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Abstract

This article explores a corpus of 18th and 19th-century scriptures revealed 
by spirit-writing and published by members of the elite. These scriptures 
propose a soteriology where the threat of an apocalyptic “turning of the 
kalpa” plays an important role, and enjoins on elites a duty to usher 
in a moral reform that alone can avert the advent of the apocalypse. 
It first shows the close relationship between spirit-written revelations, 
the Wenchang cult and eschatology in the earliest such texts, produced 
during the Song dynasty, and then shows that this relationship continued, 
and even intensified during the Qing. After discussing several bodies 
of revelations linked to Wenchang, Lüzu and other cults, it explores to 
what extent this discourse can really be categorized as eschatological. It 
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argues that this discourse should be understood as a transformation of, 
and possibly a counter-discourse to earlier and contemporary apocalyptic 
messianism that maintains the apocalyptic vision but routinizes the 
messiah and thus de-politicizes its vision of social change.
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Daoist (and to a lesser extent Buddhist) revealed scriptures 
throughout the ages very frequently sound eschatological themes.1 
The very need for a revelation is indeed justified by the fact that 
humanity is in a state of advanced decline and needs a new vehicle 
of salvation (the revelation) in order to redeem itself (or a selected 
group of elect) and avoid the impending apocalypse. Revelations 
have been occurring with little pause over more than two thousand 
years of Daoist history; there is thus a possibility of writing a very 
longue duré history of Daoist eschatology, with all its ebbs and flows. 
Some periods were characterized by heightened eschatological 
thinking, while at other times it was part of the discourse without 
being prominent. The end of the world, as it were, keeps changing 
but is always on the horizon.

 much too early, and whose work and insights have inspired it: Monica Esposito 
(1962–2011) and Judith M. Boltz (1947–2013). I would also like to thank 
Christian Wittern for providing access to the beta version of the electronic 
Daozang jiyao, and David Ownby, Philip Clart, Paul R. Katz, Mori Yuria	 森由	
利亞	 and Shiga Ichiko 志賀市子 for very fruitful comments on a first draft. 
Successive versions of this paper were presented at the conferences: “Changing 
Fate in Religious Daoism” (Erlangen, 13–14 June 2013); “Wars, Disasters and 
Popular Religious Movements in Modern East Asia” 戰爭 ·災害より見た近代東ア
ジアの民眾宗教會議	 (Gakushuin, Tokyo, 22 June 2013); and “Les eschatologies 
dans l’histoire religieuse chinoise” (Paris, 10 April 2014, co-organized by David 
Ownby and myself). I am extremely grateful to Terry Kleeman and Takeuchi 
Fusaji 武內房司 for their respective invitations and for providing me with excellent 
occasions to engage with other scholars on the ideas presented here, and to Philip 
Clart for incisive critiques during the Paris workshop. The paper presented in 
Tokyo was published as “Kindai Dōkyō no shūmatsuron: Min-Shinki ni okeru 
fūran to shitaifusō ni okeru shūmatsuron no bokkō”	近代道教の終末論：明清期に
おける扶鸞と士大夫層における終末論の勃興 , trans. Umekawa Sumiyo 梅川純代 , in 
Sensō, saigai to kindai higashi Ajia no minshū shūkyō 戰爭 ·災害と近代東アジアの
民眾宗教 , ed. Takeuchi Fusaji (Tokyo: Yūshisha, 2014), 38–62.

1 By revealed text, I mean a text given by gods to humans, and which the latter 
have to disseminate without altering its contents.
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