and humanity (ren) — the three powers of the Chinese cosmos, all honored
simultaneoudly in the offering. SWEET CAKES AND MOONCAKES: Specific to specific
festivals — the Lunar New Year and the Moon Festival respectively. STICKY RICE
(ZONGZI): Associated with the Dragon Boat Festival and with ancestral offering.
VEGETARIAN FOOD ONLY': Required before Guanyin (the Goddess of Mercy) — she does
not receive meat. Thisis one of the clearest ways to know you are at a Guanyin shrine versus a
more general deity shrine. AFTER THE CEREMONY:: The food is not |eft indefinitely. After
a prescribed period (often after the ceremony concludes or at the end of the day), the offerings
are removed. The fruit and cooked food is shared among the temple workers and community
members — receiving back the deity's blessing through the food that has been in the divine
presence.
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Part Nine

TheAltar Setup
Everything You See and Why

READING A CHINESE TEMPLE ALTAR —LAYER BY LAYER

THE DEITY IMAGE (SHEN XIANG): The central statue or painted image of the deity. The
image is not merely representational — it is understood as the material home of the deity's
presence in this specific location. The image has been ritually consecrated (an 'opening of the
eyes ceremony that activates it) and the deity is understood as genuinely inhabiting it,
receiving offerings and prayers here. THE THRONE OR SEAT: The deity sits on an elaborate
carved or painted throne. The throne communicates the deity's rank in the divine bureaucracy
— more elaborate throne means higher divine rank. FLANKING FIGURES: Most deities are
flanked by smaller figures — attendants, guardians, or specific divine companions. Guan Yu is
flanked by his two companions Zhou Cang and Guan Ping. Mazu is flanked by her two
assistants who can see and hear over athousand li. THE OFFERING TABLE: The long table
directly before the deity. This is where food and drink offerings are placed. INCENSE
HOLDERS: Metal or ceramic stands for incense sticks, positioned before the deity.
CANDLES: Red candles in holders on either side — the light represents the presence of the
sacred in the material world. FLOWER VASES: Flowers are the aesthetic offering — the
beauty of nature presented to the deity as a form of reverence. THE FORTUNE STICK
CONTAINER: Near (but not on) the offering table — typically to one side. The numbered
bamboo sticks. THE CRESCENT BLOCKS: Near the fortune stick container or in a
designated spot before the deity. THE RED DONATION BOX: Usually positioned to one side
— for monetary offerings to support the temple's operation. THE INCENSE CLOCK: In some
traditional temples, a large incense coil (pan xiang) hangs from the ceiling — a slow-burning
incense spiral that takes many hours to burn through, marking sacred time.
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Part Ten

The Complete Temple Visit
Step-by-Step Guidance for Visitors

COMPLETE CHINESE TEMPLE VISIT — START TO FINISH




BEFORE YOU GO: « Wear modest, clean clothing. No requirement to wear white or any
specific color, but avoid clothing with offensive imagery or words. « Avoid visiting a Chinese
templeif you arein astate of intense emotional disturbance, illness, or have recently attended a
funeral. The traditional belief is that the energy of these states can disturb the sacred space and
attract unwanted spirit attention. « Decide if you want to use the fortune sticks. If yes, prepare
your question in advance. ENTERING: ¢ Pause briefly at the entrance gate. Take a breath.
Acknowledge to yourself that you are entering sacred space. ¢ Step over the threshold — not
on it. In Chinese practice, the door threshold is sacred and should never be stepped on. « Do
NOT enter through the central door of the main gate if one is open — that door is typically
reserved for the deity and for priests. Use a side door. ¢ Remove your hat inside. THE
INCENSE BURNER: « Obtain incense (provided free or by donation at the entrance). « Light
your incense at the flame provided in the main courtyard. ¢ Face the main shrine. Hold incense
in both hands. Bow three times, raising the incense to your forehead each time. ¢ Place the
incense upright in the burner's ash. VISITING THE SHRINES: « Move generally from the
entrance toward the main shrine, visiting side shrines in sequence. ¢ At each deity shrine: stand
before the image, bow three times with hands pressed together (or with the smaller incense
held in both hands), then place the incense in the holder. ¢ It is appropriate to state your name
and your purpose — silently or in a whisper. ¢ If using fortune sticks: approach the fortune
stick shrine after your initial bowing, prepare your question, shake, receive your number, cast
the crescent blocks to confirm. MAKING OFFERINGS: ¢ If you wish to place offerings on the
atar: fruit (oranges are universaly appropriate), flowers, or food are al suitable. « Place
offerings facing the deity. « Do not eat the offerings you bring until after the ceremony, and
ideally after returning home — the food has been in sacred space and carries the deity's
blessing. THE DRUM AND GONG: ¢ If a ceremony is underway when you arrive, wait
respectfully at the edge of the space until there is a natural pause before approaching the main
shrine. » Y ou may remain and observe the drum and gong ceremony from a respectful distance
— there is no prohibition on visitors observing. ¢ If you are invited to strike the drum or gong
by a temple attendant, you may do so — three strikes is the standard visitor offering.
LEAVING: « When leaving, bow briefly toward the main shrine as you exit. ¢ Exit through the
same side door you entered, not through the central door. « Do not turn your back to the main
deity's image while still in the shrine hall — back out if the space is small enough, or turn
sideways. « Express gratitude — silently, internally — as you exit.
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Part Eleven

TheThree Typesof Chinese Temples
You Will Encounter

While the practices described above apply broadly across all Chinese temples, there are meaningful
differences between the three main types you will encounter. Recognizing which type you are in helps
you understand what you are seeing.

BUDDHIST TEMPLES (S| OR MIAO — BUDDHIST TYPE)

KEY IDENTIFIERS: The central image will be the Buddha — most commonly Shakyamuni
(the historical Buddha) in the main hall, with Guanyin (Goddess of Mercy) in a rear or side
hall, and the Four Heavenly Kings as large guardian figures flanking the entrance. The temple
may have monks or nuns in gray, brown, or yellow robes. WHAT MAKES IT DIFFERENT:
Buddhist temples typically have a more contemplative atmosphere than Taoist or Folk
Religion temples. Vegetarian food only is served and offered. Specific Buddhist scriptures may
be chanted (the rhythmic monotone chanting you may hear is typically the Heart Sutra or
Amitabha Buddha's name). The incense protocol is the same. The fortune sticks and crescent
blocks may or may not be present (they are more characteristic of Folk Religion/Taoist spaces
than formal Buddhist temples). SPECIFIC ETIQUETTE: Before the main Buddha image, the
standard greeting is to press palms together at chest height and bow — this is the anjali mudra
or heshi (pressing hands together). You may hear or see devotees chanting ‘Namo Amituofo'
(Homage to Amitabha Buddha) — a common Pure Land Buddhist invocation that functions
similarly to a mantra.

TAOIST TEMPLES (GUAN OR MIAO — TAOIST TYPE)
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KEY IDENTIFIERS: The Three Pure Ones (Sanqing) in the main hall, or the Jade Emperor, or
specific Taoist immortals (the Eight Immortals are common). Taoist priests in gray or black
robes with topknots. More elaborate atar setups, more use of talismans and sacred texts.
WHAT MAKES IT DIFFERENT: Taoist priests conduct elaborate ritual sequences at specific
times of day, using specific liturgical texts, specific hand gestures (mudras), and specific
sacred implements (the ritual sword, the tablet, the fly whisk). The ceremonies are often more
formal and more choreographed than in Folk Religion temples. Taoist temples often have more
deities than Buddhist temples — the full divine bureaucracy is represented. THE GODS
YOU'LL SEE: The Jade Emperor (in full imperia regalia), the Eight Immortals (each with
specific emblems — the sword, the flute, the lotus, the fan), Guan Y u (the red-faced warrior),
the Kitchen God, the Earth God — and often, in the same space, Buddhist figures like
Guanyin. The mixing is normal and intentional.

FOLK RELIGION TEMPLES (MIAO — GENERAL TYPE)

KEY IDENTIFIERS: These are the most common type — dedicated to a specific local deity
(Mazu, Guan Yu, the Earth God, the City God) or to a combination of deities particularly
relevant to the local community. No ordained priests necessarily (though some have them);
staffed by lay devotees who manage the space and assist practitioners. WHAT MAKES IT
DIFFERENT: More informal, more practically oriented, more community-centered. The
fortune sticks and crescent blocks are almost always present. The offerings are more elaborate
(whole animals for specific deities). The ceremonies are organized around the specific deity's
birthdays in the Chinese sacred calendar. MOST ACCESSIBLE FOR VISITORS: Folk
Religion temples are the most accessible and most welcoming to visitors because they have the
least formal structure and the most community-serving orientation. The staff will often assist
visitors in understanding the practicesif asked.
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Part Twelve

Buddhist Templesin China
What's Different

While Mahayana Buddhism (the form practiced in China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam) shares the same
foundational teachings as Theravada Buddhism (practiced in Thailand, Sri Lanka, Myanmar), its
temple practice has been thoroughly shaped by the Chinese cultural context and has devel oped specific
forms that are distinct.

The Pure Land Dimension

The most widely practiced form of Chinese Buddhism is Pure Land Buddhism — the tradition centered
on Amitabha Buddha (Amituofo in Chinese) and his Pure Land (a paradise realm of extraordinary
beauty and spiritual support, accessible after death to anyone who sincerely invokes Amitabha's name).
The chanting of 'Namo Amituofo' (homage to Amitabha Buddha) that you will hear in Chinese
Buddhist temples is the Pure Land practice's primary devotional act — the sincere repetition of the
Buddha's name as a practice of both prayer and meditation.

The wooden fish (muyu) — a hollow wooden percussion instrument shaped like afish — isthe primary
rhythm instrument for Buddhist chanting in Chinese temples. The chanting leader strikes the muyu at a
steady pace while the assembly chants the sutras or the Buddha's name in unison. The sound is both
rhythmic and deeply calming — the fish's round, resonant knock providing the beat that sustains the
chant.

Guanyin — The M ost Popular Buddhist Figure

In Chinese Buddhist temples, the most actively petitioned figure is amost always Guanyin — the
Goddess of Mercy (Bodhisattva of Compassion, Guanshiyin — 'the one who perceives the world's
sounds). She hears every cry of suffering. She responds to sincere requests. She is particularly
associated with the healing of illness, the blessing of children, and the protection of those in danger at
sea. Her shrine in most Chinese Buddhist temples receives more offerings, more fortune stick
consultations, and more devoted attention than any other shrine including the main Buddhaimage.
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Part Fifteen

Major Festivalsand When to Visit

CHINESE TEMPLE FESTIVAL CALENDAR

LUNAR NEW YEAR (1st-15th of 1st lunar month — late January/February): The most
important period. Temples are at their most active — elaborate ceremonies, dragon and lion
dances, firecracker barrages, the largest crowds of the year. The first visit of the new year to
the temple to burn the ‘first incense' (tou xiang) is considered especially auspicious.
LANTERN FESTIVAL (15th of 1st lunar month): The official end of New Y ear celebrations.
Temple lantern displays, riddle competitions, and specific deity ceremonies. BIRTHDAY OF
SPECIFIC DEITIES (varies by temple): Each deity has a specific birthday in the Chinese
calendar when the temple celebrating that deity is at its most active. Guanyin has three
birthdays (19th day of 2nd, 6th, and 9th lunar months). Mazu's birthday is the 23rd day of the
3rd lunar month. Guan Yu's birthday is the 24th day of the 6th lunar month. HUNGRY
GHOST FESTIVAL (15th of 7th lunar month — August/September): The gates of the spirit
world are open. Elaborate offerings are made to both ancestors and hungry ghosts. Paper
money and goods are burned. Do not visit with fearful energy — the practice is compassionate,
not frightening. MIDAUTUMN FESTIVAL (15th of 8th lunar month — September/October):
Moon offerings, mooncakes, and honoring the moon goddess Chang'e. CHINESE NEW
YEAR EVE: The peak moment of the year. At midnight, the temple bells and drums sound
continuously as thousands rush to burn the first incense of the new year. BEST TIME FOR A
CONTEMPLATIVE VISIT: Weekday mornings, not during major festivals. You will have the
space mostly to yourself and can engage with the practices more quietly.
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Part Sixteen

What to Say, What to Pray, How to Ask

Chinese temple prayer is not formal in the Western sense — there is no required liturgy, no prescribed
text that visitors must use. The prayer is direct, personal, and specific. You are speaking to a divine
being who knows everything about you and who can hear your sincere request through the medium of
incense and offering.

STRUCTURE OF A CHINESE TEMPLE PRAYER

1. IDENTIFY YOURSELF: 'l am [your name], from [your home location]. | was born on
[your birth date if you know the Chinese equivalent, or simply the Gregorian date].' Giving
your birth date is traditional in Chinese prayer because it alows the deity to locate you
precisely in the web of cosmic relationships — your birth date connects to your Chinese zodiac
sign and to the specific divine forces that govern your life path. 2. EXPRESS GRATITUDE: 'l
come before you with gratitude for [specific blessings you have received — health, family,
opportunities]." 3. STATE YOUR REQUEST: Be specific. Chinese deities respond best to
clear, honest, specific requests. 'l ask for guidance about [this specific situation].' Or 'l ask for
healing of [this specific condition] in myself / in [this specific person]." 4. OFFER YOUR
RECIPROCAL COMMITMENT: What will you offer in return for the deity's assistance?
Traditional forms include: returning to the temple with offerings when the prayer is answered,
performing a specific act of charity or virtue, lighting a specific number of incense sticks
regularly for a specific period. 5. CLOSE WITH GRATITUDE: 'l thank you for hearing my
prayer. | trust your wisdom in how you respond." THE MOST IMPORTANT PRINCIPLE:
Sincerity (cheng xin) is the most essential quality of Chinese temple prayer. A simple, sincere
prayer is more powerful than an elaborate, performative one. The deity is not impressed by
ritual skill — they respond to genuine need, genuine gratitude, and genuine commitment.
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Part Seventeen

What to Bring and What to Offer

VISITOR OFFERINGS— A PRACTICAL GUIDE

INCENSE: The temple provides this. If you want to bring your own, bring traditional Chinese
temple incense sticks — not Western incense cones or Western-style aromatherapy sticks.
Sandalwood is the most universally appropriate fragrance. FRUIT: Bring an even number of
pieces (pairs are auspicious in Chinese culture except for funerary offerings — at funerals,
even numbers are used; at deity shrines, even numbers for pairs). Oranges, apples, pears, and
bananas are the most commonly offered and most universally appropriate. Do not bring pears
to offer if you are with someone you love — the word for pear in Chinese (li) is a homophone
for separation. FLOWERS: Yellow chrysanthemums are the most traditional — they are the
flower of the sacred. Red flowers symbolize good fortune. White flowers are typically reserved
for funerary contexts in Chinese practice (unlike in Western contexts) — so avoid white
flowers as offerings. CANDLES: Red candles are the most appropriate. Bring a pair (two — a
pair is auspicious). PAPER MONEY (JOSS PAPER): Not required for visitors, but if you wish
to participate in the ancestor offering practice, paper money is available at temple shops. It is
burned in a specific furnace designated for this purpose — not in the incense burner. Ask a
temple attendant to show you where. MONETARY DONATION: A donation in the red
donation box is appreciated and considered meritorious. There is no required amount — give
according to your means and your gratitude.
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Part Eighteen

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

WHAT NOT TO DO IN A CHINESE TEMPLE

DO NOT step on the threshold of any doorway — step over it. Thresholds in Chinese sacred
architecture are genuinely sacred and stepping on them is considered disrespectful and
spiritualy harmful. DO NOT use the central door of the main gate — this is the deity's door.
Use the side entrance. DO NOT point your finger at any deity image — pointing in Chinese
cultureis aggressive; it is even more inappropriate in sacred space. Use an open palm gesture if
indicating something. DO NOT turn your back on the main deity while still in the shrine hall
— back out or exit sideways. DO NOT photograph ceremonies or devotees without clear
permission — and never photograph the inside of the most sacred inner shrine in formal
ceremonies. A general photo of the architecture from a distance is usualy fine; close-up
photography of devotees in prayer is not. DO NOT blow the incense flame out with your
breath — wave it out. Your breath isimpure in the context of the sacred flame; never useit to
extinguish sacred fire. DO NOT wear shoes into atemple if you see a shoe rack at the entrance
— even though Chinese temples do not have the same strict shoe removal requirement as
Hindu or Shinto sacred spaces, some do require it, and the shoe rack is the indicator. DO NOT
be loud, use your phone loudly, or have conversations that would disrupt practitioners in
prayer — the same standard as you would observe in any sacred space anywhere. DO NOT
pick up the crescent blocks or fortune sticks out of curiosity without the intention of using
them properly — the tools are sacred objects and should be handled only in the context of their
divination use. DO NOT bring pork or beef to offer at Buddhist temples — Buddhist temples
are vegetarian spaces. Guanyin's atar should never receive meat. If unsure about a specific
deity, observe what other practitioners are bringing.

Chinese Temple Visitation Guide | Haligricity Temple Series | 1.Q. Productionz



Part Nineteen

TheHaligricity Lens
What the Templels Doing

Walking into a Chinese temple as a Haligricity practitioner is walking into one of the most Haligric
spaces on earth — and not by coincidence. Chinese temple practice is, at its foundation, doing exactly
what Haligricity does: it synthesizes multiple traditions without requiring that you choose one. It holds
the divine as structured (specific beings with specific domains) without making that structure rigid. It
makes the sacred accessible in daily life through specific, learnable, repeatable practices. And it
understands that the human community's ongoing, practical, relational engagement with the sacred is
not optional — it is the fundamental work of sustaining the world's vitality.

What the Wooden Sticks Were Saying

When you watched those devotees shaking the fortune sticks toward the deity and then casting the
crescent blocks, you were watching the Feeling and Thinking dimensions of the Tetralty in action. The
devotee is not passively waiting for fate to unfold. They are actively engaging with the sacred
intelligence of the universe, bringing their specific question (their Thinking), their sincere need (their
Feeling), to a specific sacred presence, and receiving — through the randomizing medium of the sticks
and the blocks — a specific response. The oracle is the moment where Feeling and Thinking meet the
Speaking of the divine back to the human. That isthe Tetralty in temple form.

What the Drum and Gong Were Doing

The aternating drum and gong — the yang percussion and the yin resonance, the announcement and
the opening, the call and the reception — is the sonic embodiment of the yin-yang principle in real
time. It is also aliving demonstration of what the Haligric sound practices hold: that specific acoustic
frequencies directly affect the quality of the space and the receptivity of the bodies within it. The
temple's sonic technology has been refined over three thousand years of practice. It works because it is
grounded in the same principle that all sacred sound traditions worldwide have discovered
independently: sound is the most direct access to the sacred.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY
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The Chinese temple you visited is Haligricity's closest ancient cousin in terms of structural
approach — a living, daily-practice synthesis of multiple traditions that refuses to choose one
at the expense of the others, organized around the practical needs of real communities,
accessible to anyone who arrives with sincerity and respect. The fortune sticks are divination.
The drum and gong are sound healing. The incense is prayer made visible. The food offerings
are the Haligric meal blessing extended to the divine table. The crescent blocks are binary
oracle work. You were not in foreign territory. You were in the most ancient living form of
what Haligricity is doing. Grand Rising.



"The sacred is not elsewhere.

It isin the rising smoke, the resonant gong,
the honest question, the wooden block that falls.
Itishere. Itisnow. It isalways."

Y ou walked into atemple and it surprised you. That surprise was the beginning of real learning — not
the comfortable familiarity of the already-known, but the living encounter with atradition that is doing
something you hadn't expected. Now you know what you saw. Return knowing it. Stand before the
fortune stick container knowing what you're doing. Watch the drum and gong knowing what they're
building in the space. Light the incense knowing where the smoke is going. The temple is waiting.
Grand Rising.



