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The Social Rescue Activities of Taiwanese
Religious Groups and Their Organizational
Change after the Disaster of the 921 Earthquake

Mei-rong Lin and Shu-chuan Chen

Abstract

Religious groups played a very crucial role in the immediate rescue and the
reconstruction work in the damaged areas after the strong earthquake that occurred
on September 21 of 1999. The experience of their engagement in putting up all
sorts of resources for social rescue activities might have influenced their
organizational structure or have made some changes in their direction of social
participation. What have they done and how have they organized themselves
under such tremendous works of reconstruction?

Because these organizations responded to this unexpected disaster, the
question arises: did their organizations change in some ways along with their
non-religious practices in meeting with the great needs of the society? These are
the two issues to be explored in this paper.

All three types of religious groups, including Christianity, Buddhism, and folk
religion, responded to the emergent needs, such as providing meals, sleeping bags,
tents, and goods for everyday use. They also gave temporary medical care, or
simply were there to help around with the people whose family members were
wounded or dead after the earthquake. It is also very natural that they offered
religious practices such as “shock taking-back™ and “area purification with magic
water” in order to meet the psychological needs of people in dealing with their
experences of the horrible scenes and their sorrow for the dead. During the
period of relocation, most efforts were put into the construction of temporary
housing for which the Christian and Buddhist groups took up much of the task.
For the period of reconstruction, many schools, temples, and churches were rebuilt
and repaired. A lot of work was also done on children’s care and restoration of
people’s ordinary life, while more delicate work went into mental reconstruction,
such as psychological counseling and construction of the value of life. The
variation between different religious groups is rather conspicuous for this period.
Christian groups focused more on care for minority groups, such as aborigines,
women, and children, while the Buddhist groups focused more on concrete
reconstruction of the damaged area, while the folk religions focused more on
personal visits and communal rituals for wellbeing.
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Based on two years of investigation into the activities of social rescue for
which different types of religious groups participated, we observe some changes
and adjustments in the development of these religious groups and the pattern of
their social engagement. The disaster provoked a great deal of social needs
which seem to homogenize the organizational development, the pattern of resource
recruiting, and the direction of social participation of these religious groups. This
tendency at homogenization might cause some tension on preaching among these
religious groups. In addition, it is observed that the Buddhist groups and
Christian groups gained more functional adaptability than folk religion did.

Keywords: September Twenty-first, Religious Groups, Social Support,
Organizational Development, Disaster





