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Authority and Discipline in the Early
Daoist Church”

Terry Kleeman

Abstract

The early Daoist church formed its own faith-based communities, in which the
authority of the state was wholly supplanted by that of the Daoist church and
its representatives. Even after such Daoist communities became rare, Daoists
continued to revere and support financially the local master who instructed them,
as well as more distant figures in the church hierarchy. The master exercised
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considerable authority in relation to his flock of Daoist citizens and novices,
overseeing their conduct and determining religious punishments for those who
strayed. He also instructed novices and awarded them registers as they strove
to become libationers. Novices who attained the status of full libationer passed
through a stage as itinerant preachers before being assigned to a specific parish,
at which stage they posed a challenge to the settled flocks of libationers who
served established communities. One source of the Daoist libationer’s authority
was ongoing revelation from dead church founders and leaders, with church
officials tasked with verifying such spirit communications. In spite of these
strict limitations on conduct, church membership is experienced as empowering
for the great majority of its adherents.
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