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BELIEF SPHERE OF CHANG-HUA MATSU

Lin Mei-rong
(ABSTRACT)

This article is a study of religious activities and organizations centered on the belief of
Chang-hua Matsu which is the main god of Nan-yao Kung in Chang-hua, through the
perspective of social organization. So-called "belief sphere" refers to a voluntary
religious organization formed by believers of one god and its branch deities in a large

region.

In order to define the territory of a belief sphere, god associations, branch temples,
and invited tours are taken as indicators. There are ten Matsu associa- tions in
Nan-yao Kung. They have long history. Their organizations are rigid. They hold ritual
meeting and inspecting tour every year, and occasionally they pay a pilgrimage visit
to Pun-kang. The belief sphere of Chang-hua Matsu is mainly formed by these ten
Matsu associations. Within its sphere, there are some com- munal temples whose
main gods are Chang-hua Matsu, and the incense is divided from Nan-Yao Kung.
Besides, many collective religious activities called ching-shen (inviting gods) are
associated with Chang-hua Matsu whom are invited to tour as a guardian in certain
territory.Most areas which perform the Ching-shen ceremony fall within the territory
of ten Matsu associations, but some do not. All together, the belief sphere of
Chang-hua Matsu covers the region between Ta-chia River and Cho-sui River almost
all the central part of Taiwan, yet excluding the coastal area occupied by Chuan-chou
people.

To understand the formation and development of the belief sphere of Chang- hua
Matsu, we must look at the social history of Taiwan, particularly the historical
dynamics of different ethnic groups in this area. The development of Taiwanese

society started with the establishment of hamlets and villages, then came to the



development of towns and cities. A "ritual community" is defined as an obligatory
communal ritual organization which is formed by local people at different levels of
territorial units. Abelief sphere is in contrast a voluntary organization formed by
people in a large region, yet taken the ritual community as its basis. Namely, a belief
sphere includes many local units which belong to ritual communities of different
levels. In terms of social grouping, the belief sphere of Chang-hua Matsu is
formulated by Chang-chou people and Hokienized Hakka people residing in the
region surrounded between Chou-sui River and Tachia River. Such a social group-
ing is related to the historical dynamics of ethnic relation between Chang-chou and
Chuan-chou people as well as between Min-nan and Hakka people in this region.

In conclusion, the belief sphere of Chang-hua Matsu is a religious organization on
surface, it is rooted deeply in its social basis. This belief sphere illustrates the specific
feature of regional integration in Taiwanese society. Also, the prolific activities and
organizations maintained in this belief sphere demonstrates the great abilities of
autonomic development in Taiwanese folk society.
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