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The Evangelical Religious Movement Among the Hmong of
Northern Vietnam and the Government’s Response: 1989-2000
James Lewis

Since 1989 the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) has seen a
case of widespread religious change to Evangelical Christianity
among the highland minority Hmong population of 558,000 in
five of its Northern provinces. Where earlier there were no
converts, they now number upwards of 175,000. Short-wave
radio programming from the United States, traditional
millenarian beliefs, socio-economic aspirations, and unfulfilled
religious longings stimulated Christianity's explosive growth.
Perceived threats to internal security and social destabilization
have led to intense government opposition. Documents leaked to
outside observers show no letup in state-sponsored persecution
or in Hmong persistence in following their newfound religion.

In 1989 a small but growing number of the estimated 558,000
Hmong residing in the Northern mountainous geographical region of
the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) began to embrace
Evangelical Protestant Christianity (Vietnamese: Tin Lanh).' This is
a remarkable development, because prior to 1989 there were no
known Vietnamese Hmdng Evangelicals. By 1999 a Vietnamese
official reportedly estimated that 100,000 Hméng had joined the
movement.” Letters from Hmodng believers to the U.S.—based Far

" James F. Lewis is Associate Professor of World Religions at Wheaton
College in Wheaton, Illinois. He is co-author with William A. Travis of
Religious Traditions of the World (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1999) and
author of “Jains in Contemporary India” in Robert D. Baird, ed. Religion in
Modern India, 4™ edition (New Delhi: Manohar, 2001).

' Pang Nghiém Van, Chu Thai Son, Luu Hing, Ethnic Minorities in
Vietham, New Edition (Hanoi: Thé Gidi Publishers, 2000), 268.

? Conversation with cadre Mr. L. in Lai Chau province in 1999 as reported
by a news journalist. Transcripts of conversations with a journalist were
provided in confidence through the international research community.
Names have been withheld to protect sources. For further details, interested
persons should contact the author.
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East Broadcasting Company (hereafter FEBC), whose gospel radio
programs are the primary stimulus for the movement, claim even
higher numbers.” Whichever is the correct number, by all accounts
the movement has made remarkable gains in the ten years of its
existence, and it continues to grow despite efforts of government
officials to slow or suppress it.

The Vietnamese term Tin Lank means literally “good news” or
“gospel.” Evangelical Christians emphasize a personal experience of
conversion to Jesus as God and only world Savior. The Tin Ldnh
religion is one of the six legally recognized religions of the SRV.*
Each of these may have more than one officially recognized body,
though this is not the case with Roman Catholics and Buddhists.
After the 1954 division of Vietnam into two parts, the 7in Lanh
separated into two regional bodies. The Evangelical Church—North
(ECV-N) was granted legal status in 1958, After 1975 the
Evangelical Church-South (ECV-8) refused state efforts to reunite it
with the Northern body under government control. After prolonged
negotiations, on March 16, 2001, the government granted the request
of the ECV-8 for separate legal status. There arc at least forty other
Evangelical-like house church organizations operating overtly or
covertly without official or legal standing. Among these are churches
related to the Southern Baptists and the Assemblies of God in the
United States.

mé:mw:nm_ ﬂ:_.mm:m::w was first introduced into Vietnam in
ﬁmw“m%:w n:ww__m:m:nm of the Zo__....: >39.mnm:|_ummma Christian and

ry Alliance (CMA). Their earliest success was among the
_oi_mza e&:.n Vietnamese, but by the 1930s, the CMA missionaries
and their Vietnamese coworkers saw conversions among some of the

3

A Zoﬁni_uwﬂ 1994 letter to FEBC (V-1 194-1-Y) claims there are 330.000
wc:,c;&wm ' ten provinces while a November 1995 [etter from a m?mmuw
_uc__nmoh. posted on the FEBC web site (V-1195-5-P) claims 100,000. Sce
Far TZ w_.owaomm::m Commission, “Hmong Letter Index .ﬂmm:mm.m:cs
Archive™ Available at: http://www . feb -org/hmong_letters.html. The U.S
Woc.ﬂ_:_:ﬁ: of State reports 120,000 Evangelicals. Mao, C:Wna mﬁmam“
m,ﬁ.ﬁ.:._amsa ~of State, 2000 Annual Report on International Religious

reedom: Vietnanm, Washington, DC, 5. Other observers place the numb

at 175,000, which is the number the author feels is most reliable ot

4 ;
Others: Roman Catholic, Buddhist, Muslim, Cao Ddi, and Héa Hao
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fifty-four highland minorities in the northern mountains and the
Central Highlands.” In the North, a few hundred converts were
gained among the Dao, Tay, and Muong by the mid-1950s.° By then,
missionaries in the Central Highlands had established congregations
among the £-dé near Buon Ma Thuot, among the Gia-rai and Ba-na
near Pleiku, and among the Co-/0 and their mountain neighbors near
Dalat.

In 1975, when Evangelicals nationwide numbered about
200,000, less than 10,000 of these were in the North and none were
Hmoéng. At that time, it is estimated that one-third of all Evangelicals
were mountain minorities, primarily in the Central Highlands.” By
2000, ethnic minority Evangelicals, swollen by Hmdng conversions,
made up two-thirds or more of the estimated 700,000 Evangelicals."

This unprecedented religious change among the Hméng arose
in a fructifying context of complex socio-economic, cultural,
political, and religious conditions. The short wave radio messages of
Evangelical broadcasters triggered diverse responses: millenarian,
Evangelical, and quasi—Christian. Of these, only the Evangelical
movement, though resisted by government policies and practices,
has gained a substantial following and seems to have secured for
itself a permanent toehold in Vietnam’s rich and variegated religious
landscape.

Data Sources

This account of the Hmdng conversion movement and the related
impacts of government policies and practices draws on a variety of
sources, including many from the Hméng themselves. Hmdng
Evangelicals sent letters and cassette tapes, mostly in the Hméng
language, to friends and relatives outside of Vietnam. Several of

* For an carly history of the Evangelical church, see Le Hoang Phu, 4 Short
History of the Evangelical Church of Viet Nam (1911-1965), Ph.D.
dissertation (New York University, 1972).

¢ Some other ethnonyms for these groups are as follows: Dao (Mdn, Mién,
or Diu Mién), Tay (Thé, Phén), Muimg (Mol).

? Conversation May 3, 2001, with Vietnam researcher Reg Reimer.

® U. S. Department of State, 2000 Annual Report, 4. Nisid Hajari says
ethnic minorities makeup three-fourths of the total Evangelicals; see Nisid
Hajari, “God vs. the Cadres,” Time, September 13, 1999, Asia edition, 21.
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these were translated into English and made available to me by my
Hméng students while I taught at Crown College, St. Bonifacius,
Minnesota, in the early 1990s. In addition, files at FEBC offices in
La Mirada, California, contain more than 20,000 letters written by
Hmong to the broadcasters asking for help in understanding
Christianity and in coping with government opposition. Some of
these letters have been translated into English.” Photocopies of
petitions submitted by Hméng to Vietnamese authorities concerning
mistreatment by cadres have found their way into the hands of
international human rights and religious freedom observers, as have
copies of official written responses.'’ Expatriate Hméng from
France, Canada, and the United States have visited these Hmong
Christians and have brought back video recordings and photographs
to share with outsiders.

In addition to these sources from Hméng Evangelicals, the
present article also draws on official Vietnamese language
publications, such as the daily newspaper Nhdn Ddn [The People],
the bi-weekly journal Phdp Lugt [Law], and scholarly materials
vcc_.mm.:mn_ in Vietnam. Some internal government documents of a
sensitive nature have also been leaked to outsiders and are available
to the public in print and on Internet web sites.'' The article draws,
finally, on overseas scholarship and on stories from international
news services that provide background on the general religious,
Socio-economic, and political context of the Hmoéng Evangelical
movement,

: Many of these documents are apt to be one-sided and
incomplete. Nevertheless, the present study is valuable in that it is

the first attempt to synthesize all the available information on the
movement and its treatment by the SRV.

5 . e
o m\n“ooh_ﬂ_aw%h_cnm are m«wzm_u% on the FEBC Web site. See footnote 3.
pri source for these materials is the Religious Libe
Commission-World Evangelical Fellowship, Singapore: ><mm»¢_n at: i
w_:m”3_3.&‘So_._ane_msmm:nwrc_.m\m_o.
reedom House Center for Religious Freedom, Directi, ]
re; : i ections for Stoppi
___.wm:h..aa (Washington, DC, 2000). See also: rﬁnnxxiié.mqonao%rocm%wnmw
See Pham Quang Hoan, 1995; Donovan et al., 1997; Hajari 1999; and

v -Gﬂ—_m:— Omm 1 UQSHH on m—OHOWﬁWu:. .m...mswm:wav u:ﬂum. .‘mwn.__:.m. ~©o
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Religion among the Ethnic Vietnamese and the Highland
Minorities: 19762000

Since 1976, the government’s stance toward religion in unified
Vietnam has often been one of repression, taking measures such as
suspending religious services, confiscating property, and harassing
or arresting religious leaders. Immediately after the fall of Saigon,
controls over religion, which had been firmly in place in the North
since 1954, were now applied against religion in the South.
Opposition was most severe among the ethnic minorities in the
Onnﬁm_ Highlands, where local authorities took an especially hard
line.

Circumstances for the six legally recognized religions
improved somewhat after 1986, when the glasnost-like measures of
Déi Méi (Renovation), promulgated to reform the economy, were
accompanied by occasional limited relaxation of some restrictions on
religion. However, the effect was quite uneven, as Catholics,
Buddhists, Evangelicals, and others continued to experience regular
setbacks whenever the state deemed actions of believers and their
organizations to be subversive. The state had absolute power to
decide when an act was truly religious and when it was not.

Though further moderation has taken place since 1995, serious
problems remain. Stephen Denney has characterized government
policy :do:mr the early 1990s as one of repression, restriction, and
co-optation.'® Believer participation in religious activities has
increased, yet the government maintains broad legal and policy
restrictions on organizations and clergy. Key to government control
was its use of legislative enactments and decrees such as Resolution
297, which was promulgated in 1977 (replaced in 1991 by Decree
69), and the 1985 Criminal Code. These decrees bring all aspects of
religious life under the control and restriction of the state. Formal

** United Nations Economic and Social Council: Commission on Human
Rights, Civil and Political Rights, Including the Question of Religious
Intolerance (1999), 16. Available at: http://www.unhchr.ch/.

'* Stephen Denney, “Religion and State in the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam,” in Sabrina Petra Ramet and Donald W. Treadgold, eds. Render
Unto Caesar: The Religious Sphere in World Politics (Washington, DC:
The American University Press, 1995), 358.
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guarantees of religious freedom are qualified by vague stipulations
such as those found in Article 5 of Decree 69, which forbids “any
activity using religion to sabotage national independence, oppose the
State, sabotage the policy of uniting the whole people, undermine the
healthy culture of our nation or prevent the faithful from carrying out
their civic duties.”” Article 70 of the 1992 revised Constitution
states: “The citizen has the right to freedom of belief, of religion, to
embrace or not to embrace any denomination .... It is forbidden to
violate freedom of belief, of religion, or to take advantage of it to act
against the law or the policies of the State.” Though the first part of
Article 70 appears to grant religious freedom, the second restricts
that freedom because, according to policy, freedom of worship
effectively extends only to those who are followers of one of the six
government-sanctioned religions. Citizens who, for conscience or
other reason, choose to follow unapproved religions or unrecognized
bodies of the official religions fall outside the guarantees of religious
freedom.'®

In 1998 several prominent Buddhist, Catholic, and Hoa Hdo
religious mm:qnm were released from prison as part of two general
amnesties.'” But restrictions continued. For example, government
agencies still control religious hierarchies and require permission for
seminars, conventions or events not on an approved calendar, for
building or remodeling church buildings, for engaging in charitable
activities, and to train, ordain, promote, or transfer clergy.'® Article 5
in Decree No. 26, signed by the Prime Minister in 1999, reiterates
earlier restrictive provisions:

All activities which threaten freedom of religious belief,
all activities using religious belief in order to oppose the

”M United Nations, Civil and Political Rights, 3.

Some Buddhist “denominations” are outlawed, such as the United
Buddhist Church of Vietnam. See: United States Department of State,
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, Annual Report on
ﬁ.qw.__mwanaaa& Religious Freedom: Vietnam. (Washington, DC, 2000), 3.

>3=an [nternational Report on Vietham for 1998 (January 7, 1999), 1.
“w,_.u._m_u_a at: http://www.amnesty.org.

See United States Department of State Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, Vietnam Report on Human Rights Practices Jor 1997,
(Washington, DC: 1998), 10-12. Available from: :gux\g.wﬁnn.woi.
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State of the SRV, to prevent the believers from carrying

out their civic responsibilities, to sabotage the union of

all the people, to go against the healthy culture of our

nation, as well as superstitious activities, will be
. . . . 19

punished in conformity with the law.

In Socialist Vietnam the religious situation of the mountain
ethnic minorities has been especially grim. In the North, in the years
subsequent to the August 1945 Revolution, they were pressured by
the authorities to abandon their traditional religious practices.
Following Reunification in 1976, the government applied in the
South the policy that had previously been operative in the North.
However, a moderating policy emerged in the late 1980s and early
1990s. It encouraged survival of selected ceremonial practices,
newly approved as culturally valuable and conducive to national
solidarity, while continuing to ban others as irredeemable
superstitions. Oscar Salemink’s (1997) study of the Gia-rai of the
Central Highlands describes this newer “liberalism.” During
government-organized festivals in the early 1990s held to promote
ethnic solidarity in support of state goals, certain Gia-rai rituals and
feasting were permitted as a sort of performing art for an audience
largely unaware of their former religious significance. Salemink calls
this a “folklorization of culture,” which detaches the rituals from
religion as practiced traditionally while preserving them as aesthetic
survivals. The beginning of the Hméng conversion movement was
coincidental with this new policy of revaluing and preserving
selected traditional practices previously forbidden. There is
insufficient data at this point to know with confidence what, if any,
connection there may be between the two.”°

' Quoted from Religious Liberty Commission-World Evangelical

Fellowship, The Persecution of Protestant Christians in Vietnam,
(Singapore, 2001), Addendum 3, 1.

** Oscar Salemink, “The King of Fire and Vietnamese Ethnic Policy in the
Central Highlands,” in Don McCaskill and Ken Kampe, eds. Development
or Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia (Bangkok:
Silkworm Publications). One is tempted to speculate that it contributed to
resentment against the government, leading to the Hmdng “‘complex”
referred to later in this article.
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Ethnic minority Evangelical Christians in the South suffered
severely in the post-1975 period, in part because North American
missionaries had converted most of them.” Furthermore, some
Evangelicals in the Central Highlands had supported FULRO (Front
Unifie pour la Lutte des Races Opprimes), an insurgent movement
among highland minorities organized in the 1950s to pursue
independence from Vietnamese rule by militant means. This fueled
the socialist government’s suspicions that all Evangelical
highlanders were subversives. Officials believe FULRO was
connected to the Evangelical Church and that the U.S. government
backed them both.”? Immediately after Reunification, virtually all the
398 church buildings used by ethnic minorities in the Central
Highlands were closed, activities were suspended, and leaders were
“re-educated” in detention nm::um.a On the positive side, in the last
decade local officials in some areas of the Central Highlands have
permitted a handful of churches to reopen and in some cases even to
import or print Bibles and hymnbooks. Through good times and bad,
Evangelical numbers in the Central Highlands have increased—
constituting what Salemink (521) calls a “success story of religious
conversion.” But deep-seated suspicions remain on both sides, and
discontent has recently spawned Evangelical-led clashes over
religious freedom and land rights issues in Gai Lai and Dak Lak
provinces of the Central Highlands in February and March of 2001.*

Hméng Religious Life Prior to 1989

Anthropologist Tran Huu Son’s (1996) study of Hmdng in Lao Cai
province tells us Hméng began to undergo religious change in the
early twentieth century.”” Some Hmdng had become Catholics under

2! For an account of Evangelical missionary work in the Central Highlands,
see Homer Dowdy, The Bamboo Cross (Harrisburg, PA: Christian
Publications, 1964).

2 preedom House, Directions, Document 1, 14,

Brreedom House, Directions, Document 2, 2-3.

24 «yistnam Admits to More Unrest Among Minorities in Highlands,” New
York Times, February 9, 2001.

25 Tran Hitu Son, Van Héa Hméng [Hmong Culture] (Ha Noi: Nha Xuit
Ban Van Héa Déan Toc [Peoples Culture Publishing House], 1996). Though
Son’s study is about Hméng of Lao Cai province, it seems reasonable to
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the influence of French priests, but many had abandoned
Catholicism or become indifferent to it during resistance against the
colonialists (186). Furthermore, faithful Hmong Catholics were
mixing animistic practices with Catholic ones. A few had removed
their old religious traditions entirely but most retained taboos in
deference to the spirits, and on the occasion of Tét, the Viethamese
New Year, they worshipped the ancestors. In short, Son says the
traditional habits and customs “still control the hearts and lives of the
[Catholic] Hméng.”(183)

But traditional Hmadng religious life underwent a second wave
of change when the government campaigned against “superstitious”
practices. Son (174-8) tells us that from the 1960s to 1990, the
government forbade many festivals and ceremonies and restricted the
Hméng of Lao Cai to celebrating the New Year for only a few days
rather than the traditional one-month. Where there was resistance to
such measures, Hméng traditionalists were dealt severe punishments
such as arrest, imprisonment, and hard labor. Other mountain ethnic
groups and their religions shared a similar fate. Hoang Quoc Hai, an
official of the Ministry of Education and Culture, had this to say of
the minorities in the Central Highlands.

In the new way of life, we mobilized people to eradicate
the family long-house system where many generations
share the same house. We stopped all taboos and got rid
of all evil spirit sacrifices and wizards. All bad customs
such as infant marriage, funeral rites and hundreds of
other superstitious practices were forbidden. The new
policy was just aimed at elevating the standard of living
of the minorities to cope with civilized life in the world
today. That was our good will.”

believe that similar dynamics were present among Hméng in ncarby
provinces. . ok

% Hoang Quéc Hai, “Hay Ciu Van Ldy Nén Van Hoa Owo.ﬂus .w_un ft
Ngudi” [How To Save the Traditional Culture of the Minorities], in Cu
Yang Sin [Yang Sin Mountain], No. 23 (July 17, 1994), 17.
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