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Household Worship of Confucian Sages and
Worthies by Ming-Qing Confucians

Lu, Miaw-fen'

Abstract

During late imperial China, the worship of Confucian sages and
worthies was usually held in the Confucian Temple, the Xiangxian Shrines
(Shrines to Worthies), academies, and certain shrines of popular religions.
The cult of Confucians in the Confucian Temple had characteristics of a state
religion, and was distanced from people’s ordinary lives. This paper
discusses a different type of ritual practice related to the cult of Confucians
during the Ming-Qing period. Many Confucians created and practiced certain
rites in the household to memorize and communicate with Confucian sages
and worthies. This private ritual practice was different by nature from the
official cult of Confucians. There was no consensus in ritual place, format, or
meaning. Instead, it carried multifarious meanings and had fluid
characteristics. Confucian scholars had freedom and autonomy in creating
and interpreting the rituals. They also made the rituals highly personalized,
reflecting their own ideas and identity. This paper also discusses related ideas
that might explain why Confucians supported the private household rituals,
including the Confucian ritual theory, the issue of using images in the rituals,
ritual practice and moral cultivation, as well as providing the contemporary
intellectual context.

Keywords: Ming-Qing Confucianism, cult of Confucius, images of sages and worthies,
ritual practice.
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