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Jesus Christ, Tantric Deity:
Syntax and Semantics
in Ritual Change
1

Richard K. Payne
Institute of Buddhist Studies, Berkeley

Ritual Change
One of the characteristics frequently noted in academic discussions of
ritual is resistance to change—either actually evidenced or attributed.
It seems obvious, at least to me, that rituals do change. Those of us who
are old enough may recall the what were then considered radical
changes in the Catholic Mass following Vatican II.2 These included such
changes as the use of the vernacular instead of Latin and relocating
where the officiant stands so that his actions can be viewed by the laity.
The view of ritual as subject to change has perhaps received increasing attention because it is counter to an older, received view. Catherine
Bell notes, for example, that “Part of the dilemma of ritual change lies in
the simple fact that rituals tend to present themselves as the unchanging, time-honored customs of an enduring community.”3 She then indicates two reasons for this: the “legitimacy of age and tradition” and the
use of ethnographic methods to study oral societies. Such methods generally frame research results in terms of the “ethnographic present,” looking at a society synchronically rather than diachronically.4 Synchronic
studies may in turn have been motivated by functionalist theory. With
its fundamental argument that social practices exist because they provide social stability, functionalism reinforced a static conception of
“primitive” societies and of “primitive” religious practices, a conception that is itself part of the rhetoric of “high modernity.”
The analogies made between language and ritual by some scholars
suggests another reason—though indirectly from those theories. Discussing the arbitrary character of the linguistic sign, such as phonemic
minimal pairs,5 Terence Hawkes points out that “The very arbitrariness of
the linguistic sign protects it from change.”6 Linguistic signs are arbitrary
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in the sense they have no rationale other than social convention, and are
therefore not subject to debate—they simply are. Despite doctrinal or symbolic meaning being attributed to them, rituals are performed in the way
that they are because that is the way they are performed. In his rejection of
the thesis that rituals are referentially meaningful, Staal makes this point:
[W]hen we ask a brahmin explicitly why the rituals are performed, we never
receive an answer which refers to symbolic activity. There are numerous
different answers, such as: we do it because our ancestors did it; because
we are eligible to do it; because it is good for society; because it is good; because it is our duty; because it is said to lead to immortality; because it leads
to immortality.7

I personally experienced this during a festival (matsuri) on Mt. Kōya
in 1983. When I asked some of the participants, “Why are you doing
this?” they responded, “Because we’ve always done it.”
The conception of rituals as static and unchanging, even perhaps as the
most conservative factors of a given religious world, is itself located in a
conceptual frame in which change is understood as being driven primarily by changes in doctrine. This representation of the relative roles of ritual
and doctrine in religion derives from a theological conception of religion.
Several additional factors also support this conception of ritual as
static, two of which I briefly note here. The first follows from the Protestant Reformation, when some Protestant advocates argued against the
conception of ritual as salvific. This entered popular Western religious
culture in the form of the connotation for the term “ritual” as something
done purely out of rote or habit, as mere activity done unthinkingly and
which lacks any substantive content or meaning.8 This characterization
of ritual was reinforced by the Romantics’ emphasis on spontaneity as
the guarantor of the authenticity that they valued, in contrast to what
they characterized as the inauthenticity of premeditated actions, which
were stultifying and constrained the creative spirit.
For religious studies per se, another factor is the influence of the
scholarship of Mircea Eliade. Once almost definitive of the field, the influence of his work has faded in academia, though he continues to occupy a zombie-like existence in the popular religious world. One of the areas
of Eliade’s thought that has been criticized is his theories of ritual. In
Eliade’s view, rituals are understood by their practitioners as the reactualizion of the deities’ actions in illud tempus. This reactualizing does
not mean copying or simply reenacting, but rather making the actions of
the gods at the beginning of time present once again in the timeless
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realm of the ritual performance itself, technically know as anamneusis.
Under this anamnestic theory, because of their divine origins rituals cannot be allowed to change.9
Psychological approaches to ritual are a third factor, inasmuch as they
still seem to struggle with the pathologizing analogies between ritual
and obsessive behavior introduced most famously by Freud.10 More recently, the cognitive study of religion has given attention to ritual as well,
and several influential authors have continued emphasize resistance to
change in a fashion very reminiscent to that of Freud.11

Frits Staal on
Ritual Change
A very different theoretical orientation, one that also suggests that rituals
are highly stable, was put forth by Frits Staal. In contrast, for example, to
Eliade’s crypto-theologizing, Staal was much more scientifically oriented.
He has theorized that rituals (and also mantras) do not change, even when
transmitted across cultural boundaries.12 Staal does not, however, hold a
conception of ritual as rigidly unchanging, as is the case with some of the
understandings just mentioned. Through my own work, he was quite
aware of ritual substitutions, such as those found in the Shingon homa
(Jpn. goma 護摩) ritual. Homa rites in Japan employ sesame oil (Jpn. goma
abura 胡麻油) as a substitute for the clarified butter (ghee) used in Vedic
and Brahmanic rituals. In other words, for Staal, while rituals are stable—
and, in some ways, highly stable—they are not unchanging. His syntactic analysis of ritual allows us to identify such changes, examine them for
regularities, and consider the basis for such regularities.
Thus, rituals have proven highly stable forms of practice, even as they
have moved across boundaries of language and religious culture.13
Indeed, ritual has been much more stable than symbolic, theological, or
philosophical interpretations, or doctrinal justifications of them—despite the intellectualist presumption that action follows from thought or,
more specifically in the realm of religious studies, that doctrine is primary while praxis is derivative.14

Inside and Outside
the Script
Despite the received view of ritual we no longer need ask whether or
not rituals change. Instead, the question now is: How do they change?
And, what kind of changes allow us to say that a ritual has changed?15
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Given the centrality of ritual action to all religious traditions, ritual
change is an important part of studying a tradition’s history—certainly
at least as important as studying doctrinal change. The importance of
ritual change raises the question of methodology: how can we go about
studying ritual change? and, perhaps more important, how can we
study ritual change in a systematic fashion that allows for comparisons
between instances of ritual change?
Most studies of ritual change conform to the dominant concerns of
contemporary critical theory, tending to focus on change deriving from
social, political, economic, institutional, or doctrinal factors.16 In general, such studies do not examine changes to what might be called the
“script” of the ritual, a term I use here to refer not only to a prescriptive
ritual text, but as inclusive of all the other injunctions regarding proper
ritual performance that are part of a ritual system. Changes based on
social or political factors, and so on, mentioned above, are then “extrascript changes”—that is, these types of changes are external to what may
be abstracted as the ritual practice as such. In contrast, changes to the
script of a ritual, or what may be called “intra-script changes” are
changes within a ritual, whether to the instructions recorded in a ritual
manual or to the set of injunctions regarding proper performance of a
ritual. This terminology maps closely to the distinction Roy Rappaport
makes between the self-referential aspects, which he also calls indexical
aspects, and the canonic aspects of ritual performance:
The self-referential represents the immediate, the particular and the vital
aspects of events; the canonical, in contrast, represents the general, enduring,
or even eternal aspects of universal orders.17

Rappaport goes on to note that the canonical aspects are given the
“quality of perdurance . . . by the apparent invariance of its mode of
transmission.”18 What I am calling here “extra-script” correspond to
what Rappaport terms the self-referential or indexical aspects, while
“intra-script” correspond to the canonical aspects.19

Syntax and Semantics
of Ritual
Staal adapted the category of syntax from linguistics to describe one important aspect of ritual. I propose extending that borrowing from linguistics so that ritual changes can be analyzed into two types: ritual syntax and
ritual semantics. My thesis is that semantic change is the most frequent
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kind of change and is much easier to undertake. As with language, syntactic change is less frequent and more difficult to implement. What I expect to accomplish in this essay, however, is simply to establish that there
is a relation between syntactic and semantic change and a means for the
systematic analysis and description of those changes.
This proposal implicates that there are systematic dynamics by which
rituals change, which can be identified and described formally.20 In addition to semantic and syntactic dynamics, there may be other intra-script
changes. It is expected, however, that these would be just as regular as the
syntactic and semantic ones studied here, and that comparable appropriations of concepts from linguistics would be equally effective in studying
such aspects. The relation between semantics and syntax is complex—
changes to one can effect changes to the other. It is not simply the case
that syntax is an empty structure into which semantic elements are placed:
Subject/verb/object
Boy/kick/ball, or
Boy/throw/ball, or
Girl/hit/ball, and so on.
Semantic elements are not independent of syntax, nor is syntax unaffected by differing semantic elements. The example given above employs a transitive verb; the use of an intransitive verb would effect the
syntactic structure: Boy/run. In the analysis below, we will see how this
complex relation between syntax and semantics also plays out in ritual.
First, however, I will consider some of the extra-script factors involved in
the production of the two homas under examination.

Yogi Chen
The particular instance of ritual change I am examining here is of a set of
homa rituals composed by Yogi Chen, a Chinese Buddhist who followed
tantric Buddhist practices. He moved from China to Kalimpong, where
he studied and practiced with the Tibetan expatriate community. By the
mid-1970s he again relocated, to Oakland and Berkeley, the East Bay region of the San Francisco Bay Area. Chen became part of the Chinese expatriate community and promoted his own version of tantric Buddhism,
including a variety of homa rituals. His work is now carried on by Yutang
Lin, who has also composed several homa texts.
As Nicolas Sihlé notes about texts, they can be “crucial elements of
distinctly local constructions of meaning.”21 Considering the nature of
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the ritual texts he examined, Sihlé argues that they are best seen “as key
(albeit all too often neglected) elements situated at the juncture between
a local sociocultural universe and the larger world of Tibetan
Buddhism.”22 Similarly, Yogi Chen’s homa rituals function at the intersection of multiple religious dimensions, including the Chinese appropriation of Tibetan tantric practices, Chinese expatriate communities,
and the surrounding Christian religious culture of Berkeley, California,
in the 1970s. The latter extra-script factor becomes evident in what I will
for convenience at times simply refer to as Yogi Chen’s “Jesus homa.”

Analysis of “A Ritual Fire
Sacrifice to the Five
Saints of Christianity”
The two rituals examined in more detail below, the “Jesus homa” and the
“Śākyamuni homa,” are very similar to one another, and are part of the
relatively small corpus of homa ritual manuals composed by Yogi Chen
available in English.23 In addition to the Jesus24 and Śākyamuni25 homas,
these include “A Ritual of Fire Sacrifice to the Green Tara,”26 “A Ritual of
Homa to the Healing Buddha,”27 “Homa Ritual Honoring Bodhisattva
Earth Treasure,” “A Ritual of Fire Sacrifice to Kurukula,”28 and “A Ritual
of Fire Sacrifice to the God of Wealth (Vaisaravana [sic]).”29 An examination of the outlines of the Jesus and Śākyamuni homas given in the appendices makes the similarities evident, but these are more sharply clarified by the inverted tree diagrams shown below.
Yogi Chen’s “Jesus homa” is entitled in full “A Ritual of Fire Sacrifice
to the Five Saints of Christianity.”30 The “five saints” are arranged in
mandala-like fashion on a cross. The text instructs the practitioner to visualize “a big sphere of pure white light on the seat” of the deities in
the ritual enclosure.
This is the Holy Spirit. At the center of this light is Jesus on the Cross. God
is above the Cross, while male apostles, like St. Francis is named, are below
the Cross. To the right of the Cross is the Holy Mother; to the left are female
apostles, like Theresa. These are the five saints we are referring to. Our
arrangement of the seat of the Holy Spirit differs from that of Christianity.
This eases the correspondence between Holy Spirit and Dharmakaya.31

I should note that there is some inconsistency between the mandalic
representation described in this visualization and the sequence of offerings made in the course of the ritual per se (Appendix 1, 10d). In addition to this symbolic adaptation of the cross in the form of a mandala,
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Chen adapts the form of the homa ritual itself in order to make offerings
to the “five saints of Christianity.”
Content of Yogi Chen’s “Jesus Homa”
The melding of Christian imagery into this Buddhist ritual is found
in a section in which Jesus is identified as an incarnation of Guanyin,
and in turn with a monk named Jin Ai. The last action the practitioner
is instructed to perform in preparing the seat of the deities (Appendix
1, section 6) is “Then praise Jesus with this stanza”:
You are the incarnation of compassionate Kuan yin,
Through the ages He appears in various forms for Salvation.
Once in China as the Holy monk Jin Ai,
He cut his flesh into stripes [strips?] to inspire others’ Bodhicitta,
His blood became white and paved the way to Pure Land,
With his heart in his palms, he knelt toward West and died.
His sacrifice was more supreme than yours,
This offering to you is in honor of all compassionate monks,
Thus we worship fully the Holy spirit of Kuan yin.
Through the Kalpas there are numerous Buddhas and Bodhisattvas
Whose Holy sacrifices are most worthy of being praised,
Yet none of these sacrifices is as well known
As Jesus’ Crucifixion.32

This stanza of praise is noteworthy in that it both subsumes Jesus into
an incarnation of Guanyin and, at the same time, praises the sacrifice of
Jin Ai as superior to that of Jesus in the crucifixion, indeed asserting that
there are numerous buddhas and bodhisattvas that are not as well
known whose sacrifices are worthy of being praised equally or perhaps
to an even greater degree. Additionally, the stanza of praise might be
understood to homologize the Pure Land with the Christian Heaven.
Perhaps underlying this is a Buddhist claim to superiority, something
along the lines of, “They talk about Heaven, but we know that is actually a symbol for the Pure Land.”

Subsumption and Subjugation:
Differing Rhetorical Strategies
at the Interface of Religions
With Yogi Chen’s Jesus homa we see the same religiocultural strategy in
late twentieth-century Berkeley as was exercised by tantric Buddhists in
medieval China and elsewhere. Just as Amoghavajra and Yi Xing ingested
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the Northern Dipper into Buddhist ritual praxis by creating new homas
that have the Northern Dipper as the central deity33 (Jpn. honzon 本尊),
so too does Yogi Chen attempt to ingest Jesus, God, Mary, and the saints.
If the Northern Dipper, so central to Daoism and Chinese popular religion, could become a Buddhist deity, then why couldn’t Jesus and his
“retinue” be subsumed into the Buddhist pantheon?
Although this is admittedly speculative, one can easily imagine that
the symbolic reinterpretations of the crucifix into a mandala, the conflation of the “five saints” with the Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit in
turn with the dharmakāya, are strategic rhetorical moves that Vajrabodhi
and Yi Xing would have appreciated. Similarly, had they been in Yogi
Chen’s place, might not they have done the same? As tantalizing as such
speculations may be, at best they provide only an argument by analogy.
The strategic moves involved, however, are fundamentally the same,
simply carried forward several centuries and relocated to the West Coast.
Despite the speculations, what we see here is something that can perhaps best be described as the subsuming of Jesus and others into a
tantric Buddhist ritual context.
In addition to such ritual practices, Buddhist myth also evidences
rhetorical strategies in encounters between different traditions, one of
which is subjugation. An important instance of this has been studied,
for example, by Ronald Davidson.34 In this case the subjugation of
Maheśvara (Śiva) by Vajrapāṇi asserts the superiority of Buddhist tantric
practice over Śaiva, while at the same time “This comical tale of direct
competition between the Śaiva and Bauddha traditions recognizes the
homogeneous nature of many of their rituals and symbols.”35 Subjugation is also an important accomplishment in stories of Padmasambhava’s
role in the establishment of the buddhadharma in Tibet. The biographies
of Padmasambhava tell us that because Śāntarakṣita had been unable to
tame the native spirits through the performance of peaceful rites, the
monastery at bSam yas could not be completed. King Khri Srong lde btsan
then sent messengers requesting Padmasambhava’s assistance. Because
of his greater tantric powers Padmasambhava was able to bring the local
deities under control and the monastery could then be completed.36

Analysis of the Yogi
Chen Homas
Structually, these are fairly simple homa rituals, comprising two sets of
offerings in each case. The first is to Agni, while the second is to the chief
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Syntactic Structure of Homa
of Jesus and the Saints

Syntactic Structure of Homa
of Śākyamuni

deity (honzon 本尊). In one case, the chief deity is Śākyamuni, and in the
other it is the “five saints of Christianity.” In contrast, Shingon gomas
typically have five sets of offerings, to Agni, Lord of the Assembly (who
varies, depending on who the Chief Deity is), the Chief Deity (the primary buddha, bodhisattva, or other deity evoked in the ritual), the
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Celestial Deities (including asterisms of various kinds), and the Worldly
Deities (the Vedic gods).
Yogi Chen’s homas also differ from typical Shingon goma rites in that
they do not include any act of ritual identification. While ritual identification (or deity yoga) is widely found in tantric Buddhist rituals, it is
not universal. Thus, for example,while Shingon gomas include ritual
identification, the Shingon ritual for feeding hungry ghosts does not.
According to Charles Orzech, this is a consequence of hungry ghost rituals that derive from different Chinese ritual corpi.37

Assymetry, not Terminal
Abbreviation
The rituals have been grouped into four segments, identified by the capital letters A through D. The first two, A and B, are general preparations,
followed by preparations specific to the performance of the homa as
such. Segment C constitutes the homa offering acts, beginning with starting the fire through to thanking Agni. The final segment D terminates
the ritual.
Both rituals appear to be assymetrical, rather than evidencing terminal abbreviation. Many rituals—indeed, all of those examined in my previous research—have an identifiable central activity that constitutes the
central axis of ritual action. In previously studied homas the axial action
is ritual identification between the practitioner and the deity. This is normally performed in the midst of making offerings to the chief deity.
Terminal abbreviation is characteristic of symmetrical rituals, which repeat the same actions in the second half of the ritual as in the first, but
in abbreviated form. Such rituals frequently have shorter ritual actions,
fewer ritual actions, or both, in the second half of the performance, that
is, those following ritual identification. An example of shortening ritual actions is requiring fewer recitations of a mantra at the end of a ritual than at the beginning. An example of fewer ritual actions might be
leaving out the second of a set of three actions performed in the beginning of the ritual when the same set is performed at the end.
In these cases and others in Yogi Chen’s homa corpus, the terminal sequence is so short that although a ritually central event (the axis) is identifiable, the rituals appear to be assymetrical rather than abbreviated in
their second half. In the Śākyamuni homa the terminating acts are the
dedication of merit (12) in general (12a) and special (12b) forms. The
Jesus homa adds confession (13), which comprises four acts: recitation of

464

Jesus Christ, Tantric Deity

the hundred-syllable dhāraṇī of Vajrasattva (13a), confession to Vajrasattva (13b), confession of breaches of śīla (moral conduct) (13c), and confession of quarreling about religion (13d). The key characteristic of terminal abbreviation is performing the same ritual acts, though abbreviated
in one form or another, at the close of the ritual as at the beginning. In
Yogi Chen’s homas the closing actions—dedication of merit in the
Śākyamuni homa and both dedication of merit and confession in the
Jesus homa—have no corollary in the opening portion of the ritual.
Despite my own expectations, these are thus not symetrical rituals that
have been abbreviated in their terminal sequence but are, rather, assymetrical rituals.
While it happens that the rituals I examined previously have been
structurally symmetrical, there is no reason to believe that either symmetical or asymmetrical rituals are somehow more fundamental, or earlier, or more classic, or have any other sort of precedence over the other.
Asymmetrical rituals, including those that have irregularly interrupted
sequences of actions, are however equally subject to syntactic analysis,
and therefore promise opportunities for developing ritual transformation rules corresponding to syntactic transformation rules.

Embedding
One of the patterns discussed by Staal is the embedding of ritual elements in the creation of more complex rituals from simpler forms.38
Embedding can be done more than once, in which case it is known as recursive embedding. If such recursion takes place at the same level it is
called sequential resursive embedding, while if additional levels are
added it is called repeated recursive embedding.39 In the Śākyamuni
homa 10.d is the offering of the five grains, while in the Jesus homa 10.d
is an embedded sequence of five offerings, one to each of the “five
saints”: the Holy Spirit, the Holy Father, the Holy Son, the Holy Mother,
and the Holy Apostles. In addition to sequential recursive embedding,
Yogi Chen’s Jesus homa is also characterized by repeated recursive embedding. Offering the cross to Jesus (10.l) is comprised of three actions:
praising the Cross (10.l.i), praying (10.l.ii), and offering crosses (10.l.iii).
The last in turn comprises 14 offerings (10.l.iii.a through 10.l.iii.n), one for
each of the 14 stations of the cross. This is an instance of repeated recursive embedding—embedding within an embedded sequence of another sequence. This second embedding is diagrammed as a lower level
in the inverted tree diagram for the ritual.
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Syntax and Semantics,
Redux
Staal, in his famous article on the “meaninglessness” of ritual, draws on the
syntactic distinction between phrase structure rules and transformational
rules. These are different kinds of regular and systematic changes in ordered behaviors, that is, in sentences and in rituals. In Staal’s usage the
changes identified as instances of phrase structure rules are diagrammed using single arrows (→), while those that are instances of
transformational rules are diagrammed using double arrows (⇒). Embedding, discussed above, is an instance of a phrase structure rule; see
diagram 1.
Diagram 1
Example of Phrase Structure
Rule: Embedding

When a change involves more than just the structure of a ritual but
also modifies an element within the ritual, then the change is characterized as involving a transformational rule. Staal exemplifies this kind
of change with the instance of embedding a second set of recitations of
a specific verse. The first recitation calls for 15 verses to be recited, while
the new embedded recitation calls for the recitation of 17 verses. While
they are otherwise the same, being embedded as the second occurrence
involves a modification of the recitation. Staal points out that the modification does not occur just in isolation but rather that “We have to represent the entire configuration.”40 In other words, a transformation rule
cannot be represented simply as X → X* since the effect of writing a rule
in this form would be that all occurrences of X would be replaced by X*,
which is not what occurs.41 Only in the larger context, the “entire configuration,” does such a modification take place. An instance of a transformational rule is shown in diagram 2.
At this level of analysis the relation between syntax and semantics
can be studied. In the cases at hand, a semantic change is simultaneously
466
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Diagram 2
Example of Transformation Rule:
Terminal Abbreviation

reflected in a syntactic change. Specifically, the role of Jesus and the
other “saints of Christianity” leads to the addition of the sequentially
embedded set of ritual acts representing the 14 stages of the cross—
10.l.iii.a to 10.l.iii.n. I want to emphasize the use mentioned above of the
terminology of a semantic change being reflected in a syntactic change.
This is intended to indicate that the relationship is not a strongly causal
one, which would be the case if a semantic change were to determine a
specific syntactic change. In this case, there was no semantic requirement that Yogi Chen make a syntactic change, i.e., embedding the 14
stages of the cross, to his homa when he decided to have Jesus as the chief
deity. He could just as well have created a homa ritual with Jesus as the
chief deity without these actions.
On the other hand, neither does this assert that more strongly causal
relations are not possible. Other semantic changes could require syntactic changes in a more strongly causal sense. As Ruth M. Kempson
notes, it is well recognized in linguistics “that there is an interaction between syntactic properties of sentences and their semantic properties.”42
She gives as example that a change in the order of sentence elements, a
syntactic change, creates a change in meaning, a semantic change. For instance, “Bob hit the ball” has a different meaning from “The ball hit
Bob.” Alternatively, a semantic change, for instance, “Bob hid the ball,”
precludes the semantic inversion indicated in the former instance. In other
words, a semantic change can have a strongly causal effect on syntax.

Conclusion
The high degree of similarity between the Śākyamuni and Jesus homas is
not surprising, since they were both written by the same person, Yogi
Chen. Taken together, however, they are useful for the specific theoretical
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issue I have explored here: the hypothesis regarding the effects of semantic change on the syntax of a ritual. Semantically, replacing Śākyamuni Buddha with the five saints of Christianity involves changing the
symbolic framework of the ritual, a shift that has further symbolic entailments. Within the tantric system itself, for example, different deities
entail different mantras. Here, the move to a Christian symbolic framework entails a change in the kinds of offerings being made. Syntactically,
the offerings to the five saints and, in particular, the stations of the cross,
involve changes to the structure through recursive embedding. Because
it includes additional semantic content, Yogi Chen’s Jesus homa evidences a corresponding syntactic change, the distinctive character of
which is made evident by the use of inverted tree diagrams.

Appendix 1. Outline of
Yogi Chen’s “Five Saints
of Christianity” Homa
1. Permission of the Earth Goddess
2. Produce bodhicitta
3. Bless bell, vajra, and drum
4. Protection
4.a. incantation
4.b. stanza to the protectors
4.c. four huṃ incantation
5. Bless the offerings
6. Prepare the ritual enclosure:
6.a. arrange the seat of the fire god (Agni)
6.a.i. stanza in praise of Agni
6.a.ii. visualize White Agni
6.a.iii. welcome Agni
6.b. arrange the seat of the Five Saints
6.b.i. visualize the Heavenly Palace
6.b.ii. stanza for the seat of the Five Saints
6.b.iii. visualization (mandalic)
6.b.iv. arrange the seat of Jesus
6.b.v. welcome Jesus
6.b.vi. praise Jesus
7. Bless the wood
8. Bless the oil
9. Start the fire
9.a. bless the fire
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9.b. offer to Agni (10)
9.b.i. incantation
9.b.ii. praise
9.b.iii. prayer
10. Offer to the Five Saints
10.a. bless wine and bread
10.b. praise holy meal
10.c. prayer
10.d. offer to the Five Saints, individually
10.d.i. Holy Spirit
10.d.ii. Holy Father
10.d.iii. Holy Son
10.d.iv. Holy Mother
10.d.v. Holy Apostles
10.e. offer oat meal to the Five Saints, together
10.f. offer fish to the Five Saints, together
10.g. offer sesame seeds
10.h. offer mustard seeds
10.i. offer white silk garment
10.j. offer seven long needles and red and white threads
10.k. offer four pieces of fresh fruit (any kind)
10.l. offer the Cross to Jesus (prepare 14 crosses of two red candles)
10.l.i. praise the Cross
10.l.ii. pray
10.l.iii. offer crosses at the Fourteen Stations of the Cross
10.l.iii.a. condemned to death
10.l.iii.b. bearing the cross
10.l.iii.c. first fall
10.l.iii.d. meet his mother
10.l.iii.e. Simon shares the load
10.l.iii.f. Veronic wipes Jesus’ face
10.l.iii.g. second fall
10.l.iii.h. weeping women
10.l.iii.i. third fall
10.l.iii.j. garment stripped
10.l.iii.k. nailed to cross
10.l.iii.l. salvation through death
10.l.iii.m. lay in mother’s arms
10.l.iii.n. ascent to heaven
11. Give thanks to Agni
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12. Dedication of merit
12.a. general prayer
12.b. special prayer
13. Confession: One hundred-word incantation (dhāraṇī) of Vajrasattva
13.a. recitation of the hundred syllable dhāraṇī of Vajrasattva
13.b. confession to Vajrasattva
13.c. confession of breaches of śīla
13.d confession of quarreling about religion

Appendix 2. Outline of
Yogi Chen’s Śākyamuni
Buddha Homa
1. Permission of the Earth Goddess
2. Produce bodhicitta
3. Bless bell, vajra, and drum
4. Protection
4.a. incantation
4.b. stanza to the protectors
4.c. four huṃ incantation
5. Bless the offerings
6. Prepare the ritual enclosure:
6.a. arrange the seat of the fire god (Agni)
6.a.i. stanza in praise of Agni
6.a.ii. visualize White Agni
6.a.iii. welcome Agni
6.b. arrange the seat of the Buddha
6.b.i. recitation
6.b.ii. visualize Śākyamuni
6.b.iii. seven-branch praise recitation
6.b.iv. grateful commemoration stanza
6.b.v. pleading for blessings
7. Bless the wood
8. Bless the oil
9. Start the fire
9.a. bless the fire
9.b. offer to Agni (10)
9.b.i. incantation
9.b.ii. praise
9.b.iii. prayer
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10. Offer to Śākyamuni
10.a. bodhi branches
10.b. black sesame seeds
10.c. mustard seeds
10.d. five grains
10.e. gold leaves (or Bhutanese gold dust)
10.f. five yards of yellow silk
10.g. yellow and red flowers
10.h. other fruits
10.i. dates
10.j. eight common offerings
11. Give thanks to Agni
12. Dedication of merit
12.a. general prayer
12.b. special prayer

Notes
1

This essay includes material from a paper presented at the conference
“Buddhism without Borders,” organized by Scott Mitchell and Natalie Quli,
to whom I wish to express my thanks, held at the Institute of Buddhist
Studies, Berkeley, California, March 2010. Other material from that paper has
found its way into “Integrating Christ and the Saints into Buddhist Ritual:
The Christian Homa of Yogi Chen,” Buddhist–Christian Studies 35 (2015): 37–48
(also in German translation in Salzburger Theologische Zeitschrift, forthcoming); and “Self-Representation and Cultural Expectations: Yogi Chen and
Religious Practices of Life-Writing,” Entangled Religions 3 (2016): 33–82.

2

See Matthias Jung, “Expressive Appropriateness and Pluralism: The Example
of Catholic Liturgy after Vatican II,” in Jens Kreinath, Constance Hartung,
and Annette Deschner, eds., The Dynamics of Changing Rituals: The Transformation of Religious Rituals within Their Social and Cultural Context (New York:
Peter Lang, 2004), pp. 221–231.

3

Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1997), p. 210.
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Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, p. 210. Bell also mentions in passing
the “now discredited constrast between societies ‘with history’ and those
‘without history’” (p. 211) but does not pursue this topic. It is one of the ways
modernity was self-constructed as a means of distinguishing the progressive
societies of Europe and America from the passive and eternalistic societies,
which were then subject to colonization.

5

Phonemic minimal pairs are two words of different meanings that are differentiated from one another by one sound, e.g., “to” and “do” or “grin” and
“green.”
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York: Routledge, 2003, second ed.), p. 14.

7
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An influence in the formation of the older religious studies view may also
have been a tendency to depend on classic Roman sources for an understanding of ritual, and, as we know, the Romans tended toward a high degree
of legalism.

10

Ritual is interpreted as a technique for controlling anxiety and as a symptom
of obsessive-compulsive disorder; see Wikipedia, s.v. “ritual,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritual; accessed Thursday, February 18, 2010.

11

See, for example, Pierre Liénard and Pascal Boyer, “Whence Collective Rituals?
A Cultural Selection Model of Ritualized Behavior,” American Anthropologist
108/4 (2006): 814–827; and, in fuller exposition, Pascal Boyer and Pierre
Liénard, “Why Ritualized Behavior? Precaution Systems and Action Parsing
in Developmental, Pathological and Cultural Rituals,” Behavioral and Brain
Sciences 29/6 (2006): 1–56.

12

See Frits Staal, Rules Without Meaning: Ritual, Mantras and the Human Sciences
(New York, Peter Lang, 1989).

13

See Richard K. Payne and Michael Witzel, eds., Homa Variations: Ritual Change
across the Longue Durée (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

14

This conception of the relation between doctrine and ritual derives from the
Protestant Reformation, when the understanding and intentionality of ritual
action was deemed more important than proper performance of the ritual.
This idea is still the basis for some, if not all, of Protestant liturgical theology,
evidenced by impassioned discussions about the propriety of revising liturgical practices. In a study of the history of liturgical revision in the American
Episcopal Church, Carl Seaquist, in “Ritual Individuation and Ritual Change,”
Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 21 (2009), notes the importance in
those discussions of the idea that “rituals express paricular theological doctrines, which often are made explicit in the spoken component of worship
and perhaps also are shown iconically through physical actions” (p. 349).
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See, for example, Kreinath, Hartung, and Deschner, eds., The Dynamics of
Changing Rituals; Jens Kreinath, Jan Snoek, and Michael Strausberg, eds.,
Theorizing Rituals: Issues, Topics, Approaches, Concepts (Leiden and Boston: Brill,
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Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 53.
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Rappaport, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, p. 53.
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I have no particular disagreement with Rappaport here, other than what seems
to me to be the unnecessary difficulties introduced by using the terminology
he developed. His terminology is based on a sophisticated philosophical discussion but, in the absence of a full exposition of that discussion, the uninitiated reader may well find his terminology opaque.

20

To the best of my knowledge, an approach that examines rituals in fine enough
detail to identify specific dynamics of ritual change is limited to the formal
analyses of ritual syntax via the inverted tree diagrams pioneered by Staal,
though that was not his main intent in creating these diagrammatic forms.
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Nicolas Sihlé, “Written Texts at the Juncture of the Local and the Global,” in
José Ignacio Cabezón, ed., Tibetan Ritual (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2010), p. 36.

22

Sihlé, “Written Texts,” p. 37.

23

In addition to English-language homa manuals by C. M. Chen, several additional titles and updated versions are available on Yutang Lin’s website,
http://yogichen.org/gurulin/elist/eng_fil.html; accessed April 6, 2015.

24

C. M. Chen, Collected Works 40, no. 122;. http://yogichen.org/cw/cw40/
bk122.html; accessed April 6, 2015. Also note two additional files of teachings on this particular rite, Collected Works 40, no. 123, http://yogichen.org/
cw/cw40/bk123.html, and Collected Works 40, no. 124, http://yogichen.org/
cw/cw40/bk124.html., both accessed April 6, 2015.
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Chen, Collected Works 40, no. 118,. http://yogichen.org/cw/cw40/bk118.
html., accessed April 6, 2015.

26
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CA: Yutang Lin, 2002).

27
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28
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34
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36

See Lewis Doney, The Zangs gling ma: The First Padmasambhava Biography
(Andiast, Switzerland: International Institute for Tibetan and Buddhist Studies,
2014), pp. 46–47.
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Charles Orzech, personal communication (email), February 2016.

38

See also Frits Staal, “Ritual Syntax” in M. Nagatomi, et al., eds., Sanskrit and
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