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Tainan

Amazing Tainan, first published in
December 2012, is an annual publication
with wide-ranging themes. From “Food
& Culture,” "Recreation & Agriculture,”
“Travel & Shopping,” to "Beliefs &
Religions,” it provides handy information
on life in Tainan.

The current issue, focusing on “Beliefs
& Religions,” introduces folk customs,
beliefs, deities, temple architecture,
festivals and a number of religious
events. You will learn something about
the heritage as well as the cultural
treasures that help perpetuate it.

Aside from its printed form, Amazing
Tainan can also be downloaded on the
Tainan Foreigner Assistance Center
Website: http:/foreigner.tncg.gov.tw/en/
We appreciate any comments or
suggestions.

Thank you.
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Tainan, dubbed “the Ancient Capital,” is
the oldest city in Taiwan. Over centuries,
Tainan City has played a key role in the
historical and cultural development of
Taiwan. The early settlers, faced with a
harsh environment and an uncertain
future, turned to religion for comfort.
Their diverse backgrounds, spanning the
coastal regions of the Chinese mainland,
made for divergent practices. Plurality,
thus, has been at the core of Taiwanese
culture from the very start. Different
ethnicities bring along different beliefs,
most prominently Taoism, Buddhism,

Christianity, Catholicism, and Yiguandao.

Local religious events abound, drawing
crowds with pomps and circumstances
such as Taiwan’s First Incense Festival in
Sigang’s Cing-An Temple and the Pingpu
indigenous night rituals. These events not
only testify to the richness of the city’s
cultural heritage but show how differences
can be embraced. Participants and
onlookers alike get a taste of the plurality
that defines Tainanese culture. The
rituals tell of the city’s history, while the
festivity symbolizes the people’s spiritual

commitment.

Tainan is home to myriad religious
traditions. Ever since the introduction
of “weekend holidays” in Taiwan, cultural
events have thrived with leisure. Religious

beliefs, temple architecture, religious
performing arts, and religious ceremonies
have received renewed attention. More
and more, people find themselves called
from the daily grind to their roots, to
the cultural resources that need their

preservation.

This issue of “Amazing Tainan” brings
you the beliefs and religions in Tainan.
Here, you will learn about temple worships,
deities, temple art, rituals, performances,
and important religious events. We hope
the information will pique your interest in
visiting the attractions and tapping into
the cultural adventures Tainan City has to

offer.

wy -

curel Bujze



Why the Temples?

Temples are ubiquitous in Taiwan.
People put their palms together or
hold joss sticks when they pray or
worship at temples. The believers
dialogue with the deities when
they pray. In addition to making
wishes, they confess and ask for
forgiveness. The serenity of the
temples inspires in them the quiet
courage to go on, drawing them
back time and again for solace.
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How to pray?

Prepare your offerings

Knowing what to offer is important at temple services.
Flowers and fruit are staple to the offerings. The purifying
fragrance of flowers is said not only to please the gods but
to ward off evil spirits. Fruit, equally basic, comes with a
slight catch. Some need to be avoided. Guava, tomato, sugar
apple, lemon, balsam pear, and avocado have names whose
homonyms are said to offend the gods. Generally, though, it
is believed that no matter what you offer, so long as you are
sincere, the gods would be pleased.

How to enter or exit temples

Although every temple has its own unique customs, a rule of
thumb requires people to enter each from the left and exit
to the right. The left side is known as “Green Dragon” while
the right is called “White Tiger.” People are told to enter the
temple from the left (Green Dragon) gate for good fortune
and leave from the right (White Tiger) to avoid disasters. The
middle gate is for the gods only. Among all gods the Jade
Emperor is the greatest. A standard worship begins with the
Jade Emperor, whose alter takes center place in the temples.
It then moves on to the other deities. If the protocols of

worship prove too involved, don't worry. There are usually
written instructions to follow.

Joss Sticks

Joss sticks are seen as a medium between the believers
and the gods. The incense floating heavenwards is deemed
a message to the gods and a token of respect. As a rule,
people hold an odd number of joss sticks when they pray, as
odd numbers are considered auspicious and even numbers
unpropitious. They tell the gods their names, addresses,
dates of birth, and the wishes they want granted. It is said
that faith — so long as it is true — knows no linguistic barriers.

Joss Paper

Burning joss paper is a common practice. The paper used is
classified into gold and silver. Gold paper (marked with gold
foil) is for the gods while silver paper (marked with silver foil)
is for the ancestors or the ghosts. No matter what color the
joss paper is, it symbolizes respect and awe. However, in
recent years, due to increasing concerns for the environment,
people are encouraged to reduce the amount of joss paper
they burn. After all, it is the thought that counts.
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Poe Divination
Poe divination (throwing poe), pronounced as “Bwa Bwei"
in Taiwanese, is similar to a coin toss. People “throw poe”
to solicit divine answers. This is done by casting two moon-
shaped, wooden/plastic red blocks - transliterated as “poe”
- on the floor at the alter. The different positions of the
dropped blocks are then read as different divine responses.
Roughly, a head and a tail signifies an affirmative answer,
whereas two heads or two tails signifies either a negative or
an open-ended answer. For the perplexed, poe divination
can serve as guide and reassurance.

Drawing Lots

Temples in Taiwan have long offered divination sticks for
people to draw when their lots hang in the balance. You begin
by posing your question to god and throwing poe to solicit
his response. When an affirmative answer is given, you draw a
divination stick from the lot holder. The chosen divination stick
is then laid on the table for the god's approval — determined,
again, by throwing poe. If the god disapproves, you should

draw another stick. Each divination stick is approximately
40-50 cm long and often made of bamboo slices. Each stick
corresponds to a paper strip hanging on the wall, on which
is written the poem that answers the questions posed. You
can ask the fortuneteller at the temple to help interpret the
meaning of the poems. Some take the auguries very seriously.

Blessed Talismans

Many walk away from the temples with a blessed talisman.
For a talisman to be blessed, you put your palms together
after a round of joss-stick worship and tell the god your
name, address and wishes. You then take the talisman
obtained at the temple and circle it clockwise three times
over the censer. The talisman can be kept inside pockets,
wallets or bags for protection and good luck. Talismans from
different temples range in designs and uses. Be sure to check
them out on your next visit to a temple!
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Lighting Guangming Lights ( ¢A8/% )
and Appeasing the Taisuei ( X5 )
For different purposes, people light a variety of symbolic
lights at the temples during the Lunar New Year. The most
prevalent among these are the Guangming Lights ( 3¢ Af /&
; literally "bright lights”). These lights are lit to brighten the
future of people’s studies, careers or health.

In the myth, a Taisuei ( ABX ) is a general in Heaven who serves
under the Jade Emperor in matters regarding human well-
being. There are sixty Taisuei generals rotating in a yearly
cycle. People whose Chinese zodiac signs are “up against the
Taisuei” in the current year are advised to light a Guangming
light to appease the Taisuei.

Recovering the Lost Spirit

and Ritual Amelioration ( Jigai £ )

Recovering the lost spirit is a familiar Taoist rite that helps
"bring the person back” after a shock. A person is said to
be literally “scared out of his wits” under shock. This rite of
"recovery” is performed to reintegrate the mind and the soul
for the traumatized. The medium conducting the rite utilizes
rice, talismans and charms to cast apotropaic magic on the
traumatized or their clothes to consolidate their beings.

Ritual amelioration (Jigai), likewise, is a type of religious
ritual that helps people outlast their bad luck by ritualistically
tweaking their fortune.

Redirection and Resupply

"Redirection” undoes a person’s bad luck by redirecting it to
a substitute. During the ritual, a paper doll with the afflicted
person’s name on it is made to substitute for the afflicted. As
the medium holds up three joss sticks and casts the spell, the
afflicted person is asked to exhale at the doll to expel, with
the breath, bad luck and evil spirits. Nothing but good luck is
allowed to stay.

In “resupply,” a medium dressed in black or blue -
depending on his/her gender — performs the “transaction,”
whereby a bettered fate is purchased with joss (paper)
money.

Many temples in Tainan, such as the Tiangong Temple or
Kaiji Jade Emperor Temple, offer the aforesaid services for
whoever interested in forces for supernatural change.



Temples are Tainan's pride. As
tribute to gods, they provide
spiritual anchorage to the locals.
Many draw strength from the
thought that the gods are with
them from birth to death: repelling
bad luck, delivering happiness,
quelling demons, and inducing
peace. When we turn to the gods
for help, though, do we really know
for whose help we are asking? The
plethora of deities can be confusing.
In this section, we introduce some
of the most prominent figures in the
Taoist pantheon.




