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Constructing a Theory of “Institutional Religion—Diffused Religion” ——

A Case Study of the Three-in-One Sect

12 . 2
Lu Yunfeng Huang Xingyao
1.School of Sociology Guizhou Minzu University ~Guiyang 550025 China 2. Department of Sociology
Peking University Bejing 100871 China

Abstract The concepts of “institutional religion” and “diffused religion ” proposed by C.K. Yang are
foundational in the analysis of Chinese religion. Previous discussions on them have largely centered on the
typological analysis. Drawing on the development of the sect-church theory this study aims to shift the
perspectives from a static one to a dynamic approach. We propose a middle-range theory of “institutional—
diffused religion” by probing the evolution of the Three-in-One sect Sanyi Jiao . In its early stages the sect
exhibited distinctive characteristics of an institutional religion in terms of its theology ritual and organization.
However as state regulation intensified during the Qing dynasties the sect became more and more diffused by
means of integrating into secular institutions such as family and Chinese lineage village communities and
merchant guilds. The transformation shows that just like sects would evolve into churches in Western
societies in China there exists a trend of institutional religion developing into diffused religion. Investigation
of this trend can elevate the research of “institutional-diffused religion” from a typological analysis into a
middle—range theory rooted in the Chinese context.
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